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INTRODUCTION
A4

Al a

A little over a century ago, in 1883, an aspiring writer of comic
talents named Sholem Rabinovich, who was then serving as a
“crown rabbi,” a state-appointed clerical functionary in a small
Jewish community in the Ukraine, published a satirical account of
local politics in the St. Petersburg Yiddishe Folksblat and playfully
signed it “Sholem Aleichem”—that is to say, “Hello There!” It was
not his first alias. He already had, and would continue to as-
semble, a precocious collection of pseudonyms, including such
curiosities as “Selomon Bikherfresser” (Solomon Bookeater),
“Baron Pipernoter” (Baron Ogre), “Terakhs an Eynikl” (Terach’s
Grandson), and “Der Yiddisher Gazlen” (The Robber Jew). Com-
pared with these titles, however, which had at best a slapstick
humer, the ancient Hebrew salutation first employed in the Folks-
blat (its Arabic cognate of salaam aleykum can be heard today
throughout the Middle East) was a prescient choice. Meaning lit-
erally “peace be upon you,” the phrase is used in Yiddish not as an
everyday greeting but as a more emphatic one that is reserved for
either old acquaintances long unmet or new ones just introduced;
thus, besides encoding in the form of a pun Rabinovich’s own
name of “Sholem,” it pithily anticipated the career of an author
who, over the next three decades, was to come and go in the
Yiddish press from one newspaper and magazine to another, de-
lighting an ever-growing audience with his unpredictable appear-
ances before vanishing again until the next time. Gradually he
used the new pen name more and more. It did not replace its
rivals all at once, but by 1894, the year in which the first chapter of
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what is possibly the greatest of all Jewish novels, Tevye the Dairy-
man, appeared in the pages of the Warsaw yearbook Der Hoyz-
fraynt, it had become an exclusive trademark recognized by Yid-
dish readers everywhere. Eventually his own friends and inti-
mates took to calling him by it too. Whereas Sholem Aleichem had
once been Sholem Rabinovich, Sholem Rabinovich was now
Sholem Aleichem, the private man subsumed in the public iden-
tity of the world’s most famous Yiddish writer.

Yet if comedy seems to imply a sufficient degree of well-being to
make laughter possible, the debut of Sholem Aleichem as a comic
Jewish writer did not come at an auspicious time. Indeed, coincid-
ing as it did with the drastic deterioration in the Jewish situation in
Russia that began in 1881 with the assassination of Alexander I1
and the bloody pogroms that followed, it could hardly have come at
a worse one. Today, it is true, when modern Jewish history is read
backwards in the monstrous light of the Holocaust, it is difficult to
be as shocked as contemporaries were by the plight of Russian
Jewry in the last decades of the Czarist Empire, during which the
number of Jews murdered by Christian mob violence did not ex-
ceed several hundred. But in the context of its own time and place,
the era of 1881-1917 in Russia was an exceedingly black period,
the most savage experienced by Jews anywhere since the terrible
massacres of Khmelnitsky’s Cossacks in the Ukraine in 1648—-1649.
Moreover, not only were the pogroms that took place under Alex-
ander III and his successor, Nicholas II, actually incited and ap-
proved by the Russian government, they were part of an official
policy of anti-Semitism calculated to render life so intolerable for
the country’s Jewish inhabitants that, in the notorious words of
Alexander III’s adviser Constantine Pobyedonostzev, a third of
them would be forced to emigrate, a third to convert, and a third to
perish from hunger. One has to go back to the Spanish Inquisition
and Expulsion of 1492 to find a previous instance of a European
government setting out on a deliberate course of first terrorizing
and then eliminating its Jewish population.

Such were the times that Sholem Aleichem wrote about—and
that, remarkably for a humorist, he wrote about without either
ridiculing or rose-tinting, neither saying to his reader, “Laugh
and be above it,” nor telling him, “Come, it’s not as bad as you
think; let me show you the brighter side.” On the contrary: it was
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consistently his method, for all the near-manic exuberance of his
prose, to confront the reader with reality in its full harshness,
laughter being for him the explosive with which he systematically
mined all escape routes away from the truth. Despite the exag-
geration that is an ingredient of all humor, he had a reportorial
passion for fact; more than one of his stories actually came from
reading the morning newspaper. In the absence of other sources,
one could infer much of the history and sociology of the Russian
Jewry of his time from his work alone. And because, before one
can fully appreciate this work’s universal dimensions (of which he
himself was well aware) one must read it as the specific anatomy of
Russian Jewish existence that it was, a few more words about the
latter may be helpful.

Russia did not develop a Jewish problem; it swallowed one whole.
Unlike other European countries, whose Jewish populations were
built up in medieval times by a slow process of migration, often
initially encouraged by rulers wishing to benefit from Jewish com-
mercial skills and contacts, the Russian state, which had tradition-
ally barred Jews entirely, suddenly acquired large numbers of
them, and without'ﬁany desire to do so, by virtue of the three
partitions of Poland in 1772, 1793, and 1795, and the revisions of
them made by the Congress of Vienna in 1815. Overnight, as it
were, the Jewish communities of eastern and central Poland, Lith-
uania, Latvia, Byelorussia, and the Ukraine found themselves on
annexed Russian soil—beyond whose boundaries, however, the
Czarist regime in St. Petersburg had no intention of letting them
spread. And so by the end of the eighteenth century, there had
come into being the human enclosure of the Pale of Settlement,
that vast ghetto of western and southwestern Russia to which
millions of Jews were confined by a jumble of confusing laws.
Although it ran roughly along the lines of the new territories, the
Pale as an entity was never clearly defined; its exact borders kept
shifting as different parts of it were declared in or out of bounds
according to the whims of bureaucrats, the outward pressure of
the Jews bottled up inside it, and the counterpressure of anti-Jew-
ish officials and Russian merchants fearing Jewish competition.
Thus, for instance, the Ukrainian capital of Kiev, the “Yehupetz”
of Sholem Aleichem’s fiction and the city in which he lived for
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many years, was first opened to Jews (1794), then barred to them
(1835), then put back on limits for temporary visits only (1862),
then gradually reopened to Jewish residence by special permit,
which depended on the petitioner’s profession and the connec-
tions he happened to have. Even more filled with reversals was
the history of Jewish residential rights in the Pale’s rural villages,
as opposed to its cities and towns. Originally left to the discretion
of the local nobility in 1797, rural residence for Jews was denied
in 1804, temporarily restored in 1807, redenied that same year,
restored again in 1808, partially revoked once more in 1823, and
so back and forth until 1910, when a final wave of rural expul-
sions began. Not all the restrictions on the books, of course, were
always put into practice; yet even when they were not, the ever-
present anxiety that they might be was enough to make a night-
mare of the lives of great numbers of Jews who, generally for
reasons of economic opportunity, were domiciled illegally.
Confinement to the Pale of Settlement, however, was not the
worst of Russian Jewry’s problems. Far more onerous was the fact
that within the Pale itself, where most Jews lived in grinding pov-
erty, they were discriminated against at every turn by an imperial
administration that, lacking Pobyedonostzev’s inclusive vision,
could never quite make up its mind whether it wished to starve
them or assimilate them, and so alternated between the most op-
pressive features of both approaches. Jews were excluded from
local councils and trade guilds, even in towns where they formed a
majority of the inhabitants. They were made to pay special and
frequently humiliating taxes—a head tax, a property tax, a tax on
the slaughter of kosher meat, a tax on Sabbath candles, a tax on
the right to wear their traditional clothes. They were barred at
different times and places from a wide range of occupations—law,
agriculture, tavern keeping, the production and sale of liquor, the
retailing of manufactured articles, the employment of their wives
as market vendors. They were harassed in the education of their
children, now forced to send them to Russianizing schools and
now confronted with a system of quotas that made a Russian
schooling almost impossible. And they were subjected to espe-
cially harsh draft laws, being inducted into the army in higher
percentages and for longer terms of service than other sectors of
the population. This last affliction reached a horrendous extreme
in the reign of Nicholas I, who decreed in 1827 that an annual
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number of Jewish boys aged twelve and up should be taken to the
army for premilitary training until they turned eighteen, at which
time they were to be drafted for twenty-five years. These “canto-
nists,” as the unfortunate children were called, rarely saw their
homes again, and until its abolition by Alexander II in 1856, the
institution of juvenile conscription struck terror into the hearts of
Jewish families. Extortionate bribery, child snatching, and the
physical mutilation of one’s sons were some of the measures em-
ployed to ensure that the boy taken to the army was not one’s own.

Under Alexander 11, whose liberalizing tendencies were most
prominently expressed by his emancipation of the Russian serfs,
the condition of the Jews improved too; some of the discriminatory
legislation against them was relaxed, and a more thorough removal
of the rest was contemplated. Yet even before Alexander’s assassi-
nation in 1881 by a bomb-throwing revolutionary, further prog-
ress had become mired in a welter of indecisive commissions of
inquiry, and with the succession of his son, Alexander III, the
anti-Jewish outlook of former years was revived with fresh vigor.
There was now, moreover, a new factor that made this policy more
brutal than ever: the desire to blame the Jews for the growing
revolutionary movement, thus simultaneously discrediting the
revolutionaries by painting them as Jewish conspirators, and de-
flecting the grievances of the Russian peasantry and working class
from the government to the Jews. For the first time, government
persecution of the Jews ceased to be a simple matter of social and
economic containment and became a political tool. An idea of the
cynical cruelty with which this tool was wielded can be gained even
from an abbreviated chronology of the rash of anti-Semitic decrees
and outbreaks that followed in the next several years:

1881/ Government-incited pogroms in Yelisavetograd, Kiev, and else-
where in the Ukraine, as well as in Warsaw; the government officially
blames them on Jewish economic exploitation of the masses, which have
been driven to exact their just revenge.

1882/ Jews are again forbidden to settle in any of the rural sections of
the Pale of Settlement (that is, in ninety percent of its area) or to buy
property there. Jews already living in the villages are made subject to
expulsion if they do not own their homes, if they move from village to
village, or if they are absent from the village they live in for even a few
days.
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1883/ Pogroms in Rostov-on-Don; thousands of Jews living illegally in
St. Petersburg are rounded up by the police and expelled.

1884/ Pogrom in Nizhni-Novgorod.

1887/ All high schools and universities within the Pale of Settlement
(where Jews, though roughly a tenth of the inhabitants, form a majority
of the literate population) are limited to a Jewish quota of ten percent of
their student bodies.

1890/ Numerous towns in the Pale are reclassified as villages, from
which Jews are therefore expelled; Jews are disqualified throughout the
Pale of Settlement from voting for deputies in local elections.

1891/ Twenty thousand Jews are expelled from Moscow.

1894/ Jews are forbidden to change their names to non-Jewish ones;
Jewish identity passes are marked with the word “Jew.”

1899-1900/ More pogroms in the Ukraine; in Vilna a Jew is put on trial
on the atavistic charge of attempting to murder a Christian girl in order
to bake Passover matsoh from her blood. (This medieval “blood libel”
was to be repeated in 1911 in the more famous case of Mendel Beilis,
which attracted worldwide attention.)

1903/ The worst pogrom yet in Kishinev; forty-five Jews killed, eighty-six
severely wounded, fifteen hundred Jewish houses and stores looted and
demolished. Pogrom in Homel; when Jews try for the first time to defend
themselves with arms, thirty-six are indicted for attacking Christians.

1904/ Outbreak of the Russo-Japanese war; Jews are called up in dis-
proportionate numbers; the number of Jewish soldiers sent to the front
is also disproportionately large.

Even the popular-backed Revolution of 1905, which broke out
in the aftermath of Russia’s defeat by Japan and led Nicholas 11 to
grant a short-lived liberal constitution that aroused, among other
things, extravagant hopes of a new age for Russia’s Jews, only
ended ir the further shedding of Jewish blood: the ink on the
constituti .nal manifesto had hardly dried when gangs of counter-
revolutionary thugs known as “the Black Hundreds,” organized
with the complicity of the Czarist police, attacked Jewish neigh-
borhoods all over Russia under the cover of nationalist slogans
holding the Jews responsible for the country’s troubles and accus-
ing them of subverting the authority of the Czar in order to seize
power themselves. The worst of these pogroms took place in
Odessa, where over three hundred Jews were killed, thousands
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injured, and tens of thousands left homeless. Another that oc-
curred in Kiev was witnessed by Sholem Aleichem himself from
the window of the hotel in which he had taken refuge with his
family. Soon afterward he left Russia, never to return again ex-
cept for brief visits until his death in New York in 1916.

In taking his departure, of course, Sholem Aleichem was join-
ing a flood of Jews heading westward; it is estimated that between
1881 and 1914, when World War I shut the gates of emigration,
nearly three million Jews left the Russian Empire, mostly for the
United States. This mass flight, however, only partially relieved
congestion within the Pale itself, both because of a high birthrate
and because economic pressures and the rural expulsions led to
an internal migration of Jews to the crowded quarters of the
larger towns, where mass proletarization took place. Despairing
of a future under the Czarist regime, many young Jews turned to
the revolutionary movement. If at the time of Alexander II's as-
sassination the specter of Jewish insurrectionism had been largely
a red herring, by the first decade of the twentieth century it was
an unassailable fact. Jews were active in large numbers in the two
major underground parties, the Social Revolutionaries and the
Social Democrats, and in 1897 they formed a clandestine Marxist
organization of their own, the League of Jewish Workingmen, or
“Bund.” Jewish youth that was not politically active was becoming
modernized too, so that a yawning gap developed between an
older generation that still clung to the traditional ways and a
younger one that was rapidly forsaking them. Russian began to
displace Yiddish in daily speech (it is an astounding symptom of
the times that Sholem Aleichem himself spoke Russian to his wife
and children!) and the medieval culture of Orthodox Judaism
that had remained intact for centuries was in the process of crum-
bling. Everywhere, battered from without and eroded from
within, Jewish life was in a state of flux, disarray, decomposition.
It has been commonly remarked that while in most humor the
self, be it individual or collective, laughs at that which is unlike it
and with which it does not identify, thereby proclaiming its own
superiority, in Jewish humor it laughs at itself—the explanation
for this presumably being that among a people with so long a
history of persecution, the most pressing task of humor has been
to neutralize the hostility of the outside world, first by internaliz-
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ing it (“Why should I care what the world thinks of me, when 1
think even less of myself?”) and then by detonating it through a
joke (“Nevertheless, the world doesn’t know what it’s talking
about, because in fact I am much cleverer than it is—the proof
being that it has no idea how funny I am, and I do!”). There is
doubtless much truth in this, provided one realizes that the type
of humor in question is not historically very Jewish at all and first
makes its appearance in Jewish literature in the course of the
nineteenth century, especially in the second half. Before that,
Jews reacted to hatred and oppression in a variety of ways—with
defiance, with scorn, with anger, with bitterness, with vengeful-
ness, with lamentation, with (and perhaps here the seeds of mod-
ern Jewish humor were first sown) copious self-accusation—but
never, as far as can be determined from the literary sources, with
laughter directed at themselves. This is strictly a latter-day
method of coping (one prompted perhaps by the loss of the reli-
gious faith that had given meaning to Jewish tribulations in the
past), and Sholem Aleichem is one of its great developers and
practitioners.

The fact that the inner dialectic of such humor (which, despite
its defensive function, can easily undermine the ego from within)
became in the hands of Sholem Aleichem a therapeutic force of
the first order is one of his most extraordinary achievements. It is
a matter of record that the Jews of his time who read his work, or
heard him read it himself at the many public performances that
he gave, not only laughed until their ribs ached at his unsparing
portrayals of their perversity, ingenuity, anxiety, tenacity, men-
dacity, humanity, unplumbable pain, and invincible hopefulness,
they emerged feeling immeasurably better about themselves and
their fate as Jews. His appearance in a Russian shtetl on one of his
tours was a festive event: banquets were given in his honor, lec-
ture halls were filled to overflowing, pleas for favorite stories were
shouted at him from the audience, encores were demanded end-
lessly, crowds accompanied him to the railroad station to get a last
glimpse of him before he went. Besides being a sensitive per-
former—contemporary accounts describe him as reading his
stories aloud with great restraint and simplicity, never overacting
or burlesquing them—he clearly touched his listeners in a place
where nothing else, except perhaps their ancient prayers and ritu-
als, was able to. He gave them a feeling of transcendence.
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This feeling, as has been stated, had nothing to do with the sense
of being “above it all,” with that comforting assurance given us by a
great deal of comic literature that life is ultimately so silly a business
that there is no point in taking it too seriously. Quite the opposite:
Sholem Aleichem’s humor demanded of its readers that they take
life seriously indeed—nor, in any case, with pogroms and hunger
often at the door, were they in any position not to. His comedy did
not lift them above the suffering world that they were part of; it
lifted them together with it. The laughter his work evoked was not
that of contempt, or of embarrassment, or of relief, or even of sym-
pathy, but rather of identification and acceptance. “You who have
been through all this,” it said, “and who know that such are our lives
and that no amount of self-delusion can make them less so—you
who have experienced fear, and humiliation, and despair, and de-
feat, and are aware that there is more yet to come—you to whom all
this has happened and who still have been able to laugh—you, my
friends, need no consolation, because you have already prevailed.”
Those who rose at the end of such an evening to give him a stand-
ing ovation were also paying tribute to themselves.

A QA

Readers of Teuvye the Dairyman who are familiar with the play or
movie Fiddler on the Roof will notice that, in more ways than one,
there is scant resemblance between Sholem Aleichem’s novel and
the charming musical based on it. (Indeed, this is true even of the
musical’s name, which does not come from the work of Sholem
Aleichem at all but from the art of Marc Chagall with its recurrent
motif of a sad-gay Jewish fiddler playing upon the rooftops of a
Russian village.) To begin with, there is the tone: unlike Fiddler
which, whether sad or gay, keeps within the range of the safely
sentimental, Tevye has a giddy energy, a recklessness of language
and emotion, a dizzy oscillation of wildly funny and wrenchingly
painful scenes that come one on top of another without letup. In
addition, the dramatic plot of Fiddler on the Roof is culled from just
four of the eight Tevye episodes, the third, fourth, fifth, and
eighth, so that Chapters I, 2, 6, and 7 have no bearing on it.
Lastly, in Fiddler Tevye has only three daughters, Tsaytl, Hodl,
and Chava, whereas in Tevye . . . but how many daughters Tevye
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has in Tevye is a question we will come to in a moment. Suffice it to
say first that, quite apart from the pointlessness of comparing two
such different treatments simply because one derives from the
other, similar departures from the text of Tevye (except for its
being set to music) were made in 1914 by Sholem Aleichem him-
self for a dramatized version of the book that had a long stage life
of 1ts own. In fact, his cannibalization of the novel was even more
extreme than the musical’s: essentially it utilized only Chapters 5
and 8, and Tevye’s daughters were reduced to two, Tsaytl and
Chava, the plot revolving entirely around Chava and her mar-
riage to and ultimate break-up with Chvedka, the Ukrainian
villager, leaving Tsaytl in a mere supporting role. In sentimental-
ity, too, Sholem Aleichem’s play, written as it clearly was with one
eye on the box office of the highly commercial Yiddish theater, is
every bit the equal of Fiddler on the Roof, which is without a doubt
the more stage-worthy of the two.

But how many daughters does the original Tevye have? As Pro-
fessor Khone Shmeruk has shown in an absorbing study, the un-
certain answer to this question casts considerable light on the
composition of the book as a whole. In its opening episode, “Tevye
Strikes It Rich,” which first appeared in 1894 and was revised in
1897, the number of Tevye’s daughters is given as seven. In
Chapter 2, “Tevye Blows a Small Fortune,” and Chapter 3, “To-
day’s Children,” which is about Tsaytl, Tevye’s oldest daughter
(both were published in 1899), no count is given at all. In “Hodl”
and “Chava” (1904 and 1905) we again read of seven girls—yet in
Chapter 6, “Shprintze” (1907), there are only six, the two young-
est of whom are Beilke and Teibl, while in Chapters 7 and 8 (1909
and 1914) Teibl has vanished and only Beilke remains. What can
be concluded from this? Clearly, it would seem, that Sholem Alei-
chem planned Tevye in several stages, each representing a modifi-
cation of his previous conception. Indeed, the first episode, which
was based on his acquaintance with an actual milkman whom he
befriended one summer in the resort town of Boyarka near Kiev
(the “Boiberik” of the novel), was no doubt written as an indepen-
dent story with little or no thought of a sequel, its figure of seven
nameless daughters being no more than a way of saying “many.”
Also probably meant to stand by itself was the second episode, in
which Tevye meets Menachem Mendl, who was already the comic
hero of another, epistolary work of fiction that Sholem Aleichem
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was working on at the time. By the third, or at the latest, fourth
chapter, on the other hand, Sholem Aleichem had evidently de-
cided to write a series about Tevye’s daughters, which meant pro-
ducing seven more stories, one for each of them; yet in Chapter 6,
either tiring of the subject or feeling he was running out of mate-
rial, he reduced their number to six, and in Chapter 7, he cut it
again to five. This chapter, in fact, was evidently intended to
conclude the Tevye cycle with Tevye’s departure for Palestine,
since in 1911, with Sholem Aleichem’s authorization, it was
printed together with the first six episodes as a book called Tevye
the Dairyman—the first time such a title was used for the series as a
whole. The eighth and last episode, added several years later, was
apparently written as an afterthought (one motive, Shmeruk con-
Jjectures, being the desire to return Chava to the bosom of her
family). Having written it, however, Sholem Aleichem must have
planned at least one further installment, because he did not give
this story, “Lekh-Lekho,” a coda-like ending, as he did Chapter 7,
and only subsequently sought to make up for the omission by
adding a brief fragment that was published shortly before his
death.*

*This fragment, which was given the tongue-twisting Hebrew name of Vekhalaklakoys, after
the verse in Psalms 85:6, Yehi darkom khoyshekh vekhalaklakoys, “Let their path be dark and
slippery,” was written in 1914, the same year as “Lekh-Lekho,” but not published until two
years later. Though it seems to have been begun as a genuine sequel to “Lekh-Lekho,” that
is, as a ninth episode of Tevye, it is less than a third of the average length of the other
stories, repeats much of the material in Chapter 8 without adding anything essentially new,
and has a rather tired quality that contrasts with the sparkle of the rest of the book. Still,
one cannot call it unfinished; on the contrary, it contains precisely the “finale” that
Chapter 8 lacks. In the absence of explanatory biographical material, of which there
appears to be none, one can only speculate what this fragment represents. My own guess is
as follows: while Sholem Aleichem indeed intended to write a full-length sequel to “Lekh-
Lekho” and began it immediately after finishing the latter, he soon, whether because of
failing health or because he realized that the book had reached its natural conclusion and
had nowhete else to go, gave it up—though not before hastening to write a proper end for
it, his main concern being that Tevye should have one. Unhappy with the results, however,
he refrained from publishing this, possibly hoping to revise and expand it; yet ultimately,
seeing this was not to be, he consented to its publication in the days before his death.
Subsequently, in all the Yiddish editions of Tevye printed after Sholem Aleichem’s death,
the Vekhalaklakoys fragment has appeared as its last chapter.

As the translator of Tevye, I was in a dilemma. On the one hand, Vekhalaklakoys was
published by Sholem Aleichem himself in his lifetime, and without it Tevye has no real end;
yet on the other hand, apart from its last page, not only does it add nothing to the
remainder of the work, it qualitatively detracts from it. What was one to do? In the end I
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Can a work of fiction begun with no overall plan, written in
installments over a twenty-year period, and ending more than
once, be called (as it has been here) a novel at all? There are
critics whose answer is no. The noted Sholem Aleichem scholar
Dan Miron, for instance, has written that the structure of Tevye is
more “mythic” than novelistic, each of its episodes consisting of a
pattern of rise, fall, and recovery that can repeat itself end-
lessly; Sholem Aleichem, Miron argues, could have brought Tevye
to a close after its seventh chapter or gone on to write a tenth
and eleventh—in terms of the book’s form and thematic contents,
it would hardly have mattered. But though it certainly is true
that each episode of Tevye can be read as a story in itself (which is
undoubtedly how some of its original readers, not all of whom
were familiar with what came before, did read it), and true too
that each shares basic patterns with the others, it is equally
clear that each builds on the previous installments and that
there is a definite development from one chapter to the next.
Indeed, if what perhaps most characterizes the novel as a literary
form is the flow of time in it, the fact that more than in any
other artistic medium we see human beings exposed to time,

decided to follow the example of Frances Butwin's 1948 English translation of Tevye and to
omit most of the fragment. some six pages of Yiddish text in all, retaining only the final
coda, which I spliced on to the end of “Lekh-Lekho,” adding several lines of my own to
make the transition smoother. Though taking such a liberty in translating a classic of world
literature may seem presumptuous to some readers, 1 would like to think that Sholem
Aleichem might have welcomed it. Besides always being open to criticism of his work,
frequently revising it as a result, he encouraged his Russian and Hebrew translators, whom
he personally helped and advised, to be extremely free in their renditions. Anyone com-
paring his Yiddish with the Hebrew translations by his son-in-law Y. D. Berkovits, for
example, and especially with Berkovits' translation of Teuvye, in which Sholem Aleichem was
an active collaborator, will be struck by the enormous differences between them. (Berkovits
himself omitted the Vekhalaklakoys fragment entirely in his complete Hebrew edition of the
novel, which he ended with “Lekh-Lekho,” but this was apparently his own decision, made
after Sholem Aleichem’s death.) There will no doubt come a time for variorum editions of
Tevye in which the full text of Vekhalaklakoys can appear alongside whatever ending the
translator cares to give the book.

Apart from this fragment, I have departed (as did Berkovits) from the standard Yiddish
text of Tevye in one other place. When the first episode of the book, “Tevye Strikes It
Rich,” was published in 1894, it was accompanied by a brief preface, purporting to be a
letter written by Tevye to Sholem Aleichem, the literary purpose of which was to introduce
Tevye to the reader. Though this preface was later republished as part of the novel as a
whole, it was clearly written for “Tevye Strikes It Rich” alone, makes no reference to any of
the stories that come after it, and cannot possibly be construed as applying to them. I have
therefore omitted it.
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shaped by time, worn by time, then Tevye is a novel par excellence
perhaps the only one ever written in real time, that is, aCCOrdiﬁé
to a scale on which time for the author and time for his characters
are absolutely equivalent. Sholem Aleichem and Tevye age to-
gether: a year in the life of one is a year in the life of the other
and twenty years in the life of one is twenty years in the life of th(;
other. Even as Sholem Aleichem sits at his desk writing down
Tevye’s stories, Tevye continues to grow older by the amount of
time that writing takes. |

It is in part this aspect of Tevye that makes him so real a char-
acter, for despite the great misfortunes that befall him and his
extraordinary resilience in confronting them, the years affect hixfx
much as they do most men: slowly, subtly, almost imperceptibly in
the course of any one of the book’s episodes—in which, as in the
short story generally, time is not a significant factor—but enor-
mously when regarded over the whole span of them. Le plus ¢a
change, le plus ¢a reste la méme chose is only one side of Tevye and of
us all; le:’ plus ca reste la méme chose, le plus ¢a change is the other. He
15, as Miron says, always Tevye; but who, meeting him in 1894 and
again in 1914, would not be shocked by the difference—and not
only b.ecause of the gray hairs? Tevye has changed internally—
f"md with these changes, the novel’s three internal levels of mean-
ing all reach a climax too. Let us consider them.

Thg first of these is the story of Tevye and his family as a
parfc\dngm of the fate of Russian Jewry. It is a measure of Sholem
Aleichem’s great artistry that Tevye, Golde, and their
daughters—and with what a bare minimum of strokes these last
are ske‘tched!*—-—are all wonderfully alive and individualized hu-
man beings who never strike us as being anything but themselves
Yet this should not obscure the perception that they are also likc;
most of the other characters in the book, representative typ,es of
Russian Jewish life who, taken together, tell the tale of its destruc-
tion. ‘Indeed, each of Tevye’s daughters falls in love with and/or
marries a man who can be said to embody a distinct historical
forcc.a or mood, and if Tevye himself is the very incarnation of the
traditional culture of the shtetl, then beginning with the novel’s
secoqd chapter, every one of its episodes illustrates another phase
of this culture’s helpless disintegration. In “Tevye Blows a Small
Fortune,” for example, we see in the person of Menachem Mendl
the economic collapse of a community that has been driven by the
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unnatural conditions imposed on it to seek its livelihood in the
most pathetic kinds of nonproductive speculation. In “Today’s
Children” we read of that undermining of parental authority
which, though still relatively mild in Tsaytl’s case, will eventually
bring Tevye’s world crashing down on him. “Hodl” deals with the
defection of Jewish youth to the revolutionary movement, and
“Chava” with its loss to intermarriage. Shprintze’s suicide is the
outcome of a situation that at first resembles Tsaytl’s and her
other sisters’, i.e., she has fallen in love with a young man whom
Tevye originally disapproves of as a match for her—but precisely
because of this parallel, the difference between Tsaytl's and Motl’s
behavior, on the one hand, and Shprintze’s and Ahronchik’s, on
the other, shows how dramatically the lines of communication
between generations have broken down in the space of a few
years. In Beilke’s story, “Tevye Leaves for the Land of Israel,” we
meet yet another new Jewish type, the contractor Podhotzurﬁ, a
vulgar nouveau-riche assimilationist ruthlessly intent on climbing
the social and economic ladder of a society making the transition
from rural feudalism to urban capitalism. And finally, in “Lekh-
Lekho,” what is left of Tevye’s life literally falls apart: expelled
from the village in which he and his ancestors have lived since
time immemorial, he is forced to become a homeless wanderer.
Coming in the final chapter of the novel, this expulsion is the
ultimate concretization of the ruin of an entire world.

