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         “The one un-Jewish feature about me is the light grey colour of my eyes, but whether I got this from a twelfth-century crusader, a fourteenth-century Black Death rioter, or a seventeenth-century Cossack, no one can tell. So numerous were the offspring of ravished Jewish women that the rabbis in their wisdom long ago ruled that every child of a Jewish mother is a Jew.”

         
             

         

         These are the opening words of this memoir of shtetl life. Written with the humour and clear-sightedness of one who loved the shtetl, but who worked hard to escape it, this book records the rhythms and texture of everyday life from the early years of the century to 1927.

         
             

         

         Life was ruled by religion and the Jewish calendar. The Bible and its injunctions were their living reality; each commandment was obeyed and Sabbath observance was so sacred that rabbinic dispensation had to be obtained before fleeing from the Cossacks on this holy day.

         
             

         

         Dovid Zhager, as the author was known in this Yiddish-speaking part of the world, glories in the details of growing up, he explores every irony, every twist of fate, every historical fact, as history rushed past this shtetl, sometimes affecting it, sometimes just passing by. Above all, this memoir is about his growing rebellion against God who, on the one hand delineates the horizons of his life and gives meaning to it, and on the other allows so much suffering, and to such God-fearing people.

         
             

         

         Two things emerge most clearly: firstly, the richness of such a devout life which meant that the life of the spirit took precedence over the grinding poverty that co-existed with it, and secondly, the shtetl’s lack of preparedness for anything other than religion least of all, for the fate that was later to befall it.

         
             

         

         First drafted before the Second World War, completed fifty years later and now published for the first time, Botchki is a testament to a vanished world.

         
             

         

         “Botchki is an unusually sensitive, lively and honest account of life in a pre-war Polish shtetl. It is written with an unsentimental intelligence and considerable narrative flair; and its affectionate but candid picture of an Orthodox Jewish milieu illuminates the complexities of a world which we tend to reduce to quaintness or exoticism.”

         Eva Hoffman, Author of Lost in Translation, Exit into History and Shtetl
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            Preface

         

         I wrote the first draft of Botchki  on the eve of World War II when I was working in London as a foreign correspondent. It is the story of my childhood and my shtetl, and in the shadow of the destruction that was facing Europe it was a story I wanted to have written down. My mood at the time is reflected in the original preface, with which the Prologue of the present book begins.

         The War made further work on the manuscript, let alone publication, impossible. I emigrated to America, was drafted, and entered American counter-intelligence (the OSS, later the CIA) to put my knowledge of Eastern Europe to use in the fight against the Germans.

         Two sequels to the war rendered the resumption of work on the book and, indeed, of much of my productive life, impossible: the Holocaust – in 1947 I learned, from the only person who had escaped from the deportation caravan, that my parents and younger brother had died in Treblinka – and my indictment and dismissal (despite complete clearance on all charges) by the CIA, in which I had by that time reached an important position, during the McCarthy terror, after a year-long investigation and infamous trial.

         In 1989, fifty years after the first version of Botchki  was written, it had become safe even for a former intelligence officer and ex-Polish citizen to visit his country of birth, and I ventured for a last look at my village. I expected to find only the ashes and graveyards of my Jewish Botchki, but the ashes had been built over by our Gentile heirs and the tombstones used for the repair of farm buildings. It was like watching Botchki die a second death. And it was then that fifty years of recoil from touching the manuscript turned into a compulsion to put up the memorial promised in the original preface.

         That I succeeded in the endeavour at all at the age of nearly ninety is due to the encouragement and assistance of several people: Donnali Fifield for her patient work in assisting me through the first painful weeks of the re-editing; Jenya Weinreb, who typed a new manuscript, coped with endless changes and made many valuable suggestions; and my wife and most especially my son without whose selfless initiative and inspired collaboration the book conceived so long ago could still not have come to its belated birth.

         
             

         

         Something must be said about the many foreign words and expressions which figure in the book. The childhood it describes was subjected to a mixture of seven languages – Russian, Byelorussian, Polish, Yiddish, Hebrew, Aramaic and German – and to have put everything into English would, I felt, have destroyed some of the texture. But since few of my readers will have this particular combination of idioms in their linguistic background, some explanations are needed. To avoid a cumbersome glossary, I have italicised and defined unfamiliar foreign terms on their first appearance, and sometimes re-italicised and re-defined them if they recurred much later in the text. Some words, of course, appear so frequently that the reader will become familiar with them and need no further help – Zeide  (Grandfather), chaver (pal), shochet (kosher butcher), mamzer  (bastard), arbeh kanfess (ritual inner garment of pious Jews), Ochrana  (Polish secret police), and many others. In any case, this is not a scholarly work and, in choosing when to translate, I have aimed at clarity rather than consistency.

         A related issue was the transcription into Latin characters of Yiddish, Hebrew, and Russian words. Words and names ending in a schwa (weak e  sound), for example, have generally been transliterated with eh– Gemoreh, shiveh, Gruneh – except where the word is already familiar in its English ending of ah– Torah, bar mitzvah, Hannah. The guttural sound of German “ach” or Scottish “loch” has been written as ch rather than kh– chaver, Chassid, cheder, shadchan – and the English ch sound of “church” by tch– natchalstvo, Semiatitch, Botchki. The sound ts has been rendered tz rather than the Germanic z– koortz, shvartz, hartz – and the sound of ay as in day by ei rather than ey– Zeide, sheitl, Feigl. Here, too, I have not striven for complete consistency and in this, as, I fear, in so many other respects, the reader will have to be understanding.

