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Prologue

			Whose life is worth writing about?

			Growing up in Canada, in the 1940s and ’50s, I thought everything important in the world happened elsewhere—in Europe where I came from or in the Land of Israel where the Jewish people came from. During the war—which is how we always referred to the Second World War—I would return from school to find my mother inconsolable over a letter that had arrived from “over there” about one or more murdered family members. A letter was once delivered to “Leon Rojskes, Canada,” although that was no longer Father’s registered name; it had somehow reached us, courtesy of the dedicated postal service, from a no-longer-reachable sender. After the war people began arriving, still miraculously alive, to fill in news of those who weren’t.

			My childhood perception was not entirely false. All that made our lives remarkable was the absence here of what was happening over there: cruelty, hardship, starvation, inventive new forms of slaughter, and in Palestine, the unaccountably cruel behavior of the British who did not allow the Jews into their own land. Decades later, when Mel Brooks quipped, “Tragedy is when I cut my finger. Comedy is when you fall into an open sewer and die,” I remembered my father’s concern the day I accidentally sliced the back of my hand on a piece of broken glass and he bandaged it up rather than take me to the hospital. We both knew not to make too much of it. That may have been the very day my Bialystok cousins were shot, or my Kovno cousins transported to their death. We did not mock her logic when our mother told us to eat the crust because children were going hungry in Europe.

			The restorative side of history likewise began to unfold not among us but where the Jewish homeland, under foreign domination for two thousand years, was being reclaimed. These were events we heard about at home and school, and at assemblies called to celebrate the achievements of the nascent state of Israel and to join us in solidarity with its defense. Foreign affairs were our domestic preoccupation. I did not wish to be in those more eventful places, but I knew that ours was not as consequential. The people who experienced or made that history would have something important to write about.

			Meanwhile, where we lived, memoirs by nonfamous people tended to be about hardships overcome. Men and women who had wrestled with poverty, family trauma, physical disability, addiction, rape, racism, and discrimination could, through their stories, inspire grit and endurance in others. Between bouts at graduate school, I read Joanne Greenberg’s I Never Promised You a Rose Garden, a personal story of teenage schizophrenia that is fictionalized, to be sure, yet revelatory about what I had not experienced and could only learn about in books.

			 

			Mine is no such tale. During the most momentous period in Jewish history, I had been whisked away from the centers of action to a land of peace and prosperity where a child could work to become anything she reasonably wanted. I came of age during the quarter century of grace between the establishment of Israel in 1948 and the 1975 passage of Arab-Soviet sponsored UN resolution 3379 defining Zionism as a form of racism and racial discrimination. During that interval, liberal democracy in North America was growing more confident, having triumphed over fascism and rallied against communism in the Soviet Union. In those precious years I tried to integrate my Jewish culture into my land of citizenship, certain that both would benefit from the give and take. I continue to think that they do.

			But the passage of that infamous resolution marked the turning point from anti-Semitism that targets Jews in dispersion into anti-Zionism that targets Jews in their homeland. The regional Arab war against Israel morphed into the ideology of Jew blame that soon penetrated North America, undermining our liberal democracy, which is the actual target of anti-Jewish politics. All tyrannies, I realized, were not anti-Semitic, but all anti-Jewish ideologies are antiliberal. As a member of the Jewish people and dedicated student of modern Jewish literature, I was alert to the outsized role of Jews in political history, and what I saw unfolding was the erosion of the liberal confidence and strength I had come to rely on. Defense of Israel had become the Maginot Line against the enemies of our freedom, and as coalitions of grievance gained intersectional force in the media, the academy, and in the streets, I saw that line buckling before my eyes.

			So I find myself at the heart of world events after all, a combatant in the war over the future of America. What might have been a life of uninterrupted good fortune with only private setbacks came up against unwelcome social and political forces. Many of my compatriots misjudge our situation, mistaking the imperfections of democracy for its vices, condoning barbarity out of misguided sympathy, holding Jews responsible for the aggression against them, confusing regressive with progressive governance, and neglecting to fortify all that is good. This makes it necessary to reestablish the obvious. Since antiliberal ideologies work through inversion (freedom as oppression, merit as inequality, the Arab war against Israel as Israel against the Arabs, and so forth) it keeps getting harder to straighten the record. Not everyone is as good at this as George Orwell, who set the standard for exposing the duplicities of our animal farm. I went about this in my plainer way, and this memoir invites readers to judge whether I have fallen short.

			How I might have enjoyed recounting my rich life of love, friendship, marriage, motherhood, the myriad dimensions of family experience, collegial interaction, and the intertwined joys of learning and teaching! Much of that private life continues and will hopefully continue until my last breath.

			In this memoir, however, I figure as a creature of my time and place, whose reflections and actions tell an often-overlooked part of the national and international story. Most of North American Jewry does not vote as I do. Most of my academic colleagues do not teach as I do. When it comes to moral-political values, I have more in common with the deeply Christian year-round residents near our summer camp in the Adirondacks than with some of my younger relatives. From an American perspective this is all to the good—less so from a Jewish perspective. The loss of Jewish and liberal moral self-confidence, which is the inevitable by-product of anti-Jewish and antiliberal politics, is the surest sign of civilizational decline. The last part of this book registers this apprehension.

			My story is worth telling not because of what I overcame, but because of what we all have yet to overcome.

			





1

			Survival

			I was four years old when my parents engineered our escape from Europe, so I cannot pretend to have had a big hand in the matter. Had they not managed our flight in the summer of 1940, I would have remained a cute photograph in some Holocaust memorial museum. As we say in Yiddish, moykhl toyves—spare me those favors.

			I’m not a great fan of Holocaust memorials and don’t much care about the posthumous compassion of strangers. I just wanted to live. But having escaped the ash heap, I remain curious about the ratio of accident to enterprise in my own successful exodus.

			Whose idea was it to leave? How close did we come to failure? And was I more an asset or a liability as we made our way across Europe? None of the escape was my own doing, but would we have made it had I not been fortuitously groomed for such an eventuality? These are some of the questions that continue to prey on me; probing them is one of the tasks I set for myself here.
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			Our departure in early June from my birthplace, Czernowitz—today’s Chernivtsi—was so hurried that when the boy next door came by later that day to ask my brother out to play, he was stunned to find the door bolted and us gone. My father had asked one of his trusted former employees, a man with government contacts, to inform him immediately if Soviet troops ever approached the Romanian border, as he was certain they would.

			When the phone call came, Father was already in Bucharest trying to arrange our exit visas. Mother packed us up and within a few hours we were on the train to the capital. She left behind two items that she had gotten ready and intended to take along in her hand luggage: a framed photograph of her father and a songbook by the Yiddish poet-songwriter Mordecai Gebirtig with an inscription thanking her, a good amateur performer, for how well she interpreted his songs. Leaving Czernowitz ended the brief fairytale chapter of my parents’ life and cast us into the maelstrom of hundreds of thousands of Jewish refugees on the run.
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			Passport photo of Masza with children, taken in Bucharest, June 1940. Leo carried it in his wallet to the end of his life. Ben is shown similarly sheltering others in many subsequent family photos.

			Europe was already at war when we began our flight. A year earlier the foreign ministers of Soviet Russia and Nazi Germany had signed the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop “Non-Aggression Pact,” effectively dividing Poland and the rest of East Central Europe between them. Their invasions from East and West ignited the Second World War, but though Hitler had proclaimed his intentions and had already begun his conquest of central Europe, the coordinated attacks from two ideological enemies took the rest of the continent by surprise.

			My parents were still natives and formal citizens of the eastern “Lithuanian” part of Poland that was occupied by the Soviet army. They had not yet attained Romanian citizenship and could not have returned to Poland even had they wanted to. When Germany expelled its Polish Jews in 1938, Poland, fearing their return, decreed that all returning Jewish citizens needed to have their passports stamped anew. The border city of Zbąszyń became a transit camp for Polish Jews, trapped and unable to go either back or forward. Then, by the summer of 1940, the Polish government was itself in exile in London.

			Romanian politics were controlled by the monarch, King Carol II, who was known to be under the influence of his Jewish mistress, Magda Lupescu. This led some Jews to hope that they would remain safe under his rule. In fact, it did not lessen the antagonism that was already palpable when we reached Bucharest and that erupted in pogroms just after our departure. Perhaps their formal statelessness helped my parents realize that they could expect no protection from local authorities. They were the only ones among their Czernowitz friends who fled Europe that year.

