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	The Telegram
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	Excitement and curiosity rippled through Michael’s Furniture as the rain-soaked Western Union boy hurried in from Myrtle Avenue. Whipping off the hood of his black slicker and tucking it under his arm in one quick motion, he held up a yellow envelope and announced, “Telegram for Henry Saltzman!” His tone was brisk, his words sharp and urgent. It was clear to all that he had no time to waste.

	Everyone was stunned. No employee had ever received a telegram at work—not the manager, not a salesman. Suddenly, out of the blue, here was one for the lowly inventory clerk.

	At the sound of his name, Henry’s head jerked up from the book he was reading at his desk near the entrance. In shock, he stumbled to meet the messenger, who was already striding toward him with the envelope and receipt book. Henry’s hands shook as he signed his name, clutching the telegram in his sweaty left hand.

	Because of the heavy rain, there were no customers that day. With nothing better to do, the manager and the four salesmen clustered around him, eager to share in the news.

	FROM: NEW YORK STATE UNEMPLOYMENT OFFICE POSITION FOR FIFTH GRADE TEACHER OF ENGLISH STUDIES AVAILABLE. STOP. YESHIVA ARUGATH HABOSEM, 103 KEAP STREET, BROOKLYN. STOP. ANNUAL SALARY $2,400. STOP. CONTACT PRINCIPAL SAMUEL LIEBERMAN. STOP.

	 



So simple, so direct and unadorned. And to him, so absolutely thrilling. For the rest of his life, Saltzman would remember this moment with exquisite clarity.

	Up to that moment, doing poorly had been the story of Saltzman’s life. Henry was the first person in his family to graduate from college. But so far, success had eluded him. After finishing college in 1950, he had held a series of dreary, menial jobs all over Brooklyn. He had worked as a power press operator on a midnight shift in Bedford-Stuyvesant, a shoe salesman in Brownsville, a title searcher in downtown Brooklyn’s Borough Hall, a packer of oil drums and garbage cans on an assembly line in Greenpoint, a measurer of newspaper advertising lines for a media records company, and a door-to-door vacuum cleaner salesman. Each job had been a misery and never lasted for more than a few weeks. Inventory clerking at Michael’s was just the latest in this series, where the greatest challenge was to make sure the correct sale tag was put on the floor samples.

	His bachelor’s degree from Brooklyn College in English and American literature with a minor in secondary education was cold comfort as he wandered through the dark upper floors of the warehouse store with his red sales tags and price lists, feeling that the cheap furniture was going to be of more use to the world than he would ever be.

	He wanted passionately to be at the head of a classroom, where he knew he really belonged. As he read and reread the blessed telegram, the thought raced through his mind, “Was this it? Was this to be the real beginning for me? Was this the real job, the professional job, that would take me where I belong?”

	The manager and the four salesmen weren’t waiting politely for him to share the news. They crowded in, unashamedly reading over his shoulder, oblivious to the possibility that he might want to keep the contents private. That kind of considerate attitude was not the hallmark of Brooklyn-reared furniture salesmen! The men’s first instinct, whatever the occasion, was to turn insult into a high art, to reach creative heights in the process of needling authority. In this case, the butt of their humor was Larry, the long-suffering store manager.

	“Hey, Larry, you’re the manager. How come nobody sends you telegrams?”

	“Yeah, Larry, what’s the problem? Nobody loves you?”

	The next guy pitched in with the tune “Somebody Loves Me” but with the twist, “Nobody loves him, I wonder why?” With timing so impeccable you would have thought they had rehearsed, they ended the refrain with, “Bad breath!” As always, their kidding was sharp and hard-edged, but somehow always managed to remain reasonably good-natured.

	But what surprised and delighted Henry was their reaction to his message. Of course, their first reaction was to get in a few good knocks at him. “Twenty-four hundred dollars a year? Hoo-hah, big goddam deal!”

	“You call that a teacher’s salary? That’s what you spent four years in college for? What kind of schmucky deal is that?”

	Sal, the Italian guy, asked, “So what the hell is a y-y-y—whatever the hell that is!”

	“It’s yeshiva, you dumb, iggerant wop,” Moe piped up. “It’s a Jewish school.”

	“Well, OK, Mr. Jew-Genius. So what kind of cheap bastards have the nerve to offer the college boy here such shit pay?”

	“Hey, it’s a beginning, ain’t it? I didn’t notice you gettin’ to be Rockefeller when you first started working in this shithole.”

