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Preface: A Complicated Jew

			The eighteen essays selected for this book were published over a period of nearly half a century, the first of them in 1974, the last in 2021. Most appeared in Commentary, my writing for which was inseparable from my long association with Neal Kozodoy, the magazine’s second-in-command throughout the 1970s and ’80s and editor in chief from 1995 to 2009. I started contributing to Commentary soon after Neal went to work for it and stopped when he retired, and I am deeply grateful for his prolonged aid and support. Subsequently, I wrote for the internet magazine Mosaic, which Neal helped found, and for the Jewish Review of Books and its editor Abe Socher. Essays published there appear in these pages, too.

			I have not arranged these essays in the order in which they were written. Rather, I have sought to give them an autobiographical sequence. Thus, the book’s first entry deals with my family’s origins in Eastern Europe, its second and third with my New York childhood and adolescence, and so on. This was an imprecise method, since some pieces touch on, or have as their background, more than one time of my life, but I thought it better than any other.

			Deciding what to choose for this volume, whose length was a preordained given, was not always easy. Essays like “Holy Land,” “Rooting for the Indians,” “Either/Or,” “Driving Toward Jerusalem,” “My Uncle Simon,” “Sailing to Ithaca,” and others of a personal nature were never in doubt. Nor were many that I had no qualms about omitting, occasion-driven pieces on books, events, and political developments that belong to the past. The borderline cases tended to be those in which there was a mixture of the two things. If I included “Feminizing Jewish Studies” (1998) and “How Not to Repair the World ” (2008), it was because, though the books discussed there may no longer be of much interest, they gave me an opportunity to say things that I felt strongly about and still do. Conversely, while they have passages that I value, I left out essays like “Whose Palestine? An Open Letter to Edward Said” (1979), and “The ‘Waltzing with Bashir’ Two-Step” (2009), which contained more detail about the book and film they reviewed than I thought it fair to subject readers to today.

			In some cases it was hard to decide about a piece because it was one of several on the same subject. Although I’ve written on various issues having to do with the Bible, for example, there was only so much that I felt this book could accommodate. Similarly, I excluded otherwise worthy essays on Israel and Zionism because there were already enough of these. In one case, I dropped an entire category. I’ve published literary essays that I think have stood up well over time—ones on Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Henry Roth, Cynthia Ozick, and Salman Rushdie, to mention some—but there would have been room at most for just one of them and I preferred to single out none.

			I sometimes found myself wishing that I could take the best parts of different essays written on related themes and combine them. Although this was not, of course, possible, I did take the liberty in several places of borrowing a few lines from a piece I excluded and weaving them into one I included. I also allowed myself to make a small number of cuts and stylistic revisions in essays written, often in haste, many years ago. Nowhere have I changed matters of substance.

			The titles of magazine articles are almost always given them by their editors. The author is rarely consulted, and although I was not always happy with the titles my essays received (some I thought excellent), I have let them stand. By now, whether I originally liked them or not, they have adhered to what they were stuck on and I would not try to peel any of them off. Book titles, on the other hand, are jointly decided on by the author and the publisher. When it came to a title for this one, neither its publisher Adam Bellow nor I had any bright ideas. “I suppose it should have something to do with being Jewish,” I said to Adam. All this book’s essays, after all, were written for Jewish publications and touch on some aspect of Jewish life or thought.

			“Well,” Adam asked, “what kind of a Jew would you say you were?”

			“A complicated one,” I said.

			Which is how, quite spontaneously, the title of this book came about. I will not try to justify it in this preface. The essays themselves, I believe, do that well enough.





The Road to Naybikhov

			After a while, it went away. For a day or two, though, driving the long, straight roads on which we were often the only car for miles, it kept coming back, far down the road, like a mirage or a defect in my retina: a wagon with a Jew in it.

			Horse-drawn wagons are plentiful; Jews are rare. This is the paradox of the modish pursuit of Jewish roots in what were once the shtetls, the towns and villages, of the Pale of Settlement of the Russian empire. Nowhere else in Europe can one see so unchanged the physical world in which Jews lived one hundred years ago. The Jews alone are gone from it.

			I had been to Russia and Ukraine once before, as a correspondent, in 1995, spending a week in Moscow and a week in Kiev—long enough to glimpse from close up the utter destruction of Russian Jewry’s own roots (to glimpse, too, the devastation wreaked on Russia by seventy years of Soviet rule). I had wanted to get to the countryside, especially to the little village in White Russia—Belarus, as it now is called—in which my father lived until he was twelve, but there had not been time.

			Late last spring I went.

			Naybikhov, the place was called in Yiddish, Novibychov in Russian, and it had taken me a long time to get there because already as a child I was prepared to set out. Not so much because of anything my father told me. The youngest of seven brothers and sisters, he did not like to talk about his childhood, the mere mention of which made him melancholy—a response not in keeping with the fact that the poverty he was raised in was never dire and my aunts and uncles claimed he was the family pet. Nor, when it came to their family, did the Holocaust throw a dark shadow, practically all of their close relatives having, like them, left for America before World War I.

			It was my aunts and uncles who told me most of the little I knew about Naybikhov, and although they never spoke of it nostalgically, something in me stirred to what I heard. No doubt this was a result of growing up on a fifth floor in Manhattan, from the parqueted heights of which I yearned instinctively for the country. Anything smelling in my imagination of dirt, soil, rotting leaves, manure, cows, horses, toolsheds, woodpiles, the smoke of fireplaces excited me, the son of a college professor who could not swim but had lived in a log cabin overlooking the Dnieper, with a wood-burning stove, and a yard, and a cow that was milked every day, and a vegetable garden on top of a hill that sloped steeply down to the river from which water was fetched in buckets, and the boats heading downstream from Mogilev to Gomel, or even all the way to Kiev, and sometimes tying up to take on passengers. I loved rivers, lakes. High and dry between one summer vacation and the next, I would have traded my childhood for my father’s. I would have made better use of his than he did.

			So I had dreamed of Naybikhov. But children do not travel to the lands of their dreams, and as I grew older, there were other places to visit. Besides which, one could not tour freely under the Soviets. Nor was I even sure that Naybikhov still existed, having been told by a Russian Jew I met in Israel that it was leveled during the war. By the time it was possible to reach it unchaperoned, and I found a map establishing that it was there (some twenty-five miles from Bychov, on the road to Rogachov, the rogachove gass my aunts and uncles remembered), along came the meltdown at Chernobyl. Naybikhov was less than 200 kilometers to the north. Better not, I was warned.

			In any case, long before then, I had begun traveling to the shtetl in other ways. With no conscious connection to Naybikhov, I had drifted, at first quite inadvertently, into being a translator of Hebrew literature, and the Hebrew literature I loved most, and was (on the rare occasions when a publisher could be found for it) happiest translating, was of the early modern period—the literature produced in Eastern Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by writers like Mendele Mokher Sefarim, Mordecai Ze’ev Feierberg, Micha Yosef Berdichevsky, Yosef Hayim Brenner, Uri Nisan Gnessin, and Hayim Nahman Bialik. Born and raised in the Pale of Settlement, all of these men wrote extensively about its towns and villages—many of whose names I knew as well from another Hebrew genre, nineteenth-century collections of Hasidic tales like The Praises of the Baal Shem Tov and The Life of Our Master Nahman of Bratslav.