			Whenever I am identified by my place and date of birth—Czernowitz, 1936—it is usually assumed that we fled the Nazis. I try to correct the mistake in the pursuit of truth and so as not to simplify the more complicated history. Though most of Mother’s family and a large part of Father’s were indeed murdered by the Germans, we actually fled a prior evil enshrined in the pact between the two parallel predators. My father deduced that Stalin, having invaded Poland, would also invade Romania. By 1940 every Jew knew the hazards of Hitler, but Father did not yield to the subtle moral blackmail concealed in the claim of communists that they were the only alternative to Hitler. He knew it was possible to have more than one enemy.
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			Leib Rojskiss, later Leo Roskies, was a short, slight man with dark, tight curly hair and thick glasses who had come to Czernowitz in 1932 to build and run the first rubber factory in northern Romania. His achievement by age twenty-seven testifies to both the unleashed energies of modern Jewish youth in interwar Europe and the obstacles they had to overcome.

			Leibl, as he was known to family and friends, had learned politics the hard way. He was born the year of the so-called abortive Russian revolution, 1905, in Bialystok, which was still under tsarist rule. The tsar almost immediately scuttled the promised reforms for an elected government, setting off anti-Jewish pogroms, some spontaneous, some authorized. There began for the family a period of turmoil that lasted until the end of the First World War. The younger children were sent with their mother and younger cousins into the quieter interior while their father, David, and his older sons tried to adapt their textile business to the rapidly changing conditions.

			At the dawn of the 1917 revolution, the family was reunited in Moscow, where the muzinik, the youngest of five children, four of them boys, celebrated his bar mitzvah. Leibl’s modest Jewish ceremony on a Thursday morning was overshadowed by his far greater excitement hearing Leon Trotsky enthrall the crowds in Red Square. The Bolshevik takeover of industry and commerce propelled the family breadwinners back to Bialystok, but once there, Leo declined to follow the prescribed yeshiva education of his three older brothers, and at fifteen he left his traditional Jewish home in Bialystok to attend high school in a neighboring city. On his own thereafter, he continued on to Vilna University—renamed for Polish monarch Stefan Batory after the reunification of Poland in 1919.

			The Polish Republic under Prime Minister Jozef Pilsudski was formally committed to minority rights, yet it also left the door open to nativist parties that wanted their region cleared of those minorities—Ukrainians and Germans and especially Jews—the latter of whom constituted a third of the population of Vilna. Student members of the nationalist party, the Endecja, once approached Leibl on the street and told him to get off the sidewalk, threatening him with a revolver. He opened his shirt and said, “Go ahead and shoot!” and then walked on, never mentioning this incident until almost the end of his life. In him and his friends, anti-Jewish hostility induced a correspondingly strong national resistance. Whereas Jewish youth elsewhere adopted the local language—in America, English, in the Soviet Union, Russian—most of the youth of Vilna spoke Yiddish, like its elders.

			Two contrastive political pressures—discriminatory features of Polish nationalism on one hand and Britain’s 1917 Balfour Declaration supporting “a national home for the Jewish people in Palestine” on the other—greatly enlivened Zionist sentiment and fueled the Zionist movement among the Jewish youth of Poland. Vilna soon had groups of Labor-Zionists, religious Zionists, Hebraist-Zionists, and Revisionists who focused on self-defense. Vilna was on the itinerary of every Zionist leader; representatives of the Yishuv, the Jewish community in Palestine, came to help organize emigration. In her Hebrew high school, Masza Welczer, soon to be Leibl’s wife, sang the pioneering march, Se’u tsiona nes vadegel—Carry the flag to Zion! Leibl’s decision to study agriculture, and when that proved impossible, chemistry, was predicated on his intention of emigrating to Palestine.

			At the same time, like most of his student friends, Leibl started out on the Left, no doubt still fondly recalling the revolutionary firebrand he had heard in Moscow. Many Jews felt an affinity for Trotsky as a fellow Jew, and on his account gave Bolshevism the benefit of the doubt when it claimed to be furthering international brotherhood and egalitarian justice. With a Jew at the head of the Red Army, how bad could it be? Communism said that it was historically determined anyway. That the Soviet Union officially outlawed discrimination against Jewish individuals helped to mask its suppression of Hebrew, Jewish study, religious observance, and Zionism.

			Although Leibl was too invested in his Jewish identity and in his studies to ever join the communists, he was close enough that a Bialystok friend who wanted to cross over to Soviet Russia turned to him for help. The process was known as shvartsn di grenets, or “blacking the border,” that is, getting smuggled across the frontier separating the newly reestablished Polish Republic from the newly founded Soviet Union. To help his friend Chaim reach his promised land, Leibl and a third friend raised the required sum and gave the smuggler half on account, the rest to be paid when he returned with the password given him by Chaim once he was safely deposited at his destination.

			The plan was conceived in high spirits. The boys chose for their password the Hebrew-Yiddish word c’mat, meaning “almost,” but when spelled differently becomes an acronym for kush mir in tukhes, kiss my ass. How clever they must have felt when the smuggler returned the naughty password for the balance of the cash! But Chaim was never heard from again. This was the fate of many idealists whom the Soviets caught and convicted of spying, which did not dampen local enthusiasm for the Soviet promise.

			Leibl, however, was taught his lesson. Chaim’s mother, a Bialystok neighbor, blamed him for the disappearance of her son and threatened to denounce him. Leibl’s father kept a wad of money in the house in case of his son’s arrest, assuming that the police would accept a handsome bribe. Thereafter, my father stayed clear of communists and remained skeptical about the Soviet Union.

			 

			Student days ended with the 1920s. Leibl received his master’s degree in chemistry for a thesis on the influence of nitrogen on yeast. His cousin and roommate Srolke (short for Isroel) married and emigrated with his wife to Palestine where he became a high school teacher of physics. Leibl, too, had intended to “make aliyah,” but after his marriage to Masza he was offered and accepted a job in a rubber factory in the Polish industrial city of Krosno.

			The owners of the Krosno factory Wudeta, though Jews themselves, typically employed Gentiles for production and Jews strictly for management and sales. Leo’s older brother Enoch was duly hired for the sales office. But they made an exception for the newly graduated chemist and soon put Leo (he remained Leibl to his wife and family) in charge of production for their domestic and foreign markets, including neighboring Romania. His rise was impressive!

			When Romania’s King Carol II imposed restrictions on Polish imports as part of his nationalist policy to develop local industry, his employers sent Leo to establish a new rubber factory in Czernowitz. He oversaw the building of CAUROM (CAUchook ROMania), which became a hugely successful producer of rubber goods ranging from rainwear to rubber balls. Other Jewish manufacturers in Czernowitz at the time produced buttons, candies and chocolate, chemical products, dried milk and processed foods, furniture, printed materials, soap and candles, soda water, and of course textiles. My parents joined a circle of young engineers, industrialists, and professionals; they were wealthier in Czernowitz than they would be ever again.

			With his brother Enoch in the front office as sales manager, my father worked hard at an industry he adored, and among his rewards was a medal from the king. Despite that, he knew that not all Romanians shared the royal’s gratitude for his efforts. Hard nationalists called the Jews predators, while Marxists saw the rapacious capitalist behind every factory owner. Much as Leo appreciated his newfound prosperity, he did not mistake his success for security. He realized that, should the Soviets ever invade Romania, his chances of survival as director of a factory would be as slim as they would be if Hitler were to attack from the West. Stalin had by then unleashed the Great Terror, leaving no doubt about his murderous methods.

			It is this awareness of political reality, his refusal to wish away whatever threatened our happiness, that I came to admire in my father and aspired to emulate.
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			Mother’s role in our exodus was secondary to Father’s but no less substantial, for had she resisted our departure, he would not have organized it. And her readiness to leave was the more admirable, since in following Leibl she had already been twice uprooted.

			In truth, the best part of my parents’ lives would always remain Vilna where they met in the early 1920s and married at the end of the decade. The city famed since the eighteenth century as the Talmudic stronghold of the Vilna Gaon—the genius Elijah ben Solomon—had lost none of its cultural preeminence in the process of modernization.

			When German-trained scholars, including my later teacher Max Weinreich, wanted to establish an advanced institute for social studies, they chose Vilna as the site for their YIVO Institute for Jewish Research. The Vilna Jewish Teachers Seminary trained educators for the evolving network of Jewish schools in Poland. The Strashun Library was crammed with observant Jews studying Talmudic commentaries alongside aspiring modern Yiddish and Hebrew poets and writers. Vilna had five Yiddish dailies and over one hundred philanthropic organizations for a population of about sixty-five thousand Jews. I grew up believing that nowhere in the universe had there been a Jewish cultural center as dynamic as interwar Vilna.