	Henry could tell that, beneath the surface of their derision and insults, they all were happy for him. In their own way, the salesmen were proud. He had been their “college boy,” the only man with a degree in the store. It hadn’t mattered to them that he would be leaving the minute he found something better. They didn’t resent that at all. Under their hard-boiled, Brooklyn-bred cynicism—made harder in their cases by wartime stints in the US Army—they retained an abiding awe of the power of education and a respect for anyone who had the brains to get through college.

	So, they shook Henry’s hand, patted him on the back, and turned away, staring out again at the rain-swept asphalt of Myrtle Avenue, watching the water cascading down from the elevated subway tracks, listening to the hiss and splash of the few passing cars, and commenting on the legs of the women rushing by, speculating with exquisite, imaginative vulgarity about the unimaginable charms concealed beneath their umbrellas and raincoats.


 

	The Interview
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	And so it was that on a May afternoon in 1952, Henry stood on the sidewalk in front of Yeshiva Arugath Habosem at 103 Keap Street.

	All he knew about the place was that inside there was a teaching job. Despite his years of Hebrew study, he couldn’t even figure out the meaning of the school’s name. He was dressed in his best suit, freshly pressed by his excited wife, with a white shirt and tie, eagerly looking forward to meeting the school’s principal. It was to be his very first encounter with a “real” working educational administrator.

	Henry was a little nervous about teaching a fifth-grade elementary program. All his training was in secondary education, and his ambition was to be a teacher in a proper New York City high school. But he was not going to let that stand in his way.

	While Saltzman knew in general terms what a yeshiva was, he had never been inside one and had no idea what the program was like or how such schools were organized. Yeshiva education was not something the Brooklyn College School of Education was concerned about. The building looked like hundreds of others in Williamsburg: a typical four-story brownstone. These buildings stood shoulder to shoulder, rows and rows of them on block after block, identical in almost all respects. You entered either by going down four steps to the basement door or up seven steep stone steps to the so-called “parlor” floor.

	 



But any resemblance to a normal building was shattered by the noise pouring out of this one, noise beyond anything Saltzman had ever expected, imagined, or experienced in a place that was, presumably, a school. Through the doors and windows flowed babbling rivers of children’s voices, all talking at once in Yiddish, competing in shrillness and volume to be heard by Moreh, Moreh! (Teacher, Teacher!) These were earnest, excited voices, driven by their owners’ urgent need to tell whatever it was they knew or thought they knew. Eager voices, impelled to share their burden of knowledge and insights with their teachers right then and there—now, now, now, and not later, without delay, now, now—Ikh! (Me!) Ikh! Ikh veys! (I know!) Ikh veys! His ears rang. The tumult was astounding.

	And rolling in counterpoint, over and above these screechy, prepubescent, high-pitched children’s voices boomed their teachers’ voices. Their thundering bass and baritone shouts erupted volcanically as they struggled to override the passionate shrieking of their students, trying to impose some semblance of order on their resounding classrooms. Occasionally there were brief pauses in the flow of sound when, as Henry was to learn soon enough, the kids sensed that their teacher was getting angry, enough to start hitting them. Corporal punishment was common, expected, and even valued by the parents in this community.

	Meanwhile, at a lower volume in the background, other deep voices could be heard within a bubble of quiet, reasoning, explaining some point in the Torah text. The attentive and respectful silence surrounding them was palpable to Henry, even as he stood on the sidewalk in the street below.

	From some other corner of the building, a deep-voiced teacher was arguing or explaining—it was hard to tell the difference—at the top of his lungs, having long since given up trying to get his scholars to quiet down or wait their turn. These arguments, as passionate and emotional as they sounded, were not personal disputes. They were a frame to matters of vital importance to both the teachers and their students—texts, issues, interpretations, conclusions, hypotheses, what-ifs, as well as what could be, what might be, what should be, what must be, what had to be thought, considered, rejected, adopted, weighed, refined, or ignored. Listening to the arguments soaring out of those rooms, the young teacher stood stock-still, gripped by an astonishment that bordered on paralysis.

	No school he had ever known produced such a cacophony of sound.

	What he was hearing, and what he instinctively understood from some deep place of tribal memory and experience, was that these were the ancient, millennial-old sounds that old and young orthodox Jewish teachers and students produced as they explored the precious inheritance of Torah, Gemara, or Mishna that had been handed down to them. These wisdom texts were theirs to learn, apply to their own lives, and then hand down through their children to the next generation of learners. Streaming out to the young Americanized Jew on the sidewalk were sounds of arguments between teachers and students and between the students themselves as they ferociously objected, supported, rejected, deflected, and inspected one another’s points of textual analysis, and—at the highest possible decibel level and with the utmost urgency—expounded their interpretations, suggestions, and conclusions, along with occasional insults as to a fellow student’s abysmal ignorance, wrongheadedness, or just plain stupidity.