         
             

         

         David Zagier

         MONTREUX, SWITZERLAND

         August  1997

         
             

         

         
             

         

         My father died in April 1998, three months after his 90th birthday and only a few weeks too early to learn that Botchki  had been accepted for publication. In his name I would like to thank my sister, Vega Zagier Roberts, whose efforts led to the publication and whose Epilogue speaks of her love for her father, Eva Hoffman, whose enthusiasm for the book encouraged us and who established the contact with Peter Halban Publishers, and Martine Halban, who invested endless hours and whose skilful and sensitive editing of the text have greatly improved its readability.

         
             

         

         Don Zagier

         BONN, GERMANY

         December  1999 

      

   


   
      

         
            
        Prologue
      

         

         It  is  August  1939,  under  the  gathering  clouds  of  Armageddon.  My South  African  newspaper  employers  have  closed  their  Paris  office and  I  am  back  in  London.  I  room  just  behind  Fleet  Street,  as  close to  potential  jobs  as  can  be,  and  indeed  I  am  assured  of  an  assignment  the  minute  war  breaks  out.  In  this  state  of  anxious  abeyance I  dream  the  days away. I  think  of  1915 – I was  seven  – all  of  us Botchki  refugees  were  trapped  between  the  Cossack  cavalry  and the  Kaiser’s  artillery  in  the  Byeloviezh  Wilderness  town  of Pruzhene.  My  older  brother  Chaim  found  me  tottering  about  in  a daze  under  the  bellies  of  horses,  weirdly  calm.  The  parents  whispered  about  an  hallucination.

         The  world  I  know  may  be  coming  to  an  end,  and  my  village,  the Botchki  I  know,  may  be  erased;  nor  will  I,  the  I  that  I  know, survive.  In  what  little  time  may  remain  before  the  evil  is  upon  us  I must  salvage  what  I  can  of  our  memory  – Botchki’s and  mine.

         
             

         

         Without moving once, I had lived under four different flags by the time I was twelve: czarist Russian, imperial German, Bolshevik and Polish. Botchki was a shtetl of motionless Wandering Jews and goyim, non-Jews.

         I am a Jew whose origins look more confusing than they are – a Russian Jew, a Polish one, and a Byelorussian. Above all I am a Lithuanian Jew – a Litvisher Yid and a misnaged; as against a Polisher  one and a Chassid – and an Ashkenazi Jew rather than a Sephardi.

         The one unJewish feature about me is the light grey colour of my eyes, but whether I got this from a twelfth-century Crusader, a fourteenth-century Black Death rioter, or a seventeenth-century Cossack, no one can tell. So numerous were the offspring of ravished Jewish women that the rabbis in their wisdom long ago ruled that every child of a Jewish mother is a Jew.

         Without using aliases I am known by a variety of names. To a landsman in the Diaspora my Christian name, I mean my given name, is Dovid. To a landsman in the land of Israel, it is Daavid – the Sephardi way. To a Pole, it is Dawid. It is the same with the surname: in Botchki it has always been Zhager, zh as the s in usual; in Russian the zh looks like a pair of embroidered ks back to back; in Polish and Lithuanian they use a z  with an accent on top; but that accent mark being unknown to them, the French call me Zazhiay, the Germans Tzageer, the English Zaggir, and the Americans Zeyger.

         My age has not escaped unscathed, either. My father had written down my date of birth on the inside cover of his sidder,  but the prayer book was burned with our house in 1915, and the register at the magistrat  had its entries washed almost clean by the handpump of the village fire-brigade in the same fire. The disappearance of any reliable record of my coming into the world was not noticed until the approach of my bar mitzvah. The parents then figure that since the year of my birth was a leap year, it had to have been 5668 of the Creation or 1908 of the goyish calendar. They did recall that it was in the Hebrew month of Adar, but not which day, nor in which of the two Adars of such a full year – Adar I or Adar II.

         The proper date for my first laying of tefillin,  which would mark my bar mitzvah, had to be resolved by a shylleh,  a problem taken to the rabbi, who ruled for the earliest day in Adar I, because a boy’s entry into the fold may not be delayed beyond his thirteenth birthday but no harm can come from its taking place earlier.

         Six years later, in 1927, the question of my birth date became critical. To emigrate, a young man had to furnish a birth certificate proving that he was below the military age of eighteen. In my case, I had to be born in 1910 and to prove it. Through the intermediary of a rare good goy and a petition wrapped in a dollar bill, I got born on 15 January 1910.

         
            * * *

         

         The vital statistics of Botchki were similarly defective. The township never really knew what country to call its own, and no one knows how old it is or how it got its name.