			My parents’ stories of Vilna were sunny even when their subject was grim. They recalled mountain hikes or nocturnal walks in the forest as members of Vilna’s Jewish student sporting club, hanging out with local actors and actresses of the Jewish theater and cabaret (Masza), public debates in the student union (Leibl), and an endless flow of friends, some of whom would later figure in my literary studies. Though Masza had lost both her parents by age nineteen, she did not experience all the usual consequences of orphancy. Several of the many half-sisters and brothers of her mother’s first marriage lived in the vicinity and kept half an eye on her. Their parents had owned the local Matz Publishing House that specialized in Yiddish publications, both religious and secular. This brought her a trickle of income, but more importantly, she felt herself a prominent part of her native community that she considered the jewel of the Jewish Diaspora.

			The young Jews of my parents’ circle yielded to no one in their appreciation of the local landscape and as much of Polish culture as they were allowed to share. At the same time, they demonstratively spoke Yiddish and championed Zionism’s reclamation of Jewish autonomy in the Land of Israel. They loved singing, and one of their favorite songs mocked their assimilating contemporaries who were trying to pass as Poles but were ultimately betrayed by their Jewish noses. The epithalamion a friend wrote for their nuptials warned Leibl that his wife would cook him a song for his supper.

			Of course, the undercurrent of threat was always there, and the songs reflected that as well. In 1919, Polish Legionnaires celebrated newly proclaimed Polish independence with a pogrom against the Jews whose first casualty was the Yiddish writer-playwright A. Vayter (pen name of I. M. Devenishski). Vayter’s girlfriend, shot trying to shield him with her body, was a friend of Masza’s older sister. The Jews of Vilna were shaken to the core and turned his funeral into a public manifestation. The poet Avrom Reisen composed a Yiddish dirge to the music of Mendelsohn that Jewish schoolteachers taught their students. Thirteen-year-old Masza sang this with her class as they accompanied the body to burial:

			Di shenste lid gezangen, the loveliest songs,
Sing them not in good times, but in dread time like this.
Ring out, sounds of glory, though the spring is gone,
Though the sun has set, though the poet is dead.
Khotsh der dikhter iz shoyn toyt.

			She called this her hymn, and my brother David led us in singing it at the unveiling of her tombstone at the end of the century. The vast Vilna song repertoire of our parents included lullaby, lament, and everything in between.

			By the time I took up Yiddish studies, some forty years after that dramatic moment in my mother’s life, only elderly Jews were speaking the language. My attraction to it was the opposite. Parents made us feel that there would never be a happier place for youth than Vilna in the 1920s. Once, when I was a teenager, my parents visited a family that had just arrived from Poland with a daughter my age. Father made me as envious as I have ever been when he reported hearing her laugh with her friend and said, “I haven’t heard laughter like that since I left Vilna.”

			It follows that despite its professional advantage, my parents’ move to Krosno after their marriage was a rude jolt. Masza left adoring friends for a factory town with no Jewish society at all. The birth of Benjamin the following year, welcome as it was, increased her isolation as a young mother. She knew nothing about infants and had no family or friends in Krosno to advise her, not even about the need to burp a baby as part of its feeding.

			The second relocation to Czernowitz was therefore far more welcome. She and Leibl joined a Jewish society more acculturated than Vilna’s, but strongly Zionist and openly Jewish. For the first time their wealth allowed Masza to support Yiddish writers and institutions as well as needier members of her family.
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			According to the 1936 city register of Czernowitz—then in Romania, presently Ukraine—Rut, female of the Mosaic faith, was born May 13 to Leib Rojskiss engineer (age thirty) and Masza Welczer housewife (age twenty-nine) residing at 43 Yarnic Street. Mother enjoyed telling me about my birth and it was one of her few stories that I could not get enough of. On a lovely day in May, she was standing by the window of her bedroom looking out into the garden where the landlord, Mr. Vinovic, was trimming the bushes. When he caught sight of her at the open window, he asked if she would like some flowers. She said yes, thank you, and then went into labor so quickly that I was born by the time he arrived with a bouquet.

			I always thought of myself as born on a bed of roses (minus the thorns) in a sunny bedroom with a cheerful midwife tending to a joyful mother. Apart from Mr. Vinovic and the midwife, no one else featured in Mother’s account of that sunny day, not my father or my older brother, Benjamin, who had just turned five and must have been more than usually concerned about the arrival of this little sister. In addition to the usual reasons for fearing the arrival of a new sibling, Ben had lost another younger sister before me—Odele, who died of meningitis at age two. Mother told us of being so distraught in the last stages of Odele’s illness that she couldn’t enter the sickroom to sit beside her dying child. She thought to spare Ben by never telling him that his sister was dead, hoping he would accept their explanation that she had “gone away” and stop asking about her, as he eventually did (possibly to spare the adults). When I then arrived two years later, he would surely have wondered how long I intended to stay around.

			The truer story of my birth I learned quite accidentally in 1985 thanks to Alexandra Tulcea, who was born in Romania a year before me and grew up there under the communist regime. She was then the wife of Saul Bellow, and she and I got to talking at a reception for her husband celebrating his seventieth birthday in Montreal, his native city. Alexandra said her parents had close friends in Czernowitz, the Zalojeckis, both doctors, and she wondered whether my parents might have known the wife, Rosa, who was Jewish. From what I knew of our life in Romania, I said it was unlikely, but the next morning, I put the question to Mother: had she known a Rosa Zalojecki in Czernowitz?

			“Of course,” Mother said. “Rosa Samet.”

			“Zalojecki,” I corrected. “She was an obstetrician and gynecologist.”

			Mother then corrected me: Rosa was a Jewish girl from Poland whose maiden name was Samet. She was married to a Ukrainian, Zalojecki—also a doctor.

			“Of course I knew her. She gave you your name. When you were born, you came out so suddenly that I began to hemorrhage, and the midwife was afraid for my life, so she called in Rosa Samet and told her it was an emergency. Rosa was known as the best obstetrician in the city. She came right over and stopped the bleeding.”

			So much for the storied ease of my birth! Because Rosa was afraid of complications, she stayed with Mother for a while and during that interval asked what she intended to name me. Mother said, “Tamara,” after a girl with lovely braids who had lived in their Vilna courtyard. (I was kept in braids for many years.) The good doctor strongly advised her against it, saying that she herself had suffered from being named Rosa and this was not a time to burden a Jewish child with a recognizably Jewish name. “She told me to call you Rut, a good Romanian name. I took her advice and told Father to register you as Rut.” The Czernowitz registry had it right.

			Mother recounted all this as though she had never imprinted in me the image of the child born on a bed of roses. It could be that she saw no contradiction between hemorrhage and bouquet, but had simply given me the happier version. My later attraction to literature over other forms of knowing had something in common with this realization that truth was not reducible to any single interpretation of the known facts. The sunny memory of my coming into the world was merely complicated, but not overshadowed for Mother by the accompanying hazards of my delivery. Compared to what preceded and what followed my birth, I can see why she wished to carry a cheerful image, like the golden locket she wore with my childhood picture in it.

			Though no one ever compared me explicitly with Odele, her death hugely affected my life. Whether because Mother no longer trusted herself to raise a child or because it hurt too much to be reminded of the missing one, when I was born, she hired a nanny who then stayed on as my governess. This guvernantke slept in my room, saw to my needs, and relinquished me to the rest of the family at appropriate times, so that I readily identify with children of royalty who are raised from birth with expectations of disciplined behavior and high performance in return for the unlimited care and comfort they receive. Royals are required to prove themselves worthy of the benefits bestowed upon them. I was raised to be flawless, which then meant behaving like a self-controlled adult.
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			Czernowitz when my parents arrived there from Poland in 1932 was known as “Little Vienna,” and in Jewish circles as “Jerusalem on the Prut” thanks to the conspicuous presence of some forty-two thousand Jews, more than one-third of the population. The city had been part of the multiethnic Austro-Hungarian empire and stayed polyglot when it became incorporated into Romania after World War I. Its character was thus very different from that of more homogenous and nationalistic southern sections of the country. Multinational Austro-Hungary had conferred on every minority “an inviolable right to the preservation and use of its own nationality and language,” which allowed Jews as one of those minorities to develop their culture in Hebrew and Yiddish. This had made Czernowitz the logical site of the 1908 founding International Conference on Yiddish, and the city’s ongoing association with the language was one of the reasons my mother was so pleased to move there.