	Accompanying those voices, he could hear an orchestral-like concatenation of sounds: flurries of little fists pounding on desks to emphasize a point of agreement or an argument in opposition. He heard feet stamping in anger or scorn on bare wooden floors, desktops slamming, toilets flushing, doors banging, and suddenly, cutting through the din like a knife blade, a piercing yell from the first-floor office.

	“Shloim Rosenblitt, Kim! Kim! Dayn muter vil mit dir redn—nokh a mol!” (Solomon, come, your mother wants to talk to you—again!) And laughter rang out and rippled through the building.

	Shloim is the nickname for Solomon. The boy’s doting mother apparently had called the school yet again, just to make sure that her darling boy was still alive and well. God alone knew what she was afraid of. But the whole school understood that poor Shloim was a momma’s boy.

	What further astonished Henry was that he understood the Yiddish perfectly. He hadn’t heard it spoken since leaving his parents to get married.

	The physical space between Henry and the building was only a few feet, yet it was as if a giant megaphone was funneling the collective sounds of this unique world of teaching and learning into his astonished and vibrating ears. If he hadn’t needed the experience and the money so badly, if he hadn’t felt so ashamed about being a college graduate working as a stock clerk, he might have fled to his car and raced back to Michael’s Discount Furniture. But he knew no retreat was possible now. He had to go forward, even if it meant working in this weird place. And so, with a deep breath, a shrug at his fate, and a tug at his neat Windsor-knotted tie, Henry schlepped himself reluctantly up the brownstone steps and entered the world of Yeshiva Arugath Habosem.

	He was immediately spotted by a gentleman on the ground floor, who turned out to be the harassed office manager (it was he who had been calling Shloim) and whose office was just inside the front door. The man noticed immediately that the stranger was bareheaded and quickly came toward him.

	“You are here to see Mr. Lieberman?” he asked while, in the most casual and discreet manner imaginable, he slipped a black cotton yarmulke into Henry’s hand. Without a word, the young teacher put it on his head, understanding that, in this school, no bare heads would be tolerated.

	“Just go up those stairs and turn left.”

	As he climbed, Henry couldn’t help noticing the knowing looks on the faces that peeked out at him from the classrooms across the narrow hallway. He was already being sized up by the students and could tell from their approvingly raised eyebrows that they liked that he was young.

	But that yarmulke was making him feel excruciatingly self-conscious. It had been years and years since he had worn one anywhere, much less in a school. Uncomfortably, Saltzman began feeling as if he were back as a student in Talmud Torah or at synagogue services or at a family Passover Seder. But he was now an adult—a teacher, no less—and it irritated him to be told what to wear.

	As he walked along the second floor hallway, he thought, “Was time bending backwards here? Am I back again in the mold I thought I had broken away from? Wasn’t this the kind of religious stuff I thought I had left far behind me?”

	“Come in, come in, Mr. Saltzman. I don’t have all day you know,” were the principal’s “welcoming” remarks. Seeing him gave Henry yet another jolt of déjà vu. Mr. Lieberman could have been the twin brother of Emanuel Baron, his old Hebrew school principal and teacher at the Shaare Torah synagogue in Flatbush.

	For four long, miserable years, Mr. Baron had drilled Saltzman in translating and interpreting the Hebrew Bible in preparation for his bar mitzvah. Baron’s methodology was an especially diabolical blend of intimidation and insult, delivered at times with sly pinches and slaps to the back of the head—all designed to hurt like the dickens but leave no marks.

	The bar mitzvah experience for a Jewish boy is always an anxiety-filled affair. Having to stand on the pulpit of your synagogue, facing your parents, friends, relatives, and neighbors, and sing the words of your Torah portion to the melodies defined by a medieval cantillation system is challenge enough. Adding a brutal, insensitive teacher to the process was downright cruel.

	It was Henry’s tough luck to be trained for that important, nerve-wracking day by means of a ceaseless stream of verbal abuse disguised as pedagogy. Mr. Baron’s instructions included many “This is for your own good’s” and “Someday you will appreciate what I am doing for you’s” thrown in for good measure, especially whenever Henry broke down and burst into tears under the merciless goading.

	“Oh my God,” Saltzman thought as he entered Mr. Lieberman’s office. “Here I am, ten years later, back in a Jewish school with a yarmulke on my head, being insulted!” But he had jumped too quickly to a conclusion, or as his mother was fond of saying, “a concussion.” Lieberman turned out to be a very decent human being, otherwise known as a mensch.