         Many hundreds of years ago, tradition has it, a woodman hacked out a clearing in the primeval forest along a swampy branch of the Nuretz, a tributary of the Bug that flows into the Vistula. Perhaps he was a Jadwingian tribesman, a Byelorussian or a Lithuanian – the movement of the peoples in our region of Podlasie being as foggy as our marshes – but he was not a Pole or a Russian. This father of all Botchkivites, some of us believed, was a maker of barrels, a botchkar.  Others held that the name came from bociany,  the storks so abundant in our neck of the woods.

         The early Botchkivites were pagans, and their offspring worshipped the gods of the river and the lilac groves. Even in my childhood, old people told of having seen traces of a temple of Piorun, the Thunderer, in a dark grove atop the man-made hillock; and most believed the place haunted and avoided it at night and in stormy weather.

         Villages such as Botchki did not then belong anywhere, for the simple reason that Byelorussia had never thought of itself as a country. This came only in 1280, when vast Byelorussian lands were absorbed into Lithuania in a rather striking manner.

         On their return home, the Germans of the defeated Third Crusade transformed themselves into the Order of the Teutonic Knights, dedicated to the glory of God and fatherland. Preferring to tackle the nearby pagans of fertile Slav and Baltic lands rather than the warlike ones of the distant and arid Holy Land, these early forerunners of the German Drang  Nach  Osten  wiped out many of the Baltic tribes, including the ancient Prussians and most of the Lithuanians. Only the people of the innermost Lithuanian forest vastness rose to defeat the invader and opened the way to the huge area of Byelorussia, thus turning their insignificant, pagan Grand Duchy into a great power. The Lithuanians made up for their lack of numbers by merging with the Byelorussians who outnumbered them and, in an inspired gesture, adopting Byelorussian as the official language of the land. This welded the two races so closely together that they shared a common history for centuries. From having no country to call their own, Podlasie villages like Botchki now had two motherlands in one. A third one, Poland, would join them before long.

         The initial defeat of the Teutonic Knights brought no lasting relief to Lithuania, Byelorussia, or nearby Poland. Faced by many enemies – Tatar and Mongolian hordes, Muscovy and the resurging Teutonic Knights – Poland and Lithuania needed each other’s support. Their chance came when the Polish parliament, the Sejm, became deadlocked and elected the eleven-year-old Princess Jadwiga as “king” (the Constitution did not provide for a queen). In exchange for her hand and the crown of Poland, Grand Duke Jagiello of Lithuania offered to join his country to Poland and have his pagan subjects converted by the Polish clergy. The Poles accepted and it was this union which finally crushed the Teutonic Knights, in the historical Battle of Tannenberg in 1410.

         For more than a century, Poland and Lithuania formed an empire of two equal partners, each with its own sejm, its own laws and its own language. By 1568, the Poles, grown more powerful and overbearing, drastically changed the conditions of the alliance, depriving Lithuania of its voice in the selection of the joint monarch and obliging it to adopt Polish as its language. The common people of the Byelorussian, Lithuanian and Jewish communities, however, held on to their own languages.

         For the outside world, Botchki now belonged to the Polish kingdom, for that was what the Union had become, but for the Botchkivites nothing had changed. The Jews, in particular, still felt themselves to be Lithuanian Jews.

         When Poland was partitioned among the Russians, Austrians and Prussians in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the czar took what had once been greater, historical Lithuania and divided it into six gubernias  or regions. Botchki became a township of Grodno gubernia.

         From 1815 to 1915 Botchki was Russian by fiat, Lithuanian and Byelorussian by tradition and folk ways, Polish to the Poles, and an amalgam of all four to the Jews.

         Botchki now had four countries to belong to, yet none to call its own.

         
             

         

         The early history of Jewish Botchki, the shtetl, is mostly oral – legends, traditions, communal memory. Only one of the pinkassim, the parish annals of the Jewish community – an eighteenth-century and virtually illegible one – survives, and most of the Gentile records, too, were destroyed by marauders and by the frequent fires.

         The earliest definite record of Jewish settlement on the Nuretz could be read on the sixteenth-century tombstones of the old Jewish cemetery behind the two synagogues. A peasant’s plough unearthed traces of an even earlier burial ground, but its tombstones were indecipherable.

         We can tie the appearance of the Jews in Botchki, as elsewhere in Poland and Lithuania, to the period of the Crusades. The Crusaders, reluctant to put off the destruction of the infidel until their arrival in the Holy Land, set torch and sword to the prosperous Jewish communities along the Rhine that had enjoyed tolerance and security since Roman times.

         When the first wave of persecuted Jews reached the Slav lands, they were offered haven, freedom of worship, and trade privileges. The best-known instance was the opening of Poland by Casimir the Great in the wake of the Black Death of 1348, when the Germans accused the Jews of poisoning the wells. The charge that they used Christian blood in their Passover unleavened bread, their matzah, a charge which originated in England in the twelfth century and has never fully disappeared, as witnessed by the Blood Libel of Byelsk-Podlaski, Botchki’s own county seat, in 1564, and by the infamous Bayliss Trial* in 1913 – also drove many Jews eastward.

         The persecution most deeply embedded in our communal memory, however, was the Cossack Scourge of 1648, the Great Calamity. Begodan Chmielnicki, the ataman who led a Zaporozhe Cossack rebellion against his Polish-Lithuanian overlords, directed his most savage fury against the Jews, who had no defenders. A Russian historian of the uprising tells of the Cossacks flaying their victims alive, splitting, roasting or scalding them to death, eviscerating them on the Scrolls of the Torah trailed in the mud, and picking off their children on the tips of their pikes.