In all this, Tevye’s role is essentially passive; he schemes, he
tantasizes, he makes a great fuss over things (although less so as
the years go by and he grows more aware of his powerlessness)—
yet each time the events, like his own unruly horse, simply run
away with him, leaving him aghast and uncomprehending. And
yet, as the Yiddish critic Y. Y. Trunk has perceptively observeq,
what makes him a genuinely tragic figure and not just the comic
victim of a world beyond his control is that in every case it is he
himself who brings about his downfall—a theme that comprises
the second level of the book, that encompassing the relationships
in Tevye’s family, especially between him and his daughters. With
his wife Golde, all in all, Tevye’s relations are simple: they might
be defined as those of a harmonious conjugal antagonism, a com-
mon enough modus vivendi among East European Jews that is
composed on Tevye’s side of equal parts genial misogyny and
husbandly loyalty to hearth and home. This misogyny, however,
runs only skin-deep, because, despite his protestations to the con-
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trary (it is when he protests, in fact, that he most reveals his true
feelings, a more direct expression of affection not being in his
vocabulary), Tevye clearly loves his daughters to distraction. Nor
does he just adore them; he admires and respects them with that
unconventionally unsnobbish openness, that basic inclination to
judge everyone on, and only on, his merits, which, beneath his
facade of patriarchal autocracy and middle-class pretensions, is
one of his most endearing traits. It is just this openness and capac-
ity for love, however, that prove his undoing, for without his quite
grasping the fact, these are the qualities that, absorbed from him
by his daughters, make them act as they do in the face of his own
apprehensions and objections. As is so often the case with parents
and children, Tevye’s daughters are much more like him than he
is willing to admit; they are, in fact, the actors-out of the fantasies
and values that he has transmitted to them. Does Tsaytl, disap-
pointing her father, refuse to marry the rich Layzer Wolf and
choose the poor Motl Komzoyl instead? But Tevye cannot stand
Layzer Wolf, he truly likes Motl, and he himself has told Sholem
Aleichem: “Money is a lot of baloney . . . what matters is for a man
to be a man!” Is Tevye devastated because Hodl has linked her life
with the young revolutionary, Pertchik? But besides having
brought Pertchik into his home (for which, it is true, he blames
himself-—he just does not go beyond this), who if not Tevye has
sat on his front stoop imagining what it would be like to trade
places with the rich Jews of Yehupetz, living in their dachas while
they bring him milk and cheese each day! Has Chava done the
unthinkable, married a goy? Why, Tevye himself has wondered in
the solitude of the forest, “What does being a Jew or not a Jew
matter?” It is Tevye who in his fondness for Ahronchik has intro-
duced him to Shprintze, and Tevye who, in his anger at Beilke for
selling her soul to marry wealth, forgets that this is exactly the
arrangement that he planned for Tsaytl long ago. Tevye knows
that Beilke has sacrificed herself for his sake—yet it does not
occur to him that she has done so because of the vision of magical
riches that he himself has handed down to her.

In short, whether he is simply a natural democrat, or whether,
staunchly traditional Jew though he is, he has unknowingly been
affected by the liberal winds blowing in Russia, Tevye has
fathered the daughters of his deepest dreams. Trunk puts it well
when he writes of the man and his children, “Though con-
sciously they have different outlooks on life, unconsciously they
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share the same sense of it.” It is only in the novel’s penultimate
chapter, the story of Beilke, however, that Tevye achieves a be-
lated insight concerning this fact, for then, seeing Beilke’s un-
happiness in her stultifyingly opulent surroundings and recalling
the vivacious child who lived with him in semipoverty, he articu-
lates at last what at heart he has always known, namely, that all
that really matters in life is human love, warmth, and intelli-
gence, thus realizing the pitifulness of his one great conscious
obsession: to have a rich daughter. Fate, he tragically learns, not
only mocks a man by withholding his desires, but also—and
sometimes most of all—by granting them. And like any tragic
hero’s, Tevye’s fate, as Trunk reminds us, is his character.

But what a disproportion between the two! What a character
and what a fate! Surely no man, and most surely none as good as
Tevye, deserves to see his daughters stricken, as he says, by a
curse worse than any in the Bible . . . and this conviction of injus-
tice, the subject of Tevye’s running debate with God, forms the
novel’s third and most profound level of all. Sholem Aleichem, it
is true, is not often thought of as a religious writer. Religious
observance, though constantly referred to in his work as part of
the everyday fabric of Jewish life, does not play an especially
important role in it, and genuinely spiritual figures are rare there.
Indeed, this was one of the reasons that Y. L. Peretz, his leading
rival among the Yiddish writers of the day and the author of
much edifying fiction, dismissed Sholem Aleichem as a basically
lowbrow figure who never grappled with ultimate Jewish issues.
Humor in general, though by no means an illegitimate medium
for serious religious expression, is not commonly put to that pur-
pose. Yet having said all this, I would submit that Tevye the Dairy-
man, the comitragic historical account of the death of an ancient
culture and psychological analysis of a father’s unhappy love for
his daughters, is also one of the most extraordinary Jewish reli-
gious texts of our own, and perhaps of any, time.

Tevye is a God-arguer: as such he belongs in a long Jewish tradi-
tion that starts with Abraham and runs prominently on through
Moses, through Job, through the Tannaitic rabbi Yehoshua ben
Levi (who refused to accept a heaven-backed interpretation of
Scripture even though it was supported by divine miracles),
through Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev, the saintly Hasidic master
who is said to have held a trial at which God was the absentee
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de.fendant, accused of having inflicted undeserved suffering on
His people. cher religions may have their folktales about men
who fiebate withand even rebuke God, but only in Jewish tradition
_I beheve3 are such stories taken with high seriousness, the behavior,
in question being regarded—provided, of course that it comes
frorp a spiritually ripe individual—as the highest form of religious
service. Though it is Job’s friends who keep telling him to accept
God’s Judgmeqt and Job who insists that he will not because thgt
Judgmgnt 1s unjust, God Himself, after finally speaking to Job from
the .whlrlwmd, turns to his friends and says, “My wrath is kindled
against you . . . for you have not spoken of Me what was right, as
?gytfhserhv.arlllt Job hacsi.” And what is right, apparently, is to hold G’od
€ highest standards of a ' i i
{0 the h gehave ey man'’s conscience, even if He does not
It is worth considering this for a moment, for it presents an
oddly paradoxical alternative, and by no means the main one
adopted by Judaism either, to what have commonly been the stan-
dard responses of advanced cultures to the problem of innocent
suffering in the world. Basically there have been three of these:

.1.'G0$1 eyfist§, is good, and is all-powerful; what appears to us His
injustice is either a legitimate testing of our character, a just retri-
bution for our sins, or an illusion created by our inability to un-
derstand the workings of the Divinity.

2. God gxists, is good, but is not all-powerful; beside Him are
otl}e}“, evil forces that contend with and sometimes best Him. thus
gaining power over the world. ’

3. God does not exist and suffering is the result either 6f blind

cl;ance or of immutable laws working themselves out in the lives
of men.

The ﬁr_st of these answers has been the one most often given b
the major monotheistic religions; the second by Manichaeismy
Gnostllasm, Zoroastrianism, and various other dualistic beliefsj
the third by modern science and, essentially, by Buddhism. ’

But there is also, as we have seen, a fourth possible response:
f}od exists; He is good; He is all-powerful; therefore He must bé
Just; but He is not just; therefore He owes man an explanation
and man must demand it from Him.

This is Job’s response. And it is also Tevye’s.
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Job is not one of the religious texts that Tevye is always quoting
d it be likely to be. On the whole it was not a part of
Scripture widely read by East European Jews, both because it was
not linked to specific prayers, rituals, or holidays like other books
in the Bible, and because its Hebrew is extremely difficult. But
Tevye knows 1ts story and, in “Shprintze,” on his way home from
his humiliating meeting with Ahronchik’s uncle, when it seems to
him that nothing worse can happen (little does he know that he is
soon to receive the most terrible blow of all), his identification
with it emerges. And yet though his suffering is truly Jobian, as is
his reaction to it, how much more lonely and isolated a figure he is
than Job! Job has his three friends, who despite their aggravating
piety are a comfort merely by their presence, and he has his God,
who finally speaks to him in a blazing epiphany that rewards him
for all his anguish; Tevye, however, has no one. Alone in his
village, without a Jew to speak to, without a synagogue to go to,
without a God to be spoken to by, he must carry on the dialogue
of Job all by himself, now being Tevye demanding to know what
he has been punished for, now being his comforters patiently
explaining that whatever God does is for the best, and now being
God Himself threatening to blow him, little Tevye, away with a
puff of His breath if he does not stop his tiresome complaining.
All around him the world is as silent as the forest in which he has
his deepest thoughts. There is not a consoling word. Man says
nothing. God says nothing. The Messiah is a policeman with an
eviction notice. And Tevye, who will not take nothing for an
answer, goes on arguing with them all!
Did Sholem Aleichem think of this side of Tevye in more than
just comic terms? Of course he did. Listen to what his son-in-law
Y. D. Berkovits has to say about him at the time he was writing

“Shprintze™:

from, nor woul

It goes without saying that none of these externals [Berkovits has been
discussing Sholem Aleichem’s attitude toward Jewish religious obser-
vance] had very much to do with the inner religious feelings that
existed in him and that frequently stirred him greatly. For that
Sholem Aleichem had in his own way a most religiously sensitive per-
sonality—of this I have not the slightest doubt. On the table by his bed
always lay a small, open Bible that he would read now and then,

especially at night when he had trouble sleeping. I suspected that he

was mainly reading the Book of Job, and once indeed, when he began
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to test i
me on my knowledge of it, I was astounded by his familiarity

with it, especially when I though l
ehooeupecially when I 1 yozﬁg't of how hard we had found it in the

One more word on the subject.

Not long ago I
‘ gave a talk on Tevye the Dairyman to
. 3 a
:z;i;eer;cedm.the t}(iyv;ll in Israel where I live. A?;ve]y discussjilsg
. » during which one of the partici
history of science, exclaim § R evye ba foots Ty che
. , ed angrily, “But Tevye is a fool!
of realizing once and for all tha e 3 o ot 2
ot re t there is no God, and that hi
life is the best proof of it, h i ety o o
est proo » he goes on wasting his energy on a G
:x(r)h:nd:‘:: t exist. .It wasda perfectly natural commegty andait I:g
' more animated exchange, but as th
asking myself, where have I he ’ before? And thein
: ) ard those words before? And
1t came to me: Job’s wife! “And then his wi i i Do e
. vife! is wife said t ‘
sug hold fast to your integrity? Curse God, anda(;ie'?”hlm’ Do you
Can(;_rjqb~and for Tevye—-—to curse God i to die, because neither
can ive in a wolzld without Him. Even if God never answers, even
e never will, Tevye must go on debati i i o
. ev. h Him, for th
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, eaning. And besides, who i
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. aughter he loves most, Cha -
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giveth agair?? what shall Tevye call that which sometimes

Tevve’ . . g
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sacre ebrew sources is his most distincti
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) : ' eir daily praye
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the whole, however—and certainly when directly addressing

Sholem Aleichem, who is his superior in Jewish knowledge and

whose approval he desires—his quotations are accurate, apropos,

and show an understanding of the meaning of the Hebrew words,
if not always of their exact grammar. Sometimes they are even
witty, taking an ancient verse or phrase and deliberately wrench-
ing it out of context to fit the situation he is talking about, as
when, at the beginning of “Hodl,” in discussing how hard it is for
a Jewish youngster to be accepted by a Russian school, Tevye says,
“Al tishlakh yodkho.* they guard their schools from us like a bowl of
cream from a cat.” The words al tishlakh yodkho mean “lay not
thine hand” and are found in the story of the sacrifice of Isaac in
Chapter 22 of Genesis, in which, at the last second, just as Abra-
ham is about to slaughter his son, an intervening angel cries out,
“Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou anything unto
him; for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou has not
withheld thy son, thine only son, from Me.” Tevye knows per-
fectly well where the phrase he is quoting comes from (the highly
dramatic chapter is not only read once a year on the Sabbath like
the rest of the Pentateuch, it is chanted a second time as a special
selection for Rosh Hashanah)—but this does not keep him from
putting it in the mouths of Czarist officials telling Jewish appli-
cants to keep their hands off Russian schools!

Here too, it must be stressed, there is nothing particularly origi-
nal about his method: Jews have been “deconstructing” biblical
texts in this way practically since the Bible was written, and the
vast corpus of rabbinical exegesis known as the midrash is based
precisely on the enterprise of pouring new wine into old Scrip-
tural bottles. Though these reinterpretations are not generally
humorous, there is definitely a creative playfulness in the activity
of midrash per se, which was, one might say, the ancient rabbis’
chief form of recreation—and to this day, if one has the good luck
to be among a group of knowledgeable Jews who are in a “mid-
rashic” mood, one can witness this fascinating interplay of ency-
clopedic recall and wit in which biblical and rabbinic texts are
caromed around and off each other as though they were billiard

*Tevye’s Hebrew is transliterated here, as it is throughout, according to the Ashkenazic

pronunciation of Eastern Europe, which is quite different from the way Hebrew is pro-
nounced in Israel and by most Jews today.
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. . .. ires to,
balls. Tevye is not quite in this league, b.u‘t it is one he a?};{re;rn
for a religiously educated Jew in the traditional cu.lture o asf o
i i 0
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1s %n total command of, is a subjective and objective reality that he
exploits to the utmost, and sometimes a bit beypnd. s Theo-
How, though, can this reality be translated into English:
retically, the translator has four choices:

1. He can give Tevye’s quotations in English instead of in Hebrew.
2' He can give them both in English and in Hebrew, the latter
transliterated into Latin characters. ' e

3. He can give them only in Hebrew (as in the original Yiddish

text).
4. He can omit them entirely.

I have in fact utilized all these approachgsilln so':}e pl:(c;is,clvuhcc;;le
ati ve's i ither especially striking ,
a quotation of Tevye's is neit 8 ua
ing I dversely affect the tone
and where leaving it out does not a one or th
i . At a few points in the
ignificance of his remarks, I have done so \ ot
:g:tul (}:12::\176 translated his quotes into Enghsh‘, sometimes retaining
the’Hebrew as well and sometimes deleging it. In t}}e great xj(:iaé(.)r};
ity of cases, however, I have chosen Option 3 and, like the Yi . 1ls)
teyxt given only Tevye’s Hebrew, translations of which wi }el
four’ld in the glossary and notes at the back (;f the bozk.i‘inzsgst
i i first glance to be
this may be the solution that seems at .
inlcsonve);liem for the English reader, I preferred it for several
reil;ﬁgsf'irst of these is that many of Sholem Aleichem’s’ Yiddish
readers also failed to understand some or all of Tevye s qu%tesé
Sholem Aleichem had a mass audience, much of 1t(;:omi).ose ar(l)d
i ith li ligious education,
orking men and women with little or nore ’ .
?\é they gdid not mind being stumped by Tevye’s Hebrew, neither
d the English reader today. ‘ ' .
negecondly,gmost of the characters in Tevye the Dairyman—in f(;ct,
nearly all of them—are simple Jews themselves yvho complain g at
they can't follow Tevye’s quotations, from which they keep heg—
ging him to desist. For the English reader to be told what these
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mean at the same time that Tevye’s family and acquaintances are
baffled by them would create a rather odd effect.

Thirdly, translating Tevye’s Hebrew in the text itself almost
always results in the wrong tone, since the biblical and rabbinic
passages that he cites have an archaic sound in English, which is
not at all the case in the original. On the contrary, even when a
Yiddish speaker did not know the meaning of a Hebrew verse, the
feeling it suggested to him was generally the warm, homey one of
religious rituals and synagogue services that he knew well.

Finally, as far as Jewish readers are concerned, modern Jewish
history has ironically reversed the composition of Sholem Alei-
chem’s public. Once he was read by Jews who knew more Yiddish
than Hebrew; today he is mostly read by those who, if they know
any Jewish language at all, know more Hebrew than Yiddish. It is
my hope that many such readers who cannot read Sholem Alei-
chem in the original will nevertheless be able to enjoy Tevye's
Hebrew wordplay in this English translation.

For those who cannot, there are two consolations. One is the
glossary, which the reader is free to consult not only for the mean-
ing and pronunciation of Tevye's Hebrew quotes, but also for ex-
planations of historical references and Jewish customs that may
elude him. The other is the fact that there is no need to skip over
the Hebrew quotations just because one does not understand them.
Read them aloud; savor them; try saying them as Tevyedid. There
is no way to reproduce in print the exact sights, smells, and tastes of
Tevye’s world, but a bit of the sound of it is in these pages.
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Though there is only one Tevye, there was also only one Sholem
Aleichem, and, as readers of the twenty Railroad Stories will notice,
as prolifically creative as he was (the first posthumous, incomplete
edition of his work ran to twenty-eight volumes!)—indeed, it would
seem, as a prerequisite for such productivity—there are in his work
certain basic themes and situations that occur again and again.
Thus, one is reminded by the story “Eighteen from Pereshche-
pena” of the comic scene between Tevye and Layzer Wolfin which
the two carry on a single conversation that each thinks is about
something else; by the narrator’s attitude toward women in “High
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» of Tevye's antifemale posturing; by Berl Vinegar's East-
tS;lkl:(i)r?; (?ff the ;riest in “The Mil.facle of Hoshana Rabfb‘?s k;)]i:
Tevye’s handling of Ivan Paparilo in the pogrom scene 0' uel .
Lekho,” etc. Even Tevye’s rampant quotatiorisin has its paralle fm
the narrator of “Burned Out’—who, however, 1s even lessg) a
“scholar” than Tevye and wildly throws Hebrew phrasels about
without always knowing what they mean. Such recurrent ; tilments
served Sholem Aleichem as modular blocks out of which he was
able to construct an amazing variety of characters gnd plotsf. .

Although The Railroad Stories, first ass§mbled m‘book orT. 12
1911, are contemporary with the Tevye episodes, their compost C;gn
was not widely spaced like that of Tevye but rather concent;;tlc:) ;n
two intense bursts of activity, one in 1902 anq’o“ne in 1909~ 9] i«:x-
the first period were written “High Schgol, Thc‘a, Au(tlon;;mc o
emption,” “Burned Out,” “Fated for Mlsfortupe,’ an ,'t oug ,
was later slightly revised to form the collectxf)ns closmgGsto(gy’z
“Third Class.” With the exception of “It Doesn t Pay to be Goo .d
which dates from 1903, all the other stories belqng to the §§c<()jn
period. It was only then, indeed, that Sholem Aleichem decll ed to
write a book of tales all told to or overheard b}/ atraveling sa esm;n
on a train, which explains a fundamental dlffe‘rence between the
1902-1903 series and the 1909-1910 one; for in thg latterfgroup
trains and train rides are generally igtr1q51c, whereasin the ormert
they are not. The 1902-1903 sto?xes, in other wqrc}i}s, ;lvere z(r)e
originally written with railroa}ds in mlpd, to wh_lc ’t t:3)/ }vde‘
adapted after the fact by the sxmgle device of adding i\ rfxer e
scriptive opening paragraph placing them on a train. ; Ssﬁ the
order of the stories in the book, it was determined by Sho e1
Aleichem himself. While it does not strictly reﬂeq the se:'que}:lncgl mt

which they were written, it does have a chronological basis, t 1e9 0;5_
eleven tales dating from 1909-1910, the next five from
1903, and the next three from 1909-1910 again. .
Like Tevye, nearly all The Railroad Stories are monologuedsl, this
was Sholem Aleichem’s favorite form and one he rgpeatel y re-
turned to. At first glance it may seem that the traveling sa esglla.n
who records them is a more active party than the Sholerr}xl ;1-
chem who merely listens to Tevye, since he desgnbes w a}l:' e
sees and occasionally participates in the conversation—yet this QS
but one side of the coin. Though Sholem Ale}chem never Sp:j s
to Tevye, Tevye is always conscious of speaking to Sholem Alei-
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chem; his idea of the educated, cultured, sophisticated author he
is talking to colors all that he says, and more than once he insists
that he would never confide such things to anyone else. The
commercial traveler of The Railroad Stories, on the other hand, is
simply someone to whom his fellow passengers can tell their tale,
at times revealing to the book’s readers aspects of themselves
that he himself is naively unaware of. (Such as the fact, for
example, that the “Man from Buenos Aires” is really a rich pimp
engaged in the white slave trade, the shanghaiing of girls to
Argentina to work as prostitutes there.) Who he is does not
interest them in the least. A Jew meets another Jew on the train
and straightaway begins to talk about himself.

Nevertheless, though the notion of trains running through Rus-
sia with almost no one in their third-class cars but Jews who tell
each other stories may seem like an artificial literary convention,
this is actually not the case. The Russia of Sholem Aleichem’s day,
especially in the provincial Pale of Settlement, had a relatively
small Christian middle and lower-middle class. The great bulk of
the population belonged to either the peasantry or the landed
aristocracy, and of the two groups, the first rarely traveled, and
the second never traveled third class. Jews were often merchants,
but mostly petty ones who preferred to travel as cheaply as they
could—and the fact that Jews, when traveling, tend even today to
talk nonstop to each other is something that can be vouched for by
anyone who has ever taken a crowded flight to Israel.

Nor is this the only example in The Railroad Stories of the way in
which our distance from the times may mislead us into thinking
that Sholem Aleichem was deliberately exaggerating for: literary
or comic ‘purposes. Take, for instance, the seemingly surrealistic
plot of “The Automatic Exemption,” in which a father must run
endlessly from draft board to draft board because a son who died
in infancy still appears in the population registry; “the [Russian]
government,” writes the Jewish historian Simon Dubnow, “re-
fused [in drafting Jews] to consider the fact that, owing to inaccu-
rate registration, the conscription lists often carried the names of
persons who had long since died, or who had left the country to

emigrate abroad”; even the three hundred rubles that a lawyer
tells the distraught father he will have to pay as a fine was the
exact sum stipulated by Russian law for such cases! Or take the
apparently farcical section of the story “High School” in which a
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Jew must get a Christian drunk so that he will agree to send his
son, at the Jew’s expense, to a commercial school together with the
Jew’s son. Here is Dubnow again:

In the commercial schools maintained by the commercial associations
Jewish children were admitted only in proportion to the contributions
of the Jewish merchants toward the upkeep of the particular school.
In private commercial schools, however, percentages of all kinds, vary-
ing from ten to fifty percent, were fixed in the case of Jewish pupils.
This provision had the effect that Jewish parents were vitally inter-
ested in securing the entrance of as many Christian children as possi-
ble in order to increase thereby the number of Jewish vacancies. Occa-
sionally, a Jewish father, in the hope of creating a vacancy for his son,
would induce a Christian to send his boy to a commercial school—
though the latter, as a rule, offered little attraction for the Christian
population—by undertaking to defray all expenses connected with
his education.

This is not to say that there are not elements of farce in these
stories, but they lie far more in the reaction of the characters than
in the situation itself. Always a stickler for getting the details right
(even the fabulous Brodsky of Tevye and “Go Climb a Tree If You
Don’t Like It” was a real Jewish sugar magnate of that name who
lived in Kiev), Sholem Aleichem became even more so after leav-
ing Russia in 1906, for he was afraid of being thought out of
touch with the world he continued to write about. The Soviet
Jewish critic Max Erik quotes a revealing letter written by him to
an acquaintance in the White Russian town of Homel at the time
that he was working on these tales:

Perhaps you would consider doing something for me: I would like you
to send me raw material from Homel, from Vitebsk, from Bialystok,
from wherever you care to, as long as it is subject matter that I can use
in my “Railroad Stories.” I have in mind characters, encounters, anec-
dotes, comic and tragic histories, events, love affairs, weddings, di-
vorces, fateful dreams, bankruptcies, family celebrations, even funer-
als—in a word, anything you see and hear about, have seen and heard
about, or will see and hear about, in Homel or anywhere else. Please
keep one thing in mind, though: I don’t want anything imaginary, just
facts, the more the better!

Two more examples of such (on our part) unsuspected factual-
ity in these stories are of particular interest.
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One concerns a matter of language. In the first of The Railroad
Stories, “Competitors,” we are presented with a woman train
vendor who, when her tongue is unleashed, turns out to be a stu-
pendous curser—and by no meansa rote one, but a talented impro-
yiser who can match every phrase she utters with an appropriate
imprecation. One of a kind, no? No. In a chapter devoted to curses
in his The World of Sholom Aleichem, Maurice Samuel writes of what
he calls the “apposite or apropos” curse in the Yiddish of Eastern
Europe:

The apposite or apropos curse is a sort of “catch,” or linked phrase; it
is hooked on to the last word uttered by the object of the curse. Thus,
if he wanted to eat, and said so, the response would be: “Eat? May
worms eat you, dear God!” Or: “Drink? May leeches drink your
blood!” “Sew a button on for you? I'll sew cerements for you!” If the
person addressed does not supply the lead, the curser does it for
herself. “There runs Chaim Shemeral! May the life run out of
him!” ... “Are you still sitting? May you sit on open sores! Are you
silent? May you be silent forever! Are you yelling? May you vyell for
your teeth! Are you playing? May the Angel of Death play with you!
Are you going? May you go on crutches.”

Indeed, in his autobiography From the Fair, Sholem Aleichem de-
scribes his stepmother as being just such an “apropos curser” and
confesses to having modeled several characters on her—one of
whom is no doubt the woman vendor from “Competitors.”
Finally, there is the story “Elul,” whose ending, if we do not
know what lies behind it, must strike us as rather forced. After all,
it does not seem quite credible for an apparently normal girl, even
if her father is a smirking bully, suddenly to kill herself just be-
cause a jilted and possibly pregnant friend has done the same. But
there is a clue here, and that is Mikhail Artsybashev’s novel Sanine,
which the two girls have been reading in secret. All but forgotten
today, Sanine was a literary sensation when it appeared in 1907
(the shopboy Berl's “summary” of it, of course, is a hilariously
garbled version of the story). Written during the period of Czarist
reaction that followed the abortive Revolution of 1905 by an au-
thor who was himself a professed anarchist, the novel, with its
curious combination of (for then) daring erotica, world-weary
cynicism, and obsession with death, led to a wave of youthful
suicides in Russia, comparable to that caused in Europe by The
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Sorrows of Young Werther over a century before. The times were
ripe for it; they were what Tevye’s youngest dgugh‘texj c‘:allls the
disillusioned “Age of Beilke” as opposed to the idealistic “Age of
Hodl”; and Etke, the daughter of the narrator, was patterned on
cases of actual youngsters swept up in an adolescent death cul.t.

Apart from the fact that they are all mono}ogues, The Bazlroac{
Stories do not fit into any one mold. Some, like “The eracle' of
Hoshana Rabbah” and “Tallis Koton,” are sheer hijinks; o{llqeri, like
“High School,” have an aspect of social saure;.sull others, hlfe The
Man from Buenos Aires,” “A Game of Sixty-Six,” “It D.oesn.t Pay to
Be Good,” and “Fated for Misfortune,” belong to that ironic genre
of gradual exposure wherein the reader comes to rea{{?e that the
speaker is not the kind of man he is prete{ldlng to be. “The Auto-
matic Exemption,” “Burned Out,” and “.(;0 Climb a T“ree If You
Don't Like It” are comic studies in hysteria and mania; The Hap-
piest Man in All Kodny” is a piece of pure pathos Wlt,}’l few comic
lines in it; and yet another story, “The Teth Man,” is a single
brilliant joke whose punch line is withheld till the last moment.
Indeed, there are perhaps only two things that all' these narrators
have in common: each has his distinctive verbal tic or tics, one or
more favorite expressions that keep recurring as a kind of nervous
identification tag, and each has an obsessive, an uncontrollable, an
insatiable, an almost maniacal need to talk.

A 4 A

This obsessive garrulousness is common in Sholgm Aleichem and
is in effect a precondition of the monologue, whlch can hardly be
based on taciturn types. The speakers of his stories talk when thf.:y
have something specific to say and they talk when they do not; in
his famous monologue “The Pot,” for example, a woman, whose
nagging voice is all we ever hear, comes to see a rabbi about some
minor matter of Jewish law, chatters on and. on about one unre-
lated subject after another without ever coming to the point, and
stops only when the rabbi, still not having gotten a wor@ in edgt?-
wise, finally faints from exhaustion. . . . Thereis something of this
pot woman in many of Sholem Aleichem’s c'harac_ters, who seem
to be saying, “I talk, therefore I exist.” Nothing frightens them so
much as silence—most of all, their own.
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Jews have perhaps always been a highly verbal people, certainly
since the time when their religion became centered on a growing
number of sacred texts and the constant exposition and reexposi-
tion of them; the vast “sea of the Talmud” itself, as it is called in
Hebrew, is but the edited record of endless oral discussions and
debates among the early rabbis, and for centuries, down to the
yeshivas and synagogues of Sholem Aleichem’s Eastern Europe,
the most common method of studying the Law was to talk about it
aloud in groups of twos and threes and fours. Here the spoken
word is still a functional tool of analysis and communication. In
Sholem Aleichem’s world, however, it has become something
else—or rather, many things: a club, a cloud, a twitch, a labyrinth,
a smokescreen, a magic wand, a madly waved paper fan, a perpet-
ual motion machine, a breastwork against chaos, the very voice of
chaos itself. . .. His characters chute on torrents of words and
seek to drag others into the current with them. And succeed.
When the storyteller in “Baranovitch Station” breaks off his un-
finished tale because it is time for him to change trains, his fellow
passengers cannot believe that a Jew like themselves would rather
stop talking in the middle of a sentence than miss his connection.

No one understood better than Sholem Aleichem that this
astonishing verbosity, this virtuoso command of and abuse of
language, was at once the greatest strength and the ultimate
pathology of East European Jewish life. Reviled, ghettoized, im-
poverished, powerless, his Jews have only one weapon: the
power of speech. And because it is a weapon that has come down
to them honed by the expert use of ages, they wield it with the
skill of trained samurai, men, women, and children. (One of
Sholem Aleichem’s most wonderful long monologues, the pica-
resque Motl, Peysi the Cantor’s Son, is narrated by a ten- or eleven-
year-old boy.) What can a Jew not accomplish with his tongue?
He can outsmart a goy, bury an enemy, crush a wife or husband,
conjure up a fortune, turn black into white, turn white into
black . .. and believe it all has happened, so that the very sense
of reality becomes distorted and defeat turns into victory, humil-
lation into triumph, grimy wretchedness into winged flight. Don
Quixote would have felt at home in Kasrilevke and Anatevka.
He might even have learned a few tricks there.

Yet can we be so sure that this defiant quixotism, when all is said
and done, does not represent a real triumph of sorts? In a discus-
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sion of Sholem Aleichem’s story “Dreyfus in Kasrilevke™ (i'n
which, being told by a fellow Kasrilevkite, who has just rez,td it in
the newspaper, that Dreyfus was found guilty, the town’s Jews
refuse to believe it), Professor Ruth Wisse writes:

Here, too, the oppressed replace the world’s reality with the reality of
their argumentative concern. But the Sholem Aleicherp story equates
the Jews’ far-sightedness with faith. . . . Dreyfusin I_{asrxlev}(e isjudged
by God’s law; and is God’s truth to be sacrificed for journalism?