			Eventually, I began to translate from Yiddish too: Sholem Aleichem, I. L. Peretz, Mendele once again—and once again, the shtetl was the venue. And so when, each of us in pursuit of his family’s past, I flew last May with a friend to Kiev, where we were met by a car with a driver and an interpreter and driven off into rural Ukraine and Belarus, I was not stepping into an entirely unknown world. I had lived in it, on and off, for a long time.
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			Spread out on my knees, the road map, despite its strange spellings, confirmed this: Berdičev, Polonoje, Braclav, Vinnica, Mežibož, Skvira, Nemirov, Satanov, Šargorod—I had been to them all. In Bojarka, alias Boiberik, I had spent four months with Sholem Aleichem’s Tevye the dairyman; Žitomir was the site of Bialik’s mischievous and mournful adolescence; on a frozen winter day in Kamenka the Baal Shem Tov had warmed his disciples by lighting a tree with a touch of his finger; Uman was where Rabbi Nahman went to die, and more mysteriously, to befriend heretics; in the company of the narrator of Sholem Aleichem’s Railroad Stories, I had passed through Żmerinka, Gajsin, Teplik, Tulčin, Beršad, Obodovka.

			One of our first stops was Zhitomir. Bialik’s low, one-story house, looking like all the others on its block, was for sale. The owners wanted $7,000. Yes, they knew a famous Jew had lived in it. Two or three tourists had been there before us.

			We were not invited inside, and I did not get to see the kitchen and bedroom that were probably all there was of it. But it would not have surprised me to hear a cricket shrilling there like the one that had moved in when Bialik was a boy.

			A retiring fellow, he kept out of sight

			And fretted in chinks of the gloom-blackened night,

			A poet who had only one song to sing

			And sang it, and sang it, and sang it.

			It would not have surprised me because of the backyard. It was the exact same yard as the one described in Bialik’s story “Behind the Fence,” written in Odessa in 1909. Nothing—the rotting timbers, the collapsing sheds, the piles of junk—had been removed. No one had bothered to fix the hole in the fence through which Noyekh, the teenage son of Hanina-Lipa and Tsipa-Leah, had arranged his trysts with Marinka, who lived next door with her Jew-hating stepmother, the jawbreakingly-named Shkuripinshchtikha.

			It was that way everywhere. I recognized it all: the pine forests and the birch forests, the enormous fields of pale green wheat, the vast, flat distances, the sandy dirt roads, the tin roofs of the houses, the picket fences, the chickens pecking by the roadside, the lilac bushes tall as trees, the high fur hats of the storks’ nests, the kerchiefed women on the benches. “I know that goat!” I cried as we passed through Chmelnik. It had a white beard and was straining to reach, its head between two pickets, the neighbor’s cabbages. “It’s just a goat,” said my friend, who had thought the chickens were just chickens. But it wasn’t. It was Mendele’s.

			On a hilltop in Medzhibozh, where the Baal Shem Tov lived and is buried, I stood looking down at the Bug River; on its far bank, in the village of Trebikhabtsi, rose a white Orthodox church. Once the Baal Shem Tov was asked by a Gentile why the Jews shake back and forth in prayer. “Do you see that man swimming?” he asked, pointing to the river. “If you didn’t know what he was doing, you would think he was just waving his arms, but unless he waved them he would drown. We pray to keep our souls from drowning.”

			I knew the river, then, too.

			It was the first generations of Hasidim with their rabbis and disciples who sacralized the geography of Eastern Europe. Until then, apart from the land of Israel, Jews had their holy places—tombs and synagogues, for the most part—but not their holy regions; the road from the grave of one tsaddik to the next, the street between two houses of prayer, were an ordinary road and street. Except for historical chronicles and the titles of rabbis—Meir of Regensburg, the Maharal of Prague, and so on—places had little importance in Jewish literature. A people in exile, the Jews lived where they lived and made little of it.

			Beginning in the eighteenth century, Hasidism changed that:

			Once the Baal Shem Tov was traveling from the village of Chertri, and when he came to a forest where several Jews had been murdered he stopped for the night to banish the evil spirit of murder from the place. “I mean to sleep,” he told his disciples, “but you stay awake and say Psalms, because my Christian servant plans to kill us here.” . . . And again, before Nemirov, his servant sought to kill him and confessed. “What made you think such a thing?” asked the Baal Shem Tov. “Don’t you know I can’t be outwitted?”

			The road from Chertri to Nemirov now marked a religious drama. Every Jew who knew this story felt a tremor as he passed the forest in which the Baal Shem Tov had slept—and if he did not know which exact forest it was, every one along the way shone darkly with numinous possibility.
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			It has been claimed by searchers for Jewish continuity that the earliest modern Hebrew and Yiddish fiction grew out of the genre of the Hasidic tale. This may be, although such fiction would have developed under the impact of Russian and Western culture in any event. The first Hebrew novel ever written, Joseph Perl’s wackily brilliant Revealer of Secrets, published in 1819, was in fact an anti-Hasidic tale, a wild parody of Hasidic writings. But what Hasidism certainly did do for the Jewish writer in Eastern Europe was to invest the everyday with a significance even greater than Judaism—a religion notorious for its attention to life’s minutiae—had given it until then. A Jew had always had a blessing to say for washing his hands, for whatever he ate or drank, for a rainbow or a thunderclap. He did not have one for tying his shoelaces, but who did not know the story of the Hasidic disciple who never took his eyes off his rabbi because even the way the rabbi tied his shoes conveyed profound and holy mysteries?

			The belief that all things are pregnant with meaning underpins modern European fictional realism too; and if today we know more about the daily life of the shtetl’s Jews than we do about any other Jews before them, this is not only because it is closer to us in time, or because we have photographic and other documentary evidence of it, but because it fully engaged the imagination of the literature that it engendered. When Mendele, in his early Hebrew story, “In the Hidden Place of Thunder,” describes with Breughelesque comedy a Sabbath afternoon in the shtetl, its old men and women sitting on their stoops, “sneezing, belching, yawning, and trumpeting their noses, or else munching on chickpeas and beans,” its children, “their faces covered with slime,” splashing “in the moldy water running out of a broken pipe,” its “nursing mother [who] bares a breast for her bawling baby and wipes the juices running from its nose while venting her aches, pains, and peeves on all her enemies,” and so on, he is doing what no Jewish writer did before him: painting a broad canvas of a community from which nothing, as it were, is left out. His reported boast that, were the shtetl to vanish, it could be reconstructed in its entirety from his books, was not entirely bravado.