	A short, thin man dressed in a nondescript beige suit, he wore an immaculate, starched white shirt, barely but detectably frayed at the collar and cuffs. His moustache was a business-like rectangle, wide and compact. A no-nonsense black yarmulke did not quite cover a widening bald spot, surrounded by a still-thick mop of brown hair plastered down the sides of his skull.

	His tiny office was awash in paper and textbooks whose bright green, red, blue, and brown covers leaped out in sharp contrast to this otherwise black-and-white world. The racket from the hallways and classrooms—as well as the smells from the constantly flushing toilets—enveloped Saltzman as they filled the room.

	Saltzman was too timid to remove the papers piled on the chair next to the principal’s desk. He gingerly moved them aside just far enough to clear a little space and perched uncomfortably at the edge of the seat.

	Mr. Lieberman did not even bother to shake hands. He just stared at the young applicant for a moment or two. Then, with a little sigh, he launched into his well-practiced spiel to the raw recruits sent by the Unemployment Office.

	“So, Mr. Saltzman, you are perhaps a little bit surprised, maybe even a little shocked, by our school, yes?”

	Henry shrugged as if to say, “Well, sort of.”

	Lieberman smiled a bit stiffly, a hint of injured pride still detectable even after so many years behind that desk. “We do our best, but, yes, it is a very noisy place. And, yes, it is also very dirty too. I can’t deny it. We have so many poor children here that we can’t afford to spend much on how the school looks.”

	He leaned forward to rest his clasped hands on the desktop. “Now, you seem to be a nice enough young fellow. So let me be honest with you. In this school, the only thing that is important to the Board of Directors and to our parents is that these children learn the Torah and Gemara and become good Jews. As far as they are concerned, I can assure you, if the state did not require it, there would be no English program. The school follows the law, and that is the only reason why I am here and why you are here.”

	“As you have found out, we have to depend on the Unemployment Office to send us teachers. Why? Because there aren’t too many college graduates willing to work for what we can afford to pay. The people who show up here are usually so desperate that they are even willing to work here,” he said, waving an arm vaguely toward the hallway.

	“I am sorry to have to say it, Mr. Saltzman, but it is the emes (truth). The teachers who come here from the UO are usually the bottom of the barrel, and even they won’t stay very long. Some don’t even last out their first day! Like you, they really want to teach in the public schools, where they can get more than twice what we can pay plus a pension and health benefits. I don’t blame them. But, of course, you haven’t found such a job yet, have you? No, of course not, so here you are. And here I am, stuck with hiring you.”

	Throughout his little “orientation,” Mr. Lieberman had remained impassive, speaking dully, as though he was thoroughly bored with this ritual. But then, abruptly, he leaned forward in his chair and placed his hands palms down on the desk as if preparing to vault out of his seat. His voice rose: “But let me tell you something, Mr. Saltzman. No matter how poor this school is, no matter how dirty the floors are, no matter how noisy the children are, and no matter how bad our English teachers are, these children will learn—in spite of you!”

	This was clearly Lieberman’s favorite line, and he rose to his feet to deliver it with relish, jabbing his finger at the young man sitting beside the desk, more than a little stunned by this performance. Naturally, as Lieberman expected, the young teacher flared up with resentment at those condescending remarks. Up to the climax of his passionate peroration, Lieberman had barely looked at the young man who sat before him. Instead, as he spoke, his eyes had traveled up and down the walls and across the ceiling, his well-trained ears cocked to detect any unusual racket that indicated that some teacher’s class was getting out of line. The “office downstairs” didn’t like too much noise from the English classes, and Mr. Lieberman was ever on alert.

	Saltzman was stung by the principal’s last remark. But for some reason that went well beyond the fact that he needed the job, he held back, trying not to get angry. He could have told the principal to take his job and shove it as he had with other would-be employers on more than a few occasions. But there was something else behind the man’s words, behind the well-rehearsed disdain and cynicism, that kept Henry in that uncomfortable perch.

	Henry felt that the man’s blunt words were not meant as a personal attack. Lieberman’s “you” was not aimed at Saltzman himself. The man was speaking to all those from “outside” who dared to judge the school with their conformist, Americanized notions of how things were supposed to be.

	To Mr. Lieberman, Saltzman was not yet a real individual. He was a shadow cast by American civilization, which was passing by outside, a shadow that would move on, sooner rather than later, to disappear into the educational mainstream just as suddenly as he had arrived. Henry began to sense what he would come to understand and respect during the year to come.