			 Czernowitz stayed polyglot when it was incorporated into Romania after the First World War. Still, no one pretended that its various languages enjoyed equal status. German remained the tongue of distinction as in Prague, another multilingual city of East Central Europe. Jews adapted linguistically in order to function economically and survive politically. If the Czernowitz elite spoke German, so did its Jews; and since our parents became part of the Czernowitz Jewish elite, they prepared us to enter its ranks. Ben attended a Romanian elementary school where I would certainly have joined him had we stayed in the city. My parents spoke Yiddish at home and German (or their version of it) in their social and professional affairs. They also knew Russian and Polish, and Mother had a working command of French.

			Thanks to my nanny Peppi, a German-speaking Jew from Czernowitz, I spoke German impeccably. Heads were said to turn in the street when people overheard me conversing with her. When a visiting friend of Mother’s tried to stop me from following her into the bathroom, I assured her that women need not feel ashamed in one another’s presence—“Frauen zu frauen dürfen sich nicht schämen.” Stories about children often feature such cheekiness.

			In his Memoirs of an Anti-Semite—the title’s admission of bigotry is meant to enlist our trust—the German novelist Gregor von Rezzori gives us his impression of one of his Jewish mistresses:

			But her language, as I was saying: her sing-song, the flattened vowels, the peculiar syntax of people who, although having known an idiom since childhood (in her case, Romanian), remain alien to it, and then the Yiddish expressions interjected all over the place—these things betrayed her the instant she opened her mouth. . .

			Rezzori engages us as a fellow native of Czernowitz and one of those amazingly multifaceted, cosmopolitan East Central Europeans that one often associates with Jews, but with the advantage—for him—of not being a Jew, though his life was difficult enough. A well-born Austrian, he became a Romanian then a Soviet citizen as national boundaries kept shifting, without having moved. Like the Nobel laureate Elias Canetti, he wrote in German while commanding many other languages (in his case, Romanian, Italian, Polish, Ukrainian, French, English, and Yiddish), while being anything but German in cultural affinity. He was dazzlingly prolific in many genres, a self-advertised romancer of women, and a fearless observer of social undercurrents at a time when people dissembled to save their lives.

			Thus, if this is how Rezzori writes about a lover, we can imagine how the Jewish “sing-song” affected his less kindly disposed countrymen. Romania was reputed to be the most anti-Semitic country on the continent, yet I feel certain that had he encountered me with Peppi on one of our walks, my German chatter would have aroused in him no such revulsion. Indeed, he might have smiled and stopped to chat with the articulate four-year-old; I had curly blond hair, and Shirley Temple was then all the rage.

			Of course, nothing turned out as intended. Der mentsh trakht un got lakht. English makes the point smartly—man proposes, God disposes—but in Yiddish God laughs, mocking our best efforts to control our fate. Intended to ready me for a lifetime in Europe, my mastery of German would prove its true value during our escape from Europe.

			In Czernowitz, Masza’s association with Yiddish was no longer in harmony with the surroundings as it had been in Vilna and became instead the ambiguous distinction that it remained for the rest of her life. Ambiguous because the friends she made were all German-speaking, removed enough from the Jewish heartland to have traded in Yiddish for the language of Goethe and Schiller. Yet, just as Kafka was excited when he discovered the Yiddish theater, they were drawn to culture that felt more authentically Jewish, particularly as the surrounding population grew colder and openly hostile.

			Masza sometimes performed in Yiddish at the Zionist club, Masada, which she and Leo joined. The inscribed songbook by Mordecai Gebirtig, praising her renditions of his songs—the book she forgot in the haste of departure—speaks to her success in bringing Yiddish culture into Czernowitz’s Jewish high society. The songs, many of them in the manner of folk ballads, were eerily nostalgic about the life still being lived, as if trying to capture its fading traces.

			Ambiguous also because whereas Yiddish was associated with poverty and want, there were servants, a chauffeur for Father, a housemaid in addition to Peppi, and the means to help others back in Poland. My parents may have given up most other Jewish practices, but they both religiously observed the obligation of helping those in need, family members and friends first and foremost, but also the community at large. Back in Poland, two of Masza’s siblings ran orphanages and children’s summer colonies. The more they had, the more they felt obliged to provide for others.

			Nonetheless, Mother did not fully trust their prosperity any more than Father could. One of the songs she learned during a visit from her older sister Anna Warshavski acknowledged this distrust: Zol es geyn, zol es geyn vi es geyt, vayl dos redl fun lebn zikh dreyt. “Let things go as they must, the wheel of fortune spins, today in my direction, tomorrow in yours.” The song’s plaintive tones, so at odds with Masza’s temperament, seemed to foretell a reversal of fortune. As anti-Semitism hardened in Central Europe, its acculturating, upwardly mobile Jews recognized in the fundamental insecurity of Yiddish culture something hauntingly and prophetically familiar. Masza’s songs were that augury.

			In later years Mother was sometimes angry, even unforgiving, of those trapped in Europe by the war whom she suspected of having let their possessions weaken their powers of self-preservation: “She wouldn’t leave her carpets!” Her annoyance may have masked guilt over having failed to rescue her beloved sister Annushka, murdered with her husband and family with the extermination of the Kovno Ghetto. Anna was a singer on the radio, a woman of wealth, and by 1940 was eager to leave Poland. But unlike Masza’s husband, hers could not secure the necessary papers.

			Gratuitous guilt would cling not only to most survivors but to those like my parents who made it to safety. Though I thought Mother’s astringent way of dealing with it terribly unfair, I preferred it to Father’s self-reproach.

			A couple of years after I was born in 1936, Mother became pregnant again. Her mother had borne a dozen children, and she wanted more than two. Her obstetrician was a member of the Masada circle. When she went to confirm her pregnancy, the doctor told her to ready herself for an abortion: he would end the pregnancy then and there. Masza protested, but the doctor overrode her objections, insisting that this was no time to be having a Jewish child.

			He may have been right. I doubt that our parents would have undertaken so uncertain a journey or managed it so adroitly if they’d had a new infant in tow. Owing our lives to this unborn child as we do, I cannot absolutely oppose abortion, though for the same reason I also believe in having more than just a replacement level of Jewish children. We are a people who naturally, like the forest after a fire, feels the need to regrow its ravaged part. The threat of extinction that forced Mother to abort the child she wanted later inspired her to bear two more once they had established a new home.

			Peppi accompanied us to the train, but no farther; she stayed behind to take care of other children. As I have no memory of our parting, I can only record that we left Czernowitz on the same day in June 1940 that we received direct news of the Soviet invasion of Romania, and that I never saw Peppi again.
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			My paternal grandfather,  David, was blind for the last forty of his eighty years. For the Passover seder of April 3, 1939, the entire Rojskiss family gathered at the patriarch’s home in Bialystok—all except our branch because Ben and I had come down with scarlet fever. It was apparently at this gathering that Zeyde, who had instructed the family to buy a textile factory in Canada—textiles being the longstanding family business—now told the son and grandson whom he considered the sharpest businessmen to leave at once and arrange for others to follow.
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			Paternal grandparents David Roskies (1860–1943) and Odel Nay Roskies (1863–1932) in Bialystok. He was blind for his last decades.

			One of my cousins believes that the two men had already been in Canada several months earlier to finalize the purchase of a woolen mill in Huntingdon, Quebec. Grandfather must have learned about the depressed state of Canada’s textile industry and assumed that the government’s concern over the production of woolen goods might outweigh its aversion to Jews. Or perhaps he did not know that Canada and especially Quebec were more opposed to Jewish immigration than any other Western country. The historians Irving Abella and Harold Troper called their book on Canada’s wartime Jewish immigration policy None is Too Many. In our case, the officials evidently put economic interests first, helped by the large sum the family deposited for the privilege of entry.

			Thanks to Grandfather’s foresight, all four of his sons made it out of Europe, though one daughter-in-law and two granddaughters did not reach Canada until 1945. Doomed in Bialystok were Aunt Perele, the sister who stayed behind to care for our grandfather, along with her husband and two children, and the blind visionary himself. What he saw in his blindness was the black heart of Europe.
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			By 1940, Father realized that we were doomed if we stayed in Czernowitz, and independently made contingency plans for our eventual departure. There were few routes of escape. The story circulated of the Jew who goes to a travel agent looking for somewhere he can move to. Palestine? The agent regretfully informs him the British had closed it to Jewish immigration. America? A restrictive quota. Italy? Spain? Dangerously fascist. After unsuccessfully going through one option after another, the Jew says, “Don’t you have another globe?”