			There was something unique about this. Prior to post-World War II America, no other Jewish society in the Diaspora took this kind of interest in itself. It did not happen in Germany, or in England, or in Italy, or in France, let alone among Ladino-speaking Jews in Turkey, Greece, and the Balkans, or among Arabic-speaking Jews in the Middle East. And with it came a degree of self-awareness that was unprecedented too. Unlike our perceptions of other historical Jewish communities, which are often quite different from the ways they viewed themselves, our perceptions of the shtetl, however inconsistent or contradictory, tend to be the shtetl’s own. Whether we think of it as a place of great material poverty and spiritual riches; or as a hopeless quagmire of pettiness, zealotry, squalor, and ennui; or as the scene of a mighty struggle for the Jewish soul among religion, revolution, and Zionism; or as the home of a vital secular Yiddish culture tragically nipped in the bud by Hitler and Stalin; or, on the contrary, as an exhausted form of life that had no future, we are saying nothing about it that it did not say volubly about itself.

			When we talk about the specialness of the East European Jewish experience, it is this, then, that we are talking about. Other Jewish communities knew extremes of poverty and piety, others experienced the conflict between tradition and modernity, others fought over the same responses to this conflict, had their Orthodox, their Zionists, and their Communists, and were at most a generation or two behind. The Jewish Baghdad of 1940 was in many ways remarkably like the Jewish Warsaw of 1900. It did not, however, have a literature. Today we can read the fiction of Baghdadi-born Israeli writers like Sami Mikha’el and Eli Amir and learn a great deal about it. Yet retrospective literature about a society, even by those who grew up in it, is not the same as the literature of a society. The Baghdad of the 1940s is mute. It will always need our interpretation. The shtetl preempts it.
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			Before it can be rediscovered, the past must be lost. Once, most people could safely assume that the world they grew up in closely resembled their great-grandfathers’. Today we are into roots.

			But there are other reasons for the increased interest of Jews in the shtetl and for the growing number of books about it—books that, happily, have joined Mark Zborowski and Elizabeth Herzog’s saccharine Life is with People (1952), for years the subject’s standard, and practically only, text on the library shelves.

			One reason has been mentioned: the fact that, starting with the liberalization of the Soviet Union and its satellites in the 1980s, the rural regions of western Russia and Poland have become increasingly accessible. Not that tourism there does not frequently still run to the bizarre. In Kamanetsk-Podolsk—a middle-sized Ukrainian city with a shambles of an old acropolis that, properly restored, could vie in charm with any Italian hill town—my friend and I stayed for a pittance in a three-room suite in the best hotel, with fancy carpets, mirrored walls, armoires full of old porcelain, no hot water, and no elevator to take us and our luggage to the fourth floor. But with many more Jewish travelers visiting and writing about the places from which most American Jews descend, there has developed not only an acquaintance with them, but an entire genre—the shtetlogue—complete with its stock scenes and situations. The successful or disappointed hunt for the family house and graves, the forlornly untended Jewish cemetery, the old synagogue turned into a pizzeria or discotheque, the elderly Gentile recalling Jewish neighbors, the visit to the field, ravine, or ditch in which the town’s Jews were shot, the last surviving Jew of Dobroslavka or Podorosk—when so little is left, it cannot but repeat itself.

			Concurrently, over fifty years after the Holocaust, the number of Jews who were actually raised in shtetls and remember them is dwindling rapidly; soon the last of them will be gone. This has led to a last-minute rush to record what can still be gotten down, a collective effort ranging from mammoth undertakings like Steven Spielberg’s oral interview project at Yale to individual attempts to document the memories and knowledge of the survivors of specific communities.

			Nor has the Holocaust itself, as might perhaps have been expected, gradually receded with time to the peripheries of American Jewish consciousness. Rather, it seems to become more central every year. One can only speculate why. The extremely slow wearing-off of the protective numbness of the first post-Holocaust years? The still-festering wound of guilt in an American Jewish community that might have brought more pressure to bear on its leaders to try mitigating or obstructing Hitler’s genocide? A liberal identification with the earth’s oppressed that, discomfited by American Jewish affluence and Israel’s long rule over the Palestinians, has turned to the Holocaust to reassert Jewish victimhood and reclaim a Jewish place, as it were, out of the sun? The shtetl, in any case, accounted for over two-thirds of the Nazis’ Jewish victims.

			Not unrelatedly, the shtetl is also much on the minds of those assertive proponents of a new Diasporism who have become steadily more vocal on the American Jewish scene. Their disillusion with both Israel and suburban synagogue Judaism has caused them to regard the shtetl—its material simplicity, its religious passion, its human solidarity and strong labor movement, its rich folklore, its humor, even (as demonstrated by the current popularity of klezmer bands and Yiddish clubs) its music and its language—as an alternative model of Jewishness. What cannot be brought back to life can, or so it is claimed, be emulated.
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			Different reasons, different books.

			It was for the new Jewish seeker of roots that Chester G. Cohen published his Shtetl Finder back in 1989. A gazetteer skimpy in information, it nevertheless provides a helpful list of over 2,000 once heavily Jewish localities in Eastern Europe. Naybikhov, I noticed in planning my trip, was not on it. Dovsk, some twenty miles farther south, the village my father was born in and his family left when he was a year old, was. The Shtetl Finder said of it:

			Located east of Rogatchov. 1894—Volf Braginski was local deputy for the Eretz Israel farmers and workers support association. Birthplace of Simon Halkin, born 1899, who moved to the United States in 1914 and was a Hebrew poet and author.

			This was curious because my Uncle Simon once wrote some verse about Dovsk that described it as a tiny hamlet compared to Naybikhov:

			Twelve houses and a half—all this

			Was yours, Dovsk, and a station, too;

			A child’s isle in an endless blue

			Of sky and of hushed, murmured bliss.

			Dovsk, though, turned out to have developed into a sizable town, possessing, besides what looked like its original twelve and a half houses along the Naybikhov road, extensive clumps of Soviet apartment blocks further on. But where was the station? “The nearest railroad runs through Gomel,” an old woman told me. But an even older one knew. “It’s gone now. Yekaterina slept there.” Of course. My aunts and uncles had told me Dovsk stood at the crossroads of the Moscow-Warsaw and Odessa-Petersburg carriage ways. Catherine the Great’s horses were changed at the Dovsk relay post while she slept.

			So it goes with the voyager to the shtetl: equipped with a map that may contain no more than a single street, house, or landmark, the contribution of a lone photograph or memory salvaged from parents or relatives asked too late or too little—or else, assembled with the help of numerous informants, with a detailed grid of a place that existed sixty or ninety years ago—he matches it against a reality to which it may bear great or small resemblance. He has traveled thousands of miles to somewhere that few or no foreigners ever get to in the hope of seeing not, like the adventurous tourist, what could never have been imagined, but what has always been imagined; so that, drawing near at last, he cannot help feeling, like the South African-born English writer Dan Jacobson upon visiting his grandfather’s native Lithuanian town of Varniai in his fine family memoir Heshel’s Kingdom (1998), “a strange nervousness,” soon to be “replaced by a misgiving in nature. What threatened me now was anticlimax merely.”