	For Mr. Lieberman, Arugath Habosem was not just a job. The principal and his school were as one, locked together, contemporaries in a historic, complex drama. Yet it was a drama with romantic and idealistic—even mystical—radiances that emanated through the ugly, narrow, cramped daily realities with which he had to contend. To Mr. Lieberman, the mess he was working in day after day, year in, year out, was a small price to pay for the honor of helping to achieve this school’s mission, a glorious one in his eyes, in his mind, and in his heart. Yes, Saltzman thought, he has a heart.

	None of the Americanized Jewish boys coming out of the teacher training programs of New York City colleges had the vaguest clue about Lieberman’s world. Looking at him, they saw, as Henry did at first, a martinet, a poor excuse for an educator, a man too embarrassed to admit that this was the best he could do because nothing better had come along.

	For whatever reason, Saltzman wasn’t ready to accept that easy skepticism or get carried away by the resentment that instinctively welled up in him. There was more to this man and this place than the surface revealed. Reflexively, the young man felt driven to find out just what it was beneath these ugly exteriors that fed Lieberman’s powerful commitment.

	Lieberman paused to catch his breath and check out the young man’s reaction. Seeing that Henry had not gotten up and walked out, he began the third-degree phase of the interview.

	“So, Mr. Saltzman, now tell me just what kind of a Jewish upbringing you have had?”

	Henry’s first reaction was to get a little more irritated. What business was it of Lieberman’s how his parents had raised him? Shouldn’t the man be asking about his training? His scholarship? But he got hold of himself and responded as politely as possible.

	“My parents are both immigrants from Poland and are not well-educated people. But they have always kept a kosher home. We kept two sets of dishes for Pesach, and, of course, we belonged to a synagogue, a Conservative shul,” he added, anticipating that this would be Lieberman’s next question.

	Oops! He had meant to say “Passover,” but for some reason, without thinking, he had regressed to the Hebrew, Pesach. 

	“We always observed all the holidays, especially Shabbos. That was when we lived in Brownsville. But when my father opened a grocery store in Flatbush with mostly non-Jewish customers, he began to keep it open on Saturdays. I went to Talmud Torah until I was bar mitzvahed.”

	“And then, Mr. Saltzman? What happened after your bar mitzvah?” the principal asked slyly.

	“Nothing. My parents wanted me to go to the Hebrew High School of Flatbush, but I refused. I wanted to go to Erasmus Hall, where I could try out for the baseball team. When I started college, to tell you the truth, I left the synagogue. I did have a Jewish wedding, of course, but now we just celebrate the High Holidays and Passover like most Jews.”

	“Like most American Jews, you mean, no?”

	“Look, Mr. Lieberman, I don’t want to lie to you. I am not observant, and if that’s what it takes to work here.…”

	“Don’t get excited, Mr. Saltzman. Didn’t I tell you already that we can’t afford to be too choosy? We don’t expect our English teachers to be frum (orthodox), but we at least want people who know something about Judaism. If you don’t follow our ways, that’s all right, but you must at least respect our ways.”

	“Well, though I’m no frumer yid, I don’t deny that I am Jewish. But to be honest about it, I think of myself first and foremost as an American. While I am thrilled that Israel is the Jewish homeland, I am staying here. This is my country.”

	“I understand. You’ll notice, perhaps, that I am here too, even though I may be a bit more religious than you in my way of life. And, I also am an American.”

	He smiled at Henry, who blushed in embarrassment at having gotten too self-righteous and defensive. Almost in apology, he admitted that he could read Hebrew fairly well, but didn’t speak it.

	“Do you understand Yiddish?” interjected Lieberman.

	A little surprised, he answered, “Yes, of course. My parents spoke to us in Yiddish most of the time. All of my relatives spoke Yiddish among themselves and with us, especially when we were children.”

	“So, can you speak a little Yiddish too?”

	Saltzman would always remember this moment with special amusement. Until that instant, he had never been conscious of his ability to speak the language. His parents had spoken Yiddish to him, but he doubted that he ever spoke anything but English to them. For him, Yiddish had just been there, like the paint on the wall. While it was of some help during his three years of German studies, the last thing in the world he would consider as some sort of asset was his ability to speak a decent colloquial Yiddish. As far as he was concerned, he had left the language behind along with the rest of the religious baggage with which he had grown up.

	To his own immense surprise, he answered, “Yo, ikh ken redn a bisl Yiddish un oykh daytsh. Di kinder farshteyen daytsh?” (Yes, I can speak a little Yiddish and German. Do the children understand German?)

