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‘Whosoever, in writing a modern history,
shall follow truth too near the heels may haply strike out his teeth’


Sir Walter Raleigh, Tower of London, 1615









Dedication: Ali, always, Ali. And my friend Will for always reading and enjoying.








Year Zero




‘To deprive the bourgeoisie not of its art but of its concept of art, this is the precondition of a revolutionary argument.’


Pierre Macherey, ‘A Theory of Literary Production’







‘I am happy to justify the actions of God’s Wounds, to anybody. What we did and why we did it. From where I am hiding, (and by the way nobody will ever catch me, and if I am caught you will only have one me, there are countless thousands of us, believe you me!) all I can hear is why? Why? Why? All right then, you ask a question enough times you may just get an answer, but a bloody answer that nobody wants to fucking hear!’


Communiqué No. 1, Posted London 2010





I used to hate animals.


Well, just like most things, that’s not quite true. As a kid I pestered my parents for rabbits. This went on for ages, a persistent campaign waged by me and my sister. Mum was pretty anal and didn’t want them shitting on her good-as-new sofa. Dad said we wouldn’t look after them, that they would be a five-minute wonder. I remember him calling lots of things I wanted when I was a kid five-minute wonders. As usual we outflanked him by way of mum, despite the sofa. His acquiescence probably earned him a blow-job.


Mum took us to the local farm where we got two rabbits, a hutch, a run, some hay and two water bottles; the whole rabbit deal.


After setting all of this up in our garden I went back inside to watch Top Cat. After a week I ignored them completely. I can’t even recall their names. I do remember coming in one night from playing football in the street and finding dad cleaning out their hutch. As I got myself a drink from the tap, he looked at me through the glass of the kitchen door, on his hands and knees, with his hands full of piss-soaked hay, the knees of his jeans peppered with squashed pellets of rabbit shit. He didn’t say anything, just looked at me, you know, in that way they have.


As if by magic these rabbits had interpolated themselves between me and my dad. As if being friends with him wasn’t hard enough, I had to feel guilty about not caring for a pair of rabbits.


I am not going to write any more about my relationship with my dad. Too boring. Think or write a few sentences about how you feel about yours. It’s all the same, an endless loop taking in his relationship with his father and him with his, spiralling back to some grotty cave and two guys who didn’t have anything in common except mutual disappointment. And now you got me talking about it, so enough. A little glimpse into my own sickening normality for the pages of your Fascist rags. I can see the words line up alongside the photo; a profile piece in a glossy magazine. I remember once seeing a picture of a smiling teenage Osama Bin Laden posing with family and friends on holiday in Paris. He was wearing bell-bottom jeans and had what looked like an afro. All very Seventies and laid back, which I guess was in some way ironic.


So, lies and truth in equal measure, although which is which is becoming harder to distinguish. And the photo? Shit, not that one! Add twenty years and take away twenty pounds, and please give me some facial hair, a beard, a wild Jewish or Arab beard, or a crazy Rasta one.


So why and how did I become what ‘You’ (cops, lawyers, journos/TV pundits/social-media commentators/sociologists) call an Anarchist? Funny that as a culture which is predicated on multiple acts of forgetting, you had to remember this word in order to call me it. As old fashioned as a Golem.


Look it up.


ANARCHIST!


A word more used to being typeset than pixelated. Class War, Crass, the Angry Brigade, almost as English as afternoon tea. Paris 1968, Astrid Proll, the Minute Men, the Spanish and Russian Civil Wars and back into history, to Thomas Muntzer and his Anabaptist rebellion; scary stories from the past, Capitalism’s bogeyman, and a capital bogeyman, nemesis of fat cats priests, landlords and socialist bureaucrats alike. But also a comic book adversary, a quaint antagonist.