         
      
    

         For Botchki, the memory of the Great Calamity was linked to a local hollow, the Gai, where in my childhood pious Jews would still stop to marvel at a rushing stream with no apparent source or outlet. It was called Reb Yankev Schorr’s Shproong – Rabbi Schorr’s leap, or spring – and was said to have sprung up when the pikemen of Chmielnicki – yimmach shemoh, annihilation to his name – pursued the holy man. The stream arose between them and saved this “shepherd of his people”.

         Even when I was a child, the Cossacks of the czar’s cavalry still carried their pikes along with their carbines and still speared our children during “approved” pogroms. As late as the Russian retreat from the Byeloviezh Wilderness in 1915, we all narrowly escaped such a pogrom. The mention of the word Cossack never lost its terror for us.

         The Jews in the towns and villages of our region always felt vulnerable, especially after Lithuania was subordinated by Poland. Jews were excluded from the royal towns of Byelsk-Podlaski and Bransk – our county’s administrative and judicial seats respectively – but not from our township, which stood on land granted by King Sigismund I to the Sapieha princes. These princes ruled their lands as they pleased, mostly with tolerance, while the kings were often forced to yield to the pressures of a sejm dominated by the anti-Semitic gentry. As the Polish power in the Union grew, the gentry, of preponderantly “old-Polish” orientation, sought to extend the privilege de  non  tolerandis  Judaeis,  by banning even the “king’s own” Jews – mostly court agents and tax collectors – from the royal towns. This exclusion of Jews from the royal towns continued until the partitions, even as late as 1792, three years into the French Revolution.

         At the end of its period of “privilege”, Bransk had twenty Jews while Botchki had more than a thousand. Except on Mondays, when the Jewish merchants, craftsmen and artisans of Botchki were permitted to trade in Bransk, covering the marketplace with their stalls and providing services without which the town could not function, commerce was non-existent in Bransk.

         Upon taking possession of the historical lands of old Lithuania, the czar ended the exclusion of Jews from the royal towns, at the same time keeping them out of all of Russia proper and confining them to the Pale of Settlement, consisting of Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine and adjacent non-Russian lands. In inverse measure as the exclusion of Jews had brought economic ruin to the royal towns and growth to the others, its abolition transferred most of our economic advantages to our neighbour. By the time I was born, there were more Jews in Bransk than in Botchki.

         
             

         

         A traveller would have had trouble trying to find Botchki in early days, so dense and impenetrable were the forests surrounding it.

         Generations of peasants have since thinned out the primeval wilderness of Byeloviezh. In place of woods sprang up villages surrounded by fields of rye, flax, wheat or potato, interspersed with the mansions and parks of Polish noblemen. Still, the Byeloviezh forest itself remained almost as forbidding as it must have been a thousand years ago, spreading for hundreds of square miles – secret, deep, impenetrable, virgin – the terror of lost wayfarers and the delight of hunters through the centuries. Wolf, bear and the last of Europe’s bison still roamed among oak, birch and pine. The forest was no place to lose one’s way, we were warned as children.

         By more urban standards, Botchki was a mere village, but in the Podlasie region its four hundred families, four houses of worship, and three cemeteries justified its claim to township.

         To the outsider, Botchki, surrounded by green and gold fields in summer and blanketed by dazzling snow against a dark wall of forest in winter, would probably have appeared charming, but slow-paced like its meandering little river and, perhaps, slow-witted. But to us on the inside, Botchki was the centre of the world, intense in its joys and sorrows, loves and hates, insights and prejudices, a microscopic universe whose denizens whirled, repelled and exploded, not in a random way but by God’s will. To us, it was the outside that was colder, less loving, less hating, less joyous and less sorrowful – in a word, slow-paced and, be it said, maybe a bit slow-witted.

         
            * The Bayliss Trial took place in Kiev in 1913. Menachem Bayliss was accused of draining Christian children of their blood to use it for baking matzah.

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1

            Introducing  Two  Carters

         

         In those days – the days of Czar Nicholas II (1894–1917) – people travelled from Botchki to civilisation with one of the two Hershes: Hersh-Leib or Hersh-Loaf. Hersh-Loaf was also known as Hersh-the-Post.

         The two Hershes were carters by the mercy of God and the licence of natchalstvo,  the czarist authority; both conveyed goods and passengers to and from the nearest railway station, Byelsk. For the licence each Hersh paid three roubles a year to the exchequer and a gallon of brandy to the authority whenever the authority was thirsty, which was often.

         When setting out from Botchki, the traveller had no choice as to his conveyance. After leaving home in the early morning, he trudged along ankle-deep in the dust of summer, or knee-deep in the snow of winter, to the tollgate where both carters were stationed. Weighed down by baskets, bags, cartons and leave-taking relatives and acquaintances, he knew that he would get to the railway in due course, but by which Hersh he could not say. Once in sight of the tollgate he had to halt in his tracks and wait for the two Hershes to leap from their perches and claim him. Whoever touched passenger or luggage first had the fare in accordance with the Talmudic principle of hasakah,  that possession is nine-tenths of the law. On the rare occasion of a dead heat, the traditional ruling “let them divide” being difficult to apply, a short battle would ensue, which Hersh-Leib invariably won.