	At this, Mr. Lieberman rewarded Saltzman with a genuine smile of pleasure as he proceeded to the third phase of the interview: orientation to the curricular requirements for the fifth-grade class that he would be responsible for in September.

	It was a most unremarkable assignment. Saltzman would assume the duty of seeing that his students met the education laws, standards, and prescriptions so that twenty ten-year-old children would achieve the required command of arithmetic, history, geography, spelling, writing, and language skills. Mr. Lieberman’s tired and bored voice tolled the curriculum’s components while he got up out of his chair and slowly collected an armful of well-worn textbooks from various shelves and from the piles of books on the floor.

	“Here,” he said as he handed them over to his new teacher to stuff into his briefcase. “I’ll even trust you to bring these with you when school starts after Labor Day.” With these tender words of dismissal, they shook hands, and Henry turned to leave.

	There in the doorway of the office, a cabbage patch of shaved and yarmulke-draped heads had collected, not one of which was more than four feet off the ground. Some had budding peyes that barely covered their ears. But the earlocks of most of them hadn’t even begun to sprout. All were wiry kids. There wasn’t a chubby one in the bunch. They were staring at him with large, serious, measuring eyes, looking him over very, very carefully, checking him out, noting especially his goyishe tie and suit. For the first time in his life, Saltzman began to feel self-conscious about wearing conventional clothes.

	The children were dressed almost identically. They wore short-sleeved white shirts, black or brown corduroy pants, well-worn at the knees and seats, their cuffs ending well above the tops of their dark, battered, thick-soled shoes. They had been listening in on Mr. Lieberman’s talk with the new teacher, a little drama they had undoubtedly witnessed many times before. 

	There was neither merriment nor mischief on their faces, only intense curiosity. This man was going to be their teacher—a matter of extreme seriousness to them—and they were sizing him up. Henry was startled to see them there and to realize that Mr. Lieberman had been aware of them all through their meeting. Yet neither by gesture, intonation, or expression had he in any way betrayed their presence.

	Saltzman was the object of a wordless conspiracy between the principal and his young charges. Both were in the same boat. He needed someone desperately for them. They had already suffered through too many changes of teachers. The kids knew that, one way or another, by hook or by crook, someone was going to be in the front of their classroom when the next term began, even if it had to be Lieberman himself. Was this the one? How well would he do? What kind of person was he? What kind of Jew? What kind of teacher?

	As Saltzman walked toward them on his way out of the office, their silence broke, and they erupted with a blast of shouts and questions.

	“Mister, mister, are you de titcher?”

	“Are you going to be mayn titcher?”

	“Du shlugst?” (Do you hit?)

	“Vus far a yid bistu?” (What kind of a Jew are you?)

	“Du host a car?” (Do you have a car?)

	Saltzman couldn’t help smiling down at them. They were adorable little boys, full of energy and excitement, jostling in the doorway to get a better view, curiosity streaming from their lively eyes, their high-pitched voices shouting, begging for his attention.

	“Vus is dayn numen?” (What is your name?)

	“No, tell me!”

	“Bistu a Dodger fen?”

	That last question earned the questioner a good hard smack between his shoulder blades from another child of about the same age but who had an oddly mature manner. Though this little boy seemed to be just another in the group, he somehow managed to project an apartness from the rest of the crowd. Physically he was a ten-year-old child, but his demeanor was that of a wiser, older youth—almost like a high school freshman shrunk down to a miniature ten-year-old. He stood toward the rear of the group, quietly taking the measure of the moment and stroking his budding earlocks. He managed to restrain himself even as the others, in their excitement, were being carried away.

	Later, Henry was to learn much from this boy.

	Standing among them in that narrow hallway filled Saltzman with pleasure. He was surrounded by them, up to his waist. These odd-looking children were so direct, so vulnerable and naked in their eager yet apprehensive approach to another new teacher. Their hot, urgent need to know about him overrode their natural shyness with a stranger. Henry stood there experiencing for the first time that special sense of authority that is the privilege of the classroom teacher.

	Relishing both their excitement about him and his own curiosity about them, Henry reached down to take the chin of one of the kids into the palm of his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze and shake—the timeless, universal gesture of affection and friendship of adults for children, the kind of physical contact that lovingly and instantaneously bridges chasms of age, culture, and language.

	“And what’s your name?” he asked the little boy, smiling down at him, holding on to that smooth young chin. At his touch, the child blushed spectacularly with pride and pleasure. But at Saltzman’s words, he drew back, his eyes widening and turning desperately toward his classmates. The boy next to him came to his rescue.