Even before 9/11 Anarchism had become anachronistic; a fading European folk memory, an echo from the past, from the old country. Yet traces of it were still visible in odd places; for example the character ‘Bombe Voyage’ in the first Incredibles movie. A computer-generated presence that traces a fragile line of association, however etiolated, back to the ‘People’s Will’ Anarchist Assassins of Tzar Alexander 2 of Russia, even back to the Paris Commune, to Louis-Auguste Blanqui and the Sans-culottes. For ‘Bombe Voyage’ is nothing if not French…


A graphic novel antagonist, a live-action Superbomberman whose hat always cast a shadow over his features, rendering him inscrutable, hunched over as he clutches black grapefruit-shaped bombs with fizzing fuses, and chucks them willy-nilly from the shadows. Shadows that are now (over)populated by more modern adversaries who disguise themselves accordingly. Anarchist Fedoras and Taliban beards both have something to hide, not least a burning anger, revealed also by the ululating Zaghrata of Algerian women crowding the streets and souks of Pontecorvo’s ‘Battle of Algiers’ as a wall of sound of resistance: ‘Ulalalalala…’


‘Purdah!’ shouted with the same patois verve as the Rasta refrain ‘Murdah!’


But now my tenuous liminality sounds like the ravings of the university lecturer I could have, perhaps should have, become. So enough.


The more I studied, the more apparent it became that Anarchism scores the composition of history as a funky bass-line, albeit intermittent, underneath the higher political notes of the last five-hundred years. Anarchistic in its haphazard appearances, with outbreaks in Europe and the Americas, becoming a fashionable counter-cultural symbol, a bit like the signifier ‘Che Guevara’ on T-shirts and button badges, not meaning much more than a nebulous anti-authoritarian set of ideas and images that won’t go away but at the same time don’t really coalesce into anything tangible. Anarchism is a waste product of our conformity, a constantly thwarted return of the repressed, always returning, always being repressed.


‘Omnia sunt communia’ it cries from off stage and we all shout ‘Behind you!’ from the stalls.


By the end of the twentieth century Communism and Fascism had been reworked into an obscene nostalgia for an understandable evil. A fratricidal falling out between ourselves, a century which, although managing to kill millions of citizens in innumerably terrible ways, was at least our century, and a slaughter of our making. The early years of the twenty-first century saw the appearance and immediate demonisation of the fundamentalist Muslim suicide bomber, more ‘other’ than any Bolsheviki, any Einzatzgruppen storm trooper, any Anarchist, more ‘other’ than any concentration camp guard following orders or taking photographs. We seek to deny them the spectacle of their own actions yet variously recount as near fairy story the storming of the Winter Palace (literally it was a fairy story), the selfless heroism of the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil war, the resilience of the Red Army at Stalingrad, the seductive evil of the SS, the equally mythic tale of the ‘good German’, the Stern gang and the creation of the state of Israel and on and on. All of this was cosa nostra, our thing. Islam is exterior to it, we forced it out at the end of the fifteenth century and now resent its return. It’s as if the shock and humiliation of hosting Muslim Civilisation in Europe is only now being paid back and then some. We had to either destroy all our Alhambra’s or re-appropriate them. Everything else was Outremer. For that was the moment when their otherness threatened to obliterate all boundaries between us and them. And we would become them which is worse than them becoming us. Neither of which would ever do. So we unfurl the crusader flag one more time, and it snaps in the hot breath of our fear…


The slaughter at Antioch, Tyre, Alexandria and Jerusalem. Jews, Muslims and Christians pyre high, goading us on from the pages of our shared history.


Even the Palestinian hijackings of the Seventies, parsed through the saturated early colour-TV footage of contemporary newsreels, belong to a nostalgia for the time, for the games of war that we played then, in contrast to now, when we are bombarded with random irruptions of third-world violence shot in high definition or captured on smartphones. Somali pirates plying the Mediterranean in search of the wealthy gin palaces and yachts of the European nouveau riche and haute bourgeoisie. The harrying of Greek island ports and Sardinian islets not seen since the fifteenth century. And all this shot by us and by them, for news or for proof of life ransom demand; blurred footage, punctuated by the inevitable glitches and drop out affecting an unsettling low-budget-horror-movie ambience.