         The two Hershes were not related. In fact, they had little in common beside their name and calling; in everything else they resembled each other as little as did their conveyances. Hersh-Leib’s vehicle, which was primitive but comfortable, consisted of a shallow wicker-trough well padded with golden rye-straw. In winter travellers embedded themselves in its depths, whereas in summer they sat aloft chewing a straw and admiring the wonders of Nature. Hersh-Loaf’s vehicle was conceived on more ambitious lines. Imagine a wooden cage-like contraption divided into compartments and shielded from the elements by a medley of jute sacking, strips of canvas, and odd bits of leather and linoleum. Its nickname was Noah’s Ark.

         The chassis of each vehicle changed with the seasons. A week or two before Easter, when the snows were thawing in this forest-locked region of Podlasie, trough and ark alike were taken off their sledges and placed on four wheels for the summer. Early in October, the process was reversed. Never were these vehicles known to have been set on floats, though often enough, during the spring and autumn floods, the roads disappeared under water.

         Apart from the comfort of his wicker-trough, Hersh-Leib had many other advantages over Hersh-Loaf. Hersh-Leib was a powerful red-bearded giant, two yards round the waist and father to four sets of twins, three male and one female. His six sons, known in the township, even among the Gentiles, by the biblical term of bonim  or sons, could put the fear of God into a rowdy batch of conscripts, while his two lanky, sun-freckled daughters handled a cartful of manure or a spirited horse with the ease of a goy. Hersh-Leib’s spouse, the Hersh-Leibiche, a tiny grey-haired Jewess, never contributed to the race other than in twins. Every set consisted of a red-haired and a black-haired partner, and each pair was alluded to by the name of the red-haired, aggressive twin. Thus the eldest bonim were referred to as “the Michaels”, one boy was called “the Ginger Michael”, the other “the Black Michael”; the daughters were “the Champes” – “the Ginger Champe” and “the Black Champe”.

         Hersh-Leib had other commendable attributes. He was the scion of a long line of horse thieves and recklessly courageous when roused. This, together with his fecundity, secured for him the respectful title reb, though his religious learning never extended beyond a laborious reading of the Psalms. Even behind his back, he was just Hersh-Leib, and not called by any nickname.

         Botchki’s nicknames merit a volume to themselves. Take Noske Quack-Quack, Yosl Red Cock, Itshke Bugs’ Funeral, and Sniff-Bottom. They were four good Botchkivites – a country peddler, a horse dealer, a roofer, and a boot mender. Noske became Quack-Quack when he went to live by the duck pond; Yosl was reputed to have set “the red cock” – fire – to two barns whose owners had cheated him in a deal; Itshke the roofer had so many bedbugs in his house that they were said to be lining up for a funeral; and Haikl, the bootmender, acquired his nickname from sniffing the posteriors of hens, brought him in payment, to see whether they were with egg. This Sniff-Bottom was of such humble station that his nickname alone sufficed, and, like others in the town, he even referred to himself by his sobriquet: Shmek-toches.

         As for Hersh-Loaf, his name came from an incident involving his wife – a tall, dry Jewess from Semiatitch. Now Semiatitchers were not popular in Byelorussian Botchki, because their town lies almost on the border of the Polish Mazur province, and Botchki waited for a good opportunity to show disapproval. It presented itself barely a week after the wedding. One day Hersh set out for a trip to Byelsk and left his hamper of bread and herring behind. By the time his bride noticed the omission, the Ark was passing the windmill at the other end of town; but knowing it was bound to stop at the tollgate to pick up passengers, she gave chase. Along the main street she ran, skirts gathered up in one hand, hamper in the other, shouting at the top of her Semiatitcher-accented voice:

         “Hersh, the loaf! Hersh, you forgot the loaf!”

         And Hersh-Loaf and Hersh-Loafiche it remained ever after.

         Hersh-Loaf was an undistinguished-looking man and no better versed in religion than his competitor. He had, moreover, a knotted beard in which folks said he stored his horse’s fodder. Even Providence showed him displeasure, for he had no children; yet it did bless him in another way to show that “the Lord giveth aid to the humble and foresaketh not the poor”. Hersh-Loaf received the blessing of God at the hands of the authorities. As the links between Botchki and the world beyond the forests grew, the villagers could no longer rely on chance visits to Byelsk to fetch their mail, and it became clear that a regular service was years overdue. The authorities – their mills, like God’s, grinding slowly yet surely – eventually decided to institute a town postal service. When the sum of twelve roubles per annum was duly voted from the municipal funds to pay for fetching the mail from Byelsk, Hersh-Loaf was entrusted with the task. At a stroke Hersh-Loaf became Hersh-the-Post, and Noah’s Ark became the Mail Van.

      

   


   
      
         

            2

            West  Rarely  Met  East

         

         Unlike the distant deserts and lonely islands, Botchki was rarely visited by anyone more civilised than an East Prussian horse dealer, and then only on the great annual market day of St John. Western explorers gave Botchki a wide berth and never came nearer than the river Bug, which is a good twenty-five miles west.