And she quotes the final lines of the story:

“Paper!” cried Kasrilevke. “Paper! And if you stood here .with one
foot in heaven and one foot on earth, we still wouldn't believe you’;
Such things cannot be! No, this cannot be! It cannot be! It cannot be!

Well, and who was right?

“It cannot be”: such is the true human voice of Sholem Alei-
chem’s world and the only one he really cared about. For a great
writer, he was in some ways oddly limited: he rarel)./ wrote more
than cursory descriptions of people, places, and thmgs a‘nd was
not outstandingly good at them; abstract ideas did not interest
him; and even his dialogue reverts quickly to monologue or peters
out in misunderstandings and cross-purposes. As a consequence,
those of his novels that are not monologic do not rank with the
best of his work, and, when their comic thrust fails, they often
lapse into sentimentality. (As all cynics are said to be wounded
idealists, are not all humorists wounded sentimentalists?) The. solo
voice was his specialty: he had an uncanny al?ility to mimic it, to
catch its rhythms and intonations, to study it as the mask anfi
revelation of inner self. (Y. D. Berkovits relates how, upon emi-
grating westward in 1906 and first stopping in Austrign Galicia,
whose Yiddish was quite different from that of Russia, Sholem
Aleichem imitated the natives so well that soon they could not tell
him from a local!) This voice is indomitable. It keeps on talking. It
will not be stilled. “It cannot be!” is what it says, and in one way or
another it is right.

Human speech, of which nearly all the fiction in this volume s
composed, is both the easiest and the hardest language to trans-
late: the easiest because it is usually syntactically so simple, the
hardest because it carries the greatest freight of those localisms
and culture-bound words of a community that can never have a
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true equivalent in other languages. And this is especially so of
Yiddish, that Jewish tongue woven on a base of middle high Ger-
man and richly embroidered with Hebrew and Slavic, whose syn-
tax 1s far simpler than German’s but which is culturally more
remote from the languages of Christian Europe than any of them
are from each other. True, one needn’t exaggerate the difficul-
ties: professional translators are used to insoluble problems, and
they generally manage to solve them. There are, however, two
aspects of Yiddish speech that, because they have no real parallel
in English and cannot be satisfactorily approximated in it, deserve
to be mentioned.

The first has to do with formulas for avoiding the evil eye.
Superstition and the fear of provoking or attracting the attention
of hostile forces, or simply of causing offense, are of course uni-
versal; but in Yiddish (perhaps because it was the language of a
culture in which aggression, given little external outlet, was always
felt to be threateningly close to the surface) this anxiety is so
extreme that it dictates the use of a wide variety of appeasing
expressions in daily speech. Thus, one should not mention a dead
person one has known without adding olov hasholom, “may he rest
in peace”; one does not boast of or express satisfaction with any-
thing unless one says kinnehoro, “no evil eye” (i.e., touch or knock
wood); if one mentions a misfortune to someone, one tells him
nisht do gedakht or nisht far aykh gedakht, “it shouldn’t happen here”
or “it shouldn’t happen to you”; if one makes a remark critical of
somebody, one prefaces it with zol er mir moykhl zayn, “may he
forgive me”; if the criticism is aimed at Providence, one says zol
mir got nisht shirofn far di reyd, “may God not punish me for my
words.” Moreover, such expressions cover only the specific case; if
a person is talking about a deceased relative, for example, and
mentions him ten times, it is good form to say olov hasholom after
each. The result is that one or several sentences of spoken Yiddish
can contain a whole series of such phrases that break the speech
up into a sequence of fragments punctuated by anxious qualifica-
tions. The translator can and should retain some of these, but
being overly faithful to them makes the English tiresome, and 1
have left quite a few out. Wherever the reader sees one such
expression in the English, he can assume there may be more in
the Yiddish.

Secondly, there is the widespread use in Yiddish of Hebrew, not
in the form of quotations, as with Tevye, but of idioms that have
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become rooted in popular speech, commonly transplanted there
from religious texts and prayers. These occupy an ambivalent
position: on the one hand, they are understood and used even by
uneducated speakers, yet on the other, their Hebrew etymology
continues to be recognized and their sacral origins are not ob-
scured, so that they often produce ironic or comic effects. For
example, when the arsonist who narrates “Burned Out” relates
his neighbors’ suspicions of him, he does not say that they accuse
him of “setting fire” to his house and store, but rather of “making
boyrey me'oyrey ho’eysh.” Literally these Hebrew words mean “He
Who creates the light of fire,” but they belong to a blessing
(“Blessed art Thou O Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who
creates the light of fire”) that is said every week in the havdalah,
the ritual of ending the Sabbath on Saturday night, part of which
involves lighting a candle (an act forbidden on the Sabbath itself)
and holding one’s hand up to the flame. What can the translator
do with such untranslatabilities, which are not uncommon in Yid-
dish, and especially not in a comic Yiddish like Sholem Alei-
chem’s? Shut his eyes and hope to think of something! And in this
case I did, because suddenly I remembered a snatch of a comic
ditty that I knew as a boy in New York about a Jew who burns
down his store for the “inshurinks,” just like the narrator of
“Burned Out.” It was sung in a Yiddish accent to the tune of the
Zionist anthem Hatikvah, and one stanza of it went:

Vans I hed a kendy store, business it vas bed,

Along came a friend of mine, vat you tink he said?

“I hear you got a kendy store vat you don’t vant no more;
Take a metch, give a skretch, no more kendy store!”

And so “to make borey me'oyrey ho'eysh” became “to give the match a
scratch”—not an ideal solution perhaps, but certainly a passable
one. One does the best one can. Sometimes it’s a matter of luck.

I have been translating fiction for many years, but from He-
brew, not from Yiddish, and this volume is the first full-scale
Yiddish translation I have attempted. I wish, therefore, to express
my deepest thanks to the editor of this series, Ruth Wisse, both for
trusting and encouraging me to undertake this translation and for
going over it with a fine-tooth comb. She was the safety net above
which I felt free to be as acrobatic as I liked, knowing 1 would
always be caught if I fell. This book is hers too.
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I also wish to thank Michael Stern of Washington, D.C., for
kindly letting me use an unpublished paper tracing the sources of
Tevye’s Hebrew “quotations, thus sparing me much arduous
spadework; and my sister, Miriam Halkin Och, of Haifa Univer-

sity Library, for her generous help in obtaining bibliographical
materials.
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If youre meant to strike it rich, Pan Sholem Aleichem, you may
as well stay home with your slippers on, because good luck will
find you there too. The more it blows the better it goes, as King
David says in his Psalms—and believe m=, neither brains nor
brawn has anything to do with it. And vice versa: if it’s not in the
cards you can run back and forth till you're blue in the face, it will
do as much good as last winter’s snow. How does the saying go?
Flogging a dead horse won’t make it run any faster. A man slaves,
works himself to the bone, is ready to lie down and die—it
shouldn’t happen to the worst enemy of the Jews. Suddenly, don’t
ask me how or why, it rains gold on him from all sides. In a word,
revakh vehatsoloh ya’amoyd layehudim, just like it says in the Bible!
That’s too long a verse to translate, but the general gist of it is that
as long as a Jew lives and breathes in this world and hasn’t more
than one leg in the grave, he musn't lose faith. Take it from my
own experience—that is, from how the good Lord helped set me
up in my present line of business. After all, if I sell butter and
cheese and such stuff, do you think that’s because my grand-
mother’s grandmother was a milkman? But if I'm going to tell you
the whole story, it's worth hearing from beginning to end. If you
don’t mind, then, I'll sit myself down here beside you and let my
horse chew on some grass. He’s only human too, don’t you think,
or why else would God have made him a horse?

Well, to make a long story short, it happened early one summer,
around Shavuos time. But why should I lie to you? It might have
been a week or two before Shavuos too, unless it was several weeks
after. What I'm trying to tell you is that it took place exactly a
dog's age ago, nine or ten years to the day, if not a bit more or less.
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I was the same man then that I am now, only not at all like me;
that is, I was Tevye then too, but not the Tevye you're looking at.
How does the saying go? It’s still the same lady, she’s just not so
shady. Meaning that in those days—it should never happen to
youl—I was such a miserable beggar that rags were too good for
me. Believe me, I'm no millionaire today either. If from now until
autumn the two of us earned a tenth of what it would take to make
me half as rich as Brodsky, we wouldn’t be doing half badly. Still,
compared to what I was then, I've become a real tycoon. I've got
my own horse and wagon; I've got two cows that give milk, bless
them, and a third cow waiting to calve; forgive me for boasting,
but we're swimming in cheese, cream, and butter. Not that we
don’t work for it, mind you; you won't find any slackers at my
place. My wife milks the cows; the girls carry the cans and churn
butter; and I, as you see, go to the market every morning and
from there to all the summer dachas in Boiberik. I stop to chat
with this person, with that one; there isn’t a rich Jew I don’t know
there. When you talk with such people, you know, you begin to
feel that you're someone yourself and not such a one-armed tailor
any more. And I'm not even talking about Sabbaths. On Sabbaths,
I tell you, I'm king, I have all the time in the world. Why, I can
even pick up a Jewish book then if I want: the Bible, Psalms,
Rashi, Targum, Perek, you nameit . . . I tell you, if you could only
see me then, you'd say, “He’s really some fine fellow, that Tevye!”

To get to the point, though ... where were we? Oh, yes: in
those days, with God’s help, I was poor as a devil. No Jew should
starve as I did! Not counting suppers, my wife and kids went
hungry three times a day. I worked like a dog dragging logs by the
wagonful from the forest to the train station for—I'm embar-
rassed even to tell you—half a ruble a day . . . and not even every
day, either. You try feeding a house full of little mouths on that,
to say nothing of a horse who’s moved in with you and can’t be put
off with some verse from the Bible, because he expects to eat and
no buts! So what does the good Lord do? I tell you, it’s not for
nothing that they say He's a zon umefarneys lakoyl, that He runs this
world of His with more brains than you or I could. He sees me
eating my heart out for a slice of bread and says, “Now, Tevye, are
you really trying to tell me that the world has come to an end? Eh,
what a damn fool you are! In no time I'm going to show you what
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God can do when He wants. About face, march!” As we say on
Yom Kippur, mi yorum umi yishofeyl—leave it to Him to decide who
goes on foot and who gets to ride. The main thing is confidence.
A Jew must never, never give up hope. How does he go on hop-
ing, you ask, when he’s already died a thousand deaths? But thaf’s
the whole point of being a Jew in this world! What does it say in
the prayer book? Atoh bekhartonu! We're God’s chosen people; it's
no wonder the whole world envies us ... You don’t know what
I'm talking about? Why, I'm talking about myself, about the mira-
cle God helped me to. Be patient and you’ll hear all about it. .

Vayehi hayoym, as the Bible says: one fine summer day in the
middle of the night, I'm driving home through the forest after
having dumped my load of logs. I feel like my head is in the
ground, there’s a black desert growing in my hea‘rt; it’s all my
poor horse can do to drag his feet along behind hlm. “It serves
you right, you schlimazel,” I say to him, “for belonging to some-
one like me! If you're going to insist on being Tevye’s horse, it’s
time you knew what it tastes like to fast the whole length of a
summer’s day.” It was so quiet you could hear every crack of the
whip whistle through the woods. The sun began to set; the day
was done for. The shadows of the trees were as long as the exile of
the Jews. And with the darkness a terrible feeling crept into my
heart. All sorts of thoughts ran in and out of my head. The faces
of long-dead people passed before me. And when I thougl}t of
coming home—God help me! The little house would bc? pxtcl}—
dark. My naked, barefoot kids would peek out to see if their
schlemiel of a father hadn’t brought them some bread, maybe
even a freshly baked roll. And my old lady would grurr}lgle like a
good Jewish mother: “A lot he needed children——and seven of
them at that! God punish me for saying so, but my mistake was
not to have taken them all and thrown them into the river.” How
do you think it made me feel to hear her say such things? A man is
only flesh and blood, after all; you can’t fill a stomach with words.
No, a stomach needs herring to fill it; herring won’t go down
without tea; tea can’t be drunk without sugar; and sugar, my
friend, costs a fortune. And my wife! “My guts,” says my wife,
“can do without bread in the morning, but without a glass of tea
I'm a stretcher case. That baby’s sucked the glue from my bones
all night long!”
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Well, one can't stop being a Jew in this world: it was time for the
evening prayer. (Not that the evening was about to go anywhere,
but a Jew prays when he must, not when he wants to.) Some fine
prayer it turned out to be! Right in the middle of the shimenesre,
the eighteen benedictions, a devil gets into my crazy horse and he
decides to go for a pleasure jaunt. I had to run after the wagon
and grab the reins while shouting “God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob” at the top of my voice—and to make matters worse I'd
really felt like praying for a change, for once in my life I was sure
it would make me feel better . . .

In a word, there I was running behind the wagon and singing
the shimenesre like a cantor in a synagogue. Mekhalkeyl khayum be-
khesed, Who provideth life with His bounty—it better be all of life,
do You hear me? . . . Umekayeym emunosoy lisheyney ofor, Who keep-
eth faith with them who slumber in earth—who slumber in earth?
With my troubles I was six feet underground already! And to
think of those rich Yehupetz Jews sitting all summer long in their
dachas in Boiberik, eating and drinking and swimming in luxury!
Master of the Universe, what have I done to deserve all this? Am 1
or am I not a Jew like any other? Help! . . . Re'ey-no be’onyeynu, See
us in our affliction—take a good look at us poor folk slaving away
and do something about it, because if You don’t, just who do You
think will? . . . Refo’eynu veneyrofey, Heal our wounds and make us
whole—please concentrate on the healing because the wounds we
already have ... Boreykh oleynu, Bless the fruits of this year—
kindly arrange a good harvest of corn, wheat, and barley, al-
though what good it will do me is more than I can say: does it
make any difference to my horse, I ask You, if the oats I can’t
afford to buy him are expensive or cheap?

But God doesn’t tell a man what He thinks, and a Jew had better
believe that He knows what He's up to. Velamalshinim al tehi tikvoh,
May the slanderers have no hope—those are all the big shots who
say there is no God: what wouldn’t I give to see the look on their
faces when they line up for Judgment Day! They'll pay with back
interest for everything they've done, because God has a long
memory, one doesn’t play around with Him. No, what He wants is
for us to be good, to beseech and cry out to Him . .. Ov harakha-
mon, Merciful, loving Father! . . . Shma hoyleynu—You better listen
to what we tell You! . .. Khus verakheym oleynu—pay a little atten-
tion to my wife and children, the poor things are hungry! ...
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Retsey—take decent care of Your people again, as once You did
long ago in the days of our Temple, when the priests and the
Levites sacrificed before You . . .

All of a sudden—whoaaa! My horse stopped short in his tracks.
I rushed through what was left of the prayer, opened my eyes,
and looked around me. Two weird figures, dressed for a mas-
querade, were approaching from the forest. “Robbers!” I thought
at first, then caught myself. Tevye, I said, what an idiot you are!
Do you mean to tell me that after traveling through this forest by
day and by night for so many years, today is the day for robbers?
And bravely smacking my horse on the rear as though it were no
affair of mine, I cried, “Giddyap!”

“Hey, a fellow Jew!” one of the two terrors called outto me ina
woman's voice, waving a scarf at me. “Don’t run away, mister.
Wait a second. We won’t do you any harm.”

It's a ghost for sure! I told myself. But a moment later I
thought, what kind of monkey business is this, Tevye? Since when
are you so afraid of ghouls and goblins? So 1 pulled up my horse
and took a good look at the two. They really did look like women.
One was older and had a silk kerchief on her head, while the
other was young and wore a wig. Both were beet-red and sweating
buckets.

“Well, well, well, good evening,” I said to them as loudly as 1
could to show that I wasn’t a bit afraid. “How can I be of service to
you? If you're looking to buy something, I'm afraid I'm all out of
stock, unless I can interest you in some fine hunger pangs, a
week’s supply of heartache, or a head full of scrambled brains.
Anyone for some chilblains, assorted aches and pains, worries to
turn your hair gray?”

“Calm down, calm down,” they said to me. “Just listen to him
run on! Say a good word to a Jew and you get a mouthful of bad
ones in return. We don’t want to buy anything. We only wanted to
ask whether you happened to know the way to Boiberik.”

“The way to Boiberik?” I did my best to laugh. “You might as
well ask whether I know my name is Tevye.”

“You say your name is Tevye?” they said. “We're very pleased to
meet you, Reb Tevye. We wish you'd explain to us, though, what
the joke is all about. We're strangers around here; we come from
Yehupetz and have a summer place in Boiberik. The two of us
went out this morning for a little walk, and we’ve been going
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around in circles ever since without finding our way out of these
woods. A little while ago we heard someone singing. At first we
thought, who knows, maybe it's a highwayman. But as soon as we
came closer and saw that you were, thank goodness, ijew, you
can imagine how much better we felt. Do you follow us? }

“A highwayman?” I said. “That’s a good one! Did you ever 1e§r
the story of the Jewish highwayman who fell on sorr’xebf)dy in tbe
forest and begged him for a pinch of snuff? If you'd like, I'd be

to tell it to you.”
On}ryrfeos%lii,” they say,/“can wait. We'd rather you showed us the
/ iberik first.” '

“%XIF;:eBV?/g;efo Boiberik?” I say. “You're standing on it rlght now.
This is the way to Boiberik whether you want to go to Boiberik or
no“téut if this is the way to Boiberik,” they say, “why didn’t you say
i /ay to Boiberik before?”

" stcfgéiljtas}/a)' it was the way to B[;)ib'irik’” I say, “because you

idn’t ask me if it was the way to Boiberik.” .
dld&’tzﬁs}’( they say, “if it is thye way to Boiberik, would you psssal:ly
happen to know by any chance just how long a way to Boiberik it
o |
1S"‘To Boiberik,” I say, “it’s not a long way at all. Only a few miles.
About two or three. Maybe four. Unless it’s five.” o '

“Five miles?” screamed both women at once, wringing their
hands and all but bursting into tears. “Do you have any idea what

ou’ ing? Only five miles!” .

}0“‘1\/:72181?’Y11nsgaido, “;}vhat would you like me to do about it? If it were
up to me, I'd make it a little shorter. But thc'zre are worse f'fltes
than yours, let me tell you. How wguld you like to be stuckhm a
wagon creeping up a muddy hill with the Sabbath only an ox;)r
away? The rain whips straight in your face, your hands are nlum ,
your heart is too weak to beat another stf’oke, and suddenly . ..
bang! Your front axle’s gone aqd snapped. o
“You're talking like a half-wit,” said one of thf: two wo_men.1
swear, you're off your trolley. What are you telling us fairy ta Es
from the Arabian Nights for? We haven’t t‘he strength to take
another step. Except for a cup of coffee with a butter roll for
breakfast, we haven’t had a bite of food all day—and you expect
us to stand here listening to your stories?” . ’
“That,” I said, “is a different story. How does the saying go? It's
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no fun dancing on an empty stomach. And you don’t have to tell
me what hunger tastes like; that’s something I happen to know.
Why, it’s not at all unlikely that I haven't seen a cup of coffee and
a butter roll for over a year...” The words weren't out of my
mouth when I saw a cup of hot coffee with cream and a fresh
butter roll right before my eyes, not to mention what else was on
the table. You dummy, I said to myself, a person might think you
were raised on coffee and rolls! I suppose plain bread and herring
would make you sick? But just to spite me, my imagination kept
insisting on coffee and rolls. I could smell the coffee, I could taste
the roll on my tongue—my God, how fresh, how delicious it
was . ..

“Do you know what, Reb Tevye?” the two women said to me.
“We've got a brilliant idea. As long as we’re standing here chat-
ting, why don’t we hop into your wagon and give you a chance to
take us back to Boiberik yourself? How about it?”

“I'm sorry,” 1 say, “but you're spitting into the wind. You're
going to Boiberik and I'm coming from Boiberik. How do you
suppose I can go both ways at once?”

“That’s easy,” they say. “We're surprised you haven’t thought of
it already. If you were a scholar, you'd have realized right away:
you simply turn your wagon around and head back in the other
direction . .. Don’t get so nervous, Reb Tevye. We should only
have to suffer the rest of our lives as much as getting us home
safely, God willing, will cost you.”

My God, I thought, they're talking Chinese; I can’t make head
or tail of it. And for the second time that evening I thought of
ghosts, witches, things that go bump in the night. You dunce, I
told myself, what are you standing there for like a treé stump?

Jump back into your wagon, give the horse a crack of your whip,
and get away while the getting is good! Well, don’t ask me what
got into me, but when I opened my mouth again I said, “Hop
aboard!”

They didn’t have to be asked twice. I climbed in after them,
gave my cap a tug, let the horse have the whip, and one, two,
three—we're off! Did I say off? Off to no place fast! My horse is
stuck to the ground, a cannon shot wouldn’t budge him. Well, I
said to myself, that's what you get for stopping in the middle of
nowhere to gab with a pair of temales. It’s just your luck that you
couldn’t think of anything better to do.



10 TEVYE THE DAIRYMAN

Just picture it if you can: the woods all around, the eerie still-
ness, night coming on—and here I am with these two apparitions
pretending to be women ... My blood began to whistle like a
teakettle. I remembered a story I once had heard about a coach-
man who was driving by himself through the woods when he
spied a sack of oats lying on the path. Well, a sack of oats is a sack
of oats, so down from the wagon he jumps, shoulders the sack,
barely manages to heave it into his wagon without breaking his
back, and drives off as happy as you please. A mile or two later he
turns around to look at his sack . . . did someone say sack? What
sack? Instead of a sack there’s a billy goat with a beard. He reaches
out to touch it and it sticks out a tongue a yard long at him, laughs
like a hyena, and vanishes into thin air . . .

“Well, what are you waiting for?” the two women asked me.

“What am 1 waiting for?” I say. “You can see for yourselves
what I'm waiting for. My horse is happy where he is. He’s not ina
frisky mood.”

“Then use your whip,” they say to me. “What do you think it’s

for?” :
“Thank you for your advice,” I say to them. “It's very kind of
you to offer it. The problem is that my four-legged friend is not
afraid of such things. He’s as used to getting whipped as I'm used
to getting gypped.” 1 tried to sound casual, but I was burning with
a ninety-nine-year fever.

Well, why bore you? I let that poor horse have it. I whipped him
as long as I whipped him hard, until finally he picked up his heels
and we began to move through the woods. And as we did a new
thought occurred to me. Ah, Tevye, I said to myself, are you ever
a numbskull! Once a beggar, always a beggar, that’s the story of
your life. Just imagine: here God hands you an opportunity that
comes a man’s way once in a hundred years, and you forget to
clinch the deal in advance, so that you don’t even know what’s in it
for you! Any way you look at it—as a favor or a duty, as a service
or an obligation, as an act of human kindness or something even
worse than that—it’s certainly no crime to make a little profit on
the side. When a soup bone is stuck in somebody’s face, who
doesn’t give it a lick? Stop your horse right now, you imbecile, and
spell it out for them in capital letters: “Look, ladies, if it’s worth
such-and-such to you to get home, it’s worth such-and-such to me
to take you; if it isn’t, 'm afraid we’ll have to part ways.” On
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second thought, though, I thought again: Tevye, you're an imbe-
cile to call yourself an imbecile! Supposing they promised you the
moon, what good would it do you? Don’t you know that you can
sk}‘rx{lle 2631: in the forest, but you can't sell its hide there?

. frozn boex;1 itny(;).u go a little faster?” the two women asked, poking

“What's the matter?” I said, “are you in some sort of hurry?
You should know that haste makes waste.” From the corner o'f
my eye I stole a look at my passengers. They were women, all
rlght, no doubt of it: one wearing a silk kerchief and the oth;fr a
wig. They sat there looking at each other and whispering back
and forth.

“Is it still a long way off?” one of them asked me.

“No longer off than we are from there,” I said. “Up ahead
there’s an uphill and a downhill. After that there’s another uphill
and a downbhill. After that comes the real uphill and the downhill
and after that it’s straight as the crow flies to Boiberik . . .” ’

“The man’s some kind of nut for sure!” whispered one of the
women to the other.

“I'told you he was bad news,” says the second.

“He’s all we needed,” says the first.

“He’s crazy as a loon,” says the second.

I certainly must be crazy, I thought, to let these two characters
treat me like this. “Excuse me,” I said to them, “but where would
you ladies like to be dumped?”

“Dumped!” they say. “What kind of language is that? You can
go dump yourself if you like!”

“Oh, that’s just coachman’s talk,” I say. “In ordinary parlance
we would say, ‘When we get to Boiberik safe and souid, with
God’s help, where do I drop mesdames off?’ ™ ’

“If that's what it means,” they say, “you can drop us off at the
green dacha by the pond at the far end of the woods. Do you
know where it is?”

“.Do I know where it is?” I say. “Why, I know my way around
Boiberik the way you do around your own home! I wish I had a
Fhousand rubles for every log I've carried there. Just last summer,
in fact, I l?rought a couple of loads of wood to the very dacha
you're talking about. There was a rich Jew from Yehupetz living

there, a real millionaire. He must have been worth a hundred
grand, if not twice that.”
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“He’s still living there,” said both women at once, whispering
and laughing to each other.

“Well,” I said, “seeing as the ride you've t.aken‘ was no s}_lort
haul, and as you may have some connection with h}m, would it be
too much for me to request of you, if you don’t m}nd my asking,
to put in a good word for me with him? Mz‘lybe he’s got an open-
ing, a position of some sort. Really, anything would do . .. You
never know how things will turn out. I know a young man named
Yisro’eyl, for instance, who comes from a.town not f.ar from here.
He's a real nothing, believe me, a zero with a hole in it. So what
happens to him? Somehow, don’t ask me how or why, he lands
this swell job, and today he’s a big shot clearing twenty rubles a
week, or maybe it’s forty, who knows . . . Some people have all the
luck! Do you by any chance happen to know what'happened to
our slaughterer’s son-in-law, all because he picked himself up one
fine day and went to Yehupetz? The first few years there, 1 admit,
he really suffered; in fact, he damn near starved to death. Today,
though, I only wish I were in his shoe?s ar'ld could §end }?O.mC 'the
money he does. Of course, he’d like his yvnfe and kids to join him,
but he can’t get them a residence permit. I ask you, what kind o’f
life is it for a man to live all alone like tha}t? I swear, I wouldn’t
wish it on a dog! . . . Well, bless my soul, will you look at V:r,hat we
have here: here’s your pond and there’s your green dacha!

And with that I swung my wagon right through the gate and
drove like nobody’s business clear up to the porch of the house.
Don’t ask me to describe the excitement when the people there
saw us pull up. What a racket! Happy days!

“Oy, Grandma!”

“Oy, Mama!”

“Oy, Auntie, Auntie!”

“Thank God they’re back!”

“Mazel tov!”

“Good lord, where have you been?”

“We've been out of our minds with worry all day long }

“We had search parties out looking for you ey?rywhere! '

“The things we thought happened to you, it’s too horrible fc;i
words: highwaymen or maybe a wolf! So tell us, what happened:

“What happened? What happened shouldn’t have happened to
a soul. We lost our way in the woods and blund.ered about for
miles. Suddenly, along comes a Jew. What, what kind of a Jew? A

!n
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Jew, a schlimazel, with a wagon and a horse. Don’t think we had
an easy time with him either, but here we are!”

“Incredible! It sounds like a bad dream. How could you have
gone out in the woods without a guide? What an adventure, what
an adventure. Thank God you're home safe!”

In no time lamps were brought out, the table was set, and there
began to appear on it hot samovars flowing with tea, bowls of
sugar, jars of jam, plates full of pastry and all kinds of baked
goods, followed by the fanciest dishes: soup brimming with fat,
roast meats, a whole goose, the best wines and salad greens. |
stood a ways off and thought, so this, God bless them, is how these
Yehupetz tycoons eat and drink. Why, it’s enough to make the
Devil jealous! I'd pawn my last pair of socks if it would help to
make me a rich Jew like them ... You can imagine what went
through my mind. The crumbs that fell from that table alone
would have been enough to feed my kids for a week, with enough
left over for the Sabbath. Oh, my dear Lord, I thought: they say
You're a long-suffering God, a good God, a great God; they say
You're merciful and fair; perhaps You can explain to me, then,
why it is that some folk have everything and others have nothing
twice over? Why does one Jew get to eat butter rolls while another
gets to eat dirt? A moment later, though, I said to myself, ach,
what a fool you are, Tevye, I swear! Do you really think He needs
your advice on how to run the world? If this is how things are, it’s
how they were meant to be; the proof of it is that if they were
meant to be different, they would be. It may seem to you that they
ought to have been meant to be different . .. but it’s just for that
you're a Jew in this world! A Jew must have confidence and faith.
He must believe, first, that there is a God, and second, that if
there is, and if it’s all the same to Him, and if it isn’t putting Him
to too much trouble, He can make things a little better for the
likesof you . . .

“Wait a minute,” I heard someone say. “What happened to the
coachman? Has the schlimazel left already?”

“God forbid!” I called out from where I was. “Do you mean to
suggest that I'd simply walk off without so much as saying good-
bye? Good evening, it’s a pleasure to meet you all! Enjoy your
meal; I can’t imagine why you shouldn’t.”

“Come in out of the dark,” says one of them to me, “and let’s
have alook at you. Perhaps you'd like a little brandy?”
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“A little brandy?” I say. “Who can refuse a little brandy? God
may be God, but brandy is brandy. Cheers!” And I emptied the
glass in one gulp. “God should only help you to stay rich and
happy,” I said, “because since Jews can’t help being Jews, someone
else had better help them.”

“What name do you go by?” asked the man of the house, a
fine-looking Jew with a skullcap. “Where do you hail from?
Where do you live now? What’s your work? Do you have a wife?
Children? How many?”