	“Dayn numen, Shimon! Dayn numen!” (Your name, Simon! Your name!)

	But by then others were answering for him, shouting, “Shimon,” “Shimon,” using this simple piece of information to show the stranger how smart they were, how impatient they were with their classmate’s slowness, how willing they were to give the new teacher what he wanted.

	“Aha!” he thought. “Shimon at age ten still didn’t understand English.”

	As Henry was to learn, little Shimon was just one of a number of Hungarian refugee children that the Arugath Habosem community had brought to Williamsburg. This was their way of saving them, body and Jewish soul from—God forbid—those Zionists who might have swept them off to Israel to live in some godless kibbutz where they would be lost forever to the true Jewish life. As he would also eventually learn, children from Hungary were given priority in this community because Rebbe Grunwald, known as the Tseylemer Rav and the leader of this Hasidic sect, had achieved his position through his exceptional scholarship and abilities. He had built the largest Hasidic seminary in Deutschkreuz, the Hungarian city in which he was elected to become their Rebbe. At the time Saltzman arrived, Grunwald was sixty years old and living around the corner on Bedford Avenue.

	Reflexively, Saltzman eased things for the boy by switching to Yiddish, surprising himself at how easily and smoothly the words came back to him, words he hadn’t used in at least fifteen years. It was another moment he would recall in later years with perfect clarity: the young man standing there, framed in the doorway of that messy office, facing the filthy hall, awash in high-decibel noise flooding from all directions—a particularly surreal scene for the assimilating liberal arts graduate who had renounced the crabbed confines of Jewish exclusivity and had come to hate the nasty, repugnant attitudes of superiority toward goyim (gentiles), a word that had always sounded ugly to him.

	Henry’s home and those of his large extended family had been drenched in and permeated by this attitude. His parents’ suspicion of the gentiles also meant rejecting ideas that came from that dangerous and sinful world. They feared being contaminated by knowledge that lay beyond what Judaism permitted them to know. Time and again, his father would insult and abuse him for wasting his time reading goyishe books. In response to that narrowness, Henry had poured himself into the joys and wonders of English, American, and Russian literature and the social and physical sciences, as though trying to purge himself of their suspicions. He struggled to replace that inherited fear with a global outlook based upon respect for all peoples and cultures. A year ago, he had read The Golden Bough, and Frazer’s masterpiece had amazed him with its encyclopedic report of all the tribes of the world, each of which also considered itself to be the Chosen People! It was liberating.

	“But, SNAP,” he was suddenly thinking to himself. “Just like that, with a borrowed yarmulke on my head, here I am in this medieval school, speaking Yiddish to children who would have regarded me as a disgusting heretic if they knew what I really think about their suffocating beliefs and customs.”

	But his teacher’s instincts as well as his Jewish heritage took over. He addressed the little boy in front of him who was still blushing with embarrassment over his failure to understand the simple English words.

	“Shimon, zorg zikh nisht. Ikh vel dir oyslernen zeyer gut English.” (Don’t worry, Shimon, I’ll teach you English well.)

	With those words, all hell really broke loose. Every child wanted to touch him, to tell him his name, to shake hands, to hold hands, to carry his briefcase, to lead the way down the steps, pushing aside anyone who dared interfere with the departure of undzer (our) English teacher. Halfway down the long staircase, Henry looked back up. There was Lieberman, staring down at the commotion, leaning over the railing, resting on his elbows. The principal smiled and even gave a slight wave of a hand, part salute, part dismissal, as if he were thinking, “It looks like a good start, but he probably will give up just like the others. No, Mr. Saltzman, don’t get any ideas that I am getting my hopes up about you!”

	Then, before leaving the building, Saltzman stepped into the office and returned the yarmulke to the office manager, an action that utterly silenced the crowd of children. It was as if God Himself had frozen their voices. They drew back from the doorway, distancing themselves from the new teacher who, just a moment before, had so excited and attracted them. As Saltzman, now bareheaded, opened the door to leave, he heard one of the children murmur under his breath what all of them were thinking.

	“Oy, oy, oy, de titcher is a goy!”

	There it was. The ugly word meaning “gentile” out in the open again, as it had been all through his childhood. Only this time, he was the object of its scorn. As he walked down the brownstone’s steep steps, the children hung back, crowding into the narrow foyer as they watched him descend to the sidewalk. He took pride in displaying, by means of a bare head, his freedom from their inhibitions and rules.