         Once a foreign firm of boot-polish manufacturers had, in a spirit of foolhardy enterprise, sent an African on a promotional tour of the Byelorussian wilderness. When he appeared in Botchki, the inhabitants of the township showed that they were not to be taken in. The Gentiles crossed themselves and spat over their shoulders at the unholy apparition; Jewish parents grabbed their young and shut them indoors, away from the Evil Eye, and muttered the prescribed blessing on seeing a black man for the first time: “Blessed be Thou, O Lord, for creating a diversity of peoples.” Except for a few loafers and Wolf the village atheist, none dared to approach the stand which the hapless African had put up in the centre of the market. Only when their first shock had worn off did they attempt to inspect the apparition properly, but by then the man’s cart had almost disappeared on its way to Byelsk.

         Omniscient Botchki delivered its shrewd verdict on the affair: the man was not black but an ordinary mortal disguised by his own boot polish. An urchin was ready to swear that beneath the man’s coat he had seen tsitsis,  the ritual tassels on the edge of the arbeh  kanfess,  the four-cornered undergarment worn by every faithful Jewish male. If this were indeed the case, he must have come from across the Bug, for no self-respecting Jew this side of the river would paint himself black even if he had ten children and they were all starving.

         The prejudice against everything and everybody that came from the western side of the Bug was not confined to the Jews. The Byelorussian peasants also regarded the far bank of that river as a foreign and therefore a bad land, the domain of infidels and invaders, of Germans and Poles. Thence came their pans,  their masters, who owned the land and of whom the less said the better.

         The Jews of Byelorussia were chary of Polish Jews chiefly on sectarian grounds. The Bug demarcated the two main currents of contemporary Judaism: the Chassidim,  with their cabalistic mysteries, dynastic wonder rabbis, and vehement style of prayer, dwelt west of the Bug, while the domain of the formal Talmudists, the calm and studious Misnagdim,  who were sceptical of latter-day miracles and suspicious of rabbi worship, began east of the river and extended far into the Russias. At one time, the war between the sects had been so fierce that their rabbis excommunicated each other, but now only milder prejudices remained: a Polish Jew was a “Polish abomination” to his Lithuanian brother and replied with the insult “crucifix-head”.

         Yet Byelorussia of the czars with its dark forests, low-lying meadows, and flaxen-haired peasants remained a land of benighted peace. The few small towns were populated predominantly by Jews. The landowning nobles, the pans, were Polish. The parobki, serf-like labourers who tilled the land, felled the trees, and tended the herds, were mostly Byelorussian. The pans worked them from an hour before daybreak to an hour after nightfall for a platter of potatoes without fat. Polish peasants kept to their own villages, of which there were fewer the more one went east, towards Byeloviezh and Pinsk.

         We looked upon our Polish neighbours as tormentors, who set their dogs on Jewish peddlers and who – themselves oppressed by the Russians – readily took up the blood call “bij Zhidow” (“hit the Jews”) whenever the czar needed a pogrom. The Byelorussians saw their landlords as slave-drivers and all, oppressors and oppressed alike, had a common foe in the czar’s policemen and tax collectors. Fear of pogroms and political persecution did more for our link with the world than the railway, but the traffic was oneway. Every year, we sent a few of our sons to America. In return, some of us received affidavits, and others occasional dollar bills, letters, and photographs. A letter from abroad – America – was always an event in Botchki. The proud mother, after staining it with her tears and carrying it in her blouse for a period proportional to her fear of the Evil Eye, took it round the town: first to relatives, then to neighbours, and in ever-widening circles until the epistle reached all who cared to read it. As the years went by the intervals between letters grew longer until only the New Year’s greetings continued. As people said in Botchki – though usually only at funeral orations – the branch was irreparably severed from the tree.

      

   


   
      
         

            3

            The  Gods  Got  Along

         

         Botchki’s four hundred households were about equally divided between Christians and Jews. There was little trespassing among the religions and the nationalities: the Jews prayed in their two synagogues, the Poles in the Catholic kosciol  and the Russians and many Byelorussians in the Orthodox tserkov.  In the synagogues God was worshipped three times daily, but in the churches only on Sundays and saints’ days. The Christian churches were more crowded, for they also served a dozen churchless hamlets and villages nearby.

         Botchki was the best market town in Podlasie, thanks to its position as a “free” town for hundreds of years. On local saints’ days in particular, thousands of peasants from the surrounding countryside flocked into Botchki to pray, drink, shop and meet their cronies. The carts thronged the marketplace, the streets and the backyards overflowing into the orchards and fields. These were great days for the local shopkeepers and for the stall-holders, who journeyed even further than their customers to sell their wares. The shops had to remain closed during the long hours of Divine Service, though trading went on briskly enough through the back doors. The sole policeman could do nothing against the offenders for from the windmill to the watermill the streets were clogged. Kerchiefed peasant women in their Sunday brightest, men in coarse grey homespun and greased top-boots, bewildered youngsters, all squatted on and beneath the carts, spreading their meal on a coloured cloth. The men fed heartily on chunks of ham and rye, consuming tremendous quantities of food washed down by pints of vodka, while whole salt herrings disappeared head, tail and all down their throats. After a meal of this nature a man might feel in need of some bodily function and this he coolly proceeded to fulfil behind the cart. If the horse moved in the middle of it all there was mirth but no fine …

         Most of the Christian families were small farmers, a dozen or so were hired hands and a few were tradesmen: a tanner, a boot-mender, and a couple of shopkeepers. Of the Jews only about a score were part-time farmers, orchard keepers or vegetable gardeners. Most were shopkeepers – butchers, bakers, a candle maker, and a dozen gallanterie shopkeepers who also sold everything from sweets and haberdashery to funeral requisites. There were a sewing machine agent, two ironmongers, one or two itinerant peddlers, and four innkeepers. The tailors, boot-makers, blacksmiths, carpenters, turners, oil pressers and the two carters were all Jews.