“How many children?” I say. “Forgive me for boasting, but if
each child of mine were worth a million rubles, as my Golde tries
convincing me they are, I'd be richer than anyone in Yehupetz.
The only trouble is that poor isn’t rich and a mountain’s no
ditch. How does it say in the prayer book? Hamavdil beyn koydesh
lekhoyl—some make hay while others toil. There are people who
have money and I have daughters. And you know what they say
about that: better a house full of boarders than a house full of
daughters! Only why complain when we have God for our
Father? He looks after everyone—that is, He sits up there and
looks at us slaving away down here . . . What's my work? For lack
of any better suggestions, I break my back dragging logs. As it
says in the Talmud, bemokoym she’eyn ish, a herring too is a fish.
Really, there’d be no problem if it weren’t for having to eat. Do
you know what my grandmother used to say? What a shame it is
we have mouths, because if we didn’t we’d never go hungry . ..
But you'll have to excuse me for carrying on like this. You can’t
expect straight talk from a crooked brain—and especially not
when I've gone and drunk brandy on an empty stomach.”

“Bring the Jew something to eat!” ordered the man of the
house, and right away the table was laid again with food I never
dreamed existed: fish, and cold cuts, and roasts, and fowl, and
more gizzards and chicken livers than you could count.

“What will you have?” I was asked. “Come on, wash up and sit
down.”

“A sick man is asked,” I answered, “a healthy one is served. Still,
thank you anyway . . . a little brandy, with pleasure . . . but to sit
down and make a meal of it, when back home my wife and chil-
dren, they should only be healthy and well . .. so you see, if you
don'tmind, I'll . . .”

What can I tell you? They seemed to have gotten the hint,
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because before I knew it m i

ise y wagon was being loaded with
gOO(.iICS. here some rolls, there some fish, a pot roast, a quarterlof
a c“hlcker’l, tea, sugar, a cup of chicken fat, a jar of jam . . .
s 'dH(?‘lX sda gift to take home to your wife and children.” they
aid. :
trOUble'”n now please tell us how much we owe you for your

“To tell you the truth,” I said, “who am I

s , to tell you what vou
Ewe nlq(e? You pay me what you think it was worth. What's a few

opec AT e .

Weie d(s)rrlr:.)”re or less between us? I'll still be the same T evye when

“No,” they say, “we want

g , you to tell us, Reb Tevye. Y ’
be afraid. We won’t chop your head off.” e Touneadnt

Now what? I asked myself. I was really i i

’ . y In a pretty pickle. It
would be a crime to ask for one ruble when they miglitpagree to
two. On the other hand, if I asked for two they might think I was
m.:af;{. Two rubles for one little wagon ride?

Three rubles!” The words were out of my mouth before I
could stop th.em. Everyone began to laugh so hard that I could
have crawled into a hole in the ground.

“Please forgive me,” I said, “if I've said the w i

' , , rong thing. Even a
horse, 'whlch has four legs, stumbles now and then, so vghv not a
man with one tongue . . .” /

The | ’ i i
Sides‘e aughter grew even louder. I thought they'd all split their

“Stop laughing now, all of you!” ordered the man of the house,
He pulled a large wal}et from his pocket and out of it he fished—
how much do you think? I swear you'll never guess—a ten-ruble
note, all red as ﬁre., as I hope to die! And do you know what else
he says to me? “This,” he says, “is from me. Now children, let’s see
what each of you can dig out of your pockets.”

What can I possibly tell you? Five- and three- and one-ruble
notes ﬂew onto the table. I was shaking so hard that I thought 1
was going to faint.

Wﬁll, what are you wai{ing for?” says the man of the house to
me. “Take your money from the table and have a good tri
home.” P

“God reward you a hupdred times over,” I said. “May He bring
you good luck and happiness for the rest of your lives.” I couldn’t
scoop up that money (who could even count 1t?) and stuff it into
my pockets fast enough. “Good night,” I said. “You should all be
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happy and well—you, and your children, and their children after
them, and all their friends and relations.”

I had already turned to go when the older woman with the silk
kerchief stopped me and said, “One minute, Reb Tevye. There's a
special present I'd like to give you that you can come pick up in
the morning. I have the strangest cow; it was once a wonderful
beast, it gave twenty-four glasses of milk every day. Someone must
have put a hex on it, though, because now you can’t milk it at all—
that is, you can milk it all you want, you just can’t get any milk
fromit...”

“I wish you a long life,” I said, “and one you won’t wish was any
shorter. We'll not only milk your milk cow, we’ll milk it for milk.
My wife, God bless her, is such a wizard around the house that she
can bake a noodle pudding from thin air, make soup from a
fingernail, whip up a Sabbath meal from an empty cupboard, and
put hungry children to sleep with a box on the ear . . . Well, please
don’t hold it against me if I've run on a little too long. And now
good night to you all and be well,” I said, turning to go to the yard
where my wagon was parked ... good grief! With my luck one
always has to expect a disaster, but this was an out-and-out misfor-
tune. I looked this way, I looked that way—uvehayeled eynenu: there
wasn’t a horse in sight.

This time, Tevye, I thought, you're really in a fix! And I remem-
bered a charming story I once read in a book about a gang of
goblins who played a prank on a Jew, a pious Hasid, by luring him
to a castle outside of town where they wined and dined him and
suddenly disappeared, leaving a naked woman behind them. The
woman turned into a tigress, the tigress turned into a cat, and the
cat turned into a rattlesnake . . . Between you and me, Tevye, I said
to myself, how do you know they’re not pulling a fast one on you?

“What are you mumbling and grumbling about?” someone
asked me.

“What am I mumbling about?” I said. “Believe me, it’s not for
my health. In fact, I have a slight problem. My horse—"

“Your horse,” he says, “is in the stable. You only have to go
there and look for it.”

I went to the stable and looked for him. I swear 'm not a Jew if
the old fellow wasn’t standing there as proud as punch among the
tycoon’s thoroughbreds, chewing away at his oats for all he was
worth.
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“I'm sorry to break up the party,” I said to him, “but it’s time to
go home, old boy. Why make a hog of yourself? Before you know
it, you'll have taken one bite too many ...”

In the end it was all I could do to wheedle him out of there and
into hxs.hamess. Away home we flew on top of the world, singing
Yom Kippur songs as tipsily as you please. You wouldn’t have
recognized my nag; he ran like the wind without so much as a
aenuon of the whip and looked like he'd been reupholstered.
Wi?ee.n we finally got home late at night, I joyously woke up my

:‘Mazel tov, Golde,” I said to her. “I've got good news.”

‘A bl:«lck mazel tov yourself,” she says to me. “Tell me, my fine
breadwinner, what’s the happy occasion? Has my goldfingers
been to a wedding or a circumcision?”

"‘To something better than a wedding and a circumcision com-
bined,” I say. “In a minute, my wife, I'm going to show you a
treasure. But first go wake up the girls. Why shouldn't they also
enjoy some Yehupetz cuisine . . .”

“Either you're delirious, or else you're temporarily deranged
or else you've taken leave of your senses, or else you're totall):
insane. All I can say is, you're talking just like a madman, God
help us!” says my wife. When it comes to her tongue, she’s a pretty
average Jewish housewife.

“And you’re talking just like a woman!” I answered. “King Solo-
mon wasn'’t joking when he said that out of a thousand females
you won’t find one with her head screwed on right. It’s a lucky
thing that polygamy has gone out of fashion.” And with that I
went to the wagon and began unpacking all the dishes I'd been
given and setting them out on the table. When that gang of mine
saw those rolls and smelled that meat, they fell on it like a pack of
yvolves. Their hands shook so that they could hardly get a grip on
it. I stood there with tears in my eyes, listening to their jaws work
away like a plague of starving locusts.

“Sf) tell me,” says my woman when she’s done, “who’s been
sharing their frugal repast with you, and since when do you have
such good friends?”

_ “Doq’t worry, Golde,” I say. “You'll hear about it all in good
tme. First put the samovar on, so that we can sit down and drink a
glass of tea in style. Generally speaking, you only live once, am 1
right? So it’s a good thing that we now have a cow of our own that
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gives twenty-four glasses of milk every day; in facf,, I’m.glamﬁ:;g
to go fetch her in the morning. And now, Golde, Ihsal to he I,
pulling out my wad of bills, “be a sport and guess how muc
ha;i):llesr}(:;)uld have seen her turn pal((e1 as a ghost. She was so
that she couldn’t say a word. ’
ﬂf{?é’gggﬁ?i‘?th you, Golde, my darling,” I sai(%. “You neednpt i;oc;)k
so frightened. Are you worried that 1 stole it somew’here. ber;
you should be ashamed of yourself! 'How long haven't yot; ee
married to me that you should thmk such thoughts fo. you;
Tevye? This is kosher money, you sillyhead, ea'mfed Ial’lr gnst
square by my own wits and hard work. The fact is %hat Veél:)d
saved two people from greag danger.ft}fl 1:nwer<in t for me,
'hat would have become of them ...~
Onle}; l:jln\ir)(‘)/vrsclx,&I told her the whole story from beginning to end, the
entire rigamarole. When I was through we counted all thebmonez,
then counted it again, then counted it once more to be smgxl‘ .
Whichever way we counted, it came to exactly thirty-seven rubles
even.
wife began to cry.
}‘wWYhat are §ou cryinyg like a fool for?” I asked her. o
“How can I help crying,” she says, “if the tears keep iommg..f
When the heart is full it runs out at the eyes. God he.;;lme xd
something didn’t tell me that you were about to come th. gg)o
news. You know, I can’t remember when I last saw my (? andma
Tsaytl, may she rest in peace, in a.dream—but just be ore yos
came, | dreamed that I saw a big milk can filled to the b;xm, ar}ll
Grandma Tsaytl was carrying it under-neath her apron to e‘eg) t ke
Evil Eye from seeing it, and all the children were shouting, ‘Look,
Miggr,l}? ;1:) smacking your lips before you've tasted the p;ddn;g,
Golde, my darling,” I said to her. “I'm sure Grandma( sayt ;i
enjoying her stay in Paradise, but thgt d(?esn t make he}: an e)}(]ptehe
on what’s happening down here. Still, if God went t ,rlclmg ©
trouble of getting us a milk cow, it stands to reason He se;(e to
that the milk cow will give milk ... What I Vs./anted to as ym;z
though, Golde my dear, is what should we do with a‘x‘ll the mon;:y.,
“It’s funny you ask me that, Tevye,” she says, because that’s
just what I was going to ask you.”

Tevye Strikes It Rich *19-

“Well, if you were going to ask me anyway,” I say, “suppose 1
ask you. What do you think we should do with so much capital?”

We thought. And the harder we thought, the dizzier we became
planning one business venture after another. What didn’t we deal
in that night? First we bought a pair of horses and quickly sold
them for a windfall; then with the profit we opened a grocery
store in Boiberik, sold out all the stock, and opened a dry-goods
store; after that we invested in some woodland, found a buyer for
it, and came out a few more rubles ahead; next we bought up the
tax concession for Anatevka, farmed it out again, and with the
income started a bank . . .

“You're completely out of your mind!” my wife suddenly
shouted at me. “Do you want to throw away our hard-earned
savings by lending money to good-for-nothings and end up with
only your whip again?”

“So what do you suggest?” I said. “That it’s better to go bank-
rupt trading in grain? Do you have any idea of the fortunes that
are being lost right this minute on the wheat market? If you don’t
believe me, go to Odessa and see for yourself.”

“What do I care about Odessa?” she says. “My greatgrandparents
didn’t live there and neither will my greatgrandchildren, and
neither will 1, as long as I have legs not to take me there.”

“So what do you want?” I ask her.

“What do I want?” she says. “I want you to talk sense and stop
acting like a moron.”

“Well, well,” I said, “look who’s the wise one now! Apparently
there’s nothing that money can't buy, even brains. I might have
known this would happen.”

‘To make a long story short, after quarreling and making up a
few more times, we decided to buy, in addition to the beast I was
to pick up in the morning, a milk cow that gavemilk . . .

It might occur to you to ask why we decided to buy a cow when
we could just as well have bought a horse. But why buy a horse, 1
ask you, when we could just as well have bought a cow? We live
close to Boiberik, which is where all the rich Yehupetz Jews come
to spend the summer in their dachas. And you know those Yehu-
petz Jews—nothing’s too good for them. They expect to have

everything served up on a silver platter: wood, meat, eggs, poul-
try, onions, pepper, parsley . . . so why shouldn’t I be the man to
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walk into their parlor with cheese, cream, and butter? T.h'ey hfe to
eat well, they have money to burn, you can make a fat hvmg 11_’om
them as long as they think they're getting the best—and € '11(31:6
me, fresh produce like mine they can’t even get in Yehupitz. . e
two of us, my friend, should only have good luck in our éves .lor
every time I've been stopped by the best sort of people’,, entiles
even, who beg to be my customers. “We’ve .heard, Tevye,” they say
to me, “that you're an honest fellow, even 1f you are a rat-jew). M
I ask you, do you ever get such a .comphment from _]e.ws. k)i/
worst enemy should have to lie sick in 'bed for as long as it wou
take me to wait for one! No, our Jews like to keep th.exr praxsc;ls“;o
themselves, which is more than I can say about their noses. e
minute they see that I've bought finother cow, or that I have fa nrenv:
cart, they begin to rack their brains: “Where is 1t>all comxr}ig r(;1 e,.s
Can our Tevye be passing out phony banknotes? Or per g;?sk
making moonshine in some still?” Ha, hal., ha. All 1 can say is: keep
wondering until your heads break,‘my friends, and enjoy it . h e
Believe it or not, you're practically the first perspnAtod a
heard this story, the whole where, what, and wh§n of it. 1 n noz
you'll have to excuse me, because I've run on a 11t.tle too o'n.;g 1‘?1 [
there's a business to attend to. How does the Bible putslt. o,)(:i
oyreyv lemineyhu, it’s a wise bird that feathers its own nest. So you

iti ilk cans and jugs . . .
be off to your writing, and I to my mi nd ju _
bezlt“irer;s just gne request 1 have, Pan: please don't stick me in

any of your books. And if that’s too much to ask, do me a favor

and at least leave my name out.

: 't f t to take care and be well!
And oh yes, by the way: don't forge oot 1597

TEVYE BLOWS A SMALL FORTUNE
v

Raboys makhshovoys belev ish: “Many are the thoughts in a man’s

heart but the counsel of the Lord shall prevail”’—isn't that wha;t it
says in the Bible? I don't have to spell it out f(_)r you, Par} Sk.noher'n
Aleichem, but in ordinary language, that is, in plain Yiddish, it

Tevye Blows a Small Fortune 21

means the best horse can do with a whipping and the cleverest
man with advice. What makes me say that? Only the fact that if |
had had enough sense to go ask some good friend about it, things
would never have come to this sorry state. You know what,
though? When God decides to punish a man, He begins by re-
moving his brains. How many times have I said to myself, Tevye,
you jackass, would you ever have been taken for such a ride if you
weren’t the big fool you are? Just what was the matter, touch
wood, with the living you were already making? You had a little
dairy business that was, I swear, world-famous in Boiberik and
Yehupetz, to say nothing of God knows where else. Just think how
fine and dandy it would be if all your cash were stashed quietly
away now in the ground, so that no one knew a thing about it.
Whose business was it anyway, I ask you, if Tevye had a bit of
spare change? ... I mean that. A fat lot anyone cared about me
when—it shouldn’t happen to a Jew!—I was six feet under-
ground myself, dying from hunger three times a day with my wife
and kids. It was only when God looked my way and did me a favor
for a change, so that 1 managed to make a little something of
myself and even to put away a few rubles, that the rest of the
world sat up and noticed me too. They made such a fuss over Reb
Tevye then that it wasn’t even funny. All of a sudden everybody
was my best friend. How does the verse go? Kulom ahuvim, kulom
brurim—when God gives with a spoon, man comes running with a
shovel. Everyone wanted me for a partner: this one to buy a
grocery, that one a dry-goods store, another a house, still another
a farm—all solid investments, of course. I should put my.money
into wheat, into wood, into whatnot . . . “Brothers,” I said to them,
‘enough is enough. If you think I'm another Brodsky, you're
making a terrible mistake. I'd like to inform you that I haven't
three hundred rubles to my name, or even half of that, or even
two-thirds of that half. It's easy to decide that someone is worth a
small fortune, but come a little closer and you’ll see what cock-
and-bull it is.”

In short, our Jews—don’t even mention them!—put the
whammy on me. The next thing I know, God sends me a relative—
and a real kissing cousin too, let me tell you, the horse’s own tail, as
they say. Menachem Mendl was his name: a wheeler, a dealer, a
schemer, a dreamer, a bag of hot air; no place on earth is bad
enough to deserve him! He got hold of me and filled my head with
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such pipe dreams that it began to spin like a top . . . 1 can see,
though, that you want to ask me a good question: why does a Tevye,
of all people, get involved with a Menachem Mendl? Well, the
answer to that is: because. Fate is fate. Listen to a story.

One day early last winter I started out for Yehupetz with some
merchandise—twenty-five pounds of the very best butter and a
couple of wheels of white and yellow cheese such as I only wish
could be yours. I hardly need say that I sold it all right away,
every last lick of it, before 1 had even finished making the
rounds of my summer customers, the dacha owners in Boiberik,
who wait for me as though I were the Messiah. You could beat
the merchants of Yehupetz black and blue, they still couldn’t
come up with produce like mine! But I don’t have to tell you
such things. How does the Bible put it? Yehalelkho zor—quality
toots its own horn . . .

In a word, having sold everything down to the last crumb and
given my horse some hay, 1 went for a walk about town. Odom
yesoydoy mi’ofor—a man is only a man: it's no fault of his own if he
likes to get a breath of fresh air, to take in a bit of the world, and
to look at the fine things for sale in Yehupetz’s shopwindows. You
know what they say about that: your eyes can go where they
please, but please keep your hands to yourself! . .. Well, there 1
was, standing by a moneychanger’s window full of silver rubles,
gold imperials, and all sorts of bank notes, and thinking: God in
heaven, if only I had ten percent of what I see here, You'd never
catch me complaining again. Who could compare to me then?
The first thing I'd do would be to make a match for my eldest
daughter; I'd give her a dowry of five hundred rubles over and

above her trousseau, her bridal gown, and the wedding costs.
Then I'd sell my nag and wagon, move to town, buy a good seat in
the front row of the synagogue and some pearls, God bless her,
for my wife, and make a contribution to charity that would be the
envy of any rich Jew. Next I'd open a free school for poor chil-
dren, have a proper tin roof made for the synagogue instead of
the wreck it has now, and build a shelter for all the homeless
people who have to sleep on the floor there at night, the kind any
decent town should have. And lastly, I'd see to it that that no-good
yankl was fired as sexton of the Burial Society, because it’s high
time he stopped swilling brandy and guzzling chicken livers at the
public expense . . .
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“Why, hello there, Reb Te 1”7
e, “What's new with a e vye!” I heard someone say behind
o rIn tillj'me? around to look—1I could have sworn that the fellow was
1ar. “Hello there, yourself,” I said. “Don’t I know v | fr
somewhere?” o you from
. I*.“rom somewhere?” he answers. “From Kasrilevke! I'm an ac-
?erilgtagczof yours. In fac}, I’'m actually your second cousin once
“Save h. our wife E}olde is my third cousin on her father's side.”
Lo yt ere, I say. You aren’t by any chance Boruch Hirsh a d
eah Dvossi’s son-in-law, are you?” o
SorlY'oul guessed it,” he'says. “I'm Boruch Hirsh and Leah Dvossi’s
x —}11n- aw. .z’Axnd my wife, Shayne Shayndl, is Boruch Hirsh and
ealD Dvossi’s daughter. Do you know me now?”
“Do I?” I say. “Your mother-in-law’ :
o -in-law’s grandmother, Sorel
Zem.e, and my wife’s aunt, Frume Zlote, were, I believe, real g:s;
n(:“és(;rlls—whmh mfikes you Boruch Hirsh and Leah Dvossi’s
yolur I(:a;(iz-ullt—,la\a;.mdzed. The only trouble is that I've forgotten
. It’s shpped right out ' : - i
o s pPp ght out of my mind. What exactly did
“My name,” he says, “is Menach
€, , em Mendl. Boruch Hirsl
Leah Dvossi’'s M ’ ’ o Koot
poan ] enachem Mendl, that's how I'm known in Kasri-
“In that case, my dear Menach
, em Mendl,” I say to him, “v
desc;rve a better hello than the one I gave you! Te}l]l me ‘E’(;w?a‘?é
yous: Hov:/ are your mother-in-law and your father-in-la\;? How is
everyone’s health? How is business?” .
“Eh,” he says. “As far as health ’ i
: . goes, we're all still ali >
pr‘aIlsed. But business is nothing to speak of.” sl alive '(“"‘Od .
‘It’s sure to pick up,” I say, glancin i
] , , g at his clothes. They w
Spaaftcthe}(li in ;evelfal places and his boots, the poor devil \}//ve:“zrz
ety hazard. “Leave it to God,” I said. “Thin ! 1
! ! . d, . gs always look u
lthe end. IF s written in the Bible, hakoyl hevel—-—mongy never I;()Iﬁ
r:;w.s a lslt.ralg.ht line. One day you're up, the next you're down. The
" ain thing is to kee'p breathing. And to have faith. A Jew has to
ope. So what if things couldn’t be worse? That’s why there are
{izwst ;ln the world! You know what they say: a soldier had better
Witeh he smell of gunpowfder ... Not that that has anything to do
it—why, all of life is but a dream . .. Tell me though, my

good fellow: wh . . }
of Yehupetz?"’V at are you doing here, right smack in the middle
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“What do you mean, what am I doing here?” he says. “I've been
here, let me see, it's been nearly a year and a half now.”

“Is that so?” I say. “Do you mean to tell me that you live here?”

«Sshhh!” he says to me, looking all around. “Not so loud. You're
right, I do live here, but that’s strictly between the two of us.”

I stood staring at him as though ata madman. “If you're hiding
from the law,” I said to him, “are you sure that the main street of
Yehupetz is the place for it?”

“Ask me no questions, Reb Tevye,” he says. “That’s how itis. 1
can see that you don’t know very much about our legal system
here. If you'll just let me explain it to you, you'll understand in a
jiffy how a man can live here and not live here at one and the
same time . . .> With which he launched into such a brief explana-
tion, that is, such a long song and dance, about what he had been
through trying to geta permit to live in Yehupetz that I said:

“Listen, Menachem Mendl, I have an idea. Why don’t you come
spend a day with us in the village? It will be a chance to rest your
weary bones. You'll be a most welcome guest. In fact, the old lady
will be tickled pink to have you.”

Well, it didn’t take much to convince him, and the two of us set
out for my place. There was some to-do when we got there. A
guest! A genuine third cousin! That may not seem like much, but
kinfolk are best folk, as they say. What a carnival! How are things
in Kasrilevke? How is Uncle Boruch Hirsh? How is Aunt Leah
Dvossi? How is Uncle Yosl Menashe? How is Aunt Dobrish? What
are all the children doing? Who's died? Who's been married?
Who's divorced? Who's sick or expecting? “Golde,” 1 said at last,
“what’s a wedding more or a circumcision less to you when we
have nothing to put in our mouths? Koyl dikhfin yeysey veyitzrokh—
it's no fun dancing on an empty stomach. If there’s a bit of borscht
around, that will do nicely, and if there isn’t, no matter—we’'ll
start right in on the knishes, or the kreplach, or the knaidlach, or
the varnishkes, or the pirogen, or the blintzes. You needn’t limit
yourself to one course, but be quick.”

In a word, we washed our hands and sat down to a fine meal.
“Have some more, Menachem Mendl,” 1 said when I was done.
“Ip’s all vanity anyway, if you don't mind my quoting King David.
It's a false and foolish world, and if you want to be healthy and
enjoy it, as my Grandma Nechomeh used to say—oh, she was a
smart one, all right, sharp as a whistle!—then you must never
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forget to lick the pot clean.” My poor devil of a guest was so
hungry that his hands shook. He didn’t stop praising my wife’s
cooking and swearing up and down that he couldn’t remember
when he had last eaten such delicious dairy food, such wonderful
knishes and tasty varnishkes. “Don’t be silly, Menachem Mendl,” 1
said. “You should try her pudding or her poppy cake—then you
would know what heaven on earth is really like.”

After the meal we chatted a bit as people do. 1 told him
about my business and he told me about his; 1 talked about
everything under the sun and he talked about Yehupetz and
Odessa, where he had been, as they say, through thick and
thin, now on top of the world and now in the pits, one day a
prince, and the next a pauper, and then a prince again, and
once more without a shirt on his back. Never in my life had 1
heard of such weird, complicated transactions: stocks and
shares, and selling long and short, and options and poptions,
and the Devil only knows what else. And for the craziest sums
too, ten and twenty thousand rubles, as though money were
water! “To tell you the truth, Menachem Mendl,” 1 said, “you
must have a marvelous head on your shoulders to figure all
that out. There’s one thing I don’t get, though: if I know your
wife as I think I do, how does she let you run around loose like
this without coming after you on a broomstick?”

“Ah, Reb Tevye,” he says with a sigh, “I wish you hadn’t men-
tioned that. She runs hot and cold, she does, mostly freezing. 1f 1
were to read you some of the letters she writes me, you’d see what
a saint I am. But that’s neither here nor there. What’s a wife for, if
not to put a man in his place? Believe me, I have a worse problem
than her, and that's my mother-in-law. I don’t have to describe
her to you—you know her well enough yourself.”

“What you're trying to tell me,” 1 say, “is that she’s just like it
says in the Bible, akudim nekudim uvrudim. Or to put it in plain
language, like an abcess on a blister on a boil.”

“Reb Tevye,” he says, “you’ve hit the nail on the head. And if
you think the boil and the blister are bad, wait until you hear
about the abcess.”

In a word, we stayed up gabbing half the night. By then I was
dizzy from all his wild stories about the thousands of rubles he
had juggled as though he were Brodsky. All night long my head
was in a whirl: Yehupetz... gold imperials... Brodsky...
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Menachem Mendl and his mother-in-law . .. It wgsn’t until the
next morning, though, that he finally got to thfi point. What was
the point? It was, said Menachem Mend], thgt since money was so
scarce in Yehupetz that you couldn’t even give away your gqus,
“You, Reb Tevye, have a chance not only to mal'<e a nice killing
but also to help save my life, I mean literally to raise me from the
o

dﬁ?zhd you,” I said to him, “are talking like a child. A’re you really
so foolish as to believe that I'm sitting on Yehupetz's rmlhons.’I
only wish the two of us could earn in a year a tenth of what I'd
need to be half as rich as Brodsky.”

“Of course,” he said. “You don’t have to te.ll me that. But what
makes you think I have such big sums in mind? Let me have a
hundred rubles and in a couple of days I'll turn them into two
hundred for you, into three hundred, into six hundred, into
seven. In fact, I'll make it an even thousaqd.” _ |

“That may very well be,” I said. “All things are possxble. Butdo
you know when they are? When there’s a hundred in the first
place. When there isn't, it’s begapay yovoy uvegapoy yeytsey. Do you
know what Rashi has to say about that? That if you investa fever,

’ sumption for your profit.”
yo‘l‘l(llz)rglfet,cggme,”phe says t}(l) me‘.) “A hundred rubles, Reb Tevye,
you're sure to find. With your business, your reputation, touch
wood . ..” o ) o

“What's my reputation got to do with 1t?. [ ask. “A reputation 12
a wonderful thing to have, but would you like to know something:
It's all 1 do have, because Brodsky has all the rest. If you must
know exactly, it may be that I could squeeze together somewhere
in the neighborhood of roughly more or less a hundred rubles,
but I can also think of a hundred different ways to make them
disappear again, the first of which is marrying off my eldest

ter...” .
da‘}lBgll;t that’s just it!” he says. “Listen to me! When will you have
another opportunity, Reb Tevye, to invest a hundred rubles an(}
wind up, God willing, with enough money to marry off everyone o
your daughters and still have plenty to spare?” And for the next
three hours he’s off on another serenade about how he can t},jrn
one ruble into three and three into ten. “The first thing you dp, ~hE
says, “is take your hundred and buy ten whatchumacallits with it.
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(That wasn’t his word, I just don’t remember what he called them.)
“You wait a few days for them to go up, and then you send off a
telegram with an order to sell and buy twice as much. Then you
wait a few more days and send a telegram again. Before you know
it, your hundred’s worth two, your two hundred four, your four
hundred eight, and your eight a thousand and six. It’s the damned-
est thing! Why, I know people who just the other day were shop
clerks in Yehupetz without a pair of shoes on their feet; today they
live in mansions with walls to keep out beggars and travel to the
baths in Germany whenever their wives get a stomachache. They
ride around town in rubber-wheeled droshkies—why, they don’t
even know you anymore!”

Well, so as not to make a short story long, he gave me such an
itch to be rich that it wasn’t any laughing matter. Why look a gift
horse in the mouth? I told myself. Maybe he’s really meant to be
your good angel. What makes you think you're any worse than
those shop clerks in Yehupetz who are living on easy street? He's
certainly not lying, because he could never make up such fairy
tales in a million years . . . It just may be, I thought, that Tevye’s
lucky number has come up at last and he’s finally going to be
somebody in his old age. How long does a man have to go on
working himself to the bone—day and night, horse and wagon,
cheese and butter, over and over again? It's high time, Tevye, for
you to relax a bit, to drop in on a synagogue and read a book now
and then like any respectable Jew. What are you so afraid of?
That nothing will come of it? That you'll be fleeced like a lamb?
That your bread, as they say, will fall with the butter side down?
But what'’s to keep it from falling with the butter side up? “Golde,”
I asked the old lady, “what do you think? How does our cousin’s
plan strike you?”

“What should I think?” she said. “I know that Menachem
Mendl isn’t some fly-by-night who’s out to put one over on you.
He doesn’t come from a family of fishmongers. His father was a
fine Jew, and his grandfather was such a crackerjack that he
kept right on studying Torah even after he went blind. Even his
Grandmother Tsaytl, may she rest in peace, was no ordinary
woman . ..”

“I'm talking Purim costumes and you're talking Hanukkah
candles!” I said. “What do his Grandmother Tsaytl and her honey



<28 TEVYE THE DAIRYMAN

cakes have to do with it? Next you'll be telling me about her saint
of a grandfather who died with a bottle in‘ hi.s arms! Once a
woman, always a woman, I tell you. It’s no coincidence t}_lat King
Solomon traveled the whole world and couldn’t find a single fe-
male with all her marbles in her head!”