			Happily, thanks to his expertise in rubber production, Leo had secured visas for South America. But he was not enthusiastic about moving to a place where he had learned there were only rich and poor. He preferred the freer democracies of North America, and since his brothers were already in Canada, he undoubtedly wanted to be near them.

			When Paris fell to the Germans on June 14, the Romanian-Jewish writer Mihail Sebastian, who had maintained close connections with his fascist intellectual friends, filled his journal with despair over the appeasement he anticipated. “There will be newspapers, declarations, and political parties that present Hitler as a friend and sincere protector of France. When that time comes, all the panic and all the resentments will find release in one long pogrom.”

			Indeed, fascist-inspired disturbances were then raging around Bucharest as Father tried to arrange our travel. Thanks to that medal from King Carol II, the Romanian officials granted us exit permits—with no right of return. We left Romania as stateless persons, heading for Athens by train, hoping that somewhere along the way we would receive entry permits to Canada, secured by the family members already there. In Athens the precious documents reached us so that by the time we boarded the ship at Piraeus, headed for Lisbon, we could say that Montreal was our final destination.

			We were refugees masquerading as tourists. My white shoes that Mother remembered to take with us when we left Czernowitz figure in a group photo taken in front of the Parthenon, where we are all in stylish attire. Mother would later tell me that during our travels they took to calling me Fräulein Hoffentlich for the way I spiced my sentences with the word “hopefully.” They placed me in front when we came to checkpoints, trusting that my confidence and cheeky German would render us passable.

			By the time we reached Lisbon in September, France had fallen, touching off a “stampede” of refugees to the city, many of them similarly in transit. We were among approximately eighty thousand Jews who found temporary asylum in what had once been the launching pad of the Portuguese Inquisition.
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			Family visiting the Acropolis during stop in Athens—refugees masquerading as tourists. Masza prided herself on having remembered to pack Ruth’s white shoes as well as her own.

			Anyone who got to Lisbon had already run the gauntlet of officialdom. This included border guards at ports in Italy and Gibraltar, who reserved the right to sequester improperly documented persons. The Italians did not remove any passengers from the ship, but the British did, and though they spared us, the thoughtless cruelty of those officers impeding refugee flight forever complicated our thinking about the British.

			Father had secured us passage on the Nea Hellas, a Greek ship that was to depart Lisbon on October 4 and dock in New York nine days later. From there we were to travel to Montreal with our recently issued Canadian papers. However, we needed transit visas for the few days between landing in the United States and boarding the train to Montreal, and these the American consulate would not issue without medical tests that included an ophthalmologist’s assessment of Father, who wore thick glasses.

			When Leo went to the appointed medical office, he was informed that the doctor was on vacation and would not return until after our scheduled departure. Back we all went for a referral to another doctor, but now the consul denied Father’s request and said he would have to wait for the authorized doctor’s return.

			Father exploded: “You are a crazy man! Our ship sails this week! Will you throw away the lives of these children? Give me the name of another doctor or I will kill you!”

			Did he really say that? As I do not recall Father ever raising his voice to us, I like to imagine him shouting in his recently acquired English. In any case, his eruption had its effect. The consul said that I reminded him of his own daughter and issued us the visas. End of episode.

			I was the adorable mascot, Ben, a potential security threat. Everything was discussed in our hearing, and he was under strict orders never to say anything unless directly spoken to, and never to reveal anything he knew. He spoke only Yiddish and Romanian and was just learning English. Already semiadult at age nine, he listened to Hitler’s radio broadcasts and understood the menace in those ravings.

			While I never lost the sense of security imbued in me since infancy, I don’t think Ben ever regained the sense of security he lost during those desperate months. Families with the best laid plans were betrayed and doomed after successfully hiding for years. The bravest ghetto fighters fled through the sewers and emerged in open air only to be executed by tipped-off stormtroopers. Survivors returning to their native towns were axed and stoned by former neighbors. In the American consular office, Father almost cost us the lives he was working so hard to save. Yet his outburst parted the sea for us.
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			Author with parents, September 1940. Masza wrote on the back, “In Lisbon on the way to Canada.”

			We set sail for New York on the second day of Rosh Hashanah 1940 and arrived in Montreal on October 19. All that I remember from that period is a little green leather purse that Father bought me at an outdoor stand in Lisbon. It was square with a clasp at the top and a leather strap. I still had it in Montreal when we moved the first time, but then it disappeared, and I mourned its loss. Everyone has had dreams of the kind I dreamed about losing that purse. Maybe I had to lose it, as a stand-in for all the things that I did not remember parting with.
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			Freedom

			After their flight from Egypt, the children of Israel are doomed to spend forty years in the desert: it takes that long for the whining and backsliding rabble to begin its transformation into a liberated people. The Bible seems to mock their trek from one watering hole to another as they set out from Rameses to camp at Succoth, from there to Etham, then on to Pihahiroth…and so on for forty-four verses.

			Thanks to our parents, it took us just four months to reach our destination, and we never looked back. Still, it took much longer to adjust to Canada, the “true north” (as the national anthem has it), “strong and free.”

			Whereas our father had brought us out of bondage, it was Mother who set the terms for where and how we were to live.

			Montreal, an island city on the Saint Lawrence River, is built around the eponymous Mont Royal that still more or less separates the French from the English, each community further stratified by how high it sits on the slopes.

			Canada was not, like the United States, a homogenizing society with a single national history. Rather, it was the political union of two peoples, French and English, each dedicated to maintaining its separate religion, language, and identity. In this respect, Montreal resembled multiethnic cities like Vilna and Czernowitz. Jews were under no great pressure to assimilate where others were maintaining their separateness. I thought it symptomatic that Robert Allen Zimmerman of Duluth, Minnesota became Bob Dylan, but Leonard Cohen from Montreal remained Leonard Cohen.

			Though the first Jews had arrived in Canada in the mid-eighteenth century, it was not until the United States severely restricted European immigration after the First World War that the Jewish population quickly grew. That lasted until the effects of the Depression and local animus against foreigners hardened Canadian immigration policy so that we were among only several hundred Jewish immigrants admitted in 1940. By then local Jews had already established a national Jewish congress headquartered in Montreal, a YM-YWHA, two Yiddish newspapers, the Jewish General Hospital, a federation of social services, a Jewish library, and a network of Jewish day schools.

			Uncle Enoch and Aunt Mandy had rented us an upper duplex across the street from theirs at the outskirts of Westmount, the most affluent section of the city, where they and the rest of the family soon established themselves. The location also offered the most convenient route to Huntingdon Woolen Mills, sixty miles from Montreal, where Leo would join his three brothers. The husbands spent most of their time at work while the women handled everything else. Children were expected to stay out of trouble.

			Ben and I were immediately registered in the elementary school within walking distance of our flat. My brother would take me by the hand to Herbert Symonds School, where I was placed in kindergarten and he in fourth grade. This lasted at most a couple of weeks, as I vomited every day until our parents allowed me to stay home. No one thought to notify the school when I stopped attending.

			Fortunately for all of us, Mother felt uncomfortable in the western section of Montreal, and within a year she moved us to Outremont—the other side of the mountain. The lower sections of Outremont, largely French, also contained the Jewish immigrant area, so we were now closer to the Jewish Public Library and to several Jewish elementary schools. It was a less prestigious neighborhood, but Mother did not relocate because she preferred poverty. She had swept us away to be among Yiddish-speaking Jews and French Canadians. There we lived as well as we could afford in an upper-story duplex, eventually moving higher up the mountain to the street where both the Trudeau and Bourassa families, later to produce two prime ministers, had their homes. On that street, our parents would buy the first and only home they ever owned.

			I don’t know whether Father was equally keen to move away from the rest of his family or simply gave in to his wife. Each of his three brothers carved out his own cultural territory: Shiye, the eldest, remained religiously observant, Isaac joined a Jewish social club where he enjoyed playing cards, and Enoch, who had briefly directed a Hebrew school in Poland, became active in the cultural program of Westmount’s imposing Shaar Hashomayim Synagogue. Our father, youngest of the four, joined the board of our Jewish school and supported Mother’s involvement in Yiddish institutions.

