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REBECCA NEWBERGER GOLDSTEIN

It is all but required, when introducing the Yiddish writer I(srael) J(oshua) Singer, to identify him as the older brother of the Yiddish writer I(saac) B(ashevis) Singer. It was, of course, the younger Singer brother who would go on to garner the first and only Nobel prize awarded to a Yiddish writer (a record not likely ever to be broken). The reputational asymmetry between the brothers Singer is more than a little ironic; while the two brothers lived, it was Israel Joshua (1893–1944) who was famous, while Isaac (1902–1991) languished darkly in his internal contradictions and older brother’s shadow. The irony is heightened when the occasion for the introduction is the welcome reissue of I. J. Singer’s The Brothers Ashkenazi.

It had been Israel Joshua, a forceful and bold personality, who had been the trailblazer, preparing the way for the more passive and self-conscious Isaac. It was Israel Joshua who first broke, and more irrevocably than his brother, with the Orthodox insularity of the family—their father, mystical and impractical, a rabbi from a Hasidic line; their mother, the daughter of a non-Hasidic rabbi and the so-called rationalist of the couple. The contrasting flavors of their parents’ religiosity is amusingly caught in a story from I. B. Singer’s autobiographical In My Father’s Court. An alarmed woman brings two slaughtered geese to the father for poskening, the rabbinical decision-making that has the force of Jewish law. Though headless, the geese shriek when struck together. Can the rabbi decree them kosher, or are they possessed by unclean spirits? The father is ready to confer on the geese definitive proof of the supernatural, but the skeptical mother, probing deeper, reaches in and yanks out the windpipes of both birds, who then behave as dead geese do. “Father’s face turned white, calm, a little disappointed. He knew what had happened here: logic, cold logic, was again tearing down faith, mocking it, holding it up to ridicule and scorn.” Isaac, a child watching, longs that the geese will still shriek, “so loud that people in the street will hear and come running.”

As the eldest boy, Israel Joshua was destined for the rabbinate, but he rebelled at the age of seventeen, precociously motivated by the ideas of the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment, which aimed to turn Jews around from staring fixedly back at Babylonia, the era of the Talmud, and orient them instead so that they were facing Western civilization, while still retaining their essential identity as Jews. Israel Joshua, who severely interrogates so many presuppositions, does not question Jewish essentialism. For him, a Jew is essentially a Jew, not only in the eyes of the world, which characteristically manifests its perceptions in outbursts of barbarism, but in the core of his being, whether he wills it or not. I. J. Singer’s assimilation-aspiring characters betray their Jewish essence despite themselves, in telling details that are often among the most brilliant of the author’s characterological brushstrokes. So, for example, in The Brothers Ashkenazi, Max Ashkenazi, né Simha Meir Ashkenazi, tries to shed his Hasidic origins as he propels himself into bourgeois preeminence. Nevertheless “[t]he checked English suits he now favored in order to lend his figure dignity and elegance quickly assumed the shape of a Hasidic gabardine upon his stooped shoulders.” Likewise Nissan, the Lodz Communist agitator who is one of Simha Meir’s nemeses, and who, like him, is a former Talmudic prodigy who seeks to escape the claustrophobic confines represented by his father, cannot elude the Jewishness that seeps out of him. Nissan argues the finer points of Marxist doctrine with his finger twirling in the air, as boys bent over the Talmud do, and his messianism has only been displaced from one conception of improbable redemption to another.

Israel Joshua’s Jewish essentialism coexisted with an utter distaste for the superstitions of religion, which remained pronounced and lifelong. Unlike Isaac, he would not have desired the shriek of dead geese. On the contrary, in his memoir, Of A World That Is No More, he wrote with self-revealing disgust of the “stench of religion” that hung heavily over his beginnings. Of the two brothers, Israel Joshua is the rationalist, his intellectual passions a testament to the urgency with which he left religion firmly behind. It was through him that the Haskalah reached Isaac, though its values never took so firm a hold on him as on Israel Joshua. For Isaac, the choice between the old ways and the new is often starkly rendered as a choice between innocent piety and antinomian licentiousness. Israel Joshua’s position was, if equally tormented, a good deal more complicated (which is not to say that it produced the finer fiction. Literary valuations are not measured in philosophical sophistications).

Progressive politics also made a claim on Israel Joshua, who was by far the more politically engaged of the two brothers, and in 1918 he left for Kiev, to witness for himself what he believed was the dawning of the age of political redemption, the secular Eden when the proletarian brotherhood would eliminate a major proportion of the world’s injustices, most especially as experienced by European Jewry. He spent four years in Russia, growing ever more disgusted with the general level of savagery and, most excruciatingly, with the robust survival of anti-Semitism. He returned to Warsaw with a jaundiced attitude toward the revolution that would make life difficult for him among the left-wing thinkers in his milieu. Isaac got inoculated against the ideology by proxy, without having to go through the process of disillusionment firsthand, though one suspects that he would never have delivered himself over to such impersonally idealist strivings in the first place. He was, if anything, a conservative by temperament, and inveterately self-protective.

Most importantly, it was Israel Joshua who paved the way for Isaac’s literary career. Israel Joshua published his first collection of short stories, “Pearls and Other Stories,” soon after his return to Warsaw, and quickly became a member of a group of avant-garde writers that was dubbed Di Khaliastre, or the Gang. Meanwhile Isaac had followed in his brother’s footsteps of dropping out of rabbinical seminary and had returned to live with his parents in the backwater Galician shtetl of Bilgoray, where his father had found a temporary position as rabbi. Isaac was giving desultory Hebrew lessons to village children, worrying about being conscripted into the army, so ready to give up that he almost accepted his parents’ plans to find him a bride with a father wealthy enough to ransom him out of the army (autobiographical details he uses in his short story “Three Encounters.” His stay in Bilgoray yielded him many literary gems). In the nick of time, Israel Joshua, who had become coeditor of the literary journal, Literasche Bletter, or Literary Pages, arranged for Isaac to come to Warsaw to be a proofreader. He even promised his brother publication, if his stories merited it.

Israel Joshua’s brand of harshly unsentimental realism soon caught the attention of an influential figure across the ocean, Abraham Cahan, who was the editor of New York’s leading Yiddish newspaper, Forverts, or The Forward, which in those days had a circulation of more than a quarter of a million readers. Cahan hired Israel Joshua as his Warsaw correspondent, eventually sending him back to the Soviet Union to record his impressions, which were serialized in The Forward and published as a book, Nay-Rusland, or New Russia, in 1928. Singer’s sojourns had only confirmed the grim conclusions he had drawn of the Bolshevik paradise. Warsaw’s Jewish intelligentsia found his animadversions intolerable, which, in turn, so embittered him that he eventually accepted Cahan’s invitation to emigrate to New York, where he became a full-time senior staff member of The Forward, which listed heavily toward Socialism rather than Communism. By this time he had published another collection of short stories, On Alien Soil, which chronicled the viciousness of both the Red Army’s predations and the Jew-hatred endemic in Poland, as well as two novels, the second of which, Yoshe Kalb, focuses his unforgiving gaze on the corruptions at the heart of a Hasidic court. Israel Joshua was always the sort of writer whose literary fire was stoked as much by moral fury as by more tranquil aesthetic ideals, a novelist whose passionate stake in the moral progress of the world seethes beneath his sentences. Yoshe Kalb enjoyed a healthy success, both as a novel and in a theatrical adaptation mounted by the great Yiddish actor and impresario, Maurice Schwartz.

Israel Joshua thus arrived in New York, in 1934, as having already established himself as a powerful voice in Yiddish literature. By the next year he had arranged to bring his younger brother over to New York, presenting him, on his arrival, with an old Yiddish typewriter on which I. B. Singer would write all his life, though it took him a while to get started on it. Of course, the true gift Israel Joshua had given Isaac, in facilitating his removal from Poland, was life itself. Their mother and younger brother, who was following through on the rabbinical path abandoned by the older brothers, died during the war.

In I. B. Singer’s Lost in America, he describes the paralysis of will that gripped him in his first years as an immigrant. He lived a precarious existence, both practically and emotionally, writing the occasional piece for The Forward, assignments that, once again, his older brother had wangled for him. Isaac had written a superb book while still in Poland, Satan in Goray, set in a shtetl much like Bilgoray, though transposed to the seventeenth century—which, in the case of Bilgoray, made little difference. The novel, dramatizing the lawlessness that seizes followers of the false messiah Sabbatai Zvi, spins the stark dualism between Orthodox adherence and moral anarchy that I. B. Singer would continue to work to such brilliant effect in so much of his fiction. But Satan in Goray had not received its due, and he, the still-obscure author, had not even been presented with his author’s copies. In America, even more than in Warsaw, Isaac’s literary identity was largely defined in terms of “brother of,” and the effect on his writing voice was devastating, muting it to the point of extinction.

Meanwhile Israel Joshua, though he had suffered the tragic loss of his eldest son, Yasha, continued to flourish creatively. The vast horizons of the New World suited him very well, and the first novel he published in America, The Brothers Ashkenazi, reflects the sense of expansiveness. Its ambition and range were unprecedented in Yiddish literature—how exhilaratingly impudent to pull even Czar Nicholas II into its pages, rendering his embarrassing inanities in the language of the despised Jews—and it called forth comparisons to Tolstoy. The critic Joseph Epstein has wittily described it as the greatest Russian novel ever written in Yiddish. Translated into English and published by Knopf in 1936, it went to the top of the New York Times best seller list, lingering there together with Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind. I. J. Singer’s reputation had reached its zenith, and fans began to fantasize that the committee in Stockholm might cast its gaze on this Yiddish writer, who had made good on the Haskalah’s dream of cross-pollination between Jewish and secular cultures.

There was to be one more novel, The Family Carnovsky, tracing three generations of a Jewish family living in Berlin. The Carnovsky family originally hails from Lithuania. The father, David Carnovsky, is so ardent a devotee of the Haskalah that he must relocate in order to inhabit the city of Moses Mendelssohn, the spiritual father of the Haskalah (and, of course, the grandfather of composer Felix Mendelssohn). Singer presents each generation of the family defining themselves less as Jews and more as Germans, an evolution that replicates not only the history of the Mendelssohns but also of countless other German-Jewish families. It is a subtle and complicated work, one which, like The Brothers Ashkenazi, is long overdue for reappraisal. Some have charged that it appears, appallingly, to blame the German Jews for the disaster that befell them, the Nazi vengeance meted out as a punishment for assimilationist excesses, but this is, quite frankly, an absurd misreading. Granted it was written in the early forties, before the full facts of the unthinkable were in, but the work is, if anything, a prescient deconstruction of the myth of race as it defines the stereotype of the Jew. The novel was published in 1943, with Maurice Schwartz once again producing an adaptation for the stage. And then, in 1944, Israel Joshua was dead, the victim of a massive heart attack at the age of fifty-one. Of A World That Is No More, which had been running in installments in The Forward, was published posthumously.

And with the death of the elder brother, the mysterious languor that had held the younger’s literary talent in thrall was suddenly, miraculously, dispelled. Isaac was launched into a period of spectacular productivity that persisted unbroken until almost the very end of his four score and eight. In fact, since some of his works, first appearing in Yiddish, were only posthumously published in their English translations, some joked that I. B. Singer was more prolific in death than are many breathing authors.

The first book to emerge was The Family Moskat, first serialized—as I. J. Singer’s books had been—in The Forward and then published as a Yiddish book in 1945. Its English translation came out in 1950 and was enthusiastically received. By 1950, of course, the completeness of the destruction of European Jewry was on the record, and I. B. Singer’s novel was read—as, to a certain extent, the remainder of his career would be—through the lenses of that enormity. Richard Plant, reviewing The Family Moskat in the New York Times, wrote, “The scene he depicts is gone forever, and his novel may well be one of its monuments. Still, the novel, reminiscent of Turgenev and Balzac, stands because of its narrative qualities, its completely credible characters, its throbbing vitality.” Thomas Mann was also frequently cited as a literary forebear, and all this is true, even though the most salient literary presence is profoundly obvious. The Family Moskat is in such close literary dialogue with The Brothers Ashkenazi that, as the late I. B. Singer scholar and translator, Joseph Sherman, wrote in a tribute to I. B. Singer published in the journal Midstream, you must compare the two books closely “to see exactly what he is doing.” Sherman’s tribute underscores that way in which I. B. Singer, in carving out his unique standing as a Yiddish writer in world literature, would systematically minimize his indebtedness to the Yiddish tradition out of which he had arisen, issuing many statements emphasizing “the provincial and backward” writing of all Yiddish writers who had come before him, the sentimentality that precluded genuine artistry. “He got away with his facile disparagements,” Joseph Sherman writes, “because he was speaking to English readers who generally knew little about the Yiddish language and less about its literature.”

Of course, Isaac would never have even considered such self-serving prevarications had his brother lived. But a far more interesting counterfactual to consider (if such counterfactuals can be said to make sense) is whether Israel Joseph’s longevity would have blocked Isaac Bashevis’s finding his eventual way to his extraordinary talent. Satan in Goray transposes Singer’s moral dualism to the safe distance of the seventeenth century; The Family Moskat brings it very much home. He introduces, in the character of Asa Heshel, the first of the many stand-ins for Isaac Bashevis who will people his fiction, a would-be intellectual who languishes in half thoughts and daydreams, a libertine who never entirely sheds the invisible bindings of long-abandoned phylacteries. Isaac once told one of his earliest translators, Dorothy Strauss, that he thought that women caught in adultery should be hanged. Shocked, she asked him whether he really believed this, and he answered, “No, but I wish I did.” Behold Asa Heshel and countless other I. B. Singer protagonists.

Perhaps it was not just the intimidating stature of the older brother that kept the younger brother’s powers on hold but the thoroughgoing rationalism—“logic, cold logic,”—which the younger brother needed to resist in order to bring forth his art. One can feel the fierce intellect rising off the pages of I. J. Singer’s works, the passionate engagement with historical currents that would send him striding out of the shtetl, without any nostalgic glances backward, prepared to take on the world and assess it on his own terms. How much more overpowering must he have been in life, that older brother, and how difficult it must have been to take issue with him, to plead the other side, even within the private precincts of one’s own mind, where fiction can take fire only in the purity of perfect freedom to think and feel what one authentically thinks and feels. Hide from your own take on the world in there, and your fiction is doomed.

The acknowledgments page of The Family Moskat reads: “I dedicate these pages to the memory of my late brother I. J. Singer, author of The Brothers Ashkenazi. To me he was not only the older brother, but a spiritual father and master as well. I looked up to him always as to a model of high morality and literary honesty. Although a modern man, he had all the great qualities of our pious ancestors.” There is no reason to doubt this testament to profoundest love and reverence for the brother who had always facilitated his way. And yet—such are the dark mysteries of human nature, which I. B. Singer, of all writers, was prepared to acknowledge—it was only the death of the one brother that brought the genius of the other to life.

And so we return to the irony of introducing I. J. Singer by identifying him as the older brother of the late Nobel laureate, and most especially in the context of The Brothers Ashkenazi. The large-scale ambitions of this novel not only brought a new scope into Yiddish literature, its fluid plotlines carrying the heft of massive social and political forces, the collisions of its characters deftly tracing turbulent dynamics of history. But also—irony upon irony—fraternal rivalry is itself one of the novel’s major themes. It is the competitiveness between two brothers, twins separated not by nine years but five minutes, that fuels the outsize ambition. The implacable need that drives the central character, Simha Meir Ashkenazi, to leave his mark on the world is his habit of compulsively comparing himself to his brother, Jacob Bunem, the more physically prepossessing and charming of the two. Jacob Bunem’s acquisitions of love and riches seem to befall him passively, while Simha Meir must devote his every waking hour to achieving his dubious goal of becoming “king of Lodz,” a city whose unsavory devotion to the profit motive is the urban counterpart to Simha Meir himself, a textile manufacturer whose darting eyes are always looking for an opportunity for gain and who ceaselessly scrawls figures on any available surface—tablecloths, napkins—enraging his exquisite little wife, Dinele, who detests him.

The conquest of Dinele, who becomes Diana as her husband becomes Max, partly explains the rivalry of the brothers. Dinele had longed that the arranged marriage forced upon her by her wealthy Hasidic parents would yield her the romantic figure of Jacob Bunem as a husband rather than his obnoxious brother. Like many Polish girls, even from Hasidic households, Dinele had been sent to study at a secular Gymnasium, where she had been a great favorite of her Gentile friends, and she finds the ways of the Hasidic men, even her own father and brothers, boorish, degrading, and alarming. (I remember my own father telling me how this rift in the sensibilities of Jewish girls and boys, brought about by their very different educations, was creating societal difficulties in the Poland he’d grown up in, the worldly girls turning up their noses at the relatively uncouth yeshiva boys their fathers chose for them. Ironically, it was precisely because, as girls, their education mattered so little that the comparatively affluent among them were shunted off to Gymnasia, the smattering of kultur meant to make them more marriageable.) Because Simha Meir is known as a Talmudic prodigy, Dinele’s father is willing to pay a small fortune for the dowry, which is what allows Simha Meir to begin his seat-of-the-pants scramble to fulfill his ambitions. “All Lodz spoke of Simha Meir’s victory,” I. J. Singer writes, after a particularly stunning series of betrayals that removes many of Simha Meir’s obstacles to dominance. “ ‘Shrewd as they come … smart as salt in a wound. The guts of a pickpocket!’ people said. In Lodz this was the highest possible compliment.”

Both Lodz, the manufacturing and commercial center of Poland, and Simha Meir, its would-be king, present a face of capitalism so disfigured by cunning greed and ruthlessness that the reader has no trouble imagining the author as a young man running off to Russia to witness the glories of Bolshevism for himself. Even Simha Meir’s father-in-law, Haim Alter, a warm if weak man, an ardent Hasid who hires only Jewish workers in his factory, is, as owner, an unrepentant exploiter. He claps his soft hands to the Hasidic tunes his weavers sing as they work, but so underpays them that the candles he makes them pay for out-of-pocket as they work their intolerably long hours represent a major drain on their feeble resources. If anything, Haim Alter emerges as even more despicable than Simha Meir because of the smarmy pieties with which he coats his avarice. These are capitalists as an ardent Communist might render them, etching the portraits with vitriol.

And yet the vicious fallacies of class ideology that Israel Joshua learned so well for himself in the Soviet Union writhe on the page. Simha Meir is not only played off against his pleasure-seeking twin brother but against the almost sympathetic character (high praise in I. J. Singer’s fiction!) of Nissan, nicknamed in Lodz, “Nissan the Depraved.” The son of a fiercely uncompromising rabbi, with whom Simha Meir, too, had studied, Nissan rejects his father’s world with a vengeance.


Yes, he hated his father, and along with his father, he hated his holy books that spoke only of pain and were steeped in morals and melancholy; his Torah, so complex and convoluted that it defied all understanding; his whole Jewishness that oppressed the human soul and loaded it down with guilt and remorse. But most of all Nissan hated his father’s God, that cruel and vengeful being who demanded total obeisance, eternal service, mental and physical self-torture and privation, and the surrender of all choice and will.



Yet this seeming rejection proves to be merely a form of substitution, as Singer relentlessly hammers home. The father’s avenging righteousness, too pure for pity, has been transferred intact into the son, along with a life steeped in morals and melancholy, an ideology demanding total obeisance, eternal service, mental and physical self-torture and privation, and the surrender of all choice and will.

This business of choice and will is at the heart of this complex novel. A tyranny of determinism pushes the characters along, excising the possibility of autonomy, even—or most especially—at those moments when the characters seem to be most forcefully asserting themselves as free agents. This determinism issues both from innate character, announcing itself from the moment of birth—the twins emerge from the womb crying in voices that prophesize their contrasting personalities—and from the larger historical forces relentlessly at work. Simha Meir, in particular, drawing from inexhaustible reserves of ingenuity and drive, serves only to demonstrate, because of the very indefatigability of his exertions, the awful fatality and futility of human efforts in a world so thoroughly deformed by injustice, injustice that he himself is eager to turn to his advantage.

The very grandeur of Singer’s deterministic designs leaves his characters little room for self-reflection, narrowing their inner lives into dimensionless spaces. What defeats them is not their internal uncertainties and paralyzing dualities—as in so many of I. B. Singer’s portraits of human futility—but rather the inflexible joining of their innate characters with their historical circumstances. In one brief passage, a little masterpiece of the twisty tergiversations of self-deception, Nissan comes close to rethinking his politics. A demonstration planned for May Day has gone disastrously wrong. The workers, liquored and dangerous, quickly transition from humiliating a hated factory overseer to targeting specifically Jewish factory owners, and from there to beating up random Jews, who are fellow workers, their comrades by class. What was meant to be a demonstration of proletarian solidarity turns into a full-fledged pogrom, heads bashed, women violated, with the Polish authorities cynically waiting it out until the rage is spent. Nissan, stunned by grief and guilt at having aroused passions whose outcome he had not foreseen, briefly considers whether his presuppositions might be faulty:


Maybe man was essentially evil. Maybe it wasn’t the fault of economic circumstances, as he had been taught, but the deficiencies of human character.… He drifted off and suffered terrible nightmares replete with blood and carnage. Behind it all resounded his landlord’s words: “It shall be forever so …” Ungroomed, fully dressed, he lay on his cot for a day and a night as if in a stupor. He was roused by the morning sun shining as brightly as it could through the polluted Lodz air and dingy windowpanes. He no longer felt the despair that had consumed him, the apathy and loss of purpose. Instead, there surged within him a will to live, to restore himself, to forge something positive out of the tragedy and disappointment. Like his pious father, whose faith in the Messiah nullified all contemporary suffering, Nissan reaffirmed his faith in the validity of his ideals and pushed aside all negative thought.



Though I. B Singer, in his later attempts to distinguish himself from all previous Yiddish writers, often derided their sentimentality, his brother’s work is so starkly unsentimental as to run the risk of contracting a deadly aesthetic chill. A masterful rendering of the sweep of history, animated by indignation at its senseless cruelties, is all well and good; but a novelist must also swoop down into the living vulnerabilities of his characters and tear out our hearts. A novelist knows what utopians often forget—that human tragedies, no matter their scope, are suffered one life at a time, and their ultimate meaning is irreducibly singular. In the case of I. J. Singer, one imagines that the stench of sentimentality called forth much the same disgust as the stench of religion, making him loathe to pull too hard at readers’ heartstrings. Fortunately, he is artist enough to overcome the fatal fastidiousness, and, interestingly, it is often in scenes that involve his women characters that he closes the distance around the specific throb of the specific wound. The brutal wedding night of Dinele brings us so close to the living vulnerability of this girl as to be almost unbearable. So, too, does the death of a girl at the barricades and the effect it has on her father, Tevye, nicknamed by the workers “Tevye the World Is Not Lawless,” Nissan’s comrade in arms, the fiery revolutionary crumbling into a grief-stricken father.

If fatalism hangs heavily over all the action of The Brothers Ashkenazi, it hangs particularly heavily over the Jews. The promises of a purely secular world, one that would erase the difference between Jew and Gentile, no doubt seemed to I. J. Singer a lie so outrageous that it would be funny if it were not so painful. After the pogrom, the wives of the Jewish workers berate their battered husbands who had been inspired to strike by Nissan’s preachings: “Didn’t you know it always ends up with Jewish heads bleeding?” I. J. Singer’s adventures in the greater world led him to much the same opinion as the workers’ wives of Lodz. It is not religious backwardness or economic conditions or political theories that are ultimately to blame. These human constructs are only put to use for the evil that men would do. It is human nature itself that damns us, in I. J. Singer’s eyes. The possibility that Nissan can only glance at in his utter despair—the filth of corruption mixed into human nature—is the conclusion that Israel Joshua has arrived at.

Though he was convinced that it always ends with Jewish heads bleeding, I. J. Singer does not exclude Jews from his cynical reading of human nature. In one section of The Brothers Ashkenazi, he mercilessly portrays the Jews of Lodz succumbing to their own fine-hewed instincts for xenophobia, quickly assembling prejudices toward the Muscovite Jews who pour into their city after Czar Alexander III exiles them from their homes. These Moscow refugees are more sophisticated than the Polish Jews, and are dubbed Litvaks, meaning those who come from Lithuania, even though they are not from Lithuania. Apparently, in Lodz, Litvak is something of an insult. The two groups quickly get to work dredging up enough differences to support their mutual disapproval.


Traditional Lodz Jews were outraged. The elder Litvaks wore short gabardines, derbies, and fedoras. The younger were clean-shaven. They didn’t sway at prayer. They were more like gypsies than Jews. It was rumored that they could cast spells. When a Litvak moved into a house, all those who could afford to moved out. The Lodz men wouldn’t include a Litvak in a quorum. The Lodz women wouldn’t lend a pot to a Litvak neighbor lest she render it impure.



As Mark Twain famously said, “The Jews are human. That is the worst that can be said of them.” Israel Joshua Singer concurs.

Toward the end of The Family Moskat, Asa Heshel, accompanied by a Communist girlfriend with whom he is cheating on his long-suffering wife, Hadassah, visits the manically expansive friend, Abram Shapiro, who has served as something of a (failed) surrogate father to Asa Heshel, taking the young man under his wing as soon as he arrives in Warsaw, yet another rebelling former yeshiva prodigy eager to stretch his talents beyond the Talmud. And now it is the eve of World War II. The murderers are circling, and the Communist girlfriend has been offering some warmed-over propaganda, blaming everything on the capitalists. Abram, who has suffered a heart attack and is staring death straight on, has no more patience for nonsense, and stops her cold. “Just the same as the anti-Semites put the blame for everything on the Jew, that’s the way you Leftists put all the blame for everything on the capitalist. There’s always got to be a sacrificial goat.” “Then, according to your opinion, who’s to blame for the present crisis?” the girl asks, and I’ve always suspected that Abram’s answer echoes words that Isaac had heard spoken by his late older brother, an answer that is a more accurate, if encoded, testament to the fierce truthfulness of the man than the pious dedication at the front of the book. “Human nature,” Abram says. “You can call a man capitalist, Bolshevik, Jew, goy, Tartar, Turk, anything you want, but the real truth is that man is a stinker.”

Bad art, just like bad religion, sins against us by offering us false consolations. In this regard, let it be said that I. J. Singer’s art is sinless.


Introduction
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IRVING HOWE

There are two Singers in Yiddish literature and while both are very good, they sing in different keys. The elder brother, Israel Joshua Singer (1893–1944), was one of the few genuine novelists to write in Yiddish. The younger brother, Isaac Bashevis Singer, who won the Nobel Prize for literature in 1978, has become a prominent figure in American literary life through the frequent translation of his work from Yiddish into English. The younger Singer is strongest as a writer of short stories and novellas blending folk and grotesque motifs, though he has also tried his hand, not very successfully, at the full-scale social or family novel.

Each of these talented brothers has won an American following, at different cultural moments and for strikingly different reasons. When I. J. Singer was first published here in English translation during the thirties, his books—notably The Brothers Ashkenazi (1936)—gained a large popular success, appealing as they did to readers of traditional tastes, those who enjoy the sort of thick and leisurely family chronicle that dominated European literature at the turn of the century. For Yiddish writers, it should be stressed, this kind of novel did not come easily. The pioneer Yiddish “classicists” of the late nineteenth century—Mendele, Sholom Aleichem, Peretz—turned spontaneously to short fictions, as if seeking a modest form to go together with the narrow social range of the shtetl life that was their usual setting. Only with later Yiddish writers, those coming to prominence during the first few decades of this century, did the large-scale, many-layered “polyphonic” novel begin to flourish. And this, of course, was partly due to the increasing urbanization of the East European Jews, which, in turn, brought about a more complex latticing of classes than had been possible in the shtetl. It also brought about a new exposure to contemporary European culture, with its large variety of literary forms. The family chronicle or social novel in Yiddish, as The Brothers Ashkenazi vividly demonstrates, is both sign and cause of the increasing “Europeanization” of Jewish life in Poland and Russia.

Intent upon portraying the historical changes that had created heavy Jewish concentrations in cities like Warsaw and Lodz, I. J. Singer built his work upon spacious architectural principles. He sought to compose novels with a multitude of characters, interwoven strands of plot, and social groups depicted as active and coherent social forces: novels such as we associate with the early Thomas Mann, Arnold Bennett, Jules Romains, and Roger Martin du Gard. Tremendously popular during the early years of the century, this sort of family chronicle took as its assumption the relative stability and “thereness” of bourgeois society, though with some of its keener practitioners, such as Mann and Martin du Gard, there was also a gathering awareness of conflict, disintegration, unnerving change. By focusing on a family as its basic unit, by placing in this family representatives of both the official outlook of society and the emerging tendencies to call into question the values of that society, such writers were able to concentrate—which is to say, dramatize—in one sweeping narrative what they took to be the central problems of the day. Stability and crisis could be pitted against one another within the perimeter of a family, often through the device of a struggle between brothers.

I. J. Singer mastered, as few Yiddish writers have, the problems of construction peculiar to this kind of novel: how to link and contrast parallel plots, how to balance clusters of characters against one another, how to bring together a large span of novelistic time with at least some moments of intensely realized detail. It’s hard to say, and probably not very important, whether he modeled himself consciously on the European masters of the family chronicle or, because he was subject to parallel pressures and needs, developed on his own parallel strategies of composition. But what strikes one as especially interesting here is that Singer submitted himself, rather like the European novelists of the early twentieth century, to the idea of history, the persuasion that overwhelms Dickens and Zola, Flaubert and Tolstoy that men are caught up by vast, often incomprehensible historical forces which shape and break them. I. J. Singer learned to think, that is, in terms of historical momentum and sweep; learned to see his characters as representative of public energies, agents of public causes. Quite as if he had gone to school with the European masters, or had learned their lessons outside of school, he came to see modern society as a complex organism with “a life of its own,” a destiny superseding and sometimes canceling out the will of its individual members. He even came to recognize the extent to which historical events can be deeply irrational, a mere onrush of destructive impulses neither understood nor controlled.

For a Yiddish writer of sixty or seventy years ago, all this was decidedly new. It meant a struggle to master both an ambitious mode of narrative and an underlying complexity of social relations that could not easily be acquired within the limits of traditional Yiddish culture. Yet I. J. Singer’s intense self-awareness that he was a Yiddish writer, or a Jew who wrote novels, also meant that he had to make some modifications in the scheme of the family chronicle. The Jewish past enters The Brothers Ashkenazi in a series of evocations that seem to be in contrast with the idea of historical dynamism, for that past bears an aura of fixity, of unrelenting stasis. More striking, The Brothers Ashkenazi ends rather bitterly with a tacit repudiation of the very idea of history that has served as its organizing principle; finally, suggests I. J. Singer, the Jews cannot expect much (or anything) good from the uproar of industrialism, revolution, and other modes of gentile action—finally, they are left with the perennial problem, or possibility, of being Jews. It’s as if I. J. Singer had hitched a ride on a European vehicle and at the end decided he had to jump off, or acknowledged that he had been pushed off.

When the fiction of I. J. Singer first became popular in America some forty years ago, the social novel seemed very attractive to readers, including those who thought of the novel as a serious art form and not just a passing entertainment. Today I. J. Singer’s work may appear a little old-fashioned—mistakenly so, I would argue—to young people brought up on the postmodernist writers.

It is precisely such young people who form a significant portion of the public that has responded enthusiastically to the younger Singer. This is a public composed of third-generation and semiassimilated Jews, as well as gentile literary fellow travelers, whose nostalgia or curiosity about Jewishness has its visible limits but who find in the author of Satan in Goray and Shosha a congenial voice. They are not entirely mistaken. Isaac Bashevis Singer brings together touches of esoteric Judaica, mostly from the cabalistic and Sabbatian traditions, and a playful sophisticated tone: the first requires no serious commitment from the reader, only a frisson of response, and the second allows for immediate familiarity. It is a rather odd mixture, but it speaks to cultivated American readers as the work of no other Yiddish writer can—at least for the moment. These are readers who take for granted the necessity, perhaps even desirability, of the disintegration of the traditional nineteenth-century novel and assume it to be a literary sign of some larger social disintegration. They have become, or been taught to be, impatient with books like Buddenbrooks or The Old Wives’ Tale or The Thibaults. A certain misunderstanding, I would argue, is at work here between American readers and Isaac Bashevis Singer, a misunderstanding which for obvious reasons neither takes pains to remove. For while the admirers of the younger Singer are right in feeling that he is closer to them than any other Yiddish writer they are likely to encounter—closer in quizzical tone, in fondness for extreme states of being, in spiritual restlessness—still, the truth is that he is not quite the delightfully perverse modern voice some of his admirers take him to be. Despite his canniness and charm, the younger Singer goes his own way, and it is not along paths his admirers are likely to go.

We have here another example of the notorious instability of literary taste. It would be convenient to foreclose the matter by saying that I. J. Singer, the elder brother, is a premodernist writer and that I. B. Singer, the younger brother, is a modernist, or that the first drew his acclaim from middlebrow and the second from highbrow audiences; but that would be rather glib, even if with a shred of truth. For both Singers are serious writers, and the varying responses to their work have less to do with their intrinsic merits or qualities than with their imaginative relation to the Jewish tradition. I. J. Singer writes within the orbit of, even as he begins a withdrawal from, the moral values of Yiddish secular culture: humanist, rationalist, socially concerned. I. B. Singer has taken a step his older brother could not take. Though a master of Yiddish prose, he has cut himself off from the norms and styles of Yiddish culture, simultaneously moving backward to a pre-Enlightenment sensibility and forward to modernism.

What the generation of Yiddish writers contemporaneous with I. J. Singer sought most of all was to break away from the introspective themes and winding rhythms of shtetl writers like Mendele and Sholom Aleichem, to bring into Yiddish literature the worldly concerns and narrative sweep of the European novel, to project Jewish figures no longer merely passive and pious but now aggressively on the historical stage: capitalists, revolutionists, political leaders. A now-aging or perhaps already-gone generation of Yiddish readers was inclined to praise a writer like I. J. Singer as universal. To such readers, starting to find their way into Western life and culture, there could be no higher praise; to us, some decades later, things are decidedly less clear.

Somehow, whether directly or not, I. J. Singer absorbed the lesson of Turgenev and Flaubert that the novelist must keep himself strictly out of the events he renders, as if in literature he were an invisible hand somewhat like the one projected by Adam Smith in economics.* This assumption was no more congenial to the earlier Yiddish writers, the generation of Mendele and Sholom Aleichem, than laissez-faire was to the shtetl economy in which they grew up, for in a sense not true in more sophisticated cultures, the Yiddish writers had to be present in their fictions as stage managers, raissoneurs, ethical monitors, stand-ins for characters, and prompters for readers. The idea of “esthetic distance” was, for most of the late-nineteenth-century Yiddish writers, neither possible nor desirable. It is an idea that simply made no sense to a culture constantly in peril of destruction.

In the fiction of I. J. Singer, nevertheless, one is strongly aware of the kind of detachment—a tactical employment of a subject or milieu rather than a cultural submission to it—which is entirely familiar to recent Western literature. This, in part, is obviously a sign of the gradual secularization of the East European Jewish world. Yiddish writers of I. J. Singer’s generation tried consciously to find literary models outside their own tradition; they were weary of shtetl woes and shtetl charms; they wanted a richer, more worldly literature than their immediate predecessors could manage or saw any need for. But there is more to it with the older Singer. One suspects that the coolness, the somewhat clenched distance that are his characteristic stance had a deeply personal source, the consequence of a temperament somewhat rare in Yiddish literature. A good many of the characters, especially the central one, Max, in The Brothers Ashkenazi, are inflamed, driven, compulsive; they go through their lives with a red-eyed submission to imperatives beyond their grasp or even naming, but Singer himself writes with a deeply skeptical tone. Or so, at least, I read him. The passion of his characters is evoked, with frequent success, the passion of the historical traumas through which they move is often brilliantly captured; but Singer himself keeps at a distance. He was a deeply skeptical writer, not merely with regard to the political and national ideologies raging through the Jewish communities of Poland and Russia during the last few decades of the nineteenth century but also with regard to the whole human enterprise: the possibility of happiness, the relevance of salvation.

Now in part this flows from the conventions of the social novel as composed in Europe during the early twentieth century—conventions of motivating attitude and narrative point of view that indicate a deep uncertainty about the survival of European civilization. In part the skepticism of the older Singer may have emerged from the Haskalah (Enlightenment) line of Jewish opinion that was rationalistic, dubious about invoked sublimities, and hostile to the sort of religio-political ecstatics that the younger Singer has written about. But beyond such possibilities, one feels in I. J. Singer’s work an ineradicable personal bias, that root of temperament which yields the gray flowers of skepticism and perhaps even nihilism.* Though sharing little of his younger brother’s taste for the bizarre and perverse, he is finally a writer more austere and disenchanted, certainly less given to blurring the world with charm. Whoever listens to the tone of The Brothers Ashkenazi will, I think, hear the austerity and “toughness” of which I speak. It is a tone also to be heard in Yoshe Kalb, I. J. Singer’s short, brilliant novel about the Hasidic milieu. And it can be heard most subtly of all in Singer’s story “Repentance” (see A Treasury of Yiddish Stories, edited by Howe and Greenberg, or The River Breaks Up, by I. J. Singer), where the Hasidic obsession with joy is shown gradually turning into a kind of moral ruthlessness.

The narrative pattern of The Brothers Ashkenazi, as it seeks to encompass the historical novelties of East European Jewish life in the late nineteenth century, necessarily imposes limits on the author. Of inner psychic being, of the nuances of feeling and reflection that we have come to expect in the depiction of character, The Brothers Ashkenazi has rather little. When Singer turns to the more intimate spheres of human experience, the writing can seem embarrassed; the romantic scenes tend toward the slapdash, as if something to be gotten over with. We see Max Ashkenazi mainly from the outside and his brother, Jacob, from varying distances; mostly this is as it should be, for the inner lives of such men can be of only limited interest. What matters about them is what they do, not what they think.

Singer is dealing here with one of the great themes of the nineteenth-century European novel, a theme especially exciting to Yiddish readers of, say, forty or fifty years ago—the rise of capitalism in its “heroic” or adventuresome phase and the accompanying entry of the Jews onto the stage of historical action, whether through the accumulation of capital which obsesses Max Ashkenazi or through the gathering of rebellion which forms the goal of his socialist antagonists. If the objectives of these two contending forces are at polar opposites, Singer brilliantly shows how their outpourings of energy, their hungers to leave a mark move along parallel lines. From a traditional Jewish point of view, both styles of conduct must seem equally disturbing and ominous.

It is a virtue of this new translation of The Brothers Ashkenazi, undertaken by the author’s son, that it succeeds in capturing something of the rush, the energy of the original Yiddish. This is not the kind of novel that calls attention to its language, elegant phrase by phrase or fine sentence by sentence; its strength lies in larger verbal units, whole paragraphs and indeed passages, where the power of denotation and accumulation can be registered. The translator has been especially sensitive to these larger rhythms of I. J. Singer’s narrative, rhythms of sweep and surprise, turn and return, precisely the kind one has come to expect in fictions that deal primarily with man as social actor or victim.

Perhaps the most vivid pages in The Brothers Ashkenazi are those in which Singer evokes, in a tone of notable detachment, the mania for accumulation and the consequent loosening of moral constraints that mark the rise of the Jewish bourgeoisie in Lodz.


Lodz seethed in ferment as the city grew day by day, hour by hour. Strangers converged from all over: German engineers and master weavers; English chemists, designers, and patternmakers; Russian merchant princes in blue coats and wide trousers over short patent-leather boots; Jewish traveling salesmen and commission agents—gay, lusty young men who descended upon Lodz to make money and to have fun.

The youth of Lodz began to shave their beards and don worldly attire. Restaurants, cabarets, and gambling casinos opened and drew huge crowds. Hungarian dancers came to further their careers and fatten their purses. Circuses and carnivals arrived from Warsaw and Petersburg, from Berlin and Budapest. Russian functionaries and officers accepted bribes and kickbacks, which they squandered on wine, women, and cards. Lodz drank, sang, danced, attended theaters, caroused in brothels, gambled. Wealthy Hasidim were caught up in the mood of revelry. They lingered in kosher restaurants, where waiters in silk skullcaps brought fat goose thighs and plump waitresses served dried chick-peas and foamy beer. Wastrel Hasidic youths, living on the largess of their fathers-in-law, ceased studying the Torah and played cards in studyhouses.



It is here, in the breaking away from the traditional passivity of East European Jewish life and the new excitements of public will, that I. J. Singer finds his commanding subject. In reading The Brothers Ashkenazi, one is therefore likely to respond most of all to the larger rhythms of narrative and fate, the ferocity with which Jews like Max Ashkenazi—entirely a creature of will, set in contrast with the easy grace of his twin, Jacob—enter the dynamism of modern society. Max is fascinated by the accumulation of capital not so much because it brings him luxuries—which, in any case, he hardly knows how to enjoy—but because it means a chance to bear down upon the world, to show what a frail, unfavored little Jew can accomplish in shaping the life about him. One sometimes fancies, in reading this novel, that Max’s frantic hunger to accumulate symbolizes a release of the blocked energies of whole generations.

In the end it becomes clear that Max cannot really do very much, even as he spins and turns, rushes and calculates. His empire collapses, his brother is murdered by a loutish anti-Semitic officer, and he himself, the great magnate, dies in helpless loneliness, just like everyone else. Jews may enter history, Jews may delude themselves with the excitements of wealth and the enticements of power, but finally, they are puny and helpless before the large brutal forces of the external world, puny and helpless before Polish hatreds and Russian revolutions and Western competition. Max Ashkenazi scribbles on any piece of paper within reach, always calculating risks. His obsessions are not so different from the obsessions of revolutionists who also scribble on pieces of paper, their calculations ideological rather than financial—especially if one regards them with a certain Jewish detachment. In the end, suggests Singer, it all comes to nothing: perhaps for everyone, certainly for Jews.

Singer is also very keen at depicting the Jewish milieu torn apart by the clashing impulses of old piety and new skepticism, traditional ways and burgeoning appetites. The half-religious or half-skeptical Jew, uncomfortable in his modernity, is one of his recurrent types, yet he quite escapes the sentimental nostalgia for pietistic traditionalism which has become fashionable in recent decades. (He is especially severe on the Hasidim, who often emerge in his pages as uncouth, even savage.) There is a striking passage early in the novel where Singer depicts a group of Jewish boys released from the disciplines of school who


for hours … wandered through the streets of Lodz. They raced down side streets and alleys, exulting in their freedom. They visited marketplaces where peasants milled among their wagons, horses, cattle, swine, poultry, sacks of grain. Jewish housewives in bonnets over shaved skulls wandered among the wagons. They tested the chickens by blowing into their behinds, even poked their fingers inside their cloacas to see if they were carrying eggs. Jews slapped gentile palms to seal bargains; haggled, chewed kernels of grain.



Where readers of Isaac Bashevis Singer yield themselves, conditionally, to fragments of a lost shtetl world, savoring the charms and values of traditionalism, the readers of Israel Joshua Singer are transported to the bracing vitality of the rising world of commerce, with all the energy and freedom it promises. The Brothers Ashkenazi gains much of its strength from Singer’s authoritative handling of the Jewish bourgeoisie in Poland; his sketching of the radicals seems a bit less certain, perhaps because they are shown at an early stage of development, not yet fully formed or politically ripe.

Outwardly, then, Singer follows the familiar curve of the social novel: the rise and fall of a house, an infatuation with worldliness and subsequent disenchantments, everything, in short, that is familiar from reading novels like Lost Illusions and Great Expectations and Buddenbrooks. But the peculiar tone of Singer’s novel derives first from his still-powerful ties to the East European Jewish culture and then from his own distancing sensibility. That sensibility is sharply at odds with the scheme of the novel. Passages of strong narrative, reflecting the rise of capitalism in the Polish cities, follow the rhythm of historical expansion, but only in part, never with full assent, does Singer yield himself to this narrative rhythm. His deepest persuasion emerges as a distrust of all classes and programs, a creeping suspicion of all worldly projects, a bleak skepticism about the very history he has brought into Yiddish literary consciousness. He is not at home in the world he writes about. He no longer possesses the faith of his fathers in its completeness or radiance, but he still keeps something of their critical judgment about the world. And it is this tension between the thrust of the story and the withholding of the author that gives the novel its bruising tone of inner conflict: an imagination fruitfully at war with itself.


* In an interview published in Encounter, February 1979, Isaac Bashevis Singer says:


When I began to write myself, my brother encouraged me and he gave me certain rules for writing. He said: when you write tell a story, and don’t try to explain the story. If you say that a boy fell in love with a girl you don’t have to explain to the reader why a boy falls in love, the reader knows just as much as you do or more so. You tell him the story, and the explanations and interpretations he will make himself, or critics will do it for him. He had two words which he used: images and sayings. Sayings were for him essays, interpretations. He called sayings, zugerts. It means you just talk, you just say things. You don’t paint a picture, or bring out an image. He said, leave the zugerts to the others. You tell them a story. Because you may know stories which they don’t know—but you don’t know more about life than they do. Although these rules were very simple it took me years to understand what he meant by image, what he meant by zugerts or sayings.



* The Yiddish literary critic B. Rivkin writes that I. J. Singer’s early fiction, because of its “excessively sober” realism, had the effect of “frightening” David Bergelson, the distinguished Soviet Yiddish novelist. Some withdrawal of affect, some clamming up or dryness of spirit, seems already to have been evident to Singer’s colleagues in the Yiddish literary world.




I
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BIRTH


One
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DOWN THE SANDY ROADS leading from Saxony and Silesia into Poland, through fields, forests, towns, and villages razed and ravaged by the Napoleonic Wars, rolled a strange procession of vehicles, people, animals, and objects.

Polish serfs stopped tilling the earth to shield pale eyes and gaze at the spectacle; women pushed back red headkerchiefs and leaned on hoes; flaxen-haired children raced with dogs out of mud huts and beyond thatched fences to point and stare.

Before Jewish country inns, boys with black earlocks and ritual garments dangling over ragged breeches gaped at the odd caravans rolling by and cried, “Come see, Mama.… Come see!”

Nothing like it had ever been seen in Poland. These weren’t the splendid coaches of the gentry, the long latticed carts of peasants, the patched covered wagons with dangling buckets of Jewish draymen, the stagecoaches with teams of four and trumpets blaring. Even the harness was different—full of odd straps, bands, and traces.

Some of the wagons were wide with high heavy wheels and drawn by sturdy horses. Some were like houses on wheels with the roofs and sides of circus wagons. Some were ribbed and canopied like gypsy wagons. There were carts drawn by big dogs and even by man-and-woman teams while children pushed behind. And in each case, the occupants matched their conveyances.

The sturdier wagons contained fat, pipe-smoking men, clean-shaven in front but with blond beards dangling behind their chins and watchchains straining across their bellies. Their equally fleshy women wore bonnets and clogs over red woolen stockings. The wagons were loaded with bedding, clothes, copperplates of kings and battles, Bibles and prayer books, crates of squawking fowl and rabbits scurrying in the hay. Fat, heavy-uddered cows brought up the rear.

Nags as lean as their masters limped as they strained to pull the poorer wagons, dragging their muzzles close to the ground. Only the smallest children rode inside, while the parents and older offspring trudged alongside, prodding a horse or freeing a wheel from ruts. It there was a cow, she was all alone and often emaciated and half dry.

The leanest, meanest lot were those with carts pulled by themselves or by dogs. They had plenty of children but no other animals, except for a rare goat. The women struggled alongside their men, heavy ropes cutting into their shoulders.

But prosperous or poor, they all shared one item—a polished wooden loom strapped to their cart or wagon.

The peasants called out, “Blessed be the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Where are you headed, strangers?”

The only response was a “Guten Tag.… Grüss Gott,” and the peasants spat and crossed themselves.

“Heathens! You can’t make out a proper Christian word.…”

The Jewish innkeepers made better contact with their Yiddish. They invited the strangers to wash down the dust from their throats with a pint of aquavit, but the travelers declined. They carried their own food, slept in their wagons, and didn’t spend a single groschen along the way.

They were weavers from Germany and Moravia coming to settle in Poland since there were too many people and not enough bread at home, while in Poland there was bread but no goods. The Polish peasants wore coarse linen clothes they wove of flax, but the city dwellers and the military had to rely on foreign imports brought in by Jews and usually shipped down the Vistula from Danzig. This created a drain of money out of the country. Agents were sent to Germany to induce German weavers to settle in Poland, where they were promised free land, exemption from military service, deferment of taxes in the initial years, and the freedom to follow their customs and to worship in the Protestant faith.

The weavers, who were essentially farmers, brought all their possessions with them, from livestock to household pets, from spindles to concertinas, from cat-o’nine-tails to plows. Among them were Lutheran pastors with their families who would guard the Protestant faith in this hotbed of popery and assure continued allegiance to the German God and to the kaiser.

The caravans headed for the lowland regions stretching from Zyrardow to Kalisz, from Pabjanice to Zgierz to Piotrkow. Some of the weavers settled around the town of Lodz, which lay beside a stagnant body of water called Ludka. On the outskirts of town, by a road leading to pine forests, they built houses, laid out gardens, dug wells, planted wheat and potatoes, and set up their wooden looms. The Poles called the community Wilki, Polish for wolves, which frequently roamed the area on cold days, and they forbade Jews from settling there.

The few dozen Jews who were permitted to live in Lodz were tailors whose services were essential to the gentile community. They had their own guild and a shack where they met to discuss the restrictions imposed upon them by their gentile neighbors. On a table inside this shack stood a plain wooden ark containing a scroll of Law, since the Jews also conducted their services there. They had no rabbi, ritual bath or cemetery. If a woman had to visit a ritual bath, she was taken to a stream outside town and protected against the depradations of gentile youths. In winter, a hole was chopped in the ice, and the women immersed themselves. Jewish corpses were transported by peasant cart to the community of Leczyca, of which the Jews of Lodz were officially a part.

The Jews of Lodz were at odds with the Jews of Leczyca, who were mostly impoverished tailors. While the Lodz Jews were kept busy the year round sewing for the gentiles, the Leczyca Jews starved between the seasons when Jews order new gabardines. The Leczyca tailors, therefore, smuggled themselves into Lodz and agreed to work for lower fees. To protect their livelihood, the Lodz Jews denounced the interlopers to the authorities as bunglers and botchers who undercut legitimate guild members and taxpayers. Their humble petition also pledged a donation of tallow for the church and a prayer for the continued well-being of that illustrious sire the prefect.

The prefect’s subordinate, the subprefect, sent constables to round up the interlopers. They confiscated their shears and irons and ran them out of town. Those who tried to sneak back were hogtied and flogged.

The Leczyca Jews then refused to bury any more Lodz Jews until they received a ducat per corpse in tribute. The Lodz Jews responded by refusing to pay their communal levies. The Leczyca town elders struck back and persuaded the authorities to post a soldier in each Lodz Jewish household. The soldiers made themselves quite at home. They sliced their pork with kosher knives, talked smut, made free with the women and mocked the men at prayer. Passover, when it is forbidden for a gentile to be in a Jewish home lest he render it impure, was coming, and the Lodz Jews were forced to lay aside the work they had to finish for the gentiles’ Easter and to beg the Leczyca rabbi to have the soldiers removed from their homes.

The Leczyca elders forced the Lodz Jews to remove their boots and humble themselves before them in their stockinged feet. The Lodz Jews also paid an additional tribute and swore on the Torah never again to turn over a Leczyca citizen to gentile hands. The soldiers were duly withdrawn, and the Leczyca Jews began to settle unimpeded in Lodz.

But when a Jew occasionally stumbled into German Wilki, flaxen-haired youths pelted him with rocks and set their dogs on him with the ancient cry “Hep, hep Jude …!”


Two
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THE LODZ MERCHANT AND COMMUNITY HEAD, Abraham Hersh Ashkenazi, known as Abraham Hersh Danziger for his frequent trips to Danzig, sat over a Tractate Zebahim, brooding and tugging at his long and thick black beard.

He wasn’t worried about making a living. Even after decades of exclusion from Wilki and the Weavers’ Guild a sizable Jewish community had managed to flourish in Lodz, complete with its own rabbi, assistant rabbis, ritual slaughterers, ritual bath, synagogues, and cemetery.

The reason the Jews prospered was that the German weavers produced a very inferior cloth that was disdained by the rich and the discriminating, who demanded the soft wools, fine silks, gleaming satins and velvets from abroad. To fill this need, the wealthier Jews took wagons and, later, the first trains to Danzig and Leipzig, while those less affluent conspired with border guards to smuggle in fabrics from Germany. At the same time barefoot Jewish peddlers and runners fanned out across sandy country lanes to buy wool from the peasants to sell to Lodz merchants, who in turn shipped it abroad to be spun into yarn. The peasants, who used to leave their sheep filthy and unshorn, now bathed them in streams to render the fleece white and clean. Speculators and leaseholders bought up entire future yields of flocks on landed estates.

The German master weavers of Lodz vilified the Jews for importing foreign goods from Germany at the expense of the local industry. They also resented the fact that Jewish merchants issued cotton to the poor German weavers, thus bringing down the price of the finished goods. These cotton merchants weren’t able to obtain credit at the banks, as were their German competitors, and they lacked the cash with which to pay the weavers. They therefore issued their own scrip to the weavers when they delivered the finished goods on Friday evenings, and the Jewish tailors, cobblers, and shopkeepers accepted the scrip in lieu of money.

When the German master weavers complained, the authorities outlawed the practice. They also sent a representative to England to buy up cotton, thus pushing the Jews out of business. But the cotton ended up being stolen by government officials. The authorities generally found it easier to accept bribes from the Jews, who continued issuing the scrip and doing business as usual.

Among the most respectable and affluent citizens of Lodz was Abraham Hersh Ashkenazi, who traveled to Danzig on buying trips several times a year. He had just returned from such a journey which had proved even more profitable than usual. He had fine presents for his wife and daughters and a handsome silver cup that he was saving to present to the Rabbi of Warka, whose disciple he was.

Things at home were going along splendidly, and Abraham Hersh was delighted. But as a leader of the community, a position he held despite his youth and as the result of his wealth, scholarship, and piety, he was disturbed by a number of problems that had cropped up during his absence.

First, funds were needed to provide Passover products for the town’s poor, not only the beggars but also those who worked but hadn’t managed to save up enough from a year’s toil to buy the necessary matzos, wine, eggs, meat, and cooking fat for the holiday. Upon his return, Abraham Hersh had taken his red kerchief and, accompanied by several other community leaders, had solicited the affluent households. It hadn’t sufficed, and the poor had stormed the communal house, demanding their due.

Second, there were Jewish prisoners to be ransomed. Throughout Poland, the tsar’s Cossacks were fighting the Polish gentry, who sought to restore a Polish king to the throne, and loyal Jewish leaseholders were engaged in smuggling gunpowder to their Polish masters hiding in the forests.

Just recently, a group of Jews had been caught smuggling a quantity of gunpowder in barrels of apples. At first, the Cossacks had found nothing by poking their lances into the barrels, but as they started appropriating the apples, they found the powder. Some of the Jews were hanged on the spot; others were thrown into prison. Those who were executed had to be given decent Jewish burials. Those in prison had to be ransomed or at least provided with matzos for the holiday.

Third, a group of newly rich, enlightened Jews who were anxious to shed the yoke of Jewishness had petitioned the government to allow them to put up a modern school where their children could learn the ways of the gentile. There were rumors that they also planned to build a German type of temple with an organ and a cantor who chanted like a priest. Although the authorities were slow to respond to this request, the parvenu Jews were tossing money about freely, and everyone knew what money could accomplish. Abraham Hersh and the other traditionalists considered such a temple far worse than a church since only Christians and converts attended the latter, while the former was liable to entice the poorer Jews away from the path of righteousness, which was the first step toward apostasy.

Fourth, Jewish runners who roamed the countryside buying up wool, hides, and hog bristles learned that a wayward Lodz youth, Naftali the Convert, who more than once had been driven from the synagogue courtyard for flouting the laws of Jewishness, had apprenticed himself to a German weaver, for whom he worked on the Sabbath and with whom he ate pork.

Abraham Hersh sent for the youth and warned that he would turn him over to the authorities for conscription, but the fellow remained recalcitrant. The authorities refused to conscript him despite the community’s pleas, and this helped encourage other Jewish youths to make overtures to the gentiles. One, Mendel Flederbaum, who employed several gentile weavers, learned the trade from his workers and applied to the gentile guild to accept him as a master weaver. He was helped in this by the authorities after he had shaved his beard, renounced the traditional garb, and learned to speak and write Russian.

Following this, several others of shaky faith got the urge to emulate the renegades. At this time an epidemic swept the town, and children died of the scarlet fever. This was seen as a clear sign of God’s punishment upon Lodz for the sins of its heretics.

Another thorn in Abraham Hersh’s side was his wife’s objections to his visiting his rabbi on the holiday. He was accustomed to going to Warka not only on Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, and Shevuot but also on Passover, despite his wife’s annual complaints that she would be forced to celebrate the Seder at her father’s, the assistant rabbi of Ozorkow, like some widow, God forbid.

Not that Abraham Hersh was one to be moved by female tears. A woman was only a woman, after all. But this time things were somewhat different. His wife was due at any time now, and since the child kicked on her right side she expected a boy.

“I’ll kill myself if you’re not here for the circumcision! I’ll never endure the shame of it …” she bleated.

Nor were the roads to Warka safe, people warned him. The Cossacks were scouring the countryside and harassing travelers. Innocent people had been flogged and even hanged.

But Abraham Hersh had urgent reasons to go. On his last visit he had mentioned that his wife was pregnant, to which the rabbi had commented, “Your generations shall be men of wealth.”

This had disturbed Abraham Hersh, and he had quickly said, “I would prefer them to be God-fearing men, Rabbi.”

But the rabbi hadn’t responded, and Abraham Hersh hadn’t pressed the issue. Still, the remark had sounded ominous, and Abraham Hersh was anxious to resolve it before it was too late.

The dangers of the road didn’t concern him at all—he was accustomed to dealing with such things. The only thing that held him back was leaving his wife alone during the labor and delivery, and later, at the circumcision if, with God’s help, the baby turned out to be a boy.

But there were other considerations. A number of impoverished Warka Hasidim were looking forward to a trip at his expense, and they would jeer at him for letting a woman dissuade him. It wasn’t fair to deprive Jews of a holiday at their rabbi’s table. Besides, how would it look if he presented the rabbi the silver Elijah’s cup on Shevuot instead of on Passover? …

Had his wife been a sensible person instead of a woman, she would have urged him to go and resolve the question of their child’s future with the rabbi. But he, being a man, couldn’t allow her tears to sway him.

He went to the closet, got down the large leather valise that he always took with him to Danzig, and packed his phylacteries, prayer shawl, a satin gabardine, some shirts, the silver cup, and some holy books to study along the way. Being a good Warka Hasid, he remembered to include several bottles of Passover aquavit and sent the maid, Sarah Leah, for the coachman.

Belly jutting, his wife erupted with her usual complaints, but Abraham Hersh didn’t even blink an eye. He kissed the doorpost amulet, and as he already stood on the threshold, he wished her an easy delivery. He suddenly reminded himself.

“If, with God’s help, it’s a boy, he is to be named Simha Bunem after the Przysucha Rabbi, blessed be his memory. That’s the way I want it, you hear?” he shouted into the room.


Three
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MISTRESS ASHKENAZI HADN’T BEEN WRONG — the signs presaging the birth of a boy proved true. But instead of one son there were two.

After a night of anguish which coincided with the first Seder, a child was born at dawn. The neighbor women in attendance slapped the infant’s rump to make it cry and held it up to the lamp.

“Congratulations, it’s a boy!” they announced to the mother.

But she didn’t stop screaming. The women stroked her sweating face. “Enough already. It’s all over.”

Sarah Leah, who was an experienced midwife, saw that it was far from over. “Grab hold of the headboard, mistress darling,” she advised. “It’ll make things easier.”

After a number of minutes another infant emerged, a big, heavy baby that needed no slap to make it bawl.

Sarah Leah took it and held it to the light. “Another boy! A real buster this time, the evil eye spare him.”

The women found two different colored ribbons to tie around the boys’ wrists, but it wasn’t necessary since only a fool could have mistaken the two. The elder was slight, scrawny, with sparse fair hair over a narrow skull, while the younger was long and robust with a huge head of black curly hair. The elder piped in a shrill wail, while the younger bellowed like a bullock.

“One just like the mistress and the other a spitting image of the master,” Sarah Leah said, handing the cleansed, dressed infants to their mother, who quickly clasped the elder twin to her breast.

“Hush, don’t carry on so,” she chided the younger twin, who howled as if out of jealousy.

She sprayed a few drops of milk into the mouths of the boys to teach them how to suckle. The younger took to the nipple without a sound, but the elder could only scream in frustration.

For the whole eight days preceding the circumcision the mother fretted against her mound of pillows about the problem of naming the babies. She had mentioned to her husband that if it turned out a boy, she would have liked to name it after her grandfather Jacob Meir, the Rabbi of Wodzislaw, but Abraham Hersh wouldn’t hear of it. He insisted it be called Simha Bunem after the Przysucha Rabbi.

“You can name girls after whomever you want, but the boys belong to me,” he told her.

Now that he was away, the responsibility lay upon her. Having had twins, she had the latitude of apportioning four names, but for all that, she was uneasy. She knew how unreasonable her husband could be, and she knew that whatever she decided would displease him—he wouldn’t tolerate even one name from her side of the family.

Women advised her to send a messenger to her husband asking him to come home, but she wouldn’t. She was furious with him. She hadn’t enjoyed a happy moment since their wedding. He was either away on business or at his rabbi’s. When he was home, he was either with his Hasidic cronies at the studyhouse or poring over the books in his study.

Not that she demanded much. She herself came from a Hasidic family, her own father behaved no differently, and she knew that a learned Jew had nothing to say to a female, who wasn’t even allowed to make her presence known in her own home when strange men came to call. That was the woman’s lot, and she accepted it. Each morning she thanked God for having created her a female according to His will. Still, she chafed under the conditions.

True, she was well-off and fecund, providing her husband with a child each year, and bright, healthy children at that, for which she was envied. He brought her gifts from Danzig—a Turkish shawl or a piece of jewelry—but he paid no attention to her. They couldn’t even share a Sabbath meal together since he always brought some pauper home and she was forced to eat in the kitchen with the maid after a single sip of the benediction wine and a slice of the ceremonial Sabbath loaf.

Nor could they go anywhere together since neither was allowed to mix with the opposite sex. On the rare occasions when they visited relatives, he always walked in front while she followed a few paces behind. The moment they entered the house, they quickly parted, each to his own gender. On Sabbaths, he lingered so long at the services that she almost fainted from hunger until the meal could be served.

But what irked her most was the air of superiority he adopted toward her. He never asked her advice, never reported how his business affairs were going, never confided in her when he was troubled. He would open his heavy purse and dole out the money she needed for household expenses, and that was the extent of their relationship. He never even addressed her by name but called her “thou” in the manner of the fanatics. When he came home from a trip, he never told her about it but merely kissed the doorpost amulet and grunted, “How are things in the house?” while he held out her present. If she took it from his hand, it was a sign that she was available for marital relations. If not, he only glanced at her darkly and went off to his Hasidim to hear news of their rabbi.

She feared him, his brooding silences, his booming chant as he studied the Gemara, his burly masculinity, his grim face. She didn’t ask much—a kind word or a loving smile as compensation for her empty existence that was little better than a servant’s, but even this he denied her. If he loved her in his own fashion, he showed it only in their bed, as the Law prescribed. Otherwise, he was quite rigid about a woman’s role in life. She was to bear children, rear them, observe the laws of Jewishness, run a household, and obey her husband blindly. If his friends chose to drop in for a late get-together, he expected her to serve them refreshments regardless of the hour. “Woman,” he shouted into the kitchen, where she had to sit with the maid, “whip up a mess of groats for us men!” And she had to stay up preparing the food.

He was away on all holidays, even on Passover when the humblest Jewish women joined their husbands and families at the table, while she had to be alone like some widow, God forbid. All these indignities she had borne in silence, but this time he had gone too far. She had begged and pleaded with him to be with her for the birth, but as usual he had ignored her, and a sense of deep outrage, built up over years of gray, unfulfilled existence, consumed her. She disregarded the women’s advice and determined not to send a messenger after him. Actually she wasn’t all that sure that he would heed her plea.

All the female pride that her husband had so long trampled underfoot now emerged full-blown. She lay in her bed, cordoned off with sheets and draped with amulets to guard against the evil forces. Responding with firm “amens” to the traditional prayers recited by heder boys on the other side of the sheets, bolstered by a sense of pride in her maternal accomplishments, she took it upon herself to arrange for the circumcision. Issuing orders like any imperious male, she decided on the names she would give her sons in defiance of her husband’s wishes. She didn’t feel bold enough to cross him completely, and she effected a kind of compromise. She named the elder twin Simha after the Przysucha Rabbi, but added Meir after her grandfather, and gave the remaining two names to the younger—Jacob Bunem.

The moment Abraham Hersh returned from Warka, he asked to see his newborn son. He was amazed to learn that there were two, and he gazed in bewilderment at the tightly swaddled infants.

“Which is the older?” he asked brusquely.

“The smaller one,” his wife said, lowering her eyes under his burning gaze.

“What’s he called?”

“Simha.”

“Just one name?”

“No. Meir, too. After my grandfather, the Wodzislaw Rabbi, blessed be his memory,” she whispered, trembling at her audacity.

“Here, take him!” Abraham Hersh growled.

Sarah Leah brought the other infant.

“Go to your daddy, Jacob Bunem,” she crooned with sly innocence.

Abraham Hersh glared at the infant, who looked back at him with open, shining eyes, and some of his anger dissipated. The knowledge that both of the Przysucha’s Rabbi’s names had been used mollified him somewhat, but the fact that they had been joined with that of some worthless nobody was hard to swallow.

“The image of the master … a shining light, may the evil eye spare him,” Sarah Leah said.

“Pshaw! Take him away,” the father growled in a fit of pique.

Eyes tearing, the mother clapped a son to each breast. “Suck, Meir darling,” she urged the older, omitting the child’s other name that her husband had forced upon her, but he only clamped his gums around her nipple and held it in a fierce grip.

She screamed in pain, and Sarah Leah came running. She plucked the infant from the breast and regarded him angrily. “Rascal, a baby mustn’t pinch his mother’s breast. Nurse like Jacob Bunem … so.…”

The baby emitted a howl of such indignation that Abraham Hersh shouted from his study, “Close the door! How can a man concentrate in all this tumult?”

He gathered scant joy from his sons’ birth. He envisioned the time when he would present them to his rabbi and his shame would become public knowledge. He tried saying their names aloud, but they rang false to him. He wouldn’t forgive his wife for defiling the rabbi’s name, and he didn’t go in to see her, even though she was still not fully recovered. To muffle the disgrace, he threw himself into his work. He no longer planned to go to Danzig since there was sufficient local business to keep him busy.

The town of Lodz grew from day to day. The first Jews to be granted the right to open weaving workshops had achieved this by adopting gentile ways and toadying to the authorities. But inevitably, ordinary observant Jews followed suit. The Russian officials who descended upon the country following the suppression of the Polish uprising were most eager for the bribes and gifts of Jews who sought permission to live and do business in prohibited areas, and soon Jewish looms clacked away in the old section of Lodz, even though the Germans still barred Jews from their guild.

At first, the Jews confined themselves to their own quarter. Seemingly overnight the houses already standing sprouted additional stories, annexes, wings, extensions, ells, attics, and garrets to accommodate the flow of newcomers converging upon Lodz from surrounding areas. Lacking legitimate sanction and permits, the construction was effected at night and proceeded helter-skelter, without order or plan. Buildings came down; buildings went up; buildings emerged slanted, top-heavy, leaning this way or that—all symmetry sacrificed to expediency. There was no time to do otherwise as the town grew by leaps and bounds.

Gradually the Jews began to spill out of their congested area into Wilki, which was officially closed to them. The first to stick a toe inside the restricted area were the more affluent, audacious Jews; presently the more timorous followed.

Then, like a torrent overflowing its banks, the Jews smashed down all barriers set up to exclude them. Thousands of rural leaseholders and innkeepers who had been dependent on the Polish nobility were now forced to seek their livelihoods in towns and cities. They opened dry goods stores by the hundred, but since the liberated serfs were starving, there were no customers, and the Jews turned to weaving. They set up their wooden handlooms wherever they could, but mostly they flocked to the city of Lodz. Having endured the irrational cruelty of their blueblooded former masters, they wouldn’t be turned back by mere bans or decrees fashioned against them; they opened their workshops just as the German immigrants had done before them.

At first, they hired German weavers who couldn’t afford to go out on their own and who preferred a Jewish master to a German, who would force them to kiss his hand twice a day. If a Jewish boss caught them with a snippet of wool in their pocket, he didn’t beat them but merely reclaimed the wool and threw it back in the pile. As the Sabbath drew to a close, the German workers sat in their employers’ kitchens, smoking pipes and conversing with their bosses’ wives and daughters in flawless Yiddish.

“Hey, boss,” they ragged their masters, who were reluctant to let go of the waning Sabbath, “let’s have the few guldens already before the taverns close.…”

Gradually young Jewish men, both married and single, began to learn the trade. Down the sandy roads leading to Lodz, fathers accompanied by sons who had no heads for books walked barefoot and waved sticks to keep off the village dogs. On the outskirts of town they put on their boots and admonished their sons before apprenticing them for three years to Jewish master weavers.

“Act like an adult, obey your employer, be kind to God and man, be honest and respectful, and you will reap the benefits of this world and the world to come.”

They dug down deep into the pockets of their sheepskins and took out purses, from which they drew the greasy, hard-earned bills with which to pay the master weavers for agreeing to feed and board their sons while they taught them their trade.

The skullcapped youths stood before the looms with ritual garments dangling over grimy trousers, lint clinging to curly thatches and sprouting beards, fingers deftly weaving wool and cotton cloth or ladies’ kerchiefs from dawn to midnight. As they worked, they chanted cantorial pieces, trilling and quavering over selected passages. The bosses passed to and fro, making sure nothing was stolen, checking the output and prodding the worker who paused to wipe his brow or roll a cigarette.

The bosses’ wives and daughters peeled potatoes, fried onions, and stirred soups in huge kettles while apprentices wound yarn onto spools, rocking cradles with their feet.

In the marketplaces Jews bought and sold piece goods and remnants. Ragpickers brought in all kinds of waste, which they sold to dealers, who reclaimed it into reusable material. Women and girls wound thread onto red wooden bobbins. Hosiers knitted coarse colorful stockings for women. Wherever one turned, machines clacked and clattered, accompanied by the tailors’ cantorial chants and the seamstresses’ love ballads.

Eventually the city grew too congested to contain its rapidly growing population. As the wealthy and enterprising leaseholder Solomon David Preiss, who had made his fortune importing wheat and rye to Prussia, lay awake one night, it suddenly struck him that a suburb might be built on the infertile flats of Baluty, the Kanarski brothers’ estate just outside the city. The land was too sandy even to pasture livestock, and the only people living on it were the liberated serfs who had nowhere else to go.

The following morning after services, Preiss ordered his servant to hitch up the britska and drive him to the Kanarski estate. His ostensible reason for calling on the steward was to consider a purchase of rye. As he chewed on the kernels, allegedly to test the quality of the grain, he casually asked the steward how things were going. The Pole tugged his long mustache and spat out the expected tale of woe. The masters were in debt over their heads, but their solution was to go to Paris on sprees while the burden of maintaining the estate fell entirely upon him. Before leaving, Preiss hinted that he was examining sites where sand was plentiful for a possible glass plant. If he found such a property at a cheap enough price, he might consider its purchase.

Within days he was summoned to meet with the brothers at their manor. Forgetting the fact that a Polish nobleman was obliged to address a Jew by his first name only, the Kanarskis abjured protocol and were almost civil to their visitor.

“Mr. Solomon, there is enough sand in Baluty for ten glass plants, not one,” they gushed, eyes glinting with greed.

Solomon David Preiss bargained shrewdly and eventually bought the huge expanse of land for a mere 20,000 rubles cash.

When the brothers, who had gone to Paris to squander their bonanza, learned from their steward that the Jew planned to build a suburb rather than a glass plant on their former property, they rushed back in an attempt to nullify the deal on the ground that they had been duped. The local judges and assessors, who were their friends, began to pore through the lawbooks, seeking some technicality that would void the sale.

Solomon David Preiss had no manor in which to entertain these gentlemen and their wives, but he had an even more persuasive argument—gold imperials of which the local functionaries were consummate connoisseurs. And it happened that instead of finding for their fellow Pole and social equal, the judges found for the Jew.

When the Kanarskis saw how things were going, they appealed to the higher powers for a strict enforcement of the prohibition against Jews residing outside their appointed areas. Dignitary after dignitary arrived in splendid coaches at the Kanarski manor house. They drank the brothers’ wine, danced with their daughters, hunted their game, and promised a swift and fair resolution of the dispute. Briefs, precedents, writs, arguments, and interpretations began to flow back and forth between Lodz and Warsaw until no one could make sense of anything anymore.

In the meantime, streets, alleys, and buildings sprouted on the sandy flats like mushrooms after a rain. The construction was chaotic, promiscuous, slapdash. Before the lime on the walls had even dried, people moved in. Peasants brought in bricks, dug ditches, uprooted stumps, slaked lime, sawed boards, nailed roofs. Jewish carpenters, joiners, masons, tinsmiths, and glaziers bustled, sweated, cursed. While the legal documents gathered dust in the courts, there rose over the sandy flats a city that no legal decision could abolish.

Before the municipality of Baluty, which the Jews promptly shortened to Balut, could even consider official names for its streets, the workers promptly named them after the surnames or occupations of their inhabitants or after the synagogues or studyhouses standing there. Thus, there soon appeared a Synagogue Street, a Feiffer Lane, a Jonah Feltmaker Place, a Grossman’s Alley, and so forth.

On isolated corners there still remained a peasant hut or two, complete with straw roof and livestock, but all vestiges of rusticity vanished as the city engulfed the countryfolk and transformed them into true cosmopolites who wore ready-made clothes and earned and spent money. Their children learned Yiddish, which enabled them to earn a groschen or a slice of bread for lighting or dousing a candle in a Jewish home on the Sabbath, heating an oven, and performing other such tasks forbidden the Jew on the holy day. Poor German weavers moved into abandoned peasant huts, and recruiters went out into the country to hire peasants for the steam factories that began to appear in Lodz, their tall chimneys poking up into the murky skies.

In Wilki the German master weaver Heinz Huntze, who had grown rich from handlooms, built a huge steam plant with walls painted red and a bank of high windows. In the early dawn its whistles shattered the stillness as they summoned the men to work.

Soon after, Solomon David Preiss, who had realized a fortune from his holdings in Balut, ordered a new rep gabardine, a silk top hat, and an umbrella. Armed only with his Yiddish and the roll of banknotes that he had sewn into the pocket of his velvet vest and that he never removed even when he slept, he traveled to England. There he purchased machinery and hired an English engineer and a chemist, whom he brought back with him to Lodz.

On a huge lot that he bought for a song he built his own steam mill, the chimneys of which topped even Huntze’s. Because his English assistants refused to take Saturdays off and work on Sundays, he hired no Jewish workers, and since it was a sin for a Jew to own a factory that operated on the Sabbath even with gentile help, Solomon David Preiss contrived a little subterfuge with his rabbi. He had him draw up a bill of sale in Hebrew and Aramaic and “sold” the factory to his Polish porter, Wojciech Smoliuch.

The terrified gentile stood trembling in the rabbi’s study, his straw-colored mustache drooping, in dreadful fear of the fraud the Jews were perpetrating upon him. Even after it had all been explained to him, he still didn’t understand it. “Sir, how can I buy your factory when I don’t have a kopeck to my name?” he pleaded.

“Dummy! Do as you’re told, and give me a ruble,” Preiss insisted.

“But I don’t have a ruble,” the frightened Pole whined.

“Here is a ruble. Now give it back to me, and the sale is completed. When you have another ruble, you can pay back the loan.”

Wojciech was sure that he was selling his soul to the devil or worse, but he was afraid to cross his boss, and he gingerly touched the tip of the red kerchief the rabbi extended to him to signify the sealing of a bargain. The rabbi then told him to sign the bill of sale, and the gentile made three crosses since he was illiterate.

Preiss and the rabbi grimaced at the sight of the despised symbols, but it was the only way. Preiss handed the bill of sale to Wojciech along with a ten-groschen tip, and the porter stuck the paper in his cap and dashed to the tavern for a badly needed drink.

Now Preiss could operate his factory on the Sabbaths with impunity and a clean conscience. Its machinery clattered away at full blast, shaking the red walls and belching black smoke into the skies. The poor German weavers gazed at the plant’s towering chimneys that dehumanized them and rendered their skills meaningless. They looked down with despair at their veiny hands that would one day be obsolete.

The German master weavers incited their workers against Preiss’s steam factory as a Jewish instrument of the devil. The workers grumbled into their beer and swore revenge.

One Saturday evening they gathered with torches, crowbars, and axes in front of the Jew’s factory. Led by their masters, who displayed the standards of their guild, they smashed the machinery, doused the walls with kerosene, and set the factory on fire. Afterward, drunk and riotous, they raced through the Jewish quarter, and with skills honed by generations, they smashed, robbed, raped, and assaulted, shouting the ancient battle cry, “Hep, hep Jude!”

The Cossacks herded them toward the Ludka Pond with swords bared and nagaikas flying.

But Solomon David Preiss’s chimneys soon belched even denser smoke into the skies, and his whistles shrilled with unabated fury. Acknowledging the way the wind was blowing, the German master weavers, who were swamped with orders for goods, borrowed from Polish banks and put up steam factories of their own, and the wealthier Jews followed.

Like strange fruit, red brick steam factories sprouted in the fields around Lodz. They emitted slimy pools of sludge and poisoned the land, air, and water. Construction of residences, stores, workshops, and factories continued at a furious pace. Jewish artisans from all over Poland poured into Lodz. Peasants with too many children and too little land flocked in to take jobs in factories. Merchants from Russia arrived to snatch up goods for their own textile-starved country.

The end was nowhere in sight, and as Lodz flourished, so did the House of Abraham Hersh Ashkenazi.
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