In a word, we decided to go halves: I would invest the money
and Menachem Mendl the brains, and we would split what God
gave us down the middle. “Believe me, Reb Tevye,” he said to me,
“T'll be fair and square with you. With God’s help, you'll soon be in
clover.”

“Amen,” 1 said, “the same to you. May your mouth be up
against His ears. There’s one thing that still isn’t clear to n}e,
though: how do we get the cat across the river? I'm here, you're
there, and money, as you know, is a highly perishable subs.tanc?.
Don't take offense, I'm not trying to outfox you, God forbid. It’s
just that Father Abraham knew what he was talking gbout when
he said, hazoyrim bedimoh berinoh yiktsoyru—better twice warned
than once burned.” . ' .

“Oh,” he says to me, “you mean we should put it down in writ-
ing. With the greatest of pleasure.”

“Not at all,” I say. “What good would that do? If you want.t’o
ruin me, a piece of paper won'’t stop you. Lav ak.hboroh ga,nvo———.lt s
not the signature that counts, it's the man that signs. If I'm going
to hang by one foot, I may as well hang by two.” ’

“Leave it to me, Reb Tevye,” he says. “1 swear by all that’s holy—
may God strike me down if I try any monkey business! I wouldn’t
even dream of such a thing. This is strictly an aboveboard opera-
tion. God willing, we'll split the take between us, half and half,
fifty-fifty, a hundred for me, a hundred for you, two hundred for
me, two hundred for you, three hundred for me, three hundred
for you, four hundred for me, four hundred for you, a thousand
for me, a thousand for you . . .” . .

In a word, I took out my money, counted it three t.lmes th}} a
trembling hand, called my wife to be a witness, explame'd to him
once more how I had sweated blood for it, and handed it over to
him, making sure to sew it into his breast pocket $0 that no one
could steal it on the way. Then I made him promise to write me
every detail by the end of the following week and said goodbye to
him like the best of friends, even kissing him on the cheek as
cousins do.
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Once he was gone and we were alone again, I began having such
wonderful thoughts and sweet dreams that I could have wished
they’d go on forever. I imagined ourselves living in the middle of
town, in a huge house with a real tin roof, and lots of wings, and all
kinds of rooms and alcoves and pantries filled with good things,
and my wife Golde, a regular lady now, walking from room to room
with a key ring in her hand—why, she looked so different, so high-
and-mighty with her pearls and double chin, that I hardly recog-
nized her! And the airs she put on, and the way she swore at the
servants! My kids waltzed around in their Sabbath best without
lifting a finger, while geese, chickens, and ducks cackled in the
yard. The house was all lit up; a fire glowed in the fireplace; supper
was cooking on the stove, and the kettle whistled like a horse thief.
Only, who's that sitting in a house frock and skullcap at the dining
table, surrounded by the most prominent Jews in Yehupetz, all
begging for his attention? Why, I do believe it's Tevye! “Begging
your pardon, Reb Tevye ...” “No offense meant, Reb Tevye . . .”
“That would be most kind of you, Reb Tevye . . .”

“Damn it all!” T said, snapping out of it. “The Devil take every
last ruble on earth!”

“Who are you sending to the Devil?” asked my Golde.

“No one,” I said. “I was just thinking—dreaming—of pie in the
sky . .. Tell me, Golde, my darling, you wouldn’t happen to know
by any chance what this cousin of yours, Menachem Mendl, does
for a living, would you?”

“May all my bad dreams come true for my enemies!” says my
wife. “What? Do you mean to tell me that after talking and talking
with that fellow all day and all night, I should tell you what he
does for a living? God help me if I understood a thing about it,
but I thought you two became partners.”

“So we did,” I said. “It’s just that you can have my head on a
platter if 1 have the foggiest notion what it is that we're partners
in. I simply can’t make heads or tails of it. Not that that's any
reason for alarm, my dear. Something tells me not to worry. I do
believe, God willing, that we're going to be in the gravy—and now
say amen and make supper!”

In short, a week went by, and then another, and then another—
and not a peep from my partner! 1 was beside myself, I went
about like a chicken without its head, not knowing what to think.
It can’t be, I thought, that he simply forgot to write; he knows
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perfectly well that we’re waiting to hear from him. And suppose
he’s skimmed all the cream for himself and claims we haven't
earned a kopeck’s profit, what can 1 do about it—call him a
monkey’s uncle? . . . Only I don’t believe it, I told myself, it simply
isn’t possible. Here I've gone and treated him like one of the
family, the good luck that I've wished him should only be mine—
how could he go and play such a trick on me? ... Just then,
though, I had an even worse thought: the principal! The Devil
take the profit, Menachem Mendl could have it, revakh vehatsoloh
ya'amoyd layehudim—but God protect my principal from him! You
old fool, I said to myself, you sewed your whole fortune into his
Jacket with your own two hands! Why, with the same hundred
rubles you could have bought yourself a team of horses such as no
Jew ever horsed around with before, and traded in your old cart
for a new droshky with springs in the bargain!

“Tevye,” says my wife, “don’t just stand there doing nothing.
Think!”

“What does it look like I'm doing?” I asked. “I'm thinking so
hard that my head is falling off, and all you can tell me is, think!”

“Well,” she says, “something must have happened to him.
Either he was stripped bare by thieves, or else he’s taken ill, or
else, God forgive me, he’s gone and died on us.”

“Thieves? That’s a good one! What other cheery thoughts do
you have, light of my life?” I asked—though to myself I thought,
who knows what a man can meet up with when he’s traveling?
“Why is it that you always have to imagine the worst?”

“Because,” she says, “it runs in his family. His mother, may she
speak no ill of us in heaven, passed away not long ago in her
prime, and his three sisters are all dead too. One died as a girl;
one was married but caught a cold in the bathhouse and never
recovered from it; and one went crazy after her first confinement
and wasted away into nothing . . .”

“May the dead live in Paradise, Golde,” I said, “because that’s
where we’ll join them some day. A man, I tell you, is no different
from a carpenter; that is, a carpenter lives till he dies, and so does
aman.”

In a word, we decided that I should pay a call on Menachem
Mendl. By now I had a bit of merchandise, some Grade A cheese,
cream, and butter, so I harnessed the horse to the wagon and
vayisu misukoys—off to Yehupetz I went. I hardly need tell you that
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I was in a black and bitter mood, and as I drove through the forest
my fears got the better of me. No doubt, I thought, when I ask for
my man in Yehupetz I'll be told, “Menachem Mendl? There's
someone who's made it to the top. He lives in a big house and
rides about in droshkies—you’ll never recognize him!” Sull, I'll
pluck up my nerve and go straight to his house. “Hey, there,
uncle,” says the doorman, sticking an elbow in my ribs, “just
where do you think you're going? It’s by appointment only here,
in case you didn’t know.”

“But I'm a relative of his,” 1 say. “He’s my second cousin once
removed on my wife’s side.”

“Congratulations,” says the doorman. “Pleased to meet you. I'm
afraid, though, that you’ll have to cool your heels all the same. I
promise you your health won’t suffer from it.”

I realize that I have to cross his palm. How does the verse go?
Oylim veyordim—if you want to travel, you better grease the wheels.
Atonce I'm shown in to Menachem Mendl.

“A good morning to you, Reb Menachem Mendl,” I say to him.

A good what to who? Eyn oymer ve’eyn dvorim—he doesn’t know
me from Adam! “What do you want?” he says to me.

I feel weak all over. “But how can it be, Pani,” I say, “that vou
don’t even know your own cousin? It's me, Tevye!”

“Eh?” he says. “Tevye? The name rings a bell.”

“Oh, it does, does it?” 1 say. “I suppose my wife’s blintzes, and
knishes, and knaidlach, and varnishkes all happen to ring a bell
too...?”

He doesn’t answer me, though, because now I imagine the op-
posite: as soon as he catches sight of me, he greets me like a
long-lost friend. “What a guest! What a guest! Sit down, Reb
Tevye, and tell me how you are. And how is your wife? I've been
looking all over for you, we have some accounts to settle.” And
with that he dumps a bushel of gold imperials out on the table.
“This,” he says, “is your share of the profit. The principal has
been reinvested. Whatever we make we'll keep on sharing, half
and half, fifty-fifty, a hundred for me, a hundred for you, two
hundred for me, two hundred for you, three hundred for me,
three hundred for you, four hundred for me, four hundred for
you...”

He was still talking when 1 dozed off, so that I didn't see my old
dobbin stray from the path and run the wagon into a tree. It gave
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me such a jolt in the pants that I saw stars. Just look how every-
thing turns out for the best, I told myself. You can consider your-
self lucky that the axle didn’t break . . .

Well, I arrived in Yehupetz, had my goods snatched up in no
time as usual, and began to look for my fine friend. One, two,
three hours went by in roaming the streets of the town—uvehayeled
eynenu, there’s neither hide nor hair of him. Finally I stopped
some people and asked, “Excuse me, but do you by any chance
know of a Jew around here whose given name is Menachem
MendI?”

“Menachem Mendl?” they say to me. “We know no endl Mena-
chem Mendls. Which one are you looking for?”

“You mean what’s his last name?” I say. “It’s Menachem Mendl.
Back home in Kasrilevke he’s called after his mother-in-law, that
i1s, Leah Dvossi’s Menachem Mendl. In fact, his father-in-law—
and a fine old man he is—is called Leah Dvossi’s Boruch Hirsh.
Why, Leah Dvossi is so well known in Kasrilevke that she herself is
called Leah Dvossi’s Boruch Hirsh’s Leah Dvossi. Do you know
who I'm talking about now?”

“We follow you perfectly,” they say. “But that still isn’t enough.
What’s his line? What does he deal in, this Menachem Mendl of
yours?”

“What'’s his line?” I say. “His line is gold imperials, and now and
then poptions. And telegrams to St. Petersburg and Warsaw.”

“Is that s0?” they say, holding their sides. “If it'’s the Menachem
Mendl who'll sell you a bird in the bush at half price that you're
looking for, you'll find him over there with all the other bushmen,
on the other side of the street.”

One is never too old to learn, I thought, but bushmen? Still, I
crossed to the opposite sidewalk, where I found myself among such
a mob of Jews that I could hardly move. They were packed to-
gether as at a fairgrounds, running around like crazy and climbing
all over each other. What bedlam! Everyone was shouting and
waving his hands at once. “Up a quarter! ... Give me ten! ...
Word of honor! ... Put it there! . .. Cash on the barrelhead! . . .
Scratch that! . .. You double-dealer! . . . You four-flusher! . . . I'll
bash your head in! . .. You should spitin his eye! . . . He’ll lose his
shirt! ... What a chiseler! ... You're a bankrupt! ... You're a
bootlicker! . . . So’s your old man! . . . ” They looked about to come
to blows. Vayivrakh Ya'akoyv, 1 told myself: you better scram while
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you can, Tevye, my friend. If only you had listened to what the
Bible says, you would never have believed in False Profits. So this is
where the gold imperials grow on trees? This is the business you
invested in? A black day it was that you became a businessman!

In a word, I had moved on a bit and come to a big display
window full of pants when whose reflection did I see in it but Mr.
Moneybags’ himself! My heart sank to my stomach. I thought I
would die! We should only live to meet our worst enemies crawl-
ing down the street like Menachem Mendl. You should have seen
his coat! And his shoes! And the face on him—why, a corpse in
the grave looks better. Nu, Tevye, I thought, ka’asher ovadeti ova-
deti—you’re up the creek this time for sure. You can kiss every
cent you ever had goodbye. Loy dubim veloy ya'ar—the principal’s
gone with the profit and all that’s left you is troubles!

He too must have been stunned to see me, because we just went
on standing there without a word, staring at each other like two
roosters, as if to say, you know and I know that it’s all over with
the two of us; there’s nothing for it now but to take a tin cup and
start going from door to door with it . . .

“Reb Tevye,” he said in such a whisper that I could hardly hear
him. “Reb Tevye! With luck like mine it’s better not to be born. I'd
rather hang than have to live like this . . .”

He couldn’t get out another word. “There’s no doubt, Mena-
chem Mendl,” I said, “that you deserve as much. You should be
taken right now and given such a whipping in the middle of
Yehupetz, in front of everyone, that you'd soon be paying a call
on your Grandmother Tsaytl in the next world. Do you have any
idea what you've done? You've taken a house full of people, live,

feeling human beings who never did you an ounce of harm, and

slit their throats without a knife! How in the world am I supposed
to show my face now to my wife and kids? Perhaps you can tell me
that, you thief, you, you swindler, you murderer!”

“It’s the truth,” he says, flattening himself against the wall. “So
help me God, every word of what you say is true!”

“Hell itself,” I say, “hell itself, you cretin, is too good for you!”

“It’s the truth, Reb Tevye,” he says. “So help me God, before I'll
go on living like this any longer, I'll . . . T'll .. .”

And he hung his head. I stood there looking at the schlimazel
pressed against the wall with his hat falling off, every sigh and
groan of his breaking my heart. “Well,” I said, “come to think of
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it, there’s no sense in blaming you either. After all, it’s ridiculous
to suppose you did it on purpose, because you were a partner just
like me, the business was half yours. I put in the money, you put
in the brains, and don’t we both wish we hadn’t! I'm sure you
meant well, lekhayim veloy lamoves. 1f we blew a small fortune, that’s
only because we weren’t meant to make a big one. How does the
verse go? Al tis’haleyl beyoym mokhor—the more man plans, the
harder God laughs. Take my dairy business, for example. You
would think it was pretty solid—and yet just last autumn, it
shouldn’t happen to you, a cow dropped dead on me for whose
carcass I was lucky to get fifty kopecks, and right after her, a red
heifer that I wouldn’t have sold for twenty rubles. Was there
anything I could do about it? If it’s not in the cards, you can stand
on your head and say the alphabet backwards—it doesn’t help a
damn bit. I'm not even asking what you did with the money that I
bled for. I know as much as I want to, that it went to buy birds in a
bush, whole flocks of them, and that I'll never get to see a single
one. And whose fault is it? It's my own, for having been taken in
by a lot of hot air. Take it from me, the only way to make money is
to work your bottom off. Which is where you, Tevye, deserve to
get a swift kick! But what good does it do to cry about it? It’s just
like it says in the Bible, vetso’akoh hane’aroh—you can scream till
you burst, who says that anyone is listening? Wisdom and second
thoughts are two things that always come too late. Tevye just
wasn’t meant to be upper crust, that’s not how God wanted it.
Hashem nosan vehashem lokakh, the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh
away—in which case, says Rashi, cheer up, my friend, and let’s go
have a little shot of brandy! . . .”

And that, Pan Sholem Aleichem, is how I blew all my money. But
if you think I've been eating my heart out over it, you have
another guess coming. You know the Bible’s opinion: li hakesef veli
hazohov—money is a lot of baloney. What matters is the man who
has it—I mean, what matters is for a man to be a man. Do you
know what I still can’t get over, though? Losing my dream! If only
you knew how badly, oh Lord, how really badly I wanted to be a
rich Jew, if only for just a few days! But go be smarter than life.
Doesn'’t it say be'al korkhekho atoh khai—nobody asks if you want to
be born or if you want your last pair of boots to be torn. “Instead
of dreaming, Tevye,” God was trying to tell me, “you should have
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stuck to your cheese and butter.” Does that mean I've lost faith
and stopped hoping for better times? Don't you believe it! The
more troubles, the more faith, the bigger the beggar, the greater
his hopes. How can that be, you ask? But I've already gone on
enough for one day, and I'd better be off and about my business.
How does the verse go? Koyl ha’odom koyzev—there isn’t a man who
hasn’t taken a beating sometime. Don't forget to take care and be
well!

(1899)

TODAY'S CHILDREN
v

Say what you will about today’s children, Pan Sholem Aleichem,
boram gidalti veroymamti: first you have them, then you break your
back for them, make every sacrifice, put yourself through the
mill . .. and for what? So that maybe, you think, if you've man-
aged to get ahead a bit in life, you can help them get somewhere
too. I wouldn’t dream of having Brodsky for my in-law, of course,
but that doesn’t mean I have to settle for just anyone, because I'm
not such a nobody myself; and since I don’t come, as my wife likes
to put it, from a long line of fishmongers, I had hoped for some
luck with my daughters. How was that? In the first place, because
God gave them good looks, and a pretty face, the saying goes, is
half a dowry. And secondly, because even if, with God’s help, I'm
no longer the Tevye I once was, someone like me still rates a good
match even in Yehupetz, don’t you think? The trouble is that the
same merciful God who’s always practicing His miracles on me,
first seeing how quick He can raise a man up and then how fast
He can dump him back down, has let me know in no uncertain
terms, “Tevye, stop being so ridiculous as to think you can run the
world!” . . . Well, wait till you hear how the world runs itself with-
out me. And who, naturally, does it run right over first? Why,
your schlimazel of a Tevye, of course!

But why make a short story long? I'm sure you remember,
though I would much prefer to forget, what happened with my
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cousin Menachem Mendl—how I wish I had never heard that
namel—and with the fine business in gold imperials and poptions
that we did in Yehupetz. It shouldn’t happen to my worst enemy!
For a while I went about moaning and groaning that it was all over
with me and my dairy, until the wife said to me, “Tevye, you're a
fool to carry on as though the world has come to an end. All
you're doing is eating your heart out. Why not just pretend we've
been burgled, it could happen to anyone . .. If I were you, I'd go
see Layzer Wolf the butcher in Anatevka. He keeps saying he
needs to talk to you urgently.”

“What can be so urgent?” I asked. “If he’s got it into his head
that I'm going to sell him our brown cow, he can take a stick and
beat it out again.”

“What's so precious about our brown cow?” says my wife. “All
the rivers of milk and mountains of butter we get from her?”

“No, it isn’t that,” I say. “It’s just a sin to hand over a poor
innocent beast to be slaughtered. Why, it says in our holy Bible—"

“For goodness' sake, Tevye,” she says, “that’s enough! The
whole world knows what a professor of Bible you are. Listen to a
simple woman like me and go see Layzer Wolf. Every Thursday
when I send our Tsaytl to his butcher shop for meat, it’s the same
thing again: would she please tell her father to come at once, he
has something important to say to him . . .”

Well, sometimes you have to do what you're told, even if it's by
your own wife; I let myself be talked into going to see Layzer Wolf
in Anatevka, which is a couple of miles away. When I got there, he
was out.

“Where’s Layzer Wolf?” I asked the pug-nosed woman who was
busy doing the housework.

“He’s at the slaughterhouse,” she says. “He’s been there all
morning slaughtering an ox, but he should be back soon.”

While 1 waited for him I wandered about the house, taking in
the furnishings. I only wish I had half as much! There was a
cupboard full of copper that you couldn’t have bought for two
hundred and fifty rubles; not just one samovar but two; and a
brass tray, and another tray from Warsaw, and a set of cups with
gilt edges, and a pair of silver candlesticks, and a cast-iron meno-
rah, and all kinds of other things, more bric-a-brac than you could
count. God in heaven, I thought, I should only live to see my
daughters own such things! Some people have all the breaks. Not
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only is Layzer Wolf rich, with a grand total of two children, both
married, he even has the luck to be a widower . . .

Well, before long the door opened and in came Layzer Wolf
himself, fit to be tied at the slaughterer for having been so unkind
as to declare unkosher an ox the size of an oak tree because of a
tiny scar on its lung no bigger than a hairpin. A black hole should

~open up in the earth and swallow him alive! ... “Am I glad to see

you, Reb Tevye!” he says. “It’s easier to raise the dead. What's new
with a Jew?”

“What should be new?” I say. “The harder I work, the less I
have to show for it. It’s like it says in the Bible: loy mi'uktsokh
veloy miduvshokh. 1 not only have no money, I also lack health,
wealth, and happiness.”

“It’s a sin to be ungrateful, Reb Tevye,” he says. “Compared to
what you once were, and let’s hope won’t be again, you're not
doing half bad these days.” '

“It’s the other half that worries me,” I say. “But I have nothing
to complain about, thank God. Askakurdo dimaskanto dikarnaso di-
farsmakhto, as the Talmud puts it . ..” And I thought: may your
nose stick to your backside, you meat hacker, you, if there’s such a
line of Talmud in the world . . .

“You're always quoting something,” Layzer Wolf says. “I envy
you, Reb Tevye, for being able to read the small print. But what
good does all that book learning do you? Let’s talk about some-
thing more practical. Have a seat, Reb Tevye.” And before I can
have one, he bellows, “How about some tea!”

Out of nowhere, as if she had been hiding beneath the floor-
boards, the pug-nosed woman appears, snatches a samovar like
the wind snatching a leaf, and disappears into the kitchen.

“Now that we're alone with only four eyes between the two of
us,” says Layzer Wolf to me, “you and I can talk business. It’s like
this: I've been wanting to speak to you for quite a while, Reb
Tevye. I even asked your daughter several times to have you come
see me. You see, lately I've had my eye on—"

“I know you have,” I said. “But it won’t do you any good. It’s out
of the question, Layzer Wolf, simply out of the question.”

“But why?” he asks, giving me an astonished look.

“Because there’s no hurry,” I say. “She’s still young. The river
won’t catch fire if we wait a little longer.”

“But why wait,” he says, “if you have an offer for her now?”
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“In the first place,” T say, “I just told you. And in the second
place, it's a matter of compassion. I simply don’t have the heart.”

“Just listen to him talk about her!” says Layzer Wolf with a
laugh. “A person might think you had no others. I should imag-
ine, Reb Tevye, that you have more than enough of them, touch
wood.”

“I can use every one I have,” I say. “Whoever envies me should
know what it costs just to feed them.”

“Envy?” says Layzer Wolf. “Who's talking envy? On the con-
trary, it's just because they’re such a fine bunch that I . .. do you
get me? Have you ever thought for a minute, Reb Tevye, of all I
can do for you?”

“Of course I have,” I say. “And I've gotten a headache each time
I did. Judging by all you've done for me in the past, you might
even give me free ice in the middle of the winter.”

“Oh, come,” he says, sweet as sugar. “Why harp on the past? We
weren’t in-laws then.”

“In-laws?” I say. “What kind of in-laws?”

“Why, how many kinds are there?” he says.

“Excuse me, Reb Layzer Wolf,” I say, “but do you have any idea
what we’re talking about?” ’

“I should say I do, Reb Tevye,” he says. “But perhaps you'd like
to tell me.”

“With pleasure,” I say. “We're talking about my brown cow that
you want me to sell you.”

“Hee hee hee,” he says, chortling. “Your brown cow, no less,
that's a good one . . . ho ho ho!”

“But what do you think we were talking about, Reb Layzer
Wolf?” I say. “Why not let me in on the joke?”

“Why, about your daughter!” he says. “We’ve been talking all
along about your Tsaytl! You know I'm a widower, Reb Tevye—it
shouldn’t happen to you. Well, I've made up my mind; why try
my luck again far from home, where I'll have to deal with all sorts
of spooks, flukes, and matchmakers? Here we are, the two of us,
both from the same place, I know you and you know me—to say
nothing of the party in question, who I've taken quite a fancy to. I
see her every Thursday in my butcher shop and we've even ex-
changed a few words; she’s on the quiet side, I must say, but not
bad, not bad at all!, And as for me, touch wood, you can see for
yourself: I'm comfortably off, I have a couple of shops, 1 even
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own my own house. I don’t mean to boast, but it has some nice
fumishings too, and there are hides stored away in the attic, and a
bit of cash in a chest. Reb Tevye, why haggle like gypsies about it?
Come, let’s shake hands and be done with it, do you get me?”

In short, I sat there listening and couldn’t say a word, the whole
thing bowled me over so. For a minute I thought: Layzer Wolf . . .
Tsaytl ... why, he’s old enough to be her father . . . But it didn’t
take me long to think again. My God, I told myself, what a god-
send! She’ll be sitting pretty with him, on top of the world! So
what if he’s a tightwad? These upside-down days, that's actually
considered a virtue. Odom koroyv le'atsmoy—charity begins at
home . .. It’s true the man is a trifle common—but since when can
everyone be a scholar? There are plenty of rich Jews, fine people,
in Anatevka, Mazapevka, and even in Yehupetz, who wouldn't
know a Hebrew letter if one fell on them; that still doesn’t keep
them from being thought highly of—1I should only be as respected
as they are! How does the verse go? Im eyn kemakh eyn Toyroh—it's
all very well to know the Bible by heart, but you still can’t serve it
for dinner . . .

“Nu, Reb Tevye,” says Layzer Wolf. “Why don’t you say some-
thing?”

“What's there to shout about?” I say, playing hard to get. “One
doesn’t decide such things on the spur of the moment. It's no
laughing matter, marrying off your eldest daughter.”

“That’s just it!” he says. “She’s your eldest. Once she’s my wife,
God willing, marrying off your second and your third and your
fourth will be no problem, do you get me?”

“Amen,” I say. “It’s easy as pie to marry off a daughter. God
simply has to find her the right man.”

“But that isn’t what I meant, Reb Tevye,” he says. “I meant that
you not only needn’t put up a penny’s dowry for your Tsaytl, or
buy her the things a girl needs for her wedding, because I'll take
care of all that myself—you can also trust me to beef up your
wallet while I'm atit . . .”

“Hold on there!” I said. “You'll forgive me for saying so, but
you're talking just like in a butcher shop. What's this about beef in
my wallet? You should be ashamed of yourself! My Tsaytl, God
forbid, is not up for sale to the highest bidder.”

“Ashamed?” he says. “And here I thought I was only being nice!
I'll tell you what, though: for you, I'll even be ashamed. Far be it
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from me to object to your saving me money. Let’s just be quick
about it, the sooner the better! I want a woman in my house, do
you get me?”

“I certainly do,” I say. “For my part, [ won't stand in your way.
But I'll have to talk it over with the missus, because such things are
her department. One doesn’t give away one’s eldest daughter
every day. You know what Rashi says about it: Rokhey! mevakoh al
boneho—that means there’s no one like a mother. And we'll have
to ask Tsaytl too, of course. You don’t want this to be the sort of
wedding where everyone turns up but the bride . . .”

“What kind of a man are you!” he says. “Who asks? Go home
and tell them, Reb Tevye, tell them it’s all been decided and that
I'll be waiting beneath the wedding canopy.”

“You musn't talk like that, Reb Layzer Wolf,” I say. “A young
girlisn'ta widow, to be married off at the drop of a hat.”

“Of course she’s not,” he says. “A girl is a girl and a hat is a hat.
That's why I want it settled quickly, because there’s still a whole lot
to talk about, pots, pans, and petticoats. But first, Reb Tevye, what
say we drink to it, eh?”

“Why not?” I say. “I never turn down a drink. Among friends
it's always appropriate. A man is only a man, as they say, but
brandy is still brandy. You'll find that in the Talmud too.” And
with that I began spouting whole passages of Gemara, mixed in
with some prayers and a bit of the Haggadah, such as no one ever
dreamed of before . . .

In a word, we put a few drops of brandy beneath our belts
without keeping count of how many and then, when old Pug Nose
brought the samovar, switched to tea-and-brandy punch, jabber-
ing away all the while in the friendliest of fashions about the
wedding, and God knows what else, and the wedding again, until
I said, “I hope you realize, Reb Layzer Wolf, what a diamond itis
that you're getting.”

“You hope I realize?” he says. “Do you think I would have asked
for herif I didn’t?”

“A diamond,” I say, raising my voice, “and twenty-four carats
too! You better take good care of her and not act like the butcher
youare . ..”

“Don’t you worry about that, Reb Tevye,” he says. “She’ll eat
better by me every day of the week than by you at your Passover
seder!”
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“Eat!” I say. “How much can a person eat? A rich man can’t eat
the gold in his safe, nor a poor man the stones in his shoes. Just
how dg you think a Jew as crude as yourself is even goiﬁg to
appreciate her cooking? Why, the hallahs she bakes, her gefillte
fish ... good Lord, Reb Layzer Wolf, her gefillte fish . . . lucky is
the man who gets to taste it . . .”

“Reb Tevye,” he says, “you'll forgive me for saying so, but what
does an old prune like you know about it? You don’t know the
first thing about anything, Reb Tevye, you don't even know the
first thing about me!”

“If'you were to give me all the rice in China,” I say, “I wouldn’t
take it for my Tsaytl. Listen here, Reb Layzer Wolf, I don’t care if
you have two hundred thousand to your name, you aren’t worth
the little toe of her left foot!”

“Believe you me, Reb Tevye,” he says, “if you didn’t happen to
be older than me, I'd tell you to your face what a fool you are.”

Well, we must have gone at it hammer and tongs until we were
good and sozzled, because when I arrived home it was late at night
and my feet felt made out of lead. My wife, may her life be a long
one, saw right away how pie-eyed I was and gave me the welcome
I deserved.

“Ssshhh, don’t be angry with me, Golde,” I said, feeling so
merry that I could have broken right into a jig. “Stop screaming at
me, light of my life, and wish me a mazel tov instead!”

“A mazel tov?” she says. “I'll wish you a mazel tov you'll never

forget! I'll bet you went and sold our poor brown cow to Layzer
Wolf, after all.” /

“Oh, it's worse than that,” I say. o

“What?” she says. “You swapped her for a cow of his? Just wait
till the poor devil finds out how you cheated him!”

“You're not even warm yet,” I say.

“For God's sake,” she says, “out with it! Do I have to pay you
money for each word?”

“Mazel tov to you, Golde!” I said again. “Mazel tov to us both.
Our Tsaytlis engaged.”

“My God, are you ever potted!” she says. “It’s no joke, the man’s
hallucinating! How many drinks did you say you had?”

“Layzer Wolf and I had more than one between us,” I say, “and
a bit of punch to wash it down with, but I swear I'm as sober as can
be. It's my pleasure to inform you, my dear brother Golde, that
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our Tsaytl has had the good fortune to be betrothed to Layzer
Wolf himself!” o

And with that I told her the whole story from beginning to end,
the who, where, when, and all the rest of it, not leavir_lg out an
iota. “So help me God now and forever, Tevye,” she said when I
was done, “if something didn’t tell me all along that’s what Layzer
Wolf wanted. You know what, though? I was frightened to think
that maybe nothing would come of it... Oh, thank You, dear
God, thank You, thank You, merciful Father! It should 'only' be
for the best. Tsaytl should live to grow old and be happy with him,
because Frume Soreh, rest her soul, didn’t have such a wonderful
time of it; but then she was, God forgive me, an impossible woman
who couldn’t get along with a soul, not at all like our Tsaytl. Oh,
thank You, thank You, God! What did I tell you, Tevye, you
dummy! What's the use of worrying? If it’s written in the stars, it
will walk right in without knocking . . .” .