			Theo Richmond, also an English Jew and the author of Konin: One Man’s Quest for a Vanished Jewish Community (1996), had similar forebodings. On the train from Warsaw to his mother’s shtetl in Poland, his temples began throbbing insistently. “The pressure had been there since breakfast, a tremulous apprehension, a fear knotting my stomach. And now, getting closer to Konin by the minute, I felt the knot tighten.” Suppose he were to discover, as Jacobson feared doing, “that I had come here for nothing?”

			Indeed, apart from two Jewish women, one living alone and one married to a Gentile, nothing is what Jacobson found. A few hours after arriving in Varniai, he was ready to depart. “So, like the site of my grandfather’s grave,” he writes,

			the whereabouts of his house and shul remain hidden from me. Should I hunt for them further?… To what end? I find a shrinking in myself from the prospect of hunting around the town and eventually gazing at a street of unplastered brick houses like all the others; or some little apartment block, or group of shops, or clinic, or set of school buildings.

			Richmond, on the other hand, found a great deal, not only because Konin, unlike Varniai, was physically unharmed by the war, but because he had spent years interviewing its locatable survivors and meticulously plotting its geography. And yet after spending several days in it, he feels even emptier than Jacobson:

			From the beginning I had known I would have to come here. Now the journey was done. Curiosity was satisfied, an ache assuaged. To say I felt regret leaving this place would be false and sentimental. I felt no emotion. Maybe it was spent. Or maybe the town was releasing me from its grip, for I knew now that it was not the place that held meaning for me but the people who once lived here. Their Konin would stay with me always, a persistent echo.

			It was not the place that held meaning but the people: how many pilgrims to the shtetl must have made this ruefully enlightening discovery! A few days after my visit to Naybikhov I attended a conference of Russian Jewish intellectuals in Samara, an industrial city on the Volga. Invited to speak, I told them of my pilgrimage and asked, “How many of you have been to your family’s shtetl?” Not one of thirty people raised a hand.

			At first this amazed me. Why, they could have gotten there and back in a weekend! But that was precisely the point. Had my father grown up in Scranton or Des Moines, would I have taken a weekend to visit it? Probably not. What might I have expected to see there that I had not seen a thousand times before? Without its Jews, without its literature, their parents or grandparents’ shtetl was, for the conference’s participants, just another hick town in a landscape—as a survivor of Polish Brańsk says to Eva Hoffman, author of Shtetl: The Life and Death of a Small Town and the World of Polish Jews (1997)—“soaked with blood.” In the final analysis, so it struck Jacobson and Richmond, too.
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			No, it is the Jewish life once lived in the shtetl that astounds by its intensity and its variety. Richmond, who laboriously constructs, piece by piece, a diorama of this life in the Konin of the 1920s and ’30s, paints a vivid picture: Hasidim and Misnagdim, religious Jews and secular Jews, Yiddish-speaking Jews and Polish-speaking Jews, brainy Jews and tough Jews, Jews who were doctors, lawyers, teachers, tailors, porters, stonemasons, upholsterers, athletes, musicians, Bundists, Communists, Zionists of every stripe, Jews with names like Stein the Cossack, Simcha Schnorrer, Moishe Pot-of-Semolina, and the Red Rebbe, Jews who had Jewish soccer teams, Jewish ballroom dances, and Jewish theater groups performing Ibsen.

			Richmond observes that Konin, in western Poland, was in some ways not a typical shtetl. Of it, one informant says, “We were more emancipated than many others in Poland because we were near Germany.” But no shtetl was entirely typical; every shtetl was nearer to or farther from somewhere; every shtetl was a place that had evolved in time and was changing. The Konin of 1910, had Richmond found anyone to remember it, was not the Konin of 1930. Nor would the Konin of 1950 or 1990, had the Holocaust not taken place, have been the Konin of 1939.

			It is important to keep these obvious truths in mind because, in thinking and speaking about the shtetl, we sometimes treat it as a timeless essence located in an East European Everywhere. This pitfall is avoided by Richmond and Hoffman, as it is by Yaffa Eliach in her newly published There Once Was a World: A 900-Year Chronicle of the Shtetl of Eishyshok, a book that follows the development of one community—the Lithuanian town of Eisiskes, some fifty miles south of Vilna, just across the Belorussian border—over nearly a millennium. A native of Eisiskes, Eliach, in her vast ambition to recreate “the vanished Jewish market town I had once called home,” has written a compendious work, the equivalent of a one-volume encyclopedia that makes massive use of archives and historical documents no less than oral sources and that deals with every conceivable aspect of a shtetl’s life.

			But the literature of the shtetl is something else. Here is a passage from Eliach’s chapter on Eisyshok’s heders or schoolrooms:

			With or without the aid of their teachers, the little children who sat in the heder from dawn to dusk looked to their imaginations for help in memorizing their lessons, seeking to associate the letters of the aleph bet with all the sights and sounds of the world that was just outside their windows, yet ever far away.

			And here, in a story written in 1897, is Feierberg’s description of a young boy looking out one such window as evening descends in late autumn:

			The mud in the streets seemed neck-high. Beneath an overcast sky, the wind whipped thin drops of rain that beat furiously against the passersby, who walked bent beneath the sufferance of their torn, ragged coats, which were soaked through with rain and grime. I, Hofni, loved to stand at such times on a bench by the window of the heder and look out; I loved to watch the spray and the pockmarks that formed on the surface of the puddles when the rain spattered down on them; I loved to look at the doleful faces of the people as they fought their best with the flagstones and planks of wood that had been strewn about to make footpaths. Mire and muck, figures in silhouette, houses like sepulchers, wet stone, bits of broken glass, snow and rain mixed together —all were engraved on my heart by a grim and terrible hand.

			In Feierberg’s story, we are in the shtetl as we are not in Eliach’s book; there is no way her writing could convey as does his the chill, damp feel of a poor Ukrainian town pelted at dusk by a November sleet. But we are not just there, we are also in the consciousness of a boy, and it is a particular consciousness, already gloomy and fearful at a young age and taking what pleasure it can in its gloom. In a word, it is profoundly melancholic.

			This is the melancholy that was my father’s when made to talk about his childhood, and it is the dominant tone in the Hebrew and Yiddish literature of the age. Pervasive even in works ostensibly comic or defiant, it is largely ignored by today’s writers on the shtetl, who view life there in a more a positive light. Their need to mourn the shtetl, or to mobilize it for ideological purposes, or to respect it as an ancestral past, or simply their unawareness of the literature it produced has caused them to overlook the latter.

			Although Eliach’s chapter on the heder, for instance, is a first-rate summation of a shtetl education, one would never guess, despite its section on “Punishment,” its mention of the heder’s onerously long hours and annual months of study, and its statement that “the method of teaching was monotonous and boring,” how many unforgivingly bitter accounts of such an education were written by men who felt that their childhoods were stolen or destroyed by it. In hundreds of additional stories, poems, memoirs, and essays, these same men portrayed the shtetl as an asphyxiatingly dreary and provincial place in which the sheer struggle to keep body and soul alive ground its inhabitants brutally down. Considering that some two and a half million of these inhabitants fled to the United States and other countries between the early 1880s and the outbreak of World War I, we must take the literary evidence at face value.
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			We must also, of course, heed our warning against generalizing across time. It may well be that this period was a particularly bad one for the shtetl’s Jews, one in which overpopulation caused by a soaring birth rate and falling death rate that tripled their numbers in the nineteenth century, and the steady growth of the anti-Semitism nourished by this demographic explosion, created an unprecedentedly grim reality.