         Christians and Jews were more or less equal in number of clergy. The rabbi and ritual-slaughterer-cum-cantor-cum-circumcisor had their parallels in the Catholic ksiondz  and the Orthodox priest, whom they called the pop.  The Jewish and Orthodox clerics were bearded, the priest was clean-shaven. One apothecary was a Jew, the other a Gentile, but the Jew had only a limited licence; the windmill belonged to a Christian, the watermill to a Jew; and each community was represented in the ancient calling of horse stealing.

         Botchki boasted more horse thieves than any other town its size in the Grodno gubernia, which is saying not a little. The story was told of a Botchkivite who, when asked by a stranger whether he indeed came from Botchki, retorted testily that the enquirer was a horse thief himself…

         All the same, horse stealing was a time-honoured profession. It came down from father to son like other occupations. The Botchki horse thieves styled themselves horse dealers, which was true enough in the daytime.

         To steal a horse – or rather a sooss, since Jew and Gentile alike used the Hebrew word for horse if it was come by dishonestly – the thief mingled with the owners and bona fide dealers on market day. When he came across a fine animal, he ascertained who its owner was and where he lived. Then, unless the stable was within the township, the thief set off on horseback early enough to get to the owner’s home by midnight. The night had to be a moonless night with no snow about. If there was a dog it was settled with a lump of poisoned meat and the thief went about his work picking the lock. Pieces of felt were tied round the horse’s hooves, a bag of oats was hung round its neck to keep it from neighing, and the thief removed the horse to a place of safety for a few days, along with other horses which had been “soossed” on similar expeditions. After the hue and cry was over, the whole pack was taken on a dark rainy night to the East Prussian frontier and disposed of at a fair price, or exchanged for other horses stolen in Germany.

         Some Botchkivites defied classification. Among them were Yanchuk the quack and three females who augmented their livelihood by their skill as “knowers”: they practised such arts as talking away the Evil Eye, pouring wax over the ailing, reading the cards for peasants on market day and generally exploiting the supernatural. The most versatile among them was old Meite, who was not only midwife but tended the female dead, cutting their hair, cleaning their nails, and washing their bodies, and engaged in a not dissimilar fashion in the preparation of brides, ministering to them and shaving their heads; it was also she who was in charge of the mikveh  on Thursday nights, when good Jewish wives went for their ritual baths. Some other professions and crafts such as wig maker, shammes  or beadle, and barber were part-time only.

         Intercommunal relations were good in those days. The Jews lent their mikveh to the Gentiles, presented them with unleavened cakes at Passover, and treated Christian beggars no worse than their own. In return the Gentiles allowed the Jews’ cows to graze on the common pasture, sometimes brought their Jewish cronies gifts of eggs and cheese when visiting town, and on occasion even provided food and shelter to Jewish wayfarers lost in the snowdrifts. Many Jews who dwelt among the peasants in remote hamlets, either as ploughmen or small traders, visited Botchki for festivals and the occasional Sabbath only.

         Most Botchkivites gave way to ancient prejudices only half-heartedly, and even then more as a matter of tradition than conviction. The Jews turned away their heads when passing a sacred statue, while the Christians did the same when walking past the synagogue. The more fanatical even spat three times on such occasions – the Jews rather discreetly, the goyim more brazenly, which made the old Jews say: “What can you do? We are in exile!” Polish, and sometimes Russian, children made their shirt-tails into a “pig’s ear” when a Jew passed a non-Jewish street and squealed “Zhid” or “Bayliss!” Yet even as Botchki still reverberated with the echoes of the ritual murder trial, few of our goyim believed that we used Christian blood for Passover. Jewish and Gentile homes were too close to one another for mystery: everyone knew what everyone else had for dinner, whose baby was ailing and why, whose father suffered with a hernia and whose daughter was going to marry whose son. There were no great secrets, nor could any have been kept, within the confines of Botchki.

         Neighbourliness, if not love, was the rule.

      

   


   
      
         

            4

            Botchki  Album

         

         Most strangers who arrived in Botchki in the winter were captivated by it. Snowed in, it possessed the white radiance of a peasant bride.

         The Botchkivites, once reassured that the stranger was neither come to spy out the land, nor an agitator in the pay of the anti-Semitic Black Hundreds, nor a tax assessor, allowed themselves to be explored without hindrance.