“There’s no doubt about that,” 1 said. “It even says in the
Bible—" .

“Spare us your Bible!” she says. “We have to start planning for
the wedding. First we should make a list fo‘r Layzer Wolf of all the
things that Tsaytl will need. Linen goes without saying. And‘ she
doesn’t have a spare set of underthings, not even an extra pair of
socks. And then there’s dresses—a silk one for the wedding and
two woolen ones, one for summer and one for winter—and t}ouse
frocks, and lingerie, and a fur coat . . . no, I want two: a pla}n cat
fur for everyday and a good fox fur for Sabbaths and holidays.
She’ll need high-heeled boots too, and a corset, and g.loves, and
handkerchiefs, and a parasol, and all kinds of other things that a
young lady can’t do without . . .” .

“Golde, my dearest,” I said to her, “since when are you such an
expert on high fashion?” ’

“And why shouldn’t I be?” she says. “Don’t you suppose I have
eyes? Don’t you think I've seen what they wear back home when
they step out in Kasrilevke? Just you leave it to Layzer Wolf and
me. He's no pauper, and you can bet he won't want‘the whole
world calling him cheap. If you have to eat pork, you might as well
eat it till it’s running down your chin . . .”

In short, we talked all night long until I said, “Round up what
cheese and butter there is, my wife, and I'll take it to Boiberik. Not
that everything isn’t fine and dandy right here, but we can’t just
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forget about the business. Haneshomoh lokh, it says—our souls may
be God’s but someone better look after our bodies.”

And so at the crack of dawn, before it was light out, I harnessed
my horse and wagon and set out for Boiberik. I arrived at the
marketplace—oho! (is there any place in the world where a Jew
can keep a secret?)—everyone knows all about it and is congratu-
lating me from all sides.

“Mazel tov, Reb Tevye,” they say. “When will the wedding be?”

“Mazel tov to you t0o,” I say. “But I'm afraid it’s a case of the
son growing up before the father has been born.”

“There’s no use trying to pull our leg, Reb Tevye,” they say.
“You'll have to stand us all drinks, you lucky devil. Why, the man
is a gold mine!”

“When the gold gives out,” I say, “a mine’s just a hole in the
ground. Which is no reason, of course, to be piggish with one’s
friends. As soon as I've finished my route, the food and drinks are
on me. We'll live it up and to hell with it! Tsoholoh vesomeykhoh, my
friends—if beggars can’t be choosers, they may as well be
boozers.”

In a word, I finished my rounds in a jiffy as usual and went off
to drink a toast with my dear brothers. We wished each other the
happiness we all deserved and I started out for home, a bit tipsy
and as merry as a lark. I rode through the forest, the summer
sun shining down, the trees casting their shadows on either side
of the path, a good smell of pine needles all around—this is the
life, I thought! I even let go of my horse’s reins and stretched
out like a count in a carriage. “Run along without me,” I told the

old boy, “it'’s time you knew the way yourself”"—and with,that I
threw back my head and broke into a little tune. I had such a
holiday feeling in my heart that I even began to sing melodies
from the prayer book. There I sat, staring up at the sky and
thinking of the words of the hallel prayer. Hashomayim shomayim
ladoynai—the heavens belong to God . .. veha'orets nosan livney
odom—but the earth He’s given to us, the human race, so that we
can bury each othe- six feet deep in it and fight for the honor of
crying by the grave . .. Loy hameysim yehallelu yoh—the dead don't
praise God, and why should they? . .. Ve'anakhnu nevoreykh yoh—
yet-we poor folk who are still barely alive can’t thank Him
enough if He does us a single favor... Ohavti ki yishma—of
course I love Him; wouldn’t you if He had cupped a hand to His
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ear just to listen to your prayers? . . . Ofafuni khevley moves—there
I was, a poor wretch surrounded by worries: one day a cow dies
on me out of the blue, the next it’s my luck to run into a schlima-
zel of a cousin, a Mr. Menachem Mendl of Yehupetz, who walks
off with my last cent ... Ani omarti bekhofzi—why, 1 thought the
sky had fallen in ... Koyl ha’odom koyzev—and that I couldn’t
trust a living soul anymore . .. So what does God do? Oydkho ki
anisoni—He taps Layzer Wolf on the shoulder and tells him to
marry my Tsaytl, all expenses paid ... Which is why I thank
You, dear Lord, for having looked down on Your Tevye and
decided to lend him a hand. At last I'll have some pleasure from
my children! When I'll come to visit my Tsaytl in her new home,
God willing, I'll find a grand lady with everything a person could
ask for, closets full of fine linen, cupboards full of jam and
schmaltz, cages full of chickens, ducks, and geese . . .

Well, at that very moment my horse took a notion to practice
his downhill gallop. Before I could even look around, I was flat
on my back with all my jugs and milk cans, staring up at my
wagon on top of me. It was all I could do to crawl out from
under it, more dead than alive, and chew the idiot out. “You
should sink to the bottom of the sea and be eaten by vultures!
Who asked you, you moron, to prove you could be a racehorse?
You almost did me in for good, you Satan, you!” I gave it to him
for all he was worth—and the old fellow must have realized what
a dirty trick he had played, because he stood there with his head
bowed as though waiting to be milked. “The Devil take you and
keep you!” I said a last time, righting and reloading the wagon.
“Giddyap!” I cried—and we were off again. I knew it wasn’t a
good omen, though. Suppose, I thought, something has gone
wrong at home . . .

And so it had. I had traveled another mile or so and wasn’t far
from our village when I saw the figure of a woman coming toward
me. I drove a little nearer—it was Tsaytl! I don’t know why, but I
felt a twinge when I saw her. I jumped to the ground and called,
“Tsaytl, is that you? What are you doing here?”

Her only answer was to throw herself on me and sob.

“For the love of God, Daughter,” I said, “what are you crying
for?” ’

“Oh, Papa,” she said, the tears running down her cheeks. “Oh,
Papa.”
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I had a black feeling. My heart s ¢ " I sai i
’ _ - My heart sank. “Tsaytl,” I said, tak
in my arms to hug and kiss her, “what is it?” ’ G raking her
hav(e)ht, I’lgpa, shs said, “oh, dearest, darling Papa, I don't care if I

o . .
o .1”ve on bread and water, just have pity on me and my

She was crying so hard that she couldn’

n'tsay any more. God hel
;‘S’ I thought, for by now I had guessed what it was. The Devg
1‘r‘nBseIf hlz:d made me go to Boiberik that morning!
ut what is there to cry about, you silly>” 1 '

Bu ') y?” I said, stroking he
hair. “Why cry? You have no call to: if you say no, it’s no; we §'on’1;
nlllarry you off with a shotgun. We meant well. We thought it was
a for}the-best. But if your heart tells you not to, what more can
wido. Itsimply wasn’t meant to be in the first place . . .”
andO};l, Pt;;lpa, Sl}l]e sa{fs, “oh, thank you, thank you so much!”—

she throws herself on me again, cryi 1551 0t
were btk moys ezsel g rying and kissing me until
“Come,” I say “enough is enou i
€, , gh. Hakoyl hevel—even chicken
f;)up wntbhkreplach gets to be tiresome after a while. Into the
agon with you and home you go! Y
nagon with ¥ you go: Your mother must be good
Once the two of us were aboard, I dj
) _the of ‘ , id my best to calm her.
GLook, 1ts like this,” I said. “Your mother and ] meant no ham:.
od k’nows our only t‘hought was of you. If it didn’t work out, God
glusnt hav<? wanted it to. You, Tsaytl, just weren’t meant to be a
r;le lady with a hou.se full of grand things and two old parents
who coulq finally enjoy th.emselves a bit after keeping their nose
]ti(iethe g’rmdstone ali their poor, luckless, miserable penniless
es . .. ,
I’I;Oh’ Papa,” she said, starting to cry again. “I’ll hire myself o‘\ut
o ge’t’ down on my knees and scrub floors, I'll shovel dirt if I have’
“But why are you still cryi i i " i
: ying, you little ninny?” I said. “I was
talkmg to God, not to you. I'm feeling so low that I have to have it
out with som‘eone—j—and considering all He’s done for me, it might
as l;vell l?e with Him. He’s supposed to be our merciful Father;
yt\'e » He’s had such mercy on me that I hope I've seen the last of
it—and He better not c'harge me extra for saying that. A lot of
g}i)od it <?0es to complain to God about God! I suppose, though
(ti at that’s how 1's meant to be: He’s up in His heaven and I’m’
own below, with one foot already in the grave—which still leaves
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me the other to stand on while I tell the world about His
justice . . . Only come to think of it, I really must be a big fool to
carry on like this. What am I talking about? Where does a little
worm like me crawling about on the earth get off telling God, who
can blow me away to kingdom come with one puff of His breath,
how to manage His affairs? If this is how He’s arranged them,
who am I to say otherwise? Forty days before a child is a twinkle in
its mother’s eyes, forty days beforehand, so it says in our holy
books, an angel comes along and proclaims: “T'saytl the daughter
of Tevye to Berl the son of Shmerl'—and Layzer Wolf the
butcher, if he doesn’t mind my saying so, can go look for his
intended up another tree. I can promise him she won't fly
away . . . [ only hope, Tsaytl, that God sends you a proper young
man, the sooner the better, amen. And now pray for me that your
mother doesn’t scream bloody murder, because something tells
me that 'm in forit...”
In short, as soon as we got home I unhitched the horse and sat
down outside to have myself a think what fairy tale to tell the
wife—anything to keep me out of trouble. It was evening and the
sun was going down; from far away came the croaking of the
frogs; my fettered horse stood nibbling grass; the cows, back from
pasture, were waiting with their feedbags to be milked; all around
me the greenery gave off a smell like Paradise. And as I sat there
thinking about things, it struck me how cleverly the good Lord
had made His world, so that every creature, from man to beast,
could earn its keep. Only there were no free lunches! You want to
eat, Mrs. Cow? Then let’'s have some milk, help a poor Jew
support his wife and kids! You want some grass, Mr. Horse?
Then please be so kind as to trot over to Boiberik with these milk
cans! And you too, Mr. Man, you want some bread for your belly?
Then off your butt and milk the cows, carry the cans, churn the
butter, make the cheese, harness the horse, go early each morning
to the dachas in Boiberik, scrape and bow to the rich Jews there,
smile at them, fawn on them, make them feel special, be sure
theyre satisfied—and whatever you do, don’t step on anyone’s
toes . . . Except that here we come to one of the Four Questions:
ma nishtanoh—where does it say in the Bible that Tevye has to
work his bottom off and be up at the crack of dawn every day
when even God is still snoozing away in bed? Where does it say
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“A serious proposal?” I say, thinking: bless my soul if he isn’t
about to offer me Layzer Wolf the butcher! .

“The perfect fit]” he says with another look at my girls. o

“Where does this match of yours come from?” I ask him. “I'm
warning you right now that if he smells of the meat counter, 1
don’t want to hear another word!” .

“God forbid!” he says. “There’s not an ounce of meat on him.
As a matter of fact, Reb Tevye, it's someone you know well.

“And you're sure it’s on the up-and-up?” I say. .

“Why, it’s so far up it's heavenly!” he says. “It’s a dream—
custom-made and alterations free.” o

“In that case,” I say, “perhaps I can ask you who itis.” )

“Who is it?” he says, stealing a sideways glance once more. “The
match I have in mind for you, Reb Tevye, is none other than

If.”
m)llsjvouldn’t have jumped to my feet any faster if he had poufed
boiling water over me. He jumped up too, and we stood facing
each other like a pair of fighting cocks.

“Are you crazy?” I said. “Since when can you be»the match-
maker, the father-in-law, and the groom all rolled into one? |
suppose you want to be the rabbi and thg bandleader too!.I never
in all my life heard of a young man making matches for himself.

“All your enemies, Reb Tevye,” he says, .“should be as crazy as
you think I am. You can take my word for it that' they don’t come
any saner than me. In fact, it's a sign of my sanity that [ want to
marry your Tsaytl—and the proof is that even the richest Jew in
Anatevka, Layzer Wolf, wants to take her off your hands free of
charge. Do you think that’s a secret? Why, the whole town, knows
about it! And as for what you say about a matchmaker, I'm sur-
prised at you, Reb Tevye. I wouldn’t have thought that a Jew llkf;
yourself had to be spoon-fed . . . But why beat around the bush:
The truth of the matter is that your daughter Tsaytl and 1 de-

i et married a year ago.”

Cldlegeltloy%u, he might };s welgl have knifed me in the heart! In Fhe
first place, how could a tailor boy like Motl even dream 'of being
my son-in-law? And in the second place, what kind of decided to get

ried a year ago? o
ma“rWell,”yI saifl to him, “and just where does that leav'e me? Did it
ever occur to you that I might also be asked——thz’i’t I might happen
to have an opinion on my daughter’s future too?
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“Of course it did,” he says. “That’s why I'm here, to ask you. As
soon as I heard that Layzer Wolf was interested in your daughter,
who I've been in love with for over a year, as you know—"

“So far,” I say, “all I know is that Tevye has a daughter named
Tsaytl and that you’re Motl Komzoyl the tailor boy. But what do
you have against her that you want to marry her?”

“You don’t understand,” he says. “I'm not just telling you that I
love your daughter. I'm telling you that she loves me too. It’s been
over a year since we swore to be husband and wife. I had meant to
talk to you about it long ago, but I kept putting it off until I had
saved up a few rubles to buy a sewing machine and outfit myself
properly, because anyone who's anyone these days owns at least
two suits and a pair of matching vests . . .”

“Tfu!” I said. “A child like you ought to be spanked. What
exactly do you propose to live on after the wedding—the money
you'll get from pawning your stomachs, since you won’t be need-
ing them anyway? Or do you plan to feed your wife matching
vests?”

“Reb Tevye, I'm amazed at you,” he says. “I don’t believe you
had a house to call your own when you were married, either—and
yet just look at you now! What'’s good enough for other Jews is
good enough for me. And besides, I have a profession . . .”

Well, to make a long story short, he talked me into it. After all,
why pretend: what do most Jewish children have in the bank
when they marry? If everyone acted sensibly, there wouldn’t be a
Jewish wedding in the world.

One thing still bothered me, though: 1 simply couldn’t under-
stand how they had decided such a thing on their own. What has
the world come to when a boy meets a girl and says to her, “Let’s
you and I get married, just the two of us”? You'd think it was as
simple as eating an onion! . .. But when I saw my Motl standing
there with his head bowed contritely, looking so serious and sin-
cere, I couldn’t help thinking that maybe I had the wrong atti-
tude. What was I being so snooty about and who did I think I was,
the great-grandson of Rabbi Tsatskeleh of Pripichek? One might
suppose I was giving my daughter a huge dowry and buying her a
grand trousseau . . . Motl Komzoyl may be only a tailor, I thought,
but he’s a fine, hardworking boy who'll support his family, and
he’s as honest as the day is long, why look down on him? Tevye, 1
said to myself, stop hemming and hawing and sign on the dotted
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line! How does the Bible put it? Solakhtv kidvorekho—congratula-
tions and good luck to you both!
But what was 1 going to do about the wife? I was sure to get it in
the neck from her unless 1 could make her see the light. “You
know what, Motl?” I said to my future son-in-law. “You go home
and leave the rest of it to me. There’s one or two people 1 need to
have a word with. As it says in the Book of Esther, vehashtiyoh
kedos—there’s a right and a wrong way to do everything. Tomor-
row, God willing, if you haven’t changed your mind, you and 1

will meet again . . .”
“Changed my mind?” he says.
sticks and stones break all my bones i

“There’s no need for oaths,” I say,
out them. Now run along home, and sweet dreams . . .

And with that I went to bed too. But I couldn’t fall ac’eep. I was
thinking so hard of plan after plan that 1 was afraid my head
would explode. Until finally 1 hit on the right one. What was it?
Be patient and you'll hear whata brainstorm Tevye had.

In a word, in the middle of the night, when the whole house was
sound asleep, snoring and whistling to wake the dead, I suddenly
sat up in bed and began to shout at the top of my voice, “Help!
Help! For God’s sake, help!”

Everyone woke up, of course, and quickest of all, my wife
Golde. “My God, Tevye,” she said, shaking me, “wake up! Whatis
it> What are you screaming for?”

I opened my eyes, glanced all around as though looking for
someone, and gasped in a trembling voice, “Where is she?”

“Where is who?” asks my wife. “Who are you looking for?”
“For Frume Soreh,” I say. “Layzer Wolf’s Frume Soreh was just

here.”
«You must have a fever,” she says. “God help you, Tevye,

Layzer Wolf’s Frume Soreh passed away years ago.”
4] know she did,” I say. “But she was just standing here by my

bed, talking to me. And then she grabbed me by the throat and

tried to choke me!”
«Oh, my God, Tevye,” she says, “you're delirious. It was only a
dream. Spit three times against the Evil Eye, tell me what you
dreamed, and you'll see thatit’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“God bless you, Golde,” 1 say. “If it weren’t for you, 1 would
have croaked on the spot from sheer fright. Bring me a glass of

«I should change my mind? May
f1 do a thing like that!”
“because I believe you with-

I’
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Zv;;frro?r;ij’rl:;egla);lodu my dream. But I'll have to ask you, Golde, to
not panic, because our hol ’ ,
dream can come true m e e
: ore than seventy-five
: percent, and that
;(;s)tl (:folt]l; gu;e pqppycock, such stuff and nonsense that c?nlth:
Lo wereuh elieve in . .. And now listen. At first I dreamed tgat
e aving some sort of celebration, a wedding or an engage-
ment ;t)jgt)gvle nm ;gt s%re ;vhich. All sorts of people were ther(ga tghe
, and of musicians. Then a d di
caxe your Grandmother Tsaytl, God rest hei 5(())1(1)1r Opfned andin
Whitses;);)?h:swlallrln:n(tilongc(ii her grandmother, my wife turned as
n C 13 M
the wearing? ried out, “How did she look and what was
£SS ki M (1%
- h;ng):l;led, I sald,‘ like your enemies should, as yellow as
ﬁméra] . e (;vas wearing something white, it must have been a
puneral rou’ ... ‘Mazel tov!’ she says to me. ‘I'm so pleased to
hear | dat y(})lu ve cho’sen a fine young man for your Tsaytl, your
coe maug ter VI\(;]O s named for me. He’s called Motl Kor’nZoyl
y cousin Mordechai ’ ’
nier my cousin echai, and he’s an excellent fellow, even if
“Wh : "
Wt };;valatyhse }gzrlg;c;zzys my Goldfe, “is she bringing us a tailor?
rs in our family, cantors, bead '
undertakers—I won’t sa . b eadies, even
\ y that some of them ’
ne“vgr, (}qd forbid, had a shoemaker or a tailoy;l.(’z’ren ' poor. butwe
mustolr(l ntomterll;upt m,e, Go].de,” I said. “Your Grandmother Tsaytl
st ke w I‘«’I at shc? s talking about—though in fact I also saiyd
e :0 t ;Ilt;lt;rrzlld Z{O};{,VC got it wrong: Tsaytl's fianceé is z;
» oL 2 » and his name is Layzer Wolf, not Motl K
fvor)(/)ln. .'.TNo, says your Grar'ldma Tsaytl. ‘No, Tevye, you?ve g:ni;
o }%e szgtl s young man is called Motl. He’s a tailor, all rgl ht
to €theran "shf:, God willing, will have a long and };appyglife’
yo{i pmp.o.s.e tIl{llftht yog artlé), Grandma,’ I say. ‘But what exactly do
we do about Layzer Wolf? I h i
that I've given him m 4 : e
y word . . . No sooner had I sai
ooked o r had I said that than I
your Grandmother Tsaytl !
e YOU ytl was gone! Now Frume
g in her place, and this is wh i
X ar , is what she said to me:
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me?’ I say to her. ‘That’'s what your Layzer Wolf
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wants.’ ‘Layzer Wolf?’ she says. ‘Layzer Wolf will come to no good
end, while as for your daughter Tsaytl—I feel sorry for your
daughter, Reb Tevye, because she won't live out three weeks with
him. If she does, I promise you that I'll come to her in person the
next night and throttle her, like this ... And with those very
words, Golde, Frume Soreh grabbed me by the throat and began
to squeeze so hard that if you hadn’t waked me when you did, I'd
be in the world to come now.”

“Tfu! Tfu! Tfu!” goes my wife, spitting three times. “May the
river drown it, may the earth swallow it up, may the wind carry it
off, may the forest blot it out, and no harm come to us and our
children! May the butcher have black dreams himself! He should
break a hand and a foot before anything happens to Motl Kom-
zoyl’s little finger, even if he is a tailor! Believe me, if he’s named
after my cousin Mordechai he doesn’t have a tailor’s soul. And if
my grandmother, may she rest in peace, has taken the trouble of
coming all the way from the next world to wish us a mazel tov,
we'd better say mazel tov ourselves. It should only turn out for the
best. They should have lots of happiness, amen and amen!”

Why make a short story long? I must be made of iron if I could man-
age to lie there under the blankets without bursting from laughter.
Borukh shelo osoni ishoh—a woman is always a woman . . . Needless to
say, we celebrated the engagement the next day and the wedding
soon after, and the two lovebirds are as happy ascan be. He tailorsin
Boiberik, going from dacha to dacha for work, and she’s busy day
and night, cooking, and baking, and washing, and scrubbing, and
fetching water from the well. They barely manage to get by. In fact,
if I didn’t bring them some produce now and then, and sometimes a
bit of cash, they'd be in a real fix—but listen to her and she’s sitting
on top of the world as long as she has her Motl . . .

Well, go argue with today’s children! It's like I said at the begin-
ning, bonim gidalti veroymamti: you can slave for them, you can
knock your head against the wall—uveheym poshu vi, they still think
they know better than you do. No, say what you will, today’s
children are too smart for their own good. But I'm afraid I've
chewed your ear off even more than usual today. Please don't

hold it against me—you should only take care and be well!
(1899)
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You’ve been wonderi
ering, have you, Pan Sh icher
where I've been all this time? Tevye)’]s changed qu(i)tl: l: lj?tl,e):(t: esl:y’
grown suddenly gray? Ah, if only you knew the troubles, thé’
hsartache, that I've been through! It’s written that odom yesoydo
mi'ofor vesoyfoy le'ofor, that a man can be weaker than ayﬂ ?mcjl}
stronger than steel—I tell you, that's a description of me! l\'yIavbe
you can tell me, though, why it is that whenever somethi'n oes
wrong in this world, it’s Tevye it goes wrong with. Do yougtlglink
that’s because I'm a gullible fool who believes whatever he’s told?
I.f only I'd managed to remember what our rabbis said a thousam:l
times, kabdeyhu vekhoshdeyhu—a man musn’t trust his own do‘
But what can [ do, I ask you, if that's my nature? And besidesgl";n.
a man of faith, as you know, I have no complaints against ’God
Not that they would do me the least bit of good if I had them’.
Whatever He does must be for a reason, though. It's like thf;
prayer book says, haneshomoh lokh vehaguf shelokh—what does a
man ever know and what is he really worth? My wife and I quarrel
about that. “Golde,” I'm always telling her, “it’s a sin even to think
such th%ngs. There’s a story in the Talmud that—" “Leave me
alone with your Talmud!” she says. “We have a daughter to marr
off, an.d after her, touch wood, two others, and after them thre)e/
more, 1f first they don’t break aleg . . .” “You musn’t talk that wa
Golde:’ I'say. “Our rabbis warned against it. In the Talmud it als);;
says—" But she never lets me finish. “A house full of growin
daughtgrs,” she says, “is all the Talmud I need to know!” Gg
argue with a woman, I tell you! '

In short, I don’t have to remind you that I have, touch wood
some fine goods at home, each better-looking than the other God’
forgive me for boasting. It's not a man’s job to praise his. own
daughters, but you should hear the whole world tell me what
knockouts they are! And most of all my Hodl, who's next after
Tsaytl, the one who fell for the tailor, if you recall. I can’t begin to
tell’yog how gorgeous she is—I mean Hodl, my second daughter;
she s'hke the Bible says of Queen Esther, ki toyvas mar'eh hi——,
prettier than a picture! And if looks aren’t bad enough, she has
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the brains to go with them; she reads and writes both Yiddish and
Russian and swallows books like hot cakes. What, you may ask, do
a book and a dairyman’s daughter have in common? Well, I ask
them the same riddle—I mean all those nice Jewish youngsters
who, begging your pardon, don’t own a pair of britches for their
backsides, yet only want to study all day long. Kulonu khakhomim,
kulonu nevoynim, as it says in the Haggadah—nowadays everyone
wants to be a student. Where? How? Why, a cow can sooner jump
over a roof than a Jew get into a Russian university! Al tishlakh
yodkho: they guard their schools from us like a bowl of cream from
4 cat. Not that it keeps us from studying anyway—and plain ordi-
nary boys and girls too, the children of tailors and shoemakers,
God help me if I don’t see them everywhere! They leave home for
Yehupetz or Odessa, they live there in attics and garrets, they eat
the ten plagues of Egypt with the eleventh for dessert, they go for
months on end without seeing a scrap of meat, a single roll and a
herring is a feast for a dozen of them. Vesomakhto bekhagekho—life
for them is one big holiday . . .

Well, one such character turned up in our neck of the woods, a
real vagabond, too. In fact, I once knew his father, a man who
peddled homemade cigarettes and was a beggar seven times over.
But that's a whole other story—and besides, if the Talmud tells us
that Rabbi Yochanan the Cobbler made a living patching shoes, a
person can be permitted a father who didn’t make one selling
cigarettes. What annoyed me was something else: where did a
pauper like him get off thinking he was a student? Not that he was
born feebleminded, God forbid, because he had a good head on
his shoulders. And though his name was Pertchik, we all called
him Peppercorn, because that's exactly what he looked like: a
small, black, puny little ragamuffin. Still, they don’t come any
brighter, and when he let loose with his tongue . . . whew, you had
better step back!

Listen to how I met him. Vayeh hayoym, one fine day I'm on
my way home from Boiberik, having sold a bit of merchandise,
a whole wagon full of cheese, cream, butter, and other such
vegetables. As usual I was thinking about the world’s problems,
such as why in Yehupetz they had it so good, whether Tevye
ever would, what my horse would say if he could, and so on
and so forth. It was summertime; the sun was shining down;
the flies were biting; and the whole wide world seemed such a
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delicious pl hat 1 : i
S olous. .p'zfce that it made you want to sprout wings and fly
X Just then I looked ahead and saw a young man trudging along
fy“.the side 'of the [‘)ath, a bundle under one arm, all sweaty and
aumg off his ft?et. ‘Hurry up or you'll be late for the wedding!” I
called out to him. “Come to think of it, hop aboard; I'm going

your way and my wagon is empty. You know what the Bi

help the jackass of your nei : what the Bible says:
. ghbor if you him

your jackass of a neighbor t00.” you pass him on the road, and

He laughed : ) , . '

asked twige,e and jumped into the wagon without having to be
“Wh . ’ — | \

el ere might a young fellow like you be coming from?” I
“From Yehupetz,” he says.

“And what might i SN
petz?” I ask. ght a young fellow like you be doing in Yehu-

“A young fellow lik ” :
) ike me,” he says, “is prepari or hi
; y arin
o , 18 prep g for his entrance

“And what,” “mi .
o Smdy‘;&: at,” I ask, “might a young fellow like you be planning

‘I‘\ Y(;lung fellow like me,” he says, “hasn’t decided that yet.”
n that ” “why’ : S
brains OUt?SaSG, I ask, “why’s a young fellow like you beating his

“Don’t you worry, Reb Tevye,” he “ i
knows wha hevs dorng ye, says. “A young fellow like me

. T'ell me, I say, “since you seem to be a personal acquaintance
of mine, just who exactly are you?”
“Who am I?” he says. “A human being.”
1‘kI a}llready guessed as much,” I said, “because you didn’t look
i “e a horse tQ me. What I meant was, whose child are you?”
“}/Vhose child?” he says. “I'm a child of God’s.”
- (lénzw that too,” I say. “After all, it's written, vaya'as eloyhim—
2 od made every creeping thing. I mean, who’s your family?
re you from hereabouts or from elsewhere?”
"My family,” he says, “is the human race. But I was born and
raised around here. You even know me.”
“Then out with it!” I say. “Who is your father?”
My father,” he says, “was named Pertchik.”

“The devil take you!” I say. “Di
! y. “Did you have to take all day to tell
me that? Are you Pertchik the cigarette maker’s boy, then?” o
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“Yes,” he says. “I'm Pertchik the cigarette maker’s boy.”

“And you're truly a student?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says. “I'm truly a student.”

“And what exactly do you live on?” I ask.

“I live,” he says, “on what I eat.” - .

“Good for you!” I say. “Two and two is four, four and four 1s
eight, and ate and ate and had a tummy ache. But tell me, my fine
friend, what exactly is it that you eat?”

“Whatever I'm given,” he says.

“Well, at least you're not choosy,” I say. “If there’s food, you eat,
and if there isn’t, you bite your lip and go to bed hungry. I sup-
pose it’s worth all that to be a student. After all, why shouldp tyou
be like the rich Jews of Yehupetz? Kulom ahuvim, kulom brurim, as 1t
says ...” : '

Sometimes I like to cite a verse or a prayer. Do you think t}'xat
Pertchik took it lying down? “Those Jews,” he says, “W.lll never hvS
to see the day when I'll be like them. I'll see them all in hell ﬁr§t!

“Why, bless my soul if you don’t seem to have somethmg against
them,” I say. “I hope they haven’t gone and put a lien on your
father’s estate.” .

“Ips their estates,” he says, “that will be yours, and mine, and
everyone's some day.”

“You know what?” I say. “I'd leave that sort of talk to your worst
enemies. 1 can see one thing, though———and that’s that Wlth a
tongue like yours, you're in no danger of getting lost in the
shuffle. If you're free tonight, why don’t you ('irop over? We can
chat a bit, and have some supper while we're atit . ..”

You can be sure I didn’t have to repeat the invitation. My young
man made sure to turn up at dinnertime sharp, just when the
borscht was on the table and the knishes were sizzling in the pan.
“You've timed it perfectly,” I said. “If you'd like to wash your
hands and say the Lord’s blessing, go ahead, and if .notwthaFS
fine with me too, I'm not God’s policeman. No one’s going to whip
me in the next world for your sins in this one.”