			Certainly, in the immediate aftermath of World War I, life in the shtetl changed for the better—at least once the Ukrainian massacres of 1920-21 were over. (It forms a strange lacuna in contemporary Jewish historical awareness that accounts of anti-Jewish violence in Eastern Europe tend to go straight from czarist pogroms to the Holocaust, skipping over the murder of 100,000 Ukrainian Jews during the Russian Civil War.) To take the case of education again, by the early 1920s, a boy in independent Poland or Lithuania, or even in Soviet Russia, could pick from a wide range of excellent secular Jewish schools that were open to girls as well. The temporary cessation of government anti-Semitism, the introduction of the radio, the cinema, and motor transport, the decline of religious observance and authority, and the growth of movements like Zionism and Bundism with their many social organizations and activities—all this made shtetl life more open, less isolated, and less oppressive, especially for young people who did not have to support a family. That is why Richmond and Hoffman, whose informants grew up in these years, can paint a credible picture of the shtetl as a not unattractive place. Born thirty years later, Feierberg’s Hofni might have felt the same way.

			But there is a catch to all this that American Jews are only too familiar with. For the freer the atmosphere of the shtetl grew, and the more Jewish creativity was released in it, the more Russianized, Polonized, or Lithuanianized its Jewish residents became. Although comprehensive figures are unavailable, the statistics show that throughout Eastern Europe, the percentage of Jews speaking Yiddish as a first language or at all declined sharply in the interwar years, while the rate of intermarriage, though low by current American standards, steadily rose—two highly accurate gauges of social and cultural assimilation.

			It is impossible to know exactly what would have happened to places like Konin and Eisyshok had Polish and Lithuanian Jewry not been destroyed. Had they been shielded from the blight of Communism as well, they certainly would have remained more Jewish than the shtetls of the Soviet Union, which by the late 1930s had practically no public Jewish life left. But today, after six more decades of accelerated assimilation, such life would not necessarily have been more intense or ethnically distinctive, let alone characterized by a vigorous Yiddish culture, than small-town Jewish life in contemporary America.

			Moreover, not only was there mass overseas emigration from the shtetl in the years before 1914, and not only did this resume (albeit, due to new immigration restrictions in the United States and Europe, more slowly) after 1918, when it also turned to Palestine, but there was an additional population drain to the large cities of Eastern Europe—places like Warsaw, Vilna, Kovno, Lodz, Lvov, Minsk, and (after the Bolshevik Revolution) Moscow, Kiev, and Leningrad—where Jewish communal structures were less encompassing and assimilation greater.

			Richmond’s statistics for a middle-sized town like Konin show that its Jewish population peaked at about 3,400 in 1883 and had declined to 2,700 on the eve of the Holocaust. (Some of these 2,700, moreover, must have moved to Konin from small nearby villages that were emptying of their Jews even faster.) More dramatically, since the town itself was growing all this time, the proportion of Jews in it dropped from 52 percent to 23 percent. Everything we know about Jewish demography in the modern age tells us that, left to take its course, this trend would have continued.

			The new Diasporists have it backward, then, when they urge us not to be misled by the finality of the Holocaust into thinking that the shtetl was historically doomed, since it was, after all, in its prime at the time of the German invasion. Rather, as an integral, tightly-knit world of secular Yiddishkeit, it was doomed by the very forces of modernization that created it in the first place, and that were changing and diminishing it well before the Holocaust. Only the Holocaust’s blinding glare permits the illusion that, in its absence, we would see this world still intact before us. What most likely we would have seen in Jewish communities like Konin, Bransk, Eisyshok, and Varniai had they survived to this day would be an East European version of Scranton or Des Moines.
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			The road from Bychov ran parallel to the Dnieper, which was hidden from sight. At times it was possible to make out far away the low bluffs across the river. We passed fields and forests and an occasional car or wagon but no dwellings.

			“My God, it must have been lonely here,” said my friend.

			Sheep were grazing by a pylon at the entrance to Naybikhov. The village ran along the main road in two rows of painted wood houses, each with one story and two windows facing the street, a triangular attic beneath a gabled tin roof, and a picket fence.

			I asked Sergei, our driver, to continue to the village’s end. When we reached it we drove slowly back, looking for a bench with women on it. In front of every house in rural Ukraine and Belarus is a bench, and on it sometimes sit kerchiefed women, and it was these women we had learned to ask whatever it was we wanted to know.

			We found three of them. Although they asked no questions themselves, their scrutiny was intense. Halkin? Galkin? They pronounced the name in both its Belorussian and Russian fashions. No, they had never heard it. Nor did I have any chance of finding my father’s house. The village was destroyed in heavy fighting in the war and rebuilt. The Russians were pushed across the river by the first German attack, then counterattacked, then were driven across the river again.

			So the man I had met in Israel had been right. Still, Naybikhov did not look rebuilt. It looked old. Its rebuilders had rebuilt it the only way they knew, the way their fathers and grandfathers had built, trimming the wood in the same patterns, painting it the same colors. That was a comfort.

			Not enough of one, of course. And yet I had been prepared for this. Given the years since 1914, when my father’s family left for America, finding any trace of it would have been miraculous. I wandered off to look for a view of the river.

			The houses on the hill behind the main street were less brightly painted. Some were plain log cabins like the one my father grew up in. The Dnieper was below. Not the huge river I had seen in Kiev, to which it came swollen by tributaries, it was nonetheless wide, flowing softly between grassy banks.

			When I returned to the street, my companions were talking to a heavyset man. He had the florid face of a drinker and smelled like one although it was not yet noon. Anatoly. Halkin? Galkin? Anatoly had an idea. There was an old man—the oldest in the village—he was ninety-four years old, this old man—and he lived in that house over there—no, that one, the red one with the blue trim. He was the person to ask. If anyone would know, it was him.

			It took some banging on his blue window frames to get Mikhail Yosifovich Skobov, who was a bit hard of hearing, to come to his front gate. Once there, however, he stood plumb-line straight, hardly leaning on the cane that he held with the proud, quiet bearing of a man who has shouldered his end of life squarely. A battalion commander in the war. Shaggy eyebrows and high cheekbones like my Uncle Simon’s. Halkin? Galkin? He remembered no such family. But in 1914 he was only ten.

			Well, that was that, then.

			And then I remembered something myself. One of the few things my father had told me about Naybikhov was that his family had a next-door neighbor, a man named Potap. Potap was their shabbes goy, the Christian who performed tasks forbidden to Jews on the Sabbath like lighting fires and shoveling snow. He was paid in vodka, and one Sabbath, having drunk more of his pay than usual, he pointed to the large knife that hung on the wall—my father’s father was a slaughterer—and said good-naturedly, “You zhidi are fine people. Someday I’ll take that knife and cut all your throats.”