         The sledges of the two Hershes emerged from the forest into sight of the township half a mile away. The visitors watched as the horses plodded belly-deep in the drifts, their sleighbells tinkling in rhythm with their trot, and were enchanted – until they came with a jolt upon Nitko’s “cemetery”. Nitko, an old Byelorussian bachelor, collected stray dogs and moribund horses for skinning, and though his hut was hidden in a clump of birches, the stench would force the passengers to turn their heads away, for Nitko would not stoop to burying his carcasses. This was dangerous, too, for in the summer the rotting carcasses could bring disease and in the winter tempted hungry wolves, but since Nitko was always drunk, he could not be reasoned with and was left to himself.

         On the hillside to the right of the road rose the three graveyards where dead Botchkivites dwelt in peaceful neighbourliness: rounded tombstones over the Jews, stark crosses over the Poles, dual crosses for the Russians. To the left, where the road turned sharply to meet Cemetery Street, a clay Christ, intended to watch over the fields, seemed more concerned with balancing on His toppling pine cross than with keeping watch. Beneath the cross was the boundary stone.

         With Byelorussian frankness, Botchki unfolded its half dozen streets, its marketplace and houses of worship, its two bridges and its fire barn, all standing out white against the wintry landscape.

         The first homesteads were thatched, low-roofed; icicles beneath the eaves shimmered in the oblique rays of the winter sun like multicoloured pendants which children snapped off for play swords. Smoke ribbons rose from snow-loaded roofs true and straight into the blue. Cottage, shop, and inn alike were one-storeyed, only the churches and the new synagogue being loftier. Except where its gods were concerned, Botchki was not pretentious.

         The houses straggled, haphazardly spaced, haphazardly faced. If one cottage was thatched, its neighbour was tiled; if one store faced the street, the other turned sulkily sideways and showed a slanting roof; since the Orthodox cupolas were gilt, the spire of the Catholic church was grey-slated and the roof of the synagogue pine-shingled.

         Orchards, kitchen gardens, fowl runs and beehives flanked the farm houses and outbuildings. Under the snow, autumn-sown rye germinated in the womb of the earth, with the promise of black bread nine months ahead.

         The Hershes, like most carters, were chatty fellows, ready to volunteer more information than the most curious traveller required. They conscientiously described each home they passed and good-naturedly slandered the people who dwelled therein.

         In the rambling cottage nearest the boundary lived Jasiek, a Polish freeholder who owned many acres of good wheatland, sandy potato fields and a strip of forest. Everyone took his cow to Jasiek’s bull. Jews paid a rouble a time and Gentiles a bushel of grain. In front of Jasiek’s gate one might see a farmer in yellow sheepskin coat, astrakan cap and gigantic felt boots, struggling with a short-horned cow, her tail twitching sideways for all to see but pretending not to know where she was being led and pulling backwards with bovine obduracy.

         A dozen houses down the street, the low wooden fence of the eruv  stood folded against the wall of Akiveh the oil presser. The eruv marked the limit of the township for purposes of Jewish ritual. All outgoing streets had their eruvs without which the township would be ritually “open” and the carrying of anything on a Sabbath, even a handkerchief, would be a sin. At one time the eruv was a wire suspended high overhead between poles on each side of the road, but after a number of Jews were dragged to Byelsk on suspicion of laying telephones for espionage, the wire eruvs were replaced by symbolic golden gates. Rabbinical reasoning found dispensation for the substitution, and even the czar could not object. No Jews lived beyond an eruv except Sheike Drum, the water carrier, and Yoodl-Mordechai Pontz, the road-mender.

         Turning into River Street, the traveller discovered with some surprise that the river was crossed at its widest – and in three stages – from a bridge on to a dyke and thence on to another bridge. Botchki always had plenty of time and did not believe in shortcuts. The flow of the river, regulated by a primitive system of sluices, drove the wheel of the watermill with much clatter but little speed. Every fourth year or so the river swept the bridges and earthworks down to the river Bug, tossing timber piles like matchwood among the ice floes. By some miracle the willows lining the dyke were never uprooted, so that we could promenade pleasantly along the river when the new dyke was laid.

         It was the river that put Botchki on the map. Indeed, a river was essential to a Jewish township. For instance, in case of a divorce, the prescribed text of the decree reads “In the town of … on the river …” Not that this affected us very much: wives in Botchki might curse their husbands and husbands might beat their wives, but apart from this they lived happily enough and never divorced. But it was good to feel that it was possible. Without the river there would have been no watermill, no peasants coming from afar to grind their grain, and fewer customers for innkeepers, storekeepers and produce dealers.

         When the ice over the “black pit” of reputedly unfathomed depth was thick enough to bear the weight of horse and sledge, Feivel the kvas-maker rounded up masterless parobki and hungry tenant farmers to hack ice for the village’s needs. The men grunted in unison as they stood in a ring swinging their great axes and marked out blocks to be heaved with boat hooks onto the sledges.

         In the marketplace, a few sledges stood in front of the inns; storekeepers yawned on their doorsteps, sending out puffs of silver vapour into the freezing air; an enterprising tradesman swept a path in the snow for hoped-for customers. A solitary horse ambled up to the middle of the square toward the pump, knowing that his master would follow him. Botchki’s winter life, indeed the whole of Byelorussia’s resigned hibernation, was reflected in the rhythm of his nodding head.
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