	But one boy reacted furiously. He was not going to let the teacher get away unscathed. Brimming with outrage, the child pushed his way out of the building and, standing on the top of the stoop, shouted at him in a high, whining voice, “Goy! You’re a goy, Titcher. We don’t need Jews like you here. Gey avek! (Go away!) Kim nisht tsurik! (Don’t come back!)”

	The passion in his words startled Saltzman, and he spun around as if jerked backwards with a cable. He stared in amazement at the child above him whose face was pale with anger, his fists clenched so tightly that the teacher could see the whitened knuckles from the sidewalk.

	“How dare this little fanatic insult me in the street like this! Who does he think he is? I’ll teach this little creep a lesson right this minute.”

	But even as he turned back to begin charging up the steps, the office manager pushed his way through the crowd, grabbed the shouting child by the back of his shirt with one hand, and walloped him with full force across the back of his head with the other. If he hadn’t held on to him, the blow would have sent the boy hurtling down the flight of stone steps to the sidewalk.

	With a loud shriek of pain, the boy grabbed the back of his head as the office manager hauled him back into the school, continuing to slap him wherever he could while muttering loudly enough even for Saltzman to hear, “Derekherets, Mendel, derekherets!” (Respect, Mendel, respect!)

	This was Saltzman’s introduction to his future student, Mendel Wrotnick.


 

	The School

	[image: Image]

	That evening, Henry and his wife had a good laugh about his new job. She had no idea what a yeshiva was, and he didn’t even know what the name of the school meant. Fortunately, Henry’s family included a very religious cousin, a beautiful blond woman who had married a rabbi with whom she eventually had nine sons. But Lenny was no ordinary rabbi. Lenny was also a professor of advanced mathematics at Rutgers University. So, Henry turned to him to initiate him into the mysteries of Hasidism.

	After laughing his head off at the thought of Henry teaching in a yeshiva, especially of the ultra-orthodox Hasidic persuasion, he agreed to explain what Henry had gotten himself into. 

	He started with the name “Arugath Habosem,” which is Hebrew for a “fragrance or bouquet of spices,” and was the first Hasidic elementary school to be opened in America. The founder, Rebbe Levi Yitzhak Grunwald, known with affection and respect as the Tseylemer Rebbe, was the leader of the Satmar Hasidic community. In the tradition of Hasidic Rebbes, he was a leader and teacher of exceptional intellect, vision, and courage who had been trained to the rabbinate by his father, Rabbi Mendel.

	At eighteen, the young rabbi had left his parents’ home to serve his first congregation in Orsawa, a substantial city on the banks of the Danube River. A few years later, he moved to the city of  Deutchkreutz on the Hungarian border with Austria. Here, he found the congregation whom he would serve faithfully in both Europe and America until his death in Brooklyn in 1968.

	 Being extremely orthodox, it was natural for them to be uncomfortable living in a city whose name meant “German cross.” As God-fearing folk, they were uncomfortable using the hated and cursed word “cross” amongst themselves.

	They solved this thorny problem by means of a wise and simple adjustment. They would avoid having the horrid German word Kreuz on their lips by simply using the Yiddish word tseylem which meant “image” but, honed nicely by daily usage, came to stand in for the cross. They reasoned that the use of Hebrew, the holy tongue, removed the sting of history and avoided sinful references to Christian iconography. And thus, amongst themselves at least, the city became Tseylem, and Grunwald become the Tseylemer Rebbe.

	Lenny didn’t know too much about the rest of their history except that the Rebbe was quick to respond to the Nazi threat by fleeing, along with some of his faithful congregants, to Vienna and then Paris. In 1938, he arrived in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg section, where he began attracting adherents to his crusade to restore the old ways of Jewish life. Here, they could observe the Sabbath in its full glory and all the other Talmudic requirements and mitzvot in a proper and peaceful manner.

	Hasidic families, shuls, mikvas (ritual baths), schools, and small businesses took root and began to flourish, and the almost extinguished flame of Jewish orthodoxy grew strong again—free, unashamed, and without apology to the gentiles or conventional, assimilated American Jews like Henry Saltzman.

	Grunwald had correctly foreseen that, in America, the first trickles of assimilation could quickly turn into a flood. At first, his people would be too timid to step outside the safety of their closely knit community. But before long, they would grow in confidence and begin filling their lungs with freedom’s intoxicating vapors, discovering that these American possibilities “zayn oykhet far di yidn” (are also available to the Jews). The old ways were in danger of being lost as his people began devouring their new country’s menu of opportunities. He therefore set himself the task of protecting and guiding his community so they would continue to live as a godly people, worshipping God in their old and proper way.
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