			That should have been quite enough, it now struck me, to make any small boy melancholic.

			“Potap?” said Mikhail Yosifovich. I had omitted the throat-cutting incident from my account. “A devil of a fellow! I’ll show you where his house was.”

			He took us down a lane to a green hillside overlooking the river. There was no sign it had ever been lived on, no ruins or foundations. “Here.” He halted by a circular depression in the ground. “We called this Potap’s pool. It was a carp pond that he made.”

			The river flowed below and disappeared around a bend. Although I did not know if my father’s house had been to the left or right of Potap’s, the scene was just as he had described it. No, not just: the slope to the river, down which two fishermen, a father and his son, were now descending with their poles, was not at all steep. It was gentle and inviting. But that was what a child’s memory would have made of it.

			Wild flowers grew in the grass. Further on was a hedge of blossoming lilacs.

			So this was it. This was where we had come from.

			“I’ve never seen you look so happy,” said my friend.

			Actually, it seemed to me that I had been crying. There was a rusty tin can on the ground. “I’d like a shovel,” I said.

			Sergei brought a shovel from somebody’s yard, and I dug up a bit of gray, sandy soil, roots and all, and filled the can with it. Then I walked to the river.
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			Two goats were tied to a pole halfway down. They circled one way and then the other as I approached. Nearer the water, in the hushed bliss, a horse cropped grass on a knoll.

			By the water’s edge, pulled up on the bank, was a rowboat. I knew that boat. It was Gnessin’s.

			Uri Nisan Gnessin. Born in Gomel, a rabbi’s son. Dead at thirty-two, in 1913, of heart disease. In a novella of his, a man lies at night by the Dnieper, on the hilltop above which some young people have been sitting around a campfire. Now, as they make their way down to the riverside, one of their voices reminds him of an old love’s:

			It was remarkable. What, suddenly, had happened—what had happened to make his heart ache, ache as hotly as it did long ago in the frozen glitter of the moon?… No one was left on the hilltop; but from the gulley winding down to the water through the blackness between the hills, a murmur of voices reached him. Subdued, it drew near until he made out, assured and daintily affected, the speech of a woman…. There: already at the side of the empty boat that stood waiting on the bank, its crossed oars aslant, she sprang into it. Its sides splashed in the smooth water, splashed and splashed again, the oars knocking in the great silence of the night. Had his soul heard it all in a dream it had dreamed long ago?
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Rooting for the Indians

			Shortly before my ninth birthday, in the spring of 1948, as the British were preparing to leave Palestine and let the Jews and Arabs fight it out between themselves, I became a Cleveland Indians fan. Although I was born and raised on the West Side of Manhattan and had never been in Cleveland in my life, this struck me as no impediment. A new enthusiast for professional sports, I wanted to be different from the Yankee, Giant, and Dodger fans around me. When the major league teams went south for spring training, I drew up a list of them and casually picked a favorite. The two teams whose names I liked best were the Indians and the Pittsburgh Pirates, the catchy alliteration of which appealed to me. In the end, though, I settled on the Indians, lighting a torch for Cleveland that burned bright until, sometime in adolescence, my interest in baseball flickered out almost as suddenly as it had caught fire.

			Yet perhaps not so casually after all. Jerusalem lay under siege while I followed the news from a distance, its lifeline of convoys ambushed on mountain roads. Was not choosing the second exile of being a Cleveland fan in New York (I was never to encounter another) like the vain attempt of a neurotic sufferer to lighten his burden by broadening its base? And had not the Indians had their land stolen by the white man just as mine had been stolen by the Roman, the Arab, and the Englishman? Ever since I saw my first Western, roped into a boisterous children’s section that cheered at every red man toppled from his horse, I had rooted for them with the instinctive sympathy of like for like.

			My cousin Jonathan, who lived a few blocks away, was a Yankees fan, adding to the rivalry with which we played slug and Chinese with a spaldeen on the sidewalk. (You won’t find it in any dictionary, but there was no New York boy in those years who couldn’t have told you that a spaldeen, made by the same Spalding company that manufactured baseballs, was the pink core of a tennis ball and the regulation playing ball of the city’s streets.) Scared of the Irish boys who came looking for fights from across Broadway, we mostly went in for indoor sports. In one of these contests, a heavyweight boxing match featuring my cousin, who was a half foot taller and forty pounds heavier than I was, as Joe Louis, he knocked me, Jersey Joe Walcott, out for the count on my bedroom floor with a gash that required stitches.

			When our fisticuffs were stopped by the downstairs neighbors knocking on the radiator pipes, we took out the dice. Long before the advent of the binary computer we had discovered that, by combining the values of two randomly rolled cubes, each with one to six dots on its sides, and aided by a Monopoly board, we could represent practically any athletic event: track-and-field meets, tennis matches, seven-day bike races, the Kentucky Derby, nine-inning baseball games. These we broadcast live, one of us assuming the role of announcer while the other supplied the sound effects. The professional version of this old ticker-tape technique, sometimes still used in those years when New York teams played in far-off places like Chicago or St. Louis, could be heard nightly on Marty Glickman’s Today’s Baseball, which I never missed. We were in the last glory days of radio, no more aware of their rapidly approaching end than were the passengers of the great nineteenth-century clipper ships of the coming of the oceanic steamer.

			One day the Irish boys caught us.

			We were walking home on a Saturday morning from the junior service at the Anshei Chesed synagogue on West End Avenue and 100th Street when I spotted a gang of them coming toward us. Taking advantage of my size I turned to my cousin and said, “Look, I’m smaller and faster than you, so I’ll run for help.” And without waiting for an answer I was weaving through the traffic and heading for the other side of West End.

			Too clever for my own good! No sooner had I gained what I thought was the safe ground of the opposite sidewalk than I found myself surrounded by more young Irishmen, three or four urchins led by a freckled commander. I was trapped—and without my cousin’s broad back to hide behind.

			“Hey, kid! What’s your name?”

			“Harold,” I lied.

			“How come you’re all dressed up?”

			I bit my lip.

			“You Jewish, Harold?”

			“No,” I said. Which would have been bad enough had I not gilded the lily by adding, “I’m Catholic.”

			“Yeah?” A flicker of interest tinged with disappointment ran through the circle of boys. “What church d’ya go to?”

			What church? There was a big one on Amsterdam Avenue and 96th Street—or was it Protestant?

			“I don’t go to church,” I said. “I mean yet. I’m new in the neighborhood.”

			There was a skeptical silence. Clearly, the first thing a Catholic did in a new neighborhood was go to church. The commander asked:

			“Where d’ya go to school?”

			I went to a Jewish day school called Ramaz on the East Side.

			“The Ramsey School,” I said. “On Lexington Avenue.”

			“There ain’t no such place,” a boy said.

			“There is too,” said another. “It’s acrost the park.”

			“Alright, Harold,” said the commander. “Let’s see what’s in your pockets.”