			Due to the long commute, made even longer by our move across the city, Father spent two nights a week at the Huntingdon Chateau where he shared a room with Enoch. With its marble entrance and imposing dining hall, the Chateau had been built during Prohibition conveniently close to the border as an oasis for thirsty Americans, but by the 1940s it stood mostly empty. There the two brothers planned the rescue of their father and sister from Bialystok, but by 1943 they knew they had failed.
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			The Jewish People’s School or Folkshule that Ben and I began attending in 1942 stood in the heart of the Jewish immigrant district, a fifteen-minute streetcar ride from our home on Pratt Avenue, which then still bordered on farmland. Sometimes we had to run a gauntlet of Gentile boys shouting invectives at the Jewish kids, but they never physically attacked us and I don’t recall being very afraid.

			Our school days were divided into three-hour morning sessions and two-hour afternoon sessions, with an hour and a half for lunch. Although most of the other students lived around the school, Ben and I spent most of our lunchtime traveling to and from home. This prevented us from forming the sort of neighborhood friendships I imagined the other pupils enjoyed, but soon many of their families were also moving in our direction, and by seventh grade quite a few were living nearby.

			Unlike the United States, Quebec had no public schools. Education was divided along confessional lines into Catholic and Protestant school systems; for these purposes, Jews were designated Protestant. As a result, Jews who were being mainstreamed into English society invited resentment from the French who might not have welcomed Jews into their Catholic schools but were offended by their affiliation with the English. This seemingly discriminatory system produced the most robust Jewish school network in the northern hemisphere; some saw a chance to establish Jewish elementary schools like those that had existed in Poland.

			Despite the absence of European-style Jewish political parties, the Jews of Montreal managed to replicate their spectrum of diversity within their educational establishment, ranging from the Morris Winchevsky School (communist) to the Jewish Peretz schools (left-of-center Labor Zionist), the Jewish People’s School (right-of-center Labor Zionist), the United Talmud Torah (Hebraist-Zionist), and Adath Israel (Orthodox-Zionist). There was also a socialist afternoon school as well as a sprouting of more orthodox schools that would multiply after the war. All of these institutions, serving over half the Jewish children in the city, were in Outremont.

			Our Jewish People’s School stood for a holistic, indivisible, and inclusive Jewish people. Without conforming to any of the formal divisions within the Zionist movement, it was politically centrist, ideologically close to both David Ben-Gurion, who became Israel’s first prime minister, and his sometime rival Chaim Weizmann, its first president. As against Ben-Gurion’s aggressive effort to replace Yiddish with Hebrew as the unifying national language of Israel, our school conducted some classes in Yiddish, the vernacular of our homes, while the Bible was read in Hebrew. This followed the natural functions of the two languages, Yiddish as the everyday spoken language of most Jews before the war while Hebrew stayed the eternal Jewish medium through time and space.

			The Yiddish of our school was not the vehicle of “Yiddishism” or “Bundism”—ideologies committed respectively to the Jewish Diaspora and Jewish socialism—but the repository of Jewish literature and culture, of Sholem Aleichem and Y. L. Peretz. It was as though the school had emerged from the Jewish enlightenment of the nineteenth century without the factionalism that splintered Jewish communities—and many Jewish families—in Europe. This was also the culture of our home. The same poem by Avrom Reisen that we learned in school, about father’s ashen face lighting up as he blesses the Hanukkah candles, Mother sang accompanying herself on the piano when we gathered to light the Hanukkah candles in our living room.

			The teachers did not coddle us. Who could forget Peretz’s story of “The Three Gifts?” A soul that has earned neither heaven nor hell is condemned to limbo unless it can find three gifts that will be acceptable to the guardians of heaven. Behavior on earth is so disappointing that it takes the soul eons to find them, which it can only do one at a time. The first: a Jew is robbed at knifepoint and slain when he does not let the robbers take a little sack—containing not the jewels they anticipate but earth from the Land of Israel. The second: a Jewess condemned to death requests pins to pin her skirt to her flesh so that when she is dragged through the streets by her hair tied to the tail of a horse, her modesty will be protected. The third: a Jew is made to run the gauntlet and has almost made it through to safety when a whip sweeps the skullcap from his head; he goes back to retrieve it and does not survive. The guardians of heaven accept the “beautiful” gifts: a grain of that earth, one of those pins, and the skullcap. We discussed what each of them represented in Jewish nationhood, morality, and faith. Only years later, reading the story as an adult, did I catch the complicating irony of those blood-stained presents and the Jewish heaven’s questionable standard of martyrdom in accepting them. How gutsy of teachers in the upper grades to trust us with such modern folk tales. The Peretz of elementary school prepared me for the Peretz I later studied and taught.

			The school’s idea of Jewishness was conveyed indirectly. Ours was not a kosher home, but the subject never came up, inside or outside the classroom. Did my classmates and teachers attend synagogue? Ben and I accompanied Father on the High Holy Days, and on Simchat Torah we children paraded around with flags and apples, but the school did not prepare the boys for their bar mitzvahs or give us any kind of religious instruction.

			At the same time, no one ever spoke disrespectfully of God or religious observance. Why would they, in a Jewish people’s school? The holidays we prepared for with greatest enthusiasm were the same ones we celebrated at home: Hanukkah and Passover, with an emphasis on their historical-national significance. Purim, the feast day commemorating the political success of Queen Esther in ancient Persia, was the carnival day best suited for children. But during the early 1940s its celebration was subdued. Lessons in both history and literature reinforced the idea of a people who had survived, morally intact under varied conditions, and were about to recover the Land of Israel that had been under foreign domination since Roman times. We learned about the Roman sacking of Jerusalem, read stories about Jewish adaptation to life outside the Land of Israel, and sang songs about the pioneers who were rebuilding the homeland.

			Our general studies curriculum reflected the same inclusiveness, most of it taught in English, and we prepared for full citizenship by learning French. No one pretended that by graduation we would be fluent in all four languages, but there were four valedictorians to vouch for the intention.

			Spoken Hebrew was additionally helpful, should any of us choose to live in Erets Yisroel, aka Palestine, where the principal’s son and several recent graduates were already members of kibbutzim. If the school had an unarticulated ideal it would have been the Israeli kibbutz. The Jewish pioneers had formed these collective settlements as a response to the challenges of transforming urban dwellers into an agricultural people, a dispersed minority into a unified nation, and endangered Jews into a potential army. Nowhere else in the world has the experiment in communal living been tested in greater freedom or variety. The absence of coercion allowed these settlements to change and eventually dissolve almost as readily as they had formed. But in those early postwar years they were an inspiring alternative to the ashes of Europe.

			Our attachment to the Land of Israel was reinforced by what we learned, like the Zionide of twelfth century Spanish-Jewish philosopher poet Yehuda Halevi, whose own journey to the Land inspired generations of Jews:

			My heart is in the East
But the rest of me far in the West—
How can I savor this life, even taste what I eat?
How, in the chains of the Moor,
Zion bound to the Cross,
Can I do what I’ve vowed to and must?
Gladly I’d leave
All the best of grand Spain
For one glimpse of Jerusalem’s dust.

			We sang this poem not in its original Hebrew, here translated by Hillel Halkin, but in the Hebrew poet Chaim Nahman Bialik’s Yiddish rendition, Kh’hob fargesen ale libste: “I’ve abandoned all my loved ones/ Left behind my cherished nest./ I’ve given myself over to the sea:/ Bring me, sea, to mother’s breast.” We learned that Bialik was our great national poet despite his reluctance to assume that title. Mother in childhood had sung his song of the bird from the Land of Israel that comes calling at his window—our version of Poe’s “Raven.” Bialik’s poem of rage, “In the City of Slaughter,” written in response to the 1903 pogrom in Kishinev, had roused Jews to undertake stronger self-defense. Eight centuries after Halevi set out for Jerusalem, Bialik quit his native Russia to settle in Tel Aviv, the first modern Jewish city. Our bilingual teachers found it natural that the poet had transposed a Hebrew poem into his native Yiddish so that it could be sung by Jewish schoolchildren in their native tongue. Zionist multilingualism, like Zionism itself, was taken for granted.

			Every year we were given little booklets of the kind used for lotteries or raffles, in denominations from twenty-five cents to one dollar. Selling these tickets, which bore pictures of youngsters in shorts against a background suggestive of a kibbutz, was a highlight of my year. Many years later I learned that the proceeds went to the Histadrut, the General Organization of Workers. This was not exactly a scam: as one of the most powerful institutions in Palestine, the Histadrut was virtually synonymous with the Jewish government-in-waiting. Through its conglomerates it employed more than three-quarters of the workforce and ran the country’s largest bank and health organization.