Or crisp, military-grade raw satellite imagery delivered top down like computer-game footage but plagued by pixel drop out, lines of image literally stripped from our screens, gouging black strings reminiscent of the abyss that lurks between and behind our hallowed computer code, a contingent image which only serves to heighten our anxiety. Uploaded HD, high-tech news feeds that we bounce into space first before downloading as bad news. This is a reality that has not had time to age, let alone age well. Which is what NOW is all about, I guess.


So you see I had to make this new Anarchist at once ‘us’ and at the same time also radically ‘them’. If I could close this circuit, we could leap into the future together. Until then I was cast as a romantic anachronism from the past, far from the Anarchist citizen of the future I wished to be. What was to start as nostalgia, a childish obsession, a hankering after the certainties of the twentieth century (only certain because it was over), developed into my own little war, a line in the sand that was definitely drawn in the past, yet a line that was to run onward into the future.


Even as we succumb to the next liberal/fundamentalist atrocity or mind-numbing bout of celebrity-/consumer-led economic Bacchanalia, glimpsing this word on the pages of the Daily Shite still has some resonance. On top of all exterior threats and atrocities, and against a background of accumulating ecological disaster and anxiety, what we did must have felt like a stab to the heart from within, a little punk reminder of its near anagram, ANTICHRIST!


Mustn’t it?


For isn’t it the betrayal of ‘us’ I am really after, ripping a bloodied Christ off the cross before he dies in order to berate him, even convert him?


Years later I find myself a hunted man. I have aliases, I have killed, yet am a hero to thousands.


None of this had anything to do with my fucking parents that’s for sure. I was a changeling child. The result of an incubator juggling contest played by underpaid nurses and bored hospital porters. This was the spectacle of my prematurity! Two weeks early and about a hundred years too late. Hah!


Nobody in my family had ever gone to either university or prison. I was to be the first.





If I Stop I’ll Die!




‘Conversation (in Yiddish) after the first burning of the town of Brody, near Lemberg, by Russians, at the outbreak of WW1:


Man: “How come your cottage escaped the fire?”


Old man: “Perhaps a miracle, heaven granted us a place to starve to death.”’


From Joseph Roth, The Wandering Jews 1927





There are no records of my birth extant. This small detail has always, and more so now as an old man with time on his hands, irked me. It shouldn’t really matter, a terribly bourgeois concern in fact, one’s birthday, but the fact of its absence is like an unwanted birthmark, to which one’s hand gravitates in order to touch or scratch involuntarily.


Yet the fact remains, I was born circa 1900 in a town of many names depending on when and who you talk to.


Lemberg, district capital of Eastern Galicia, a town of 160,000 souls, which was then and had been since 1773 part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. At one time it had also been called Leopol(is), but by who I don’t remember. Poles called it Lviv, Ukrainians Lvov. Like a Jewish joke. As I write it is part of the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic. A town that was always lucky/unlucky enough to exist at the confluence of many ethnic and nationalist dreams, along the fault line of various political realities.


I appear in the census of 1903, a Jewish subject of the dual monarchy. The word census as ominous then as it had been in ancient Judea; Poles, Jews, Ukrainians, Greeks, Arabs, Russians, to be totted up, numbers in an unseen, but no less impending, lottery, whose tickets would eventually be punched by the clacking machines of IBM.


Years later a prison psychologist told me that my mind had thrown a blanket over the details of my nativity. Forgetting my birthday is somehow wilful on my part and begs the question what else have I conveniently thrown a blanket over? How easy it is to play the language games of these psychologists!


These things I know. Details that quickly dissemble themselves into something more and at the same time less than fact. Notes swiftly woven into the early music of my life. My family came from Russia in 1880 as part of the mass exodus of Jews following the assassination of Alexander the second by an Anarchist group calling itself the ‘People’s Will’. Only one of the eight arrested assassins was Jewish, but that was enough to spread the fear of pogroms throughout the country amongst Jews, and a desire for vengeance born out of fear/hatred of Jews amongst the rest; the pogroms themselves swiftly followed, as surely as a dog will root out the smell of his master’s shirt.


My grandfather, Mordechai, owned a soap factory in Moscow. His wife Rakhil, my grandmother, was a book keeper. Apparently, and this is third-hand family myth, he got punched in the face on his way to work. A random act of violence by a passerby just outside the factory gates. Punched to the ground and his fur coat taken from his back. Some of his workers saw what had happened and jeered him as he got to his feet. In his pocket, although he doesn’t realise it yet, his gold fob watch is broken, its glass crushed under him, the hands stopped at 8.30, where they will remain for, well, that’s the time the watch still tells today.


‘From the windows they leaned out and laughed in my face, my own employees, like it was a holiday. Nothing I had done, or who I was, mattered. I was just a Jew who had fallen over, to be laughed at.’


He didn’t go into work that day, or indeed ever again. The manic laughter that accompanies such violence was a warning:


‘Beware the Pogromist!’


When he arrived in Lvov, he was lucky to get a job stocktaking in a local Brickworks. Relieved in some way to be just a Jew again without the deception of wealth and status, he saw no irony in this reversal, but it was as if the fur coat he had worn was stitched with the fabric of his soul, for he was half the man he had been just weeks before. He kept his broken watch, and took it out as often as he would when it was working, his thumb rubbing the polished back for comfort.


My father was not so fortunate. He had been studying agronomy in Moscow, but now found himself at twenty with no prospect of finishing his studies, lucky to get taken on as a day labourer on one of the many new civic building sites of this up-and-coming metropolis. There were street corners where men gathered in the hope of a day’s work, shivering in the cold under clouds of tobacco smoke, carpenters, bricklayers, plasterers and ex-students. The foreman jumping down from his truck or cart would grab hands, looking for the signs of graft, taking the calloused, rejecting the lily-white.


‘…you, you and you, that’s it for today, come back tomorrow.’


Up into the flatbed for the lucky, the rest left to skulk back home, surplus to that day’s requirements.


Ten years later Mordechai received some money from one of his old partners, I think out of guilt, I can’t remember the details, so he stopped working. With that money all the memories flooded back, as if he had been punched in the face all over again. Which meant he drank and ate too much. He developed a grudge against the world, the type of grudge you can’t ever satisfy, it being so general. That single punch to the face (twice delivered) proved to be his undoing. Such a little thing, but such an earth-shattering revelation for Mordechai, a moment of sheer vertiginous horror, a sundering of the curtain, the moment he became uninsured, his beloved capitalism reduced to so much chaff on the wind.


His pride curdled and there were days when Rakhil had to throw things at him just to get him out of the apartment. Sometime later he died behind the counter of a sweetshop. A shop he had bought in order to place a counter between himself and the world. I know this because the new owner told me so. He rapped his knuckles on wood as he spoke, showing me where each of them had sat. My grandmother sold the shop because she couldn’t bear to be alone behind the counter, where they had both perched, sipped tea and argued over the newspapers.


The new owner would always give me free sweets, small handfuls pushed across the counter. Free sweets! My favourites were the ‘Sour Susans’, named by us in honour of the old washer-woman who used to be a prostitute before she became too sour and fell on hard times. Sucking on them made the roof of my mouth sting, the pleasure of the blood-taste of iron and salt flooding my tongue.


A quarter of the town was Jewish, but my father married a gentile, a Pole. He had seen what flight had done to his father and wanted to make sure we never had to go anywhere again. The full horror of a pogrom is the fact that it is the same as being ‘put to flight’ in Biblical times. Thousands of years in which nothing has changed and Civilisation in toto reveals itself as one big lie for the Jews. So he, this latter-day Samson, would try and anchor us in this place, as much a temporal effort as a geographic one.


On a more prosaic level seeing his father actually working in a factory, instead of owning one, may have irked my father, whose indolent (studying agronomy? A Jew, I ask you!) Moscow life had gone up in smoke. Even amongst so many Jews, he felt a need for tenure. A Polish wife would secure this. This logic held for seventeen years.


He finally got a job working for a seed merchant, a zealot for importing newfangled crop strains of Rye and Wheat, exhorting shorter harvest cycles and double yields. He took my mother into the outlying villages and they sold seeds from the back of a covered wagon. She would interpret for him, and probably her presence reassured the peasants. She must have spoken Ukrainian as well as Polish and probably some Russian. They had a son, Anton, my brother, who became a skilled stone mason by the age of fifteen. You see Lvov had aspirations as the century turned. And why not?


My brother died of Tuberculosis after laying what I like to believe was the final keystone of the Ivan Franko Opera house, completed in June 1900, quite possibly the year of my birth, and still standing today as far as I know. I was a late surprise. So much so my mother died giving birth to me. I was what the Germans later called ‘Mischlinge’, a half Jew, a cross breed. My father inherited the sweetshop, and promptly sold it, moving back in with his mother so she could take care of me. He tried to drink himself to death but the money ran out first, so he got a job working in a bar.


In 1908 my father was killed in a fight with a Pole. He died because of a woman, and in a bar too. He may or may not have been drunk, but his death would have pleased him because he wasn’t killed for who he was, (a Russian Jew), but for what he did, fucking another man’s wife.


See his logic of survival was illogical. Looking back it’s obvious. But even at the time the odds were stacked against him and his Chutzpah. To think you could rinse out who you were, simply launder your identity, was as crazy then as it is now.


‘That’s why I married a Pole!’ was what he used to shout at his mother, drunk, stabbing his finger in my direction.


My grandmother died shortly after my father, I don’t think she had the energy left to bring me up. I was eight. What little money she had saved was given to the Elders to pay for my keep and education. I also inherited my grandfather’s broken watch. I hated the family that moved into our house, but it was eventually to kill all of them. Number 43 Kresowa Street, the only family address I have ever known. Forty years later this street became the northern boundary of the final Jewish ghetto in the city, a city in which only 3000 of 100,000 Jewish inhabitants were to survive. Not me, I wasn’t there, but they were.


Death came in many guises, and stalked all of us in those years, so that you see when war came it was to be just another way of dying, to go with all the others, including the Jewish way of death that has so come to dominate our minds since. The point I want to make here, at the outset, is that I don’t want to retrospectively add my dead family to the wrong pile.


I’m my father’s son after all and it’s important to see things clearly. I want to negotiate the different piles of dead in my life, of which there are many, with a brutal honesty.


I seem to have rushed the telling of the lives and deaths of my family, using the conventional punctuation of the Holocaust to round off the story. Whether this is because I am an unconstrained egoist who wants to talk solely of himself and his exploits and has to sketch this family stuff in for sake of form I don’t know. In my mind I spend a lot of time making up who these people were and indeed how much they would have loved me and I them, if things had been different. This make-believe world comforted me but I see no reason to share it with you, not just because it isn’t true, for that is beside the point, but because it is not something that bears the scrutiny of being written down. In fact I started to write a journal from when I was about thirteen, which was always in my mind addressed to them, an obvious device to keep them alive and one that helped me frame my early life. Most of these notebooks are lost, burnt, scattered amongst the ruins of the things I wrote about. What I have left are referenced here, an aide to memory, re-inscribed onto the hard unforgiving surface of the present day.


As a kid I was called Buba. Buba Sobelson. Hardly original, like calling a cat puss. A street name, a throwaway name. Since then I have had many names, each one containing a clue, an echo of the one before. Finally all that is left is the letter B, a remnant, a stub, a stubborn remainder which has suited me just fine these forty odd years, and one I can promise you will be present at least on my death certificate, alongside a question mark no doubt. B. A pair of tits drawn from above. For who knows, and I mention it again (as the psychologists will tell you, I shall return to this absence again and again, worrying it like a dried scab), who knows what was written, or when, on my birth certificate? That went up in flames along with everything and everyone else so many years later.


An actual record. A death certificate. A full stop on all of this unraveling. A final hurdle, the way out of the maze, my landing on the moon. One small schlep for Yiddishkeit. In old age my mind frets over jokes and wordplay, a sign surely of my imminent demise.


I lived in the house of an old aunt. I have no idea whether she was a relative or not, but she took me in. I remember only the smell of mothballs and cabbage soup. A few chickens in the back yard, their shit compacted against the back step, my job to either chip it off or mop it up depending on the weather. The council paid her for my bed. My ‘Mischlinge’ status was overlooked or forgotten and I was treated like any other young Jewish kid growing up in this relatively prosperous and seemingly tolerant Mitteleuropean city. So against my father’s wishes, wishes and plans he paid for in every way imaginable, I was back amongst his own people, and fell into step with the daily rhythms of an ancient ‘chosen’ way of life. What little Polish and Russian I had was eroded by Yiddish, which would have been ‘Einer shande’ if my father had lived to hear it, ‘Abi me liebt’ and he didn’t, so.


Before the war the city was cosmopolitan. We had Russians, Jews, Poles, Ukrainians, Greeks, even the odd Muslim. Business was booming, trade, civil building works, light and heavy industry all provided jobs for a growing urban working class. Peasants from the surrounding countryside would pour into the city on market days selling meat and vegetables. They would spend the money on things for the home; pots and pans, linen, tobacco, furniture, or things from the factories, machine oils, tool parts, shoes, wire, glass, saddles, candles; they would even pose for photographs and visit restaurants on high holidays and feast days.


There was no ghetto wall, no boundary between Jewish Lvov and the rest of the city, one simply bled into the other. A Shtetl of sorts existed within the wider city, but as a communal idea more than a physical space. The boundaries in our minds had more to do with rich and poor than Jew and Gentile.


Indeed it was the rich Jews who provoked most of our jealousy because they lived nearer us than the rich Poles or Ukrainians. What I’m trying to conjure here is that Lvov before the first World War was a modern city with a cathedral, traffic jams, trams, synagogues, universities, technical colleges, factories, hair salons, VD clinics, music recitals, pickpockets, teaching hospitals, as well as poverty, crime, and what is now flagged with so much fanfare, racism.


The point of these recollections, which come thick and fast but as sense memory only, fleeting tendrils of smell, daubs of colour and flashes of movement, word, taste and temperature, is that they still refuse to be condemned, in the light of what came after. Lazy historians see the mass migration of Jews to America before WW1 as somehow marking the cities of Eastern Europe for death and destruction, black crosses daubed on so many plague doors. Condemned before I was born? Far from it. I can smell the roasting coffee from the factory on Rappaporta Street, I can hear the gypsy songs on the Ploshcha Rynok, their lime-green shawls and canary-yellow headscarfs fluttering in the breeze, their exotic musk and sun-darkened skins.


I can still taste my first kiss. A gypsy girl up against an old tree high up on Castle hill, I was thirteen, she maybe fourteen, her hot spicy tongue ran so deep into my mouth I came down my leg and she laughed in my face, spat on the ground and ran away. There we have it, my mystery, a half Jew, a gypsy girl, like in a bloody Gogol short story or one by Pushkin, or Lermontov, one of those fellows but with shame and cum and hot tears. Bark scrapes down my back, the red and green of blood and moss smearing my shirt.


I stared down at the square, trying to spy her, where Gypsies now play Django Rheinhart ditties for coins spread out on a grimy blanket from the deep sweaty pockets of incredulous American tourists; wary, forewarned tourists, husbanding their fat wallets in bum bags.


Hollow-legged and light-headed I stumbled back down the hill into the busy streets of the old town. I can see the shiny new automobiles of the city’s nouveau riche, the bourgeoisie gathering on the steps of the opera house on balmy summer nights and all this in vivid colour. I can see it. I went home and picked the dried spunk from my sparse pubic hair.


When they burnt Brody in 1914, the Russians renamed the broken streets with shiny new tin signs, after Pushkin, Lermontov, Gogol, Turgenev. Their great bloody authors mocking us in our ruins with their greatness.


That little minx did steal my heart, which she burnt, but in return she gave me the gift and burden of recollection. Now, finally, an exquisite tragedy worthy of Gogol, of Chekov. I never saw her again, and as with everyone else I assume the worst instead of wondering what became of her.


So don’t consign me to the ghetto conjured by your mind’s eye, don’t enlist me into the ranks of the walking dead, an army conscripted in your morbid late-century imagination, plagued by guilt for something that in 1910 had yet to happen. A misplaced sympathy that clouds judgement and bleeds dry the very lives I wish to remember. That I wish to bring back to life, to re-animate with blood, the sinews and flesh, warm rosy cheeks and slapped thighs, the arses and calf muscles of my family and so many others. Taste them, these wafers of life, for they are my fathers, my sons and my holy ghosts.


We were always hungry. Growing kids constantly in need of sustenance, the aches and pains of our bodies soothed by daydreams of chops and treacle. And we would steal to feed this hunger. There were ten of us pickpockets and we styled ourselves the Gold Flag gang, after an infamous Jewish robber gang in Vilna. From St. Anne’s church we ranged up and down Grodecka Street, past the pharmacist at 87, where the middle classes bought their unctions. One of us tripped them up, the others pounced like cats, shameful but easy pickings.


My best friend Leopold Weiss and I, Leo with the unbrushable red wire wool hair, who later became a famous Muslim scholar, and changed his name to Mohammed Assad (another story and I will tell it, but not here), would stalk the fat greedy peasants as they came into our neighbourhood looking to sell vegetables, mutton, sides of beef, for prices only the elders and merchants could afford. The others were younger, seven, eight years old, who loved the game of it but in some ways felt the hunger more keenly than we did, us who at ten could rationalise a little this world of haves and have nots. On our street we could boast only one ‘double chin’, a person who could afford enough to eat. It was rumoured that she had taken a goyim, a peasant, as her lover and probably eaten his pork into the bargain!


One farmer I remember. He was clumsy and slothful, and came from the nearby village of Slavsko. To my hungry eyes he always looked like he had just eaten a huge meal and was finding it hard to shrug it off. His two daughters on the other hand were pretty and would sit on the cart peering down at us dodging in and out of the way in an attempt to show off. Maybe my father was right about Polish women, for this troll of a peasant had managed to give birth to not one but two princesses! Sometimes they threw sweets down to us. I had no more use for them, only people who ate well liked sweets, or little children, so I made a show of giving them to the younger kids, a ridiculous man-child Pharaoh handing out gifts with exaggerated magnanimity.


The farmer would work from the back of the cart showing his meats and barrels of vegetables. A few of our boys would run behind collecting the manure to sell as fertiliser.


Not us! Leo and I would wait until the cart stopped in front of the old synagogue. The peasant and the Rabbi argued prices but also shared a love of eating, which would pepper their haggling with exclamations of delight over some dish they both had tasted (but never together, they would never share the same table, this Jew, this Catholic, they shared only the street), indeed the porch of the synagogue was their table and the wooden side door framed this inside out friendship, the Rabbi fondling the marbling of a proffered side of beef, or nodding appreciably at a carcass of mutton in the thin spring light. At this moment of Holy Communion we pounced, the girls giggling and screaming as we upturned a few barrels and stole off with whatever we could carry.


The last time we tried it he arrived without his daughters, which should have tipped us off. He got down from the cart and went over to the side door of the synagogue. Leo jumped in as I kept watch. A roar erupted as he was grabbed from under a tarpaulin by a huge youth who we later found out was the girls’ older brother. We’d never seen him before, this secret weapon. I was rooted to the spot with fear, Leo was probably being butchered in there! The peasants and the Rabbi roared with laughter, we had fallen into their trap.


I summoned the courage to peer inside to see what had become of Leo. He was sprawled face-to-face with a dead pig, diplomatically hidden at the back of the cart for want of not offending the sensibilities of valued customers, but destined for a very lucrative end in the Ukrainian neighbourhood beyond Zamarstynovska Street. A pig! And Leopold was nose-to-snout with it. The fat boy threw him out of the wagon, and before I could move, run, he jumped down, grabbed me, slapped my face and kicked me down there street after him. Tears filled my eyes and his abuse and laughter rang in my ears. I swear to this day his conversion to Islam many years later can be attributed in no small part to this shock, that and the shame of seeing the Rabbi and the fat peasants doubled up in laughter at his misfortune.
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