			I was in luck. Because it was the Sabbath, I didn’t have a wallet or any money. All I had was…my yarmulka. I was done for.

			“Come on, turn ’em inside out.”

			I turned them inside out.

			“That one too.”

			Out it came.

			“What’s this?” He held it up by the button, the cotton lining bellying down from the black satin top.

			“It’s a handkerchief,” I said.

			“That ain’t no handkerchief,” said a boy. “It’s a bra for his titties.”

			Guffaws.

			“It’s a handkerchief,” I insisted, fighting back the tears.

			“If it’s a handkerchief,” the commander said, handing it back, “let’s see you blow your nose in it.”

			I blew my nose in it.

			“Harder.”

			I blew harder.

			Solomonic, he looked around. There were no more questions. “Okay, Harold,” he said, patting my head, “you can go now. Tell your momma to buy you a nice white handkerchief. And don’t let us catch you again without you been to church and seen the Father.”
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			I was free, the sickening taste of self-betrayal in my mouth. It was the bitterest moment of my life, and it would have made a Zionist of me on the spot, as the Dreyfus case had made one of Theodor Herzl, had I not already been one by parentage, education, and conviction. In Palestine it could never have happened. There I would have stood tall, even if I were hanged for it by the British like the Irgun fighter Dov Gruner.

			Of course, Jews could fight back in New York, too. Hadn’t I heard of a place called Borough Park, where Jewish gangs roamed the streets beating up Christians? But Borough Park was a mythical kingdom to me, its Jewish gangs as distant as the Ten Lost Tribes who lived beyond the Mountains of Darkness. It would no more have occurred to me that I could get there by subway than that I could take the IRT line to the far bank of the Sambatyon River, whose deadly torrent kept the tribes from being reached.

			Palestine was real. I knew the map of it better than I knew the map of Manhattan, could draw it with my eyes shut—its gently curving coastline that fish-hooked at Haifa Bay, its three lakes strung in order of size on the thread of the River Jordan, its wide-hipped Negev with its toe in the Red Sea. Among my most precious possessions was a viewer with a box of slides, given me as a birthday present, which showed me, when held to the light, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, the Plain of Sharon and the Valley of Jezreel, in colors brighter than any around me. In times of sorrow I solaced myself with these scenes like a thumb sucker, braced by the sight of orange groves and cypress trees, the Western Wall and Rachel’s Tomb. Their dirt had clung to my ancestors’ feet in ancient times—the same dirt I had once seen in my grandmother’s apartment on the day she had beckoned me mysteriously into her bedroom, which smelled of heavy drapes and nitroglycerin pills, opened the bottom drawer of a chest, pulled out a cloth bag no bigger than a change purse, and confided in a whispered mixture of Yiddish and English that she would be buried with its contents, leaving me too embarrassed to ask how even such a small thing as herself could fit into so little soil.

			The map I could draw was that of the British Mandate, which I had the chance to study whenever my family sat down to eat, since it appeared on the blue and white Jewish National Fund box that stood on a sideboard in our kitchen. This box had a slot at the top big enough for a half dollar and said “Fight for a Free Palestine” in flowing script; on Friday afternoons, before the Sabbath began, we emptied our pockets of coins and dropped them into it. It was still only half full when the state of Israel was declared in mid-May, after which the Fight for a Free Palestine went on being waged in our kitchen long after the slogan itself had fallen, like a captured flag, into enemy hands—the major Arab victory, as it turned out, of the 1948 war.

			But now I became more interested in other maps: those of the fighting that appeared in The New York Times, showing the clashing armies as curved arrows with boxes on their tails, crescent moons in them for the Arabs, stars of David for the Jews. Haifa and Jaffa had fallen to the Jews, the Egyptian advance on Tel Aviv had been stopped, the Syrians, too, were held at Degania, but Jerusalem was still besieged and all attempts to dislodge the Arab Legion from its blocking position at Latrun had ended in failure. I took Latrun myself one June night while lying in bed, filling my room with the tyuuu-tyuuu of rifle fire, the ta-ta-ta-ta-ta of machine guns, and the pkkhhhkhhh of heavy mortars before bringing in an old British Spitfire for a strafing run to drown out the laughter from the living room where my parents were entertaining.

			Things were off to a good start in the American League, too. The Indians, who had finished fourth the year before, were battling the Yankees, the Boston Red Sox, and the Philadelphia Athletics for first place. Yet in the night games I played, imitating the sound of a roaring crowd with a throaty hrrrrhrr and the crack of a bat with a cluck of my tongue, they were never sure winners, for while I was pitcher, batter, fielder, and ball all rolled into one, none of these was under my control any more than were the dice I threw with my cousin. As my eyes followed the loop of a fly ball to right field or the dotted line of a grounder to third, I no more knew what would happen next, whether the Indians’ Allie Clark would make the catch or Ken Keltner would throw the batter out, than I had known whether Latrun would be taken until I saw its Arab defenders break and run.

			Bored in school, I also played day games. Toward the end of the school year, my fourth-grade teacher Mrs. Olitsky called my mother to say she feared I had a nervous disorder since I was twitching my face, rolling my eyes, and making strange noises in class. I was hurried to the doctor, who pronounced me physically fit but recommended I see a psychologist. Luckily, it was the end of June. The psychologists were going away on vacation, and I was about to be sent off for the first time to summer camp.
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			If the miniature Zion in the Poconos to which we were bused from New York resembled in some ways the enlightened dictatorship that most summer camps aspire to be, it was in other ways a full-fledged police state, its tyranny meant to ensure that the campers spoke only Hebrew during their waking hours and, if possible, in their sleep. This was made clear on the first evening. Gathered at sunset around a pole with two flags, the blue and white one above the red white and blue, we were handed our copies of a small brown English-Hebrew dictionary, compiled under the guidance of the camp’s director. This, we were told, would suffice for our daily needs. Henceforth, at this time of day, every day, a letter Ayin, which stood for Ivrit, meaning Hebrew in Hebrew, would be awarded or denied every camper on the basis of how much of the language—or how little English, itself now a prima facie offense—he or she had used in the preceding twenty-four hours. Campers would be graded by their scores, the ultimate prize being a sweatshirt with an Ayin on its front, which we could see being sported like varsity letters by the veterans of previous years. And since this incentive might prove insufficient, a penal code existed as well, whereby a camper or bunk might be docked from an activity, or assigned extra clean-up duty, should the quota of Ayins not be met.

			In practice, as we were to find out, no counselor having enough ears to keep track of every word his campers uttered, the entire system depended on an army of lookouts, informers, and agents provocateurs. It was also not free of counselors who might be prevailed upon to award an unmerited Ayin or even a whole bunkload of them, much as a Soviet factory manager might fake production figures or fabricate a heroic worker for the sake of his career. Like any totalitarian regime, my new environment functioned by means of a fine balance of repression and deceit, each needed to keep the other in check.