			This association of Israel with socialism would hold firm until the Labor party suffered its first electoral defeat in 1977. But our school did not feel ideologically Marxist, and I suspect that in local elections most of our teachers, along with most Canadian Jews, tended liberal rather than socialist.

			I took the sale of those Histadrut tickets as seriously as Girl Guides conducted their cookie sales and went far beyond my neighborhood looking for mezuzahs on the doorposts of approachable homes. I could not have told you that in those skinny little cases was parchment containing verses from Deuteronomy, but what they told me was that the families behind those doors were comfortable being canvassed by a fellow Jew. As it happened, I did best in the dense immigrant area where people were less wary, though it was always Father who contributed most by buying up all the tickets I was left with. This assignment, a form of conscription, inducted me into the Jewish people more effectively than any classroom instruction.

			In contrast to Herbert Symonds School, the Folkshule felt like home. In the upper grades, my favorite teacher, Miss Schechter, taught us to parse sentences with diagrams that dangled clauses from sentences, phrases from clauses, and adjectives below them like ripe detachable fruit. But her moods fluctuated, and once, when I must have truly annoyed her, she slapped me hard, causing my nose to bleed. It never occurred to me to complain about this, nor did I feel her reprimand lessened her affection for me, since Mother, too, sometimes struck me when she was on edge.

			One memorable day our seventh-grade teacher, Mrs. Mauer, became so irritated by the ignorant and vulgar graffiti of the boys entering puberty that she consecrated a morning period to a discussion in which, from her answers to our unsigned questions that she pulled out of a hat, I learned almost everything I had wanted to know about sex but did not wish to ask Mother and could not ask Ben—like the meaning of “cherry” or why Kotex sanitary napkins came in three strengths and why some children were born twins. The nervous tension broke when Mrs. Mauer, a great hockey fan, pulled out a question asking whether she thought the Canadiens would win the Stanley Cup.

			Only once did home and school come into conflict. In seventh grade I was summoned to the office of the principal, Shloime Wiseman. Since my grades were stellar, I foresaw no problem. He asked me what lerer Kh. had taught us in yesterday’s Bible class. (We called our Jewish studies instructors by the Yiddish term for “teacher.”) I went over the lesson as well as I could. He asked whether anything derogatory had been said about our bobbes and zeydes. But we were studying Bible and I had no grandparents. Suddenly, I realized that this interrogation must involve my mother, who often found insult where none was intended.

			When I protested that I had uttered no word that could have been construed as a complaint against our teacher, Wiseman believed me. He knew Mother well, and Father sat on the school’s board of directors. He told me that in the future I should come to him and no one else with criticism, implying that I would have to speak more circumspectly at home.

			I believe it was in June of 1943 that Principal Wiseman assembled the entire school in the auditorium to tell us what was happening to our people overseas. He said, “If each of you took one of your notebooks and wrote on every line of every page the name of a child and if we then collected all the notebooks in this auditorium, it would still not equal the number of Jewish children who have just been killed in Europe.” Two of those names could have been Ben’s and mine. I wanted to tear out at least a page or two from my notebook to save some of those children. I felt closer to them than to the ones around me in the hall.

			Wiseman then told us about Shmuel Zygielbojm, the Jewish leader who had been rescued from the Warsaw Ghetto and sent to London to represent the Jews as a member of the Polish government-in-exile. There, he had tried in vain to alert the Allies to the mass murder of the Jews, which included his wife and child, and, unable to do it in any other way, committed suicide, leaving behind an accusation and appeal. Maybe because those children had just become my responsibility, the effect of this information on me was different from our principal’s intention: I was infuriated by Zygielbojm’s martyrdom—how dare he give Hitler yet another victim, instead of staying on to fight in Europe or Palestine!

			Decades later, when the Montreal suburb of Côte Saint-Luc decided to dedicate a park to Zygielbojm’s memory, I did not attend the ceremony. My anger lasted until the night before the signing of the Oslo Accords in 1993, when I finally understood what could have driven Zygielbojm to the breaking point—a story that will have to wait for a later chapter.

			Ever since his arrival in Montreal in 1913 as a boy of fourteen, Principal Wiseman had supported himself by teaching, which had been his father’s calling in Ukraine. Whereas others tried to replicate or adapt the traditional religious cheder instruction of the Old Country, he developed a new model that would prepare informed Jewish citizens for Canadian life. All that I took for granted in the Folkshule—the equilibrium of Jewish and general studies; the concept of a religiously inspired, self-reliant Jewish people; the familial warmth balanced by respectful teacher-student relations; a political centrism so natural it seemed synonymous with Jewishness—all of this was thoughtfully designed by Wiseman and the instructors he hired.

			One or two generations earlier, they might have become rabbis, and a generation later, college professors. But in that first immigrant generation, supported by a community that shared their need for modern Jewish education, they bestowed their wisdom on us.

			We had arrived in Montreal af alem fartikn, everything ready-made for our benefit. The solid school building that was overflowing by the time I graduated had been erected the year of our arrival and had only then received the formal accreditation that allowed us to continue to Protestant high school. In the upper grades and the advanced supplementary school classes I attended through most of high school, the faculty was supplemented by survivors of the war. How could these men and women, who had lost their own families, reenter classrooms to teach Jewish subjects to Jewish children? Their nerve impressed me more than what they taught.
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			Mother’s energy propelled our resettlement. She bore two new children in Canada. Our parents thought of calling the girl Victoria because her birth in November 1942 coincided with the start of General Montgomery’s victory in North Africa. Instead, they named her Eva, used always in its diminutive form, Evaleh, just as I was Ruteleh and Benjamin (Binyomin) Nyomeleh. The youngest, Dovid Hirsh or David Gregory, born in 1948, was named for our paternal grandfather David, who perished in the Bialystok Ghetto, and for Mother’s brother Grisha, murdered near Vilna. Mother was forty-two when she gave birth to Dovidl, and let it be known that she had not consulted Father in plotting his conception.
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			The author with her older brother Benjamin, Czernowitz, 1939. This was the great age of photography among Jews of East Central Europe. Thanks to Masza’s priorities in taking her photo albums with her from Czernowitz, many such images survive.

			Since I never visited other children in their homes, I had no idea that ours was unusual. Mother raised us with the same dedication to Yiddish language and culture that observant Jewish families had to the Commandments. Unlike in Czernowitz, where Ben and I had been taught Romanian and German, all that mattered to her in Canada was that we remained steadfastly in our own culture. She did not let on that she herself was picking up English, or that she functioned perfectly well in French; she even spoke Yiddish with Ksenia Gudzio, the Ukrainian girl who had spent the war as a slave laborer in Germany and whom Mother hired when she arrived in Canada as a seventeen-year-old refugee.

			Jewish immigrants to North America were quicker than other ethnic groups to switch to English, since adaptation was a Jewish tradition of which Yiddish was itself a product—one of many such Jewish vernaculars that developed wherever Jews formed communities in other nations. Jewish parents urged their children to learn English as quickly and as well as possible so that they might benefit and benefit from their new home. Many had come to escape poverty, and Yiddish was associated with the poverty they wished to escape. They traded in their language to trade up economically, with no wish to escape their Jewishness. The exception to this pragmatism was those secular Jews, the Bundists and the Yiddishists, who had made Yiddish the repository of their Marxist “proletarian” culture. Yiddish was their substitute for religion and the vehicle of anticapitalism, their political creed.

			Mother’s insistence on Yiddish was not ideological. With nothing else left of Jewish Vilna, she held its language sacred. She bridled at being mistaken for a Bundist because her attachment to Yiddish had nothing in common with the Jewish Bund’s Marxist assumptions, and she objected to the label Yiddishist, which implied opposition to Hebrew. People did not understand her distinctions. She scorned the nouveau riche flight from Yiddish, which was the mainstay of her Jewishness. Her Yiddish was marvelous: she never mixed it with other languages. As against the implied link between Yiddish and poverty, she insisted that everything about it must be sartorially elegant—Yidish muz geyn sheyn ongeton. For that purpose, she herself frequented the finest dress shops for European imports. Her message must have sunk in, because when I began teaching Yiddish literature at McGill in the late 1960s, I visited the Carriage Shop boutique in the best downtown store to buy the most fashionable outfits I ever owned.

			No doubt there was some vanity in this spirit of noblesse oblige, but our mission was to endow Yiddish with dignity. When in my thirties I read for the first time the great Hebrew writer S. Y. Agnon’s novel, A Guest for the Night, I recognized his comparable summons to nobility.

			In 1930, Agnon, by then settled in Jerusalem, returned for a visit to his native city Buczacz—formerly Austria, then Poland, nowadays Ukraine. Its once robust Jewish community had been devastated by the First World War and from his Palestinian perspective it was already beyond recovery. He spun the actual week of his visit into the fictional year of the novel, describing the poverty, suffering, and political chaos in such evocative detail that by the time he completed it in the late 1930s, the book augured the coming world war as much as it registered the effects of the previous one. But while he is in Buczacz, Agnon’s narrator reminds the demoralized Jews that they are the people of the God of Israel, Lord of the Universe, the King of Kings:

			Does the king refrain from putting the crown on his head because it is heavy? On the contrary, he puts it on his head and delights in it. . . .What good does this do the king? That I do not know. Why? Because I am not a king. But if I am not a king, I am a king’s son, and I ought to know.

			Speaking in the parabolic manner of Jewish midrash, Agnon suggests that if God Himself continues to wear His crown, that is, to guide Jewish history, the chosen people should bear His image with dignity. In that divine analog I recognized Mother’s regard for the language of Jewish Vilna. To be born a Jew was a rare honor that required moral confidence—aristocracy of the spirit. Though I would later dispute the idea that Yiddish culture was a reliable conduit for Jewish faith, she, for her part, considered her Jewishness more authentic than that of many Orthodox Jews whom she suspected of using religion to conceal their misdeeds. While most Jewish immigrants to Canada wanted their children to acculturate as quickly as possible to take advantage of the free society, Mother took advantage of the free society to ensure that her children possessed and valued the best of their inheritance.

			Like Agnon’s narrator, Masza experienced her life in the form of stories. She attributed her decision to move us to a Jewish neighborhood to an incident at the first Canadian wedding she and Leo attended in 1941 at the Shaar Hashomayim Synagogue. As the procession started down the aisle, she heard the musicians playing her hymn, the song that had accompanied the funeral of the martyred poet A. Vayter in Vilna! Mother was musically literate enough to know that the same melody was also sung to Shaul Tchernikhovsky’s Hebrew poem, “Sakhki, sakhki al hakhalomoys” (“You May Laugh at My Dreams”), composed in 1892 and recommended by some as an alternative to the Zionist hymn “Hatikvah.” In other words, the music was as suitable for a wedding as for a funeral. But this was 1941, and in the throes of war, Mother seized on the purloined melody as evidence that the Westmount bourgeoisie was desecrating Jewish Vilna.

			Mother’s inverted snobbery, her concept of Jewish splendor, made us the only family I ever knew to move across the city from Westmount in order to be close to Yiddish institutions and Yiddish schools.

			[image: ]

			Soon after we arrived in Montreal, Mother began promoting the work of local Yiddish authors and artists for whom the language was even more essential than it was for her. The North American marketplace for Yiddish books was never robust, leaving writers and poets dependent on the backing of patrons. Cultural patronage is a timeless practice, but with no government or institutions to sponsor them, Yiddish writers relied almost entirely on metsenatn to support their work. These Yiddish Maecenases, unlike more common patrons of the arts, were often shopkeepers, union members, and small factory owners and their wives who attended the lectures of visiting poets and writers and bought their books, sometimes supplementing their cost with discrete private contributions. All Yiddish writers held second jobs, the more fortunate in white-collar jobs as journalists or teachers. Montreal was lucky to have several other prosperous supporters of Yiddish culture as well as our parents, and a Jewish public library that sponsored literary events.

			 In our early days in Montreal, I often accompanied my parents to the bookstore of Hertz Kalles, where we bought our prayer and Jewish school books as well as whatever new Yiddish books he recommended. By the 1950s, when the store moved westward, the Yiddish section was relegated to a back room. Father’s favorite novel was actually War and Peace, which he read first in Russian, then in English. He was only half joking when he once apologized to me for not making me a coming out ball like Natasha’s. Yet he was also an avid Yiddish reader when he could find the time, and the last novel he was reading when he died was Chava Rosenfarb’s three-volume Yiddish epic Dos boym fun lebn, The Tree of Life, about Lodz and the Lodz Ghetto. Rosenfarb had settled in Montreal after the war and though my parents were not as friendly with her as they were with several other local writers, Father had bought the trilogy after hearing her speak and was deeply moved by her writing.

			My parents subscribed to more Yiddish publications than they read. I don’t think Father ever turned down a request for support. But Mother’s truly creative effort was to sell customers preordered copies of books by local authors so that they could pay for their printing and publication. Fifty copies at ten dollars apiece would cover the advance to the publisher; some of her friends made additional contributions. Buyers then received their finished copies at a reception in our home where the authors read selections from their work and others praised it. It was this system of prenumerantn, prepublication subscriptions, that I later proposed to our teacher, Louis Dudek, when he needed funding to publish the work of a student named Leonard Cohen as the first book in a projected series of Young Canadian Poets.

			With the support of Father’s earnings, Mother became one of the most prominent local hostesses of Jewish literary gatherings. I grew up at the center of a lively literary world that imbued me with a reverence for writers and books, though I would have preferred to be on the writerly rather than commercial side of the exchange.

			[image: ]

			Leo Roskies, left, with Melekh Ravitch in the Laurentians, 1960s.

			Masza’s friendship with the Yiddish poet Melekh Ravitch was a particular boon to them both. Ravitch was one of the most unusual people I would ever know, but this was not something I realized in childhood. Though he lived very modestly, his employment at the Jewish Public Library was not enough to sustain him, and Mother supplemented his income by various strategies that included hiring him to teach us. He was a permanent guest at our Passover seder and at every literary reception. As a vegetarian, he required a special meal that caused more than the usual preparatory anxieties in the kitchen.

			Ravitch had launched his literary career in Warsaw in the early 1920s as part of a self-styled literary gang, the Khaliastre, and authored a book provocatively entitled Naked Poems. Perhaps his qualms about being less brilliant than the group’s other members—the poets Peretz Markish and Uri Zvi Greenberg and the novelist Israel Joshua Singer—made him assume the added task of secretary of the Warsaw Yiddish Writers Association so that if he could not stand at the pinnacle of Yiddish literature, he could be at its organizing center. He genuinely liked being in touch with the far-flung Yiddish literary world, and had he not kept up his international correspondence and scrupulously preserved it through all his travels, the National Library of Israel would not have his most important archive in all of Yiddish letters. It is the more important because so much else of those years was destroyed.

			In the 1930s, Ravitch undertook a journey around the globe, turning the anxious fate of the Jewish refugee into a voluntary adventure. In Australia he sought out the Aborigines, with the goal of bringing the culture of another scorned population to the attention of Yiddish readers. When he settled in Montreal shortly before we did, he continued in his role as secretary of the Yiddish literary community by corresponding with those authors who were still alive and inviting them to speak in Montreal. Thanks to him, we got to meet many of those luminaries, and Mother often organized gatherings in their honor.

			Around our dining room table in 1951 I heard the poet Itzik Manger tell about the first time he got drunk by sipping wine through a straw from a hole in a barrel in the back of a horse-drawn wagon. (He happened to be drinking at the time of this recollection.) I later found the same account in Manger’s writings and couldn’t be sure whether it confirmed the truthfulness of his memory or the consistency of his storytelling.

			Manger was born in my native Czernowitz and grew up in its atmosphere, but then in the late 1920s moved to the much larger Jewish center of Warsaw and there oversaw the performances of his popular mock biblical operettas. He played the enfant terrible of Yiddish letters, using inebriation as a screen for bad behavior. He mistreated those who tried to help him, including Ravitch, and much more shamefully, his former lover Rachel Auerbach who had rescued some of his writings in Warsaw during the war. Yet none of this misconduct affected the affection his poetry inspired.

			This poem was everyone’s favorite:

			There is a tree that stands.
And bends beside the road
All its birds have flown away,
Leaving not a bird.

			Seeing the abandoned tree naked before the storm, the boy in the poem tells his mother that he intends to become a bird and climb into its branches to sing it sweet comfort. But the mother fears for her child. “Take a scarf,” she says, “and galoshes. Your fleece-lined cap, your woolen underwear….”

			I try to fly, but I can’t move…
Too many, many things
My mother’s piled on her weak bird
And loaded down my wings

			I look into my mother’s eyes
And sadly, there I see
The love that won’t let me become
The bird I want to be.

			In the Yiddish world, where the people’s approval counted for more than copyright protection, this poem set to music acquired the status of a folksong. Devil-may-care troubadour best remembered as tethered son.
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