Well, we ate and we talked—in fact, we talked on and on, lze-
cause something about the little fellow appealed to me. I'm
damned if I know what it was, but it did. You see, I've always lx.ked
a man I can have a Jewish word with; here a verse from the Bible,
there a line from the Talmud, even a bit of philosophy or what-
have-you; I can’t help being who Lam . .. And from then on the
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boy began dropping in regularly. As soon as he finished the pri-
vate lessons that he gave for a living each day, he would come to
us to rest up and have something to eat. (Mind you, I wouldn’t
wish such a living on anyone, because in the most generous of
cases, I assure you, our local squires pay eighteen kopecks an hour
to have their sons taught, for which they expect their letters to be
addressed, their telegrams corrected, and their errands run in the
bargain. And why not? Doesn’t it say bekhoyl levovkho uvekhoyl naf-
shekho—if you expect to eat, expect to pay the bill too!) The boy
could count himself lucky to take his meals with us and tutor my
girls in return for them. An eye for an eye, as it says—one good
turn deserves another. Before we knew it, he had all but moved in
with us; whenever he arrived, someone would run to bring him a
glass of milk, and my wife made sure he always had a clean shirt
and two whole socks, one for each of his feet. It was then that we
started calling him Peppercorn. He really did seem like one of the
family, because at bottom, you know, he was a decent sort, a
simple, down-to-earth boy who would have shared all his worldly
possessions with us, just as we shared ours with him, if only he had
had any . ..

The one thing I didn’t like about him was his habit of disap-
pearing now and then. Suddenly he would vanish—uvehayeled ey-
nenu, Peppercorn was nowhere to be found. “Where have you
been, my wanderbird?” 1 would ask him when he came back.
Peppercorn kept silent as a fish, though. I don’t know about you,
but secretive people annoy me. Even God, when He created the
world, did it out loud, or else how would we know all about it? But
I will say this for Peppercorn: when he opened his mouth, it
erupted like a volcano. You wouldn’t have believed the things that
came out of it then, such wild, crazy ideas, everything backwards
and upside down with its feet sticking up in the air. A rich Jew, for
instance—that’s how warped his mind was!-—wasn’t worth a row
of beans to him, but a beggar was a big deal, and a workingman—
why, a workingman was king, he was God’s gift to the world—the
reason being, I gathered, that he worked.

“Still,” T would say, “when it comes to livelihoods, you can’t
compare work to making money.”

That would get him so mad that he’d go all out to convince me
that money was the root of all evil. All the monkey business in
the world, he said, was due to it and nothing honest could ever
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come of it. And he would give me ten thousand proofs and
demonstrations that stuck to me like a radish to a wall. “Stop
talking like a madman,” I would say. “I suppose it’s dishonest of
my cow to give milk and of my horse to pull my wagon for me?
I had some idiot question like that for every idiot statement that
he made; trust Tevye not to let him get away with anythl,ng. If
only Tevye hadn’t trusted Peppercorn! . . . {\nd he wasn't em-
barrassed to speak his mind, either. One evening, for 1n§tance, as
we were sitting on the front stoop of my house and philosophiz-
ing away, he says to me, “You know what, Reb Tevye? You have
some wonderful daughters.”

“You don’t say!” I said. “Thanks for letting me know. They
have a wonderful father to take after.”

“Especially your second eldest,” he says. “What a head she has!
She’s perfection itself.” .

«So what else is new?” I say. “The apple fell close to the tree.
Between you and me, though, my heart swelled with 'pleasure.
Show me the father who doesn’t like to hear his kids praised! Was
I a prophet that I should have known what a crazy love affair
would come of it? Listen and I'll tell you all about it.

In a word, vayehi erev vayehi voyker—one afternoon. as I was
making my rounds of the Boiberik dachas, someone halled me in
the street. I looked around to see who it was—why, it’s Efray'lm
the Matchmaker! Efrayim the Matchmaker, you should know, 1s a
Jew who makes matches. “Begging your pardon, Reb Tevye,” he
says, “but I'd like to have a word with you.” .

“With pleasure,” I say, reining in my horse. “I hope it’s a good
one.”

“Reb Tevye, you have a daughter,” he says.

“I have seven, God bless them,” I say.

“I know you do,” he says. “Sodo 1.” )

“In that case,” I say, “we have fourteen between the two of us. .

“All joking aside,” he says, “what I want to talk to you about 1s
this: being as you know a matchmaker, I ha\{e a match for you—
and not just any match either, but something really exclusive,
extraprime and superfine!”

“Perhaps you can tell me,” I say, “what’s hiding under the label,

because if it’s a tailor, a shoemaker, or a schoolteacher, he can save
himself the trouble and so can 1. Revakh vehatsoloh ya’amoyd layehu-
dim mimokoym akher—thank you very kindly but I'll look for a
son-in-law elsewhere. It says in the Talmud that—"
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“Good Lord, Reb Tevye,” he says, “are you starting in on the
Talmud again? Before a body can talk with you, he has to spend a
year boning up. The whole world is nothing but a page of Talmud
to you. If I were you, I'd listen to the offer I'm about to make you,
because it’s going to take your breath away.”

And with that he delivers himself of an after-dinner speech
about the young man’s credentials. What can I tell you? Cham-
pagne and caviar! In the first place, he comes from the best of
families, not from the hoi polloi—and that, I want you to know, is
what matters most to me, because although we have all kinds in
my family, akudim nekudim uvrudim—well-off folk, working folk,
even some pretty common folk—I'm far from a nobody my-
self . . . Secondly, Efrayim tells me, his man can parse a verse with
the best of them, he knows how to read the small print—and that’s
no trifle with me either, because I'd sooner eat a buttered pig than
sit down to a meal with an illiterate. A Jew who can’t read a Jewish
book is a hundred times worse than a sinner. I don’t give a hoot if
you go to synagogue or not; I don’t even care if you stand on your
head and point your toes at the sky; as long as you can match me
quote for quote and line for line, you're a man after my own
heart, that’s just the way Tevye is ... And finally, says Efrayim,
the fellow is rolling in money; why, he rides about in a droshky
pulled by a pair of horses who leave a trail of smoke wherever
they go—and that, I thought, is certainly no crime either. Any way
you look at it, it’s an improvement on being poor. How does the
Talmud put it? Yo'oh aniyuso leyisro’eyl, not even God likes a beg-
gar. And the proof of it is that if He liked them, He wouldn’t
make them beg . . .

“Is that all?” I say. “I’m waiting to hear more.”

“More?” he says. “What more can you want? He’s crazy in love,
he’s dying to have you. That is, I don’t mean you, Reb Tevye, I
mean your daughter Hodl. He says he wants a beauty . . .”

“Does he now?” I say. “He should only deserve to have her. But
just who is this hotshot of yours? A bachelor? A widower? A
divorcé? Or the Devil’s own helper?”

“He’s a young bachelor,” he says. “That is, he’s not so young as
all that, but a bachelor he certainly is.”

“And what might his God-given name be?” I ask.

That, though, was something I couldn’t get out of him for the
life of me. “Run your daughter down to Boiberik,” Efrayim says,
“and I'll be glad to tell you.”

.
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“Run my daughter down to Boiberik?” I say. “Do you think she’s
a horse being brought to a fair?”

Well, a matchmaker, as you know, can talk a wall into marrying
a hole in the ground; we agreed that after the Sabbath I would
run my daughter down to Boiberik. I can’t tell you what sweet
dreams that gave me. I imagined Hodl trailing smoke in a
droshky, and the whole world burning up too, but with envy—
and not just for the droshky and the horses, but for all the good 1
would do once I was the father of a rich woman. Why, I'd become
a real philanthropist, giving this beggar twenty-five rubles, that
one fifty, that one over there an even hundred; I'd let everyone
know that a poor man is a human being too . . . That’s just what 1
thought as I traveled home that evening. “Giddyap,” I told my
horse, giving him a taste of the whip. “If you want your oats
tonight, you'd better dance a little faster, because im eyn kemakh eyn
Toyroh, by me there’s no something for nothing.”

In a word, there I was talking to him in Horsish when who do 1
see slipping out of the forest but a young couple, a boy and a girl,
deep in talk and walking so close that they’re practically hugging.
Who can that be in the middle of nowhere, I wondered, squinting
into the setting sun at them. Why, I could have sworn it was
Peppercorn! But who was the schlimazel out with at this hour? I
shaded my eyes with my hand and looked again: who was the
female? My God, I said to myself, can that be Hodl? Yes, it’s her,
all right, or else I'm not a Jew ... so these are the grammar
lessons he’s been giving her! Ah, Tevye, I thought, are you ever a
jackass—and I stopped my horse and called out to them, “A good
evening to you both! What’s the latest war news from Japan? I
hope it isn’t too nosy of me to ask what you’re doing here, because
if you happen to be looking for pie in the sky, it’s already been
eaten by Brodsky . . .”

In short, I gave them such a hearty greeting that the two of
them were left speechless, loy bashomayim veloy ba’orets, neither here
nor there, embarrassed and blushing all over. For a moment they
just stood there, staring down at the ground. Then they looked up
at me, so that now we were staring at each other.

“Well,” I said, half in anger, half in jest, “you’re looking at me as
though you hadn’t seen me in a donkey’s years. I can assure you
that I'm the same Tevye as always, not a hair more or less of me.”

“Papa,” says my daughter Hodl to me, blushing even brighter.
“You can wish us a mazel tov.”
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“I can?” I say. “Then mazel tov, you should live to be one
hundred and twenty! Only what might I be congratulating you
for? Have you found a buried treasure in the forest or been
rescued from some great danger?”

“You can wish us a mazel tov,” says Peppercorn, “because we're
engaged to be married.”

“You're engaged to be what?” 1 say. “What are you talking
about?” '

“To be married,” he says. “Isn’t that a custom you’re familiar
with? It means that I'll be her husband and she’ll be my wife.”

That’s just what he said to me, Peppercorn did, looking me
straight in the eye. So I looked him straight back and said, “Ex-
cuse me, but when was the engagement party? It’s rather odd that
you forgot to invite me to it, because if she’ll be your wife, I just
might be your father-in-law.” I may have seemed to be makiﬁg a
Joke of'it, but the worms were eating my heart. Say what you will,
though, Tevye is no woman; Tevye hears it out to the end. “I'm
afraid I still don’t get it,” I said. “Whoever heard of a match
without a matchmaker, without even a betrothal?”

“What do we need a matchmaker for?” says Peppercorn. “We're
as good as married already.”

“Oh, you are?” I say. “Will wonders never cease! And why have
you kept it such a secret until now?”

“What was there to shout about?” he says. “We wouldn’t have
told you now either, but seeing as we're about to be parted, we
decided to make it official.”

That was already too much for me. Bo'u mayim ad nefesh, as it
says: 1 felt cut to the quick. That he should tell me they were as
good as married already—somehow I could still put up with that,
how does the verse go? Ohavti es adoyni, es ishti: he loves her, she
loves him, it’s been known to happen before. But make it official?
What kind of Chinese was that?

Well, even my young man must have seen how befuddled I was,
because he turned to me and said: “You see, it’s like this, Reb
Tevye. I'm about to leave these parts.”

“When?”

“Any day now.”

“And just where,” I asked, “are you off to?”

“I'can’t tell you that,” he says. “It’s confidential.”

Would you believe it? Confidential: put that in your pipe and
smoke it! Along comes a black little ragamuffin of a Peppercorn



62 TEVYE THE DAIRYMAN

and informs me all in one breath that he’s my son-in-law, and tha}t
he’s making it official, and that he’s going away, and t'hat wh.ere:s
confidential! It made my gorge rise. “Look here,” I said to him, “I
understand that a secret is a secret—in fact, you're one big secret
to me . .. But just tell me one thing, brother: you prid(? yourself
on your honesty, you're so full of humanity tha_t it's coming out of
your ears—how can you marry a daughter of mine and run outon
her the same day? You call that honest? You call that human? I
suppose I should count myself lucky that you haven’t robbed me
and burned my house t0o.” .

“Papa!” says Hodl to me. “You don’t know how happy it m.akes
us to finally tell you the truth. It’s such a load fo our minds.
Come, let me give you a kiss.” And before I know it she grab§ me
from one side, he grabs me from the other, and we all begin to
kiss so hard that pretty soon they’re kissing each other. A scene
from the theater, I tell you! “Don’t you think that’s enough {qt* a
while?” 1 finally managed to say. “It's time we had a practical
talk.”

“About what?” they ask. .

“Oh,” 1 say, “about dowries, trousseaus, wedding costs, every-
thing from soup to nuts . . .”

“But we don’t want any soup or nuts,” they say.

“What do you want, then?” I ask.

“An official wedding,” they say. Did you ever hear of such a
thing in your life? '

Well, I don’t want to bore you. All my arguments did as much
good as last winter’s snow. We had an official wedding. Take my
word, it wasn't the wedding that Tevye deserved, but what d.oe§n t
pass for a wedding these days? A funeral would have been jollier.
And to make matters worse, 1 have a wife, as you know, who can
be a royal pain. Day in and day out she kept after me: how cpuld I
ever permit such a higgledy-piggledy, such a slapdash affair? Go
try explaining to a woman that time is of .the es§enc?! There was
nothing for it but to smooth things over with a tiny little fib about
a childless old aunt of Peppercorn’s in Yehupetz, oodl'es of
money, a huge inheritance that would be his one bright day in the
middle of the night—anything to take the heat off me...

That same day, a few hours after the splenc‘hd wedding, 1
harnessed my horse to the wagon and the three of us, myself, my
daughter, and my heir-in-law, piled into it and drove to Boi-
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berik. As I sat there stealing a glance at them, I thought, how
clever it is of God to run His world according to the latest fash-
ions! And the weird types He puts in it! Why, right next to me
was a freshly married couple, still wet behind the ears, so to
speak, one of them setting out for the Devil knows where and
the other not shedding a tear for him, not even one for the
record—but Tevye was no woman, Tevye would wait and
see . .. At the station were a few youngsters, born-and-bred Kas-
rilevkites to judge by the state of their boots, who had come to
say goodbye. One, wearing his shirt down over his' pants and
looking more like a Russian than a Jew, stood whispering with
my wanderbird. 1 do believe, Tevye, I told myself, that you've
married into a gang of horse thieves, or purse snatchers, or
housebreakers, or at the very least, highway murderers . . .

On the way back from Boiberik I couldn’t restrain myself any
longer, and I told my Hodl what I thought of them. She laughed
and tried explaining to me that they were the best, the finest, the
most honorable young people in the world, and that they lived
their whole lives for others, never giving a fig for their own skins.
“For example,” she says, “that one with the shirt hanging out: he
comes from a rich home in Yehupetz—but not only won't he take
a penny from his parents, he refuses even to talk to them.”

“Is that a fact?” I say. “I do declare, honorable is hardly the
word! Why, with that shirt and long hair, all he needs is a half-
empty bottle of vodka to look the perfect gentleman.”

Did she get it? Not my Hodl! Eyn Esther magedes—see no evil,
hear no evil. Each time I took a dig at her Peppercorn’s friends,
back she came at me with capital, the working class, pie in the sky.
“What do I care about your working class,” I said, “if it’s such a
military secret? There’s an old saying, you know, that if you
scratch a secret, you'll find a thief. Tell me the truth, now: where
is Peppercorn going and why is he going there?”

“Ask me anything but that,” she says. “Better yet, don’t ask me
anything. Just pray that there'll be some good news soon . . .”

“Amen,” I say. “I only hope God’s listening. My enemies should
worry about their health as much as I'm beginning to worry about
the little game that you and your friends are playing . . .”

“The trouble is, you don’t understand,” she says.

“What's to understand?” I say. “I'd like to think I understand
harder things.”
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“It's not something you can grasp with just your head,” she says.
“You have to feel it—you have to feel it with all your heart!”

And on she went, my Hodl, her face flushed and her eyes
burning as she talked. What a mistake it was to go and have such
daughters! Whatever craziness they fall for, it’s head and heart
and body and soul and life and limb all together . . .

Well, let me tell you, a week went by, and then another, and still
another, and another, and another—eyn koyl ve'eyn kosef, there’s
not a letter, not a single word. That’s the last of Peppercorn, I
thought, looking at my Hodl. There wasn’t a drop of blood in her
poor cheeks. All the time she did her best to keep busy about the
house, because nothing else helped take her mind off him—yet
couldn’t she have said something, couldn’t she at least have men-
tioned his name? No, not one syllable: you'd think that such a
fellow as Peppercorn was a pure figment of my imagination . . .

One day when I came home, though, I could see that my Hodl
had been crying; her eyes were swollen with tears. I asked around
and was told that not long before, a character with long hair had
been in the house and spoken to her in private. Oho, I said to
myself, that must be our fine friend who goes about with his shirt
hanging out and tells his rich parents to jump in the lake! Anfi
without thinking twice I called my Hodl out to the yard and put it
straight to her. “Tell me,” I asked her, “have you heard from
him?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And where,” I ask, “is your true love?”

“He’s far away,” she says.

“And what,” I ask, “might he be doing there?”

“He’s doing time,” she says.

“Time?”

“Time.”

“But where?” I ask. “For what?”

Hodl didn’t answer. She looked straight at me and said nothing.

“Just explain one thing to me, Daughter,” I said. “I don’t peed
you to tell me that he’s not doing time for horse theft. And if he
isn’t a thief and he isn’t a swindler, what good deeds has he been
put away for?” .

Eyn Esther magedes—mum’s the word! Well, I thought, if you
don’t want to talk, you don’t have to; he’s your bit of bad luck, not

Hodl <65+

mine; may the Lord have mercy on him! . . . My heart didn’t ache
any less, though. After all, she was my daughter. You know what
it says in the prayer book: kerakheym ov al bonim—a father can’t
help being a father . . .

In short, the summer passed, the High Holy Days came and
went, and it was already Hoshana Rabbah, the last day of Sukkos.
It’s my habit on holidays to give myself and my horse a breather,
Jjust like it says in the Bible: atoh—you yourself; veshorkho—and
your wife; vekhamorkho—and your horse too . . . Besides, there’s
nothing to do then in Boiberik anyway; as soon as Rosh Hashanah
comes along, all the dacha owners take off like a pack of hungry
mice and Boiberik turns into a ghost town. It’s a good time to stay
home and relax a bit on the front stoop. In fact, it'’s my favorite
season. Each day is a gift. The sun’s not as hot as an oven anymore
and has a mildness about it that makes being out-of-doors a plea-
sure. The leaves are still green, the pine trees give off a good tarry
smell, and the whole forest is looking its best, as if it were God’s
own sukkah, a tabernacle for God. It's there that He must cele-
brate the holiday, not in the city, where there’s such a commotion
of people running about to earn their next meal and thinking
only of money, of how to make more and more of it . . . And at
night you might think you were in Paradise, the sky such a deep
blue and the stars twinkling, sparkling, winking on and off at you
like eyes; sometimes one shoots through the air as fast as an ar-
row, leaving behind a green trail—that's a sign that someone’s
luck has run out. Every Jew has his star . . . why, the whole sky is
Jewish . . . I hope it'’s not mine that Just fell, I prayed, suddenly
thinking of Hodl. Lately she’'d seemed cheerier, livelier, more her
old self again. Someone had brought her a letter, no doubt from
her jailbird. I would have given the world to know what was in it,
but I was blamed if 1 was going to ask. If she wasn'’t talking,
neither was I; I'd show her how to button up alip. No, Tevye was
no woman; Tevye could wait . . .

Well, no sooner had I thought of my Hodl than she appeared
by my side. She sat down next to me on the stoop, looked around,
and said in a low voice, “Papa, are you listening? I have to tell you
something. I'm saying goodbye to you tonight . . . forever.”

She spoke in such a whisper that I could barely hear her, and
she gave me the strangest look—such a look, I tell you, as I'l
never forget for as long as I live. The first thing to flash through



*66° TEVYE THE DAIRYMAN

my mind was that she was going to drown herself ... Why did I
think of drowning? Because there was once an incident not far
from here in which a Jewish girl fell in love with a Russian peasant
boy, and, not being able to marry him . . . but I've already told you
the end. The mother took it so hard that she fell ill and died, and
the father let his business go bankrupt. Only the peasant boy got
over it; he found himself another and married her instead. As for
the girl, she went down to the river and threw herselfin . . .

“What do you mean, you're saying goodbye forever?” I asked,
staring down at the ground to hide my face, which must have
looked like a dead man’s.

“I mean,” she said, “that I'm going away early in the morning.
We'll never see each other again . . . ever.”

That cheered me up a bit. Thank God for small comforts, I
thought. Things could have been worse—though to tell you the
truth, they conceivably could have been better . . .

“And just where,” I inquired, “are you going, if it’s not too
much of me to ask?”

“I'm going to join him,” she said.

“You are?” I said. “And where is he?”

“Right now he’s still in prison,” she said. “But soon he’s being
sent to Siberia.”

“And so you're going to say goodbye to him?” I asked, playing
innocent.

“No,” she says. “I'm going with him.”

“Where?” I say. “What’s the name of the nearest town?”

“We don’t know the exact place yet,” she says. “But it’s awfully
tar away. Just getting there alive isn’t easy.”

She said that, did my Hodl, with great pride, as if she and her
Peppercorn had done something so grand that they deserved a
medal with half a pound of gold in it. I ask you, what's a father to
do with such a child? He either scolds her, you say, or spanks her,
or gives her an earful she’ll remember. But Tevye is no woman; it
happens to be my opinion that anger is the worst sin in the book.
And so I answered as usual with a verse from Scripture. “I see,
Hodl,” I told her, “that you take the Bible seriously when it says, al
keyn ya’azoyv ish es oviv vees imoy, therefore a child shall leave its
father and its mother . . . For Peppercorn’s sake you're throwing
your papa and your mama to the dogs and going God only knows
where, to some far wilderness across the trackless sea where even
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Alexander the Great nearly drowned the time he was ship-
wrecked on a desert island inhabited by cannibals . .. And don’t
think I'm making that up either, because I read every word in a
book . ..”

You can see that I tried to make light of it, though my heart was
weeping inside me. But Tevye is no woman; Tevye kept a stiff
upper lip. And she, my Hodl, was not to be outdone by me. She
answered whatever I said point by point, quietly, calmly, intelli-
gently. Say what you will about them, Tevye’s daughters can
talk! . . . Her voice shook dully, and even with my eyes shut, I felt
that I could see her, that I could see my Hodl's face that was as
pale and worn as the moon . .. Should I have thrown myself on
her, had a fit, begged her not to go? But I could see it was a lost
cause. Damn them all, every one of those daughters of mine—
when they fall for someone, they do it hook, line, and sinker!

In a word, we sat on the stoop all night long. Much of the time
we said nothing, and even our talk was in bits and snatches. Some-
times I listened to Hodl, and sometimes she listened to me. 1
asked her one thing: whoever heard of a girl marrying a boy for
the sole purpose of following him to the North Pole? I tried using
reason to convince her how unreasonable it was, and she tried
using reason to convince me that reason had nothing to do with it.
Finally, I told her the story of the duckling that was hatched by a
hen; as soon as it could stand on its feet it toddled down to the
water and swam away, while its poor mother just stood there and
squawked. “What, Hodl, my darling, do you have to say about
that?” I asked. “What is there to say?” she said. “Of course, I feel
sorry for the hen; but just because the hen squawks, is the duck-
ling never to swim?” ... Now, is that an answer or isn’t it? I tell
you, Tevye’s daughters don’t mince words!

Meanwhile time was going by. The dawn began to break. Inside
the house my wife was grumbling. She had let us know more than
once that it was time we called it a night—and now, seeing all the
good it had done, she stuck her head out the window and bawled
with her usual tact, “Tevye! What in God’s name do you think
you're doing out there?”

“Ssshhh, don’t make so much noise, Golde,” I said. “Lomoh rog-
shu, says the Bible—have you forgotten that it’s Hoshana Rabbah?
On the night of Hoshana Rabbah one isn’t supposed to sleep,
because it’s then that the Book of Life is shut for the year . . . And
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now listen, Golde: please put up the samovar and let’s have tea,
because I'm taking Hodl to the station.” And right on the spot 1
made up another whopper about Hodl having to go to Yehupetz,
and from there to somewhere else, on account of Peppercorn’s
inheritance; in fact, she might very well have to spend the winter
there, and maybe even the summer, and possibly the winter after
that—which was why she needed a few things for the trip, such as
linens, a dress, some pillows and pillowcases, and whatever else a
young lady had to have . . .

Those were my orders—the last of which was that there better
not be any tears, not when the whole world was celebrating Ho-
shana Rabbah. “No crying allowed on a holiday!” 1 said, “It’s
written in the Talmud, black on white.” It could have been written
in solid gold for all anyone listened to me. Cry they did, and when
the time came to part, such a wailing broke out as you never heard
in all your life. Everyone was shrieking: my wife, my daughters,
my Hodl, and most of all, my eldest, Tsaytl, who spent the holiday
at our place with her Motl. The two sisters hugged each other so
hard that we could barely tear them apart . . .

I alone stayed strong as steel—that is, I steeled myself, though I
was about as calm as a boiling kettle inside. But do you think I let
anyone see it? Not on your life! Tevye is no woman . . . Hodl and I
didn’t say a word all the way to Boiberik, and only when we were
nearly at the station did I ask her one last time to tell me what her
Peppercorn had done. “It’s got to be something!” I said.

She flared up at that; her husband, she swore, was as clean as
the driven snow. “Why,” she said, “he’s a person who never thinks
of his own self! His whole life is for others, for the good of the
world—and especially for the workers, for the workingman . . .”

Maybe some day I'll meet the genius who can explain to me
what that means. “You say he cares so much about the world?” 1
said. “Well, maybe you can tell me why, if he and the world are
such great friends, it doesn’t care more about him . . . But give
him my best wishes, and tell your Alexander the Great that I'm
counting on his honor, because he is the very soul of it, isn’t he, to
see to it that my daughter isn't ruined and that she drops her old
father aline now and then . . .”

I was still in the middle of the sentence when she hugged me
and burst into tears. “We’'d better say goodbye now,” she said. “Be
well, Papa. God knows when we'll see each other again...”
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That did it! I couldn’t keep it in a second longer. You see, just
then I thought of my Hodl when I held herasababyin myarms . . .
she was just a tiny thing then . . . and I held her in these arms . . .
please forgive me, Pan, if...if I...just like a woman...but ]
want you to know what a Hodl I have! You should see the letters
that she writes me...she’s God’s own Hodl, Hodl is...and she’s
with me right here all the time...deep, deep down...there’s just
no way to put it into words....

You know what, Pan Sholem Aleichem? Let's talk about some-
thing more cheerful. Have you heard any news of the cholera in

Odessar
(1904)
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H oydu lashem ki toyv—whatever God does is for the best..That is,
it had better be, because try changing it if you don’t like it! I was
once like that myself; I stuck my nose into this, into that, untl} 1
realized I was wasting my time, threw up my hands, and said,
Tevye, what a big fool you are! You're not going to re:make the
world . . . The good Lord gave us tsa’ar gidul bonim, whlch means
in plain language that you can’t stop loving your children just
because they’re nothing but trouble. If my daughter Tsaytl, for
example, went and fell for a tailor named Motl Komzoyl, was that
any reason to be upset? True, he’s a simple soul, the ﬁnfe points of
being a Jew are beyond him, he can’t read the small print at all—
but what of it? You can’t expect the whole world to have a higher
education. He’s still an honest fellow who works hard to support
his family. He and Tsaytl—you should see what a whiz she is
around the house!—have a home full of little brats already, Fouch
wood, and are dying from sheer happiness. Ask her about it and
she’ll tell you that life couldn’t be better. In fact, t_here’s only one
slight problem, which is that her children are starving . . .

Ad kan hakofoh alef—that’s daughter number one. And as for
number two, I mean Hodl, I hardly need tell you about her. You
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already know the whole story. She’s lost and gone forever, Hodl
1s; God knows if I'll ever set eyes on her again this side of the
world to come . .. Just talking about her gives me the shakes, 1
feel my world has come to an end. You say I should forget her?
But how do you forget a living, breathing human being—and
especially a child like Hodl? You should see the letters si.e sends
me, it’s enough to melt a heart of ice! They're doing very well
there, she writes; that is, he’s doing time and she’s doing wash.
She takes in laundry, reads books, sees him once a week, and
hopes, so she says, that one glorious day her Peppercorn and his
friends will be pardoned and sent home; then, she promises,
they'll really get down to business and turn the world upside down
with its feet in the air and its head six feet in the ground. A
charming prospect, eh? . . . So what does the good Lord do? He’s
an eyl rakhum vekhanun, a merciful God, and He says to me, “Just
you wait, Tevye. When you see what I have up my sleeve this time,
you'll forget every trouble you ever had . . .” And don’t think that
1sn’t just what happened! I wouldn't tell anyone but you about it,
because the shame is even worse than the sorrow, but hamekhaseh
ani mey’Avrohom—do you and I have any secrets between us? Why,
I don’t keep a thing from you! There’s just one request I have,
though—that this stay between the two of us, because I'll say it
again: as bad as the heartache has been, the disgrace is far worse.
In a word, rotsoh hakodoysh borukh hu lezakoys, God wanted to do
Tevye such a big favor that He went and gave him seven
daughters—and not just ordinary daughters either, but bright,
pretty, gifted, healthy, hardworking ones, fresh as daisies, every
one of them! Let me tell you, I'd have been better off if they all
were as ugly as sin . . . You can take the best of horses—what will it
amount to if it'’s kept in a stable all day long? And it’s the same
with good-looking daughters if you raise them among peasants in
a hole like this, where there’s not a living soul to talk to apart from
the village elder Anton Paparilo, the village scribe Chvedka Gala-
gan, and the village priest, damn his soul, whose name I can’t even
stand to mention—and not because I'm a Jew and he’s a priest,
either. On the contrary, we’ve known each other for ages. I don’t
mean that we ever slapped each other’s backs or danced at each
other’s weddings, but we said hello whenever we met and stopped
to chat a bit about the latest news. I tried avoiding long discussions
with him, though, because they always ended up with the same
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rigamarole about my God, and his God, and how his God had it
over mine. Of course, I couldn’t let it pass without quoting some
verse from the Bible, and he couldn’t let that pass without insist-
ing he knew our Scriptures better than I did and even reciting a
few lines of them in a Hebrew that sounded like a Frenchman
talking Greek. It was the same blessed routine every time—and
when I couldn’t let that pass without putting him in his place with
a midrash, he'd say, “Look here, your Middyrush is from your
Tallymud, and your Tallymud is a lot of hokum,” which got my
goat so that I gave him a good piece of my mind off the top of
it ... Do you think that fazed him, though? Not one bit! He just
looked at me, combed his beard with his fingers, and laughed
right in my face. I tell you, there’s nothing more aggravating than
being laughed at by someone you've just finished throwing the
book at. The hotter under the collar I'd get, the more he'd stand
there and grin at me. Well, if I didn’t understand what he thought
was funny then, I'm sorry to say I do now . . .

In short, I came home one evening to find Chvedka the scribe, a
tall young goy with high boots and a big shock of hair, standing
outside and talking to my third daughter, Chava. As soon as he
saw me he about-faced, tipped his hat, and took off.

“What was Chvedka doing here?” I asked Chava.

“Nothing,” she says.

“What do you mean, nothing?” I ask.

“We were just talking,” she says.

“Since when are you and he on such talking terms?” I ask.

“Oh,” she says, “we’ve known each other for a while.”

“Congratulations!” I say. “You've found yourself a fine friend.”

“Do you know him, then?” she says. “Do you know who he is?”

“Not exactly,” I say, “because I haven’t read up on his family
tree yet, but that doesn’t keep me from seeing what a blue blood
he is. In fact, if his father isn’t a drunk, he may even be a swine-
herd or a handyman.”

Do you know what my Chava says to me? “I have no idea who
his father is. I'm only interested in individuals. And Chvedka is no
ordinary person, that I'm sure of.”

“Well, then,” 1 say, “what sort of person is he? Perhaps you
could enlighten me.”

“Even if I told you,” she says, “you wouldn’t understand.
Chvedka is a second Gorky.”
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“A second Gorky?” I say. “And who, pray tell, was the first?”

“Gorky,” she says, “is only just about the most important man
alive.”

“Is he?” I say. “And just where does he live, this Mr. Important
of yours? What's his act and what makes him such a big deal?”

“Gorky,” she says, “is a literary figure, a famous author That
means he writes books. He’s a rare, dear soul, even if he comes
from a simple home and never had a day’s schooling in his life.
Whatever he knows, he taught himself. Here, this is his picture . . .”

And she takes out a little photograph from her pocket and
shows it to me.

“This tsaddik is your Rabbi Gorky?” I say, “I could swear I've
seen him somewhere before. You can search me, though, if I
remember whether he was toting sacks at the train station or
hauling logs in the forest . . .”

“And is it so shameful,” says my Chava, “for a man to work with
his own two hands? Whose hands do you work with? Whose hands
do we all?”

“Of course,” I answer. “You're quite right. It even says as much
in the Bible: yegia kapekho ki toykheyl—if you don’t work yourself to
the bone, no one will throw you one, either . . . But what’s all that
got to do with Chvedka? I'd feel better if you and he were friend-
lier at a distance. Don’t forget meyayin boso ule’on atoh hoyleykh—just
think of who you are and who he is.”

“God,” says my Chava, “created us all equal.”

“So He did,” I say. “He created man in His likeness. But you
had better remember that not every likeness is alike. Ish kematnas
yodoy, as the Bible says . . .”

“It's beyond belief,” she says, “how you have a verse from the
Bible for everything! Maybe you also have one that explains why
human beings have to be divided into Jews and Christians,
masters and slaves, beggars and millionaires . . .”

“Why, bless my soul,” I say, “if you don’t seem to think, my
daughter, that the millennium has arrived.” And I tried explain-
ing to her that the way things are now is the way they’ve been since
Day One.

“But why are they that way?” she asks.

“Because that’s how God made them,” I say.

“Well, why did He make them like that?”
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_“Look here,” I say, “if you're going to ask why, why, why all the
umg, we’l}lljust keep going around in circles.”

“But what did i i i ’
use thom s d asg:,)d give us brains for if we're not supposed to

“You }(now,” I say, “we Jews have an old custom that when a
hen l?egms to crow like a rooster, off to the slaughterer she goes.
That s why we say in the morning prayer, hanoyseyn lasekhvi
binoh—not only did God give us brains, He gave some of us more
of them than others.”

“When will the two of you stop yackety-yacking alréady?” calls
my Golde from inside the house. “The borscht has been on the
table for an hour and you're still out there singing Sabbath hymns.”

“Well, well, well,” I say, “strike up the band! Our rabbis weren’t
kidding about shivoh dvorim bagoylem—anyone can be a nincom-
poop, but being a woman helps. Here we are talking about the
universe and all you can think of is your borscht.”

“YOL} know what?” says my Golde. “Better my borscht without
the universe than the universe without my borscht.”

“Mazel tov,” I say, “a philosopher is born before our eyes! It's
enough my daughters all think they’re a mental notch above the
angels without you deciding to join them by flying head first up
the chimney . . .”

“As long as you're on the subject of flying,” she says, “why don’t
you go fly a kite!” (

I ask you, is that any way to talk to a hungry man?

Well, let’s leave the princess in her castle and get back to the
young prince—I mean to the old priest, God rot his soul! As I was
dﬁvmg home near our village with my empty milk cans one eve-
ning, who should ride by in his iron buggy, that combed beard of
his blowing in the wind, but His Eminence in person. Damn your
eyes, I think, it’s just my luck to run into you! i

“SOOd evening there!” he says to me. “Didn’t you recognize
me:

“They say that’s a sign you’re about to come into money,” I said
to him, tipping my hat and making as if to drive on.

“Hold on a minute, Tevel,” he says. “What's the hurry? I'd like a
word or two with you.”

“If it's a good word, why not?” I say. “Otherwise let’s make it
some other time.”
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“What other time did you have in mind?” he says.

“How about the day the Messiah comes?” I say.

“But he already has come,” says the priest. -

“I believe,” I say, “that I've heard that opinion from you before.
So tell me, Father, what else is new?” L

“That’s just what I wanted to see you about,” he says. I'd like to
speak to you privately about your daughter Chgva. '

That made my heart skip a beat! What.busmess ,of his was my
daughter? “My daughters,” 1 said to hl.m, “don’t need t(’)’ be
spoken for. They're quite capable of speaking for themselves. )

“But this isn’t a matter that can be left up to her,” he says. It
involves others too. I'm talking about something of great impor-

. Her whole life depends on it.” .
talr‘z‘iff’h?temakes you sucga party to her life?” I'say. “1 shoul:i think
she had a father to be that, may he live to a ripe old age . . .

“So she does,” he says. “You're certainly her father. But you
don’t see what's been happening to her. Your daughter is reach-
ing out toward a new life, and you either don't understand her or
else don’t want to understand.” . .

“Whether I do or don’t understand her or want to 1s a itory in
itself,” I say. “But what does it have to do with you, Father?’ '

“It has a great deal to do with me,” he says, “because she’s in my

charge right now.”

“She’s in your what?” 1 say. '

“My custody,” he says, looking right at me and running a hand
through that fine, flowing beard of h1§. . .

I must have jumped a foot in the air. “What? I said. “My child
in your custody? By what right?” I was beside myself, l?ut he qnly
smiled at me, cool as a cucumber, and said, “Now don’t go losing
your temper, Tevel. Let’s talk this over calmly. You know I have
nothing against you, God forbid, even 1f you are a Jew. You know
I think a great deal of you Jews. It just pains me to see how
stubbornly you refuse to realize that we Christians have your good
in mind.” ) .

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about my good,” I say, because.mstead
of telling me what you just did, Father, it would have been kinder to
poison me or put a bullet in my head. If you're really such”a good
friend of mine, do me one favor: leave my daughter alo'ne!

“Don’t talk like a fool,” he says to me. “No harm will come to
your daughter. In fact, this is the happiest moment of her life.
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She’s about to be married—and to a young man any girl would
envy her for.”

“My best wishes,” I say, pretending to smile, though I'm burn-
ing up like hellfire inside. “And just who, if you don’t mind my
asking, might this young man of hers be?”

“You probably know him,” he says. “He’s a fine, upstanding
fellow, and educated too, entirely self-taught. He’s in love with
your daughter and wants to marry her. The only problem is, he’s
nota Jew.”

Chvedka! I thought, feeling hot and cold flashes all over. It was
all I could do not to fall right out of my wagon. I'd be hanged if I
was going to show it, though, so I grabbed my horse’s reins, gave
him a lash of the whip, and holakh Moyshe-M ordekhai—away I went
without so much as a by-your-leave.

I came home—the house was a wreck. My daughters were
sprawled out on the beds, crying into the pillows, and my wife
Golde looked like death warmed over. I began searching all over
for Chava. Where could she be?

But Chava wasn’t anywhere, and I saw I could save myself the
trouble of asking about her. I tell you, I knew then what it must
feel like to turn over in the grave! I had such a fire in my bones
without knowing what to do with it that I could have punched
myself in the nose—instead of which I went about shouting at my
daughters and taking it out on my wife. I couldn’t sit still for a
minute. When I went out to the stable to feed the horse and saw
he had slipped a foot through the slats of his stall, I took a stick
and began to skin him alive. “I'll put the torch to you next, you
moron, you!” I screamed. “You'll never see a bag of oats again in
your life! If you're looking for trouble, you'll get it: blood, dark-
ness, death—all the ten plagues of Egypt!”

After a while, though, it occurred to me that I was flaying a
poor dumb beast who had never hurt a fly. I threw him some hay,
promised him the sun would rise again in the morning, and went
back inside, where I laid my aching body down while my head . . .
but I tell you, I thought my head would burst from trying so hard
to figure things out! Ma pishi uma khatosi—was 1 really the world’s
greatest sinner, that I deserved to be its most-punished Jew? God
in heaven, mah onu umeh khayeynu—who am I that You don’t for-
get me even for a second, that You can’t invent a new calamity, a
new catastrophe, a new disaster, without first trying it out on me?
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Is when I heard my
There I lay as though on a bed of hot coa .

wife Golde le}; out a groan that could have torn your heart in two.
“Golde,” I said, “are you sleeping?”

“No,” she says. “What is it?” ’

“Ngthing,” }II say. “We're ruined, that’s all. Maybe you have
ome idea what we should do?” ' § )
s%God help us all if you have to ask me for ideas,” she says. Allldl
know is that she rose this morning a healthy, normal child,
dressed herself, and then suddenly burst out crying and began to
hug and kiss me without telling me why. 1 thf)ug’ht she had gone
mad. ‘Chava,’ I asked, ‘what’s wrong?' She didn’t say a word lex-
cept to tell me she was going out to the cows—and thgt was the last
I saw of her. I waited an hour, I waited two, I waited three . 1
where could she have gone? She wasn’t anywhere to be seen. So
called the girls and told them, ‘Listen, I want you to run over to
the priest’sand—"" '

SII;ut how, Golde,” I interrupted, “did you guess she was at the

iest’s?” o )
pr“How did I guess she was at the priest’s?” she says. So h,elp me
God! Do you think I'm not a mother? Do you think I don’t have
eyes in my head?” ) )

(y“If youyhave eyes and you're a mother,” I say, V;'hat made you
i idn’ hing to me?”
keep so quiet? Why didn’t you say some‘t‘ ’

“\?Vha? could I have said?” she says. “You're never home. Agd
even if 1 had said it, would you have heard it? All you ever lo
‘;vhen you're told anything is spout some verse fr’om the Bib ;.
You Bible a person half to death and think you've solved the

blem.” o
pr(%h:tl’l; just what she said, my Golde, as she lay there crying in
the dark . . . and I thought, in a way she’s right, because V\{hat cag
a woman really know? It broke my heart to hear her 51gh1r}g an
snuffling away, though, so I said, “Look here, Golde. You're an-
gry at me for always quoting the Bible, but I have to quote it one
more time. It says kerakheym ov al bonim—as a fathfer loves his ogvn
child. Why doesn’t it also say kerakheym eym ql bonim—as a mother
loves her own child, too? Because a mother lsn’F a father. A fagxe(li"
speaks to his children differently. Just you wait: tomorrow, o

illing, I'm going to have a talk with her'.” . ‘
WI“If %nly ygu wguld!” she says. “And with him too. He’s not a bad
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sort for a priest. He has human feelings. If you throw yourself at

his feet, he may pity you.”

“What?” I say. “I should go down on my knees before a priest?
Are you crazy or are you crazy? Al tiftakh peh lasoton—just suppose
my enemies got wind of it . . ,”

“What did I tell you?” she says. “There you go again!”

We spent the whole night talking like that. As soon as the cock
crowed, I rose and said my prayers, took down my whip from the
wall, and drove straight to the priest’s. A woman may be only a
woman, but where else should I have gone—to hell in a bucket?

In short, I drove into his yard and had a fine good morning
said to me by his dogs, who set about straightening my caftan for
me and sniffing my Jewish feet to see if they were edible. It’s a
good thing I had my whip with me to remind them that Scrip-
ture says, “And against the Children of Israel not a dog stuck out
its tongue” ... The racket we made brought the priest and his
wife running from their house. It was all they could do to break
up the party and get me safely indoors, where they received me

like an honored guest and put the samovar up for tea. But tea, I
told them, could wait; first I had something to talk to the priest
about. He didn't have to guess what that was; with a wink he
signaled his wife to leave the room—and as soon as the door shut
behind her, I came straight to the point without shilly-shallying.
The first thing I wanted to know was, did he or did he not
believe in God? Next I asked him, did he have any idea what it
felt like for a father to be parted from a child he loved? Then 1
insisted on his telling me where he drew the line between right
and wrong. And finally, I demanded to know, with no ifs-or
buts, what he thought of a man who barged uninvited into
another man’s house and turned it upside down—the benches,
the tables, the beds, everything . . .

You can be sure he wasn't prepared for all that. “Tevel,” he
said, “how does a clever fellow like you expect to ask so many
questions at once and get answers to them all in one breath? Be
patient and I'll deal with each one of them.”

“Oh no you won't, Father dear,” I said. “You won’t deal with
any of them. And do you know why not? Because I already know
all your answers by heart. I want you to tell me one thing: is there
oris there not any chance of my getting my daughter back?”
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“But what are you saying?” he says. “Your daughter isn’t going
anywhere. And nothing bad will happen to her. Far from it!”

“Yes,” I say. “I already know all that. You have only her good in
mind. But that’s not what I'm talking about. I want to know where
my daughter is and whether I can get to see her.”

“Ask me anything but that,” he says to me.

“That’s spoken like a man at last,” I say, “short and sweet! You
should only be well, Father—and may God pay you back with lots
of interest for what vou've done.”

I came home to find my Golde in bed, cried dry and curled up
like a ball of black yarn. “Get up, woman,” I said to her. “Take off
your shoes and let's begin the seven days of mourning as we're
supposed to. Hashem nosan vehashem lokakh, the Lord giveth and the
Lord taketh away—we’re not the first and we won’t be the last. Let’s
just pretend there was never any Chava to begin with, or that she’s
gone off like Hodl to the far ends of the earth where we’ll never see
her again . . . God is merciful, He knows what He’s doing . . .”

Though I meant every word of it, I had a lump like a bone in

my throat. Mind you, Tevye is no woman; Tevye doesn’t break
down and cry. Still, that’s easier said than done when you have to
live with the shame of it . . . and just try not breaking down your-
self when you've lost your own daughter, and a jewel like Chava at
that, who always had a special place in my and her mother’s heart,
more than any of her sisters. Don’t ask me why that was. Maybe it
had to do with her being a sickly child who came down with every
illness in the book; why, the times we sat up all night with her,
trying to snatch her from the very jaws of death, watching her
fight for her life like a trampled little bird—but if God only wills
it, He can even resurrect you from the grave, and loy omus ki
ekhyeh, if your number hasn’t come up yet, there’s no reason to say
die . . . And maybe it also had to do with her always having been
such a good, dependable child who loved her parents body and
soul. How then, you ask, could she have gone and done such a
thing? Well, to begin with, it was just our rotten luck; I don’t know
about you, but I believe in fate. And then too, someone must have
put a hex on her. You can laugh all you want at me, but (though
I'm not such a yokel as to believe in haunts, spooks, ghosts, and all
that hocus-pocus) witchcraft, I tell you, is a fact—because how do
you explain all this if it isn’t? And when you hear what happened
next, you'll be assure of itas I am . . .

Chava “7g.

In a word, our rabbis meant it when they said, be'al korkhekho
atoh k/za.z——a man must never say the jig is up with him. There’s no
wm’md in the world that time doesn’t heal and no misfortune that
can’t be gotten over. I don’t mean to say you forget such things
bgt what.good does it do to remember them? And odom kiveheymoh
nidmeh—if you want to eat, you can’t stop slaving like a donjkey.
We took ourselves in hand, my wife, my girls, and I, went back to
work, .and oylom keminhogoy noyheyg—life went its merry way. 1
made it clear to them all that I never wanted to hear of Chava
again. There simply was no such person.

And then one day, having built up a fresh stock of merchandise,
I'set out for my customers in Boiberik. I received a hero’s wel-
come when I got there. “What's new with a Jew, Reb Tevye?
‘\‘/Vhere have you been all this time?>” “What should be new?” I said.

The more things change, the more they stay the same. I'm still
the same sap I always was. A cow just died on me, that’s all.”

Wel.l, everyone had to know, of course, which cow it was, and
what it had cost, and how many cows [ had left. “What is it with
you, Reb Tevye,” they asked, “that all the miracles happen to
you?’.’ They laughed and made a big joke of it, the way rich people
do with us poor devils, especially if they've just had a good meal
and are feeling full and cozy, and the sun is shining outside, and
1t’s time for a little snooze. Not that Tevye begrudges anyone a bit
of fun at his expense. Why, they can croak, every last one of them
before they'll know what I'm feeling! . . . ,

When I had finished my rounds, I started back with my empty
cans. Once I was in the forest I let go of my horse’s reins and let
hlfﬂ amble along and munch on some grass while I sat there
thinking of one thing and another: of life and death, and of this
world and the next, and of what both were all about, and so on
an.d so forth—all to keep my mind off Chava. Yet as though to
spite me, my thoughts kept coming back to her. I couldn’t stop
picturing her, as tall, fresh, and lovely as a young willow, or else as
a tiny baby, a sick little rag doll of a thing, a teeny chick that I
could hold in one hand with its head against my shoulder. What is
it you want, Chavaleh? Something to suck on? A bit of malk to drink? . . .
For.a moment I forgot what she had done, and then I missed her
terribly. As soon as I remembered, though, the blood rushed to

my head and I began to rage like the Devil at her, and at Chvedka
and at the whole world, and at myself for not being able to forget,
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her. Why couldn’t I get her out of my minq, tear }}er Iflr(:iné:;);

hea.rﬁ I¢s not as if she didn’t deserve it! Was lltfforhtlltns Ins L beer

' . ; life, had bled myselt white a

such a good Jew all my life, : nd raisec

break away in the end h

seven daughters—-—for them to b e d? Why,

leaves that fall from a tree and are carried ofl by " N

j i it: : ows in the forest, and here along

just think of it: here a tree gr . e e

| dsman with an axe and begins to hac

Z(::ebs a(:\:eo. S fnjvhat good is the tree without its branches?hFar

bettery woodsman, for you to chop it down all at once an(_i a}\lfe

done ’with it! Who needs a branchless tree sticking up in the

iddle of the forest? '

mf’?geig I was arguing with myself when suddﬁnly I n«l)cilgfdb;k;a;
ight! What could 1 :

d come to a halt. Red light! g
?(:Zk};griehe}:zl __ Chava! The same Chava as always, not a hgl/lxr
more or less of her ... why, even her dress was the same. y );
first thought was to climb down and grab her in my arxr%s, ’ u)
right away I thought again. What sort of woman arzyou,d e\i}éz.

] i ight and cried,
lf—and I jerked the reins to the rig '
‘I‘C?iiikg('ia mtyhs:re ;0u m(;]ron!” Well, no sooner did my borse V.Fer
to theyright than Chava ran in front of it again, gesturing as 1 ;ot
say that she had something to tell me. I could feel my heartrslg 11
' 't obey me ... in a seco
two, my arms and legs wogldnt o
ll?nevv: 1 wozlldjump right out of the wagon bjlzlst t&en{e}}twgg?g
i d jerked the reins back to the lelt.
1 got a grip on myself and ) _ kLo e e o
Chava, a wild look in her eyes, he
E)Of tci]eeailc;ﬁ .r.u{l/\?hat do 1 do now, I wondered, holfi my grounbdb oCrl
full speed ahead? Before 1 could make u]S[ myI I}I]nnd ihedigé*:iif ygu
i i ied, “Papa! May 1 nope to
horse by its bridle and cried, “Papa pe
g]r?veoarvsvay };mw! Oh, Papa, Papa, 1 beg you, at least listen to me
hrSOtI;(; .I thought, so you think you can make me kfnucklef trideri?[
: agai ing! If that's your idea of your 1ather,
Well, guess again, my darling! If 1 i i oy
j ittle you know him . .. And I began P
Just shows o d forward, all right, though
for all he was worth. He lunge. or , righ 18
Egrlsfept looking back and pointing his ears at her. GldSyap.adI
cried again. “Al tistakeyl bakankan—-kes;z] your e}t/ets (zgr; ;r(r)(; nd,
7 i idn’t want to
smart aleck! . ..” Do you think I didn ’
ng and take one last look at my daughter? But Tevye is no
an, Tevye puts Satan behind him ... , '
WOVI\I;:I? I wgzl’t%ore you with more details. Why waste your time?
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I can only say that if I have any sins to account for after my death,
I'm already paid up for them in advance more than all the tor-
ments of hell; just ask me and I'll tell you a few things . . . All the
way home I kept imagining that my Chava was running after me
and screaming, “Oh, Papa, Papa...” Tevve, I said to myself,
enough is enough! What harm would it do to stop for a minute
and listen? Maybe she really has something important to say to
you. Maybe she’s sorry and wants to come home. Maybe her life
with him is such hell that she needs your help to run away . .. I
thought of a thousand such maybes, I pictured her again as a
child, the words kerakheym ov al bonim kept running through my
head—could there be anywhere a child so bad that a father still
couldn’t love it? What torture to think that I was the only excep-
tion ... why, a monster like me wasn’t fit to walk the earth! “What
are you doing, you crazy old loon?” I asked myself. “Why are you
making such a production of this? Stop playing the tyrant, turn
your wagon around, and make up with her! She’s your own child,
after all, not some street waif . . .”

[ tell you, I had even weirder thoughts than that in the forest.
What did being a Jew or not a Jew matter? Why did God have to
create both? And if He did, why put such walls between them, so
that neither would look at the other even though both were His
creatures? It grieved me that I wasn’t a more learned man, be-
cause surely there were answers to be found in the holy books . . .

In a word, to take my mind off it all I began to chant the
ashrey—that is, to say the afternoon prayer like any other good
Jew. What use was it to pray out loud, though, when everything
inside me was crying Cha-va? The louder I prayed, the more it
sounded like Cha-va, and the harder I tried not to think of her,
the more clearly I saw her and heard her begging me, “Papa,

Papa, please . . .” I stopped my ears, I shut my eyes, and I said the
shimenesre, beating my breast in the confessional without knowing
for what sins . . . My life is a shambles and there’s no one I can

even talk to about it. I never told a living soul about meeting
Chava in the forest or anything else about her, though I know
exactly where she and he are living and even what they're doing
there. Just let anyone try to worm it out of me, though! My en-
emies won't live to see the day that I complain. That’s the sort of
man Tevyeis . . .

Still, I'd give a great deal to know if everyone is like me or if I'm
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an of my kind. Once, for example e but do you
g:f)r?l?slg gl(id:)l laugh a)t] me? Because I'm afraid you’ll laugh . m
Well, once I put on my best clothes and went to the s;atll(?n 1
order to take the train there—I mean, to wbere }‘x‘e and s e):ve. '
stepped up to the window and asked for a“tx'cket. W?’?;e to: sa‘)‘/I
the ticket seller. “To Yehupetz,” 1 say. Yehupetz?” he sa')f/s. !
never heard of such a place.” “Well, it’s no fault of mine i ty(l)(
haven’t,” I say—and I turn right around, walk. home .agz;)m,‘ a St;
off my best clothes, and go back to work, to my'httle diuryh lusn’lelI
with its horse and wagon. How dpes the saying go? Is ejl’(oai?):
ve'odom le’avoydosoy—the tailor to his needle and the shoemaker
hliﬁinycohu.’xje laughing at me anyhow? Whgt ('iid I tell you! 1 e;;eﬁ
know just what you're thinking: you're thmkmg whalt) a ,slcre:«i/ Zl__
Tevye is . . . If you ask me, then, ad kan oymrim beshab esd ggo o -
it’s time to call it quits for the day. Be healthy and well, an ¢ roIptnlld
a line now and then. For God’s sake, though, rem(_ember what on
you: you're not to breathe a word about any qf this, or put it m;la);
of your books! And if you absolutely must write about.xt, x;mtgible
it happened to somebody else, not to me. As it says in the Bible,

, : t...
vayishkokheyhu—me, Tevye the Dairyman, please forge (1905)

SHPRINTZE
v

Why, Pan Sholem Aleichem, what a pleasure to run h:nfo ﬂyo:;é
haven't seen you in a dog’s age. My oh my, the water tIats .1oews
under the bridge since we last met! What you an.d and } -
everywhere haven’t been through these past years: pogzom; "
Kishinev, riots, troubles, the new Consta’ntumon—'-dear ord, !
doesn’t stop . . . Don’t take it wrong, but I'm surprlsed to 156163/:1
haven't changed a bit, there’s still not a gray hair on You;l j l
wish you could say the same of me. Harey ani keven shivim s orIw

I haven’t even turned sixty, and just look how olfi and gr:;yld am.
It's no laughing matter what we go through with our children,
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and who has less to laugh about than me? The latest nightmare
with my daughter Shprintze is worse than anything that came
before—yet here I am, still alive and kicking, as if nothing had
happened at all. Be'al korkhekho atoh khai—how does that little song
go?

What do I care if the weather is sunny
When I'm all out of luck and all out of money . . .

In a word, rotsoh hakodoysh borukh hu lezakoys—God wanted to
do us Jews a favor and so He sent us a new catastrophe, a
Constantution. Believe me, that’s all we needed! You should see
what a panic the rich Yehupetz Jews are in, how they're all
running abroad—that is, to the baths in Germany to take care of
their nerves, their stomachs, their livers, their whoosywhatsis . . .
And what with everyone leaving Yehupetz, you'd think, wouldn’t
you, that all the fresh air and green trees and dachas of Boiberik
couldn’t keep it from going to the dogs. You know what the
good news is, though? That there’s a borukh merakheym al ha’orets,
a merciful God up above Who looks after us poor country folk
and makes sure we keep our noses to the grindstone. Have we
ever had a summer season here! They’ve come flocking to Boi-
berik from Odessa, from Rostov, from Yekaterinoslav, from
Mogilev, from Kishinev—thousands of them, Jews filthy with
money! It seems that the Constantution is even worse where they
are, because they haven’t stopped heading in this direction. But
why, you ask, are they all running here? For the same reason, I
tell you, that we’re all running there! It’s an old Jewish custom to
pick up and go elsewhere at the first mention of a pogrom. How
does the Bible put it? Vayisu vayakhanu, vayakhanu vayisu—or in
plain language, if you come hide in my house, I'd better go hide
in yours ... Which is why Boiberik, I want you to know, has
become a real metropolis, bursting with men, women, and chil-
dren. Now children, mind you, like to eat; to eat you need
cheese, cream, and butter; and where do you get such stuff if
not from Tevye? Like it or not, Tevye’s all the fashion nowadays.
It's “Tevye, come here,” and “Tevye, go there,” and Tevye,
Tevye, Tevye all day long. If that’s how God wants it, who are
you and I to object?

Well, vayehi hayoym—once upon a time not very long ago, 1
brought some produce to a new customer, a wealthy young widow
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from Yekaterinoslav who had come to Boiberik for the summer
with her son, a fellow named Ahronchik. Needless to say, her first
acquaintance in all of Boiberik was me. “You've been recom-
mended,” she says, “as being the best dairyman around.” “And
why shouldn’t I have been?” I answer. “It's no coincidence that
King Solomon said a good reputation is louder thana trumpet. If
you have a minute to spare, I even have a nice little midrash . . .”
But she didn’t, because she was, she told me, a widow, and such
things were not her cup of tea. In fact, she wouldn’t know what to
do with a midrash if I were to put one on her plate; all she wanted
was good cheese and fresh butter. Just try having a serious talk
with a woman . . . .
In short, I began coming around to that widow from Yekateri-
noslav twice a week, every Monday and Thursday like clockworlf,
without her having to order in advance. It got so that I was pracu-
cally one of the household; 1 poked around in it a bit, saw h\ow
things were done there, and even gave a bit of advice. The first
time I did that, I got a good chewing out from the servant: who
did I think I was, sticking my nose into other people’s business?
The second time 1 was listened to, and the third time the widow
actually asked my opinion about something, having seen by now
who Tevye was. The long and short of it was that one day she
approached me with her greatest problem: Ahronchik! Although
he was, she said, over twenty years old, all he cared about was
horses, fishing, and bicycles, apart from which nothing mattex."ed
to him. He didn’t have the slightest interest in business or making
money, or even in managing the handsome estate he had in-
herited from his father, which was worth a good million rubles.
His one pleasure was to spend it, and liberally at that.
“Tell me,” I said, “where is the young man now? If you let
me have a few words with him, I might talk to him a bit, set
him straight with a verse from the Bible, maybe even with a

midrash . . .” '
“If I know my son,” she laughed, “a horse will get you further

than a midrash.” '

We were still talking about him when—speaking of the Devill—
in walks Ahronchik himself, a tall, handsome, ruddy-faced young
man with a broad sash around his waist, a pocket watch tucked

into it, and sleeves rolled up past his elbows.
“Where have you been?” asks his mother.
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“Out fishing in the skiff,” he says.

“Can’t you think of anything better to do?” I say. “Why, back in
Yekaterinoslav they're Constantutioning the pants off of/you, and
all you can do is catch fish?”

I glanced at my widow—she turned as red as a beet and every
other color of the rainbow. She must have been