			I thrived in it. Not only was I a better Hebraist than most boys my age, but English, now that it was outlawed, assumed a cleansing flavor I had previously savored only in dirty words. In a society where speaking one’s native language was a crime, friendship was—had to be—a gesture of unequivocal trust. How lackluster all ordinary relationships would later seem as compared with the solidarity I shared that summer with my bunkmates, whose names and faces I still remember: Freddy Ashkenazi…Boruch Dunn…Roger Fein…Sammy Weinstein…West Virginia.

			West Virginia’s real name I probably never knew. He was one of a small number of boys who hailed from beyond the Eastern Seaboard and whose names—Omaha, Alabama, Big Detroit and Little Detroit, Wyoming, Kansas City—testified to the impression made on us by their curious accents and the fact that Jews lived in such places at all. What drew me especially to West Virginia was that he was a Cleveland fan, and a luckier one than I was, for he had seen the Indians play. It was he who taught me how Bob Feller went into his windup, kicking his left foot almost over his head; instructed me in the hook slide of Larry Doby, the first Negro player in the American League; and showed me the jack-in-the-box crouch, promptly appropriated by me for my own, from which Lou Boudreau, the Indians’ shortstop-manager, batted.

			He gave me another lesson, too. One evening we were walking through the woods that bordered the camp grounds, arguing whether Feller or Bob Lemon should start against the White Sox in Chicago the next day, when in the path ahead of us two fallen logs rose hastily, snatched up various articles of clothing from the ground, and disappeared into the dusk. Counselors!

			West Virginia was the first to reach the scene, from which he held up an abandoned trophy, a double-coned object whose unfamiliar smell of honeyed sweat made me swoon.

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“A bra,” he said.

			The Irish bastards!
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			The two of us had fled into the woods to seek refuge from the dancing that was held every Friday evening in the long mosquito-ridden hour between Sabbath services and dinner. Boys in white shirts and creased white ducks with buttoned flies, girls in blouses and skirts, we were shepherded from prayer to a field beneath the dining room where a fat Israeli dance counselor made us join hands in a circle. A limp semblance of one having been achieved, we commenced a round of galopades, in the most mortifying of which a boy or girl had to skip within the enclosure we had formed and choose from it a member of the opposite sex, whereupon the two circled together hand in hand until the chooser retired and it was the chosen’s turn to choose.

			Y’mina, y’mina,

			Smola, smola,

			“Rightward, rightward, leftward, leftward,” the fat counselor sang as the circle revolved in one direction and its orbiting couple in the other, the boys roughly pushing each other into it to avoid being chosen themselves. Amended by them to

			Y’mean her, y’mean her,

			Smell her, smell her,

			this caused the girls to shrink back with the already martyred expression of their sex.

			These Sabbath eve dances, in which we did the jigs and hops that had been popular among the halutzim, the pioneers in Palestine, a generation earlier, much as the quadrille and the reel continued to be danced in the colonies of the New World long after being abandoned in the mother countries of the Old, were but one of many activities designed to transmute the base alloy of exilic existence into a higher reality. The entire camp was one vast symbolic enterprise, a minutus mundus of arcane correspondences, starting with the director himself who, with his khaki shorts and cotton-candy puffs of graying hair on either side of a balding head, could have doubled for David Ben-Gurion were it not for the thoughtless omission of a paunch.

			The wooden cabins in which we lived were not ordinary bunks but collective settlements, kibbutzim and moshavim bearing the names of Nahalal, Beit-Alfa, Tel-Hai, and Ein-Harod. The walks we took every week around the lake, at the far end of which we stopped to eat the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches we had prepared after breakfast to give the kitchen staff the day off, were hikes by the Sea of Galilee. The barren patch of ground behind the basketball court in which, by some reverse miracle of nature, even weeds would not grow, was not just a vegetable garden but a desert tract of the Negev magically transported to the green hills of Pennsylvania. In response to our complaints about being brought to this vest-pocket wasteland to tend the radishes and cucumbers we had planted during the first week of camp and seen no subsequent sign of, the gardening counselor—a mournful man with a limp and a Russian accent who sometimes accompanied us on his harmonica while we scratched aimlessly at the ground—could only repeat incomprehensible phrases about the sanctity of labor and the return to the soil. Years later I came across these very words in the writings of A.D. Gordon, the great apostle of Labor Zionism. Once recovered from my impression that he had plagiarized our gardener, I was delighted to discover in them the moral of a parable over whose bare text I had sweated unfruitfully the summer I was nine.

			The hieroglyphics of our existence extended to the athletic field as well, where we were encouraged to play soccer, the Jewish national sport. Yet this game proved to be based on so perverse a conception of the human body, treating the feet as though they were hands and the hands as vestigial tails, that we soon broke out our bats and gloves. Even so, however, every moment of the games we played had to be conducted in Hebrew; the only permissible exceptions were words not found in the little brown dictionary, which had a whole section of baseball terms.
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			It was during one of these games that I struck out and was bounced by my counselor Sammy Sonnenschein, who was umpiring behind home plate. The count was two and two as I coiled myself into my Lou Boudreau stance and waited for the pitch. It was low and outside.

			“Kadur!” called Sammy. Three and two. The next pitch was down the middle but even lower. I flung away my bat and headed for first base.

			“Hakhta’ah!” Sammy cried. Strike three. I couldn’t believe my ears.

			“Fug you!” I said—in English. My mispronunciation of the word was a consequence of having been reading Sammy’s copy of Norman Mailer’s newly published The Naked and The Dead, sneaking it from the shelf above his bed and returning it with each finished installment. Unaware that its spelling was a concession to the censor, I assumed it to be the correct form of a word I had been garbling all my life.

			“You’re out of the game!” Sammy said. “And you’ve lost your Ayin for the day.”

			I was resigned to the heave-ho; it happened in the major leagues for less. But the Ayin was unfair. I had spoken more Hebrew on the field than the rest of my team combined.

			“So how do you say it?” I challenged.

			“Say what?”

			“What I just said. Show me in the dictionary.”

			Sammy Sonnenschein scratched his head. The fat Israeli dance counselor was unavailable for consultation. “You little son of a bitch!” he said—in English too. That evening around the flagpole I was given my Ayin, extending my winning streak. The sweatshirt would soon be mine.

			My Hebrew also entitled me sometimes to broadcast the daily news bulletin that was featured every evening in the dining room. After reviewing the situation in the Middle East, where an Arab-Israeli truce was precariously holding, and announcing such events as the Soviet blockade of Berlin and the nomination for the presidency of Henry Wallace by the Progressive party, I read out the day’s baseball scores to a tumultuous audience. First came the National League. Then, ha-Liga ha-Amerikayit:

			Ha-Yankim mi-New York 11, ha-Humim mi-St. Louis 2.

			Ha-Garbayim ha-Adumim mi-Boston 4, ha-N’merim mi-Detroit 1.

			Ha-Indiyanim mi-Cleveland 2, ha-Atletikayim mi-Philadelphia 0.

			The White Sox and the Senators were rained out. It was the middle of August and the American League was witnessing the closest pennant race in its history, with New York, Boston, Cleveland, and Philadelphia all still within a few games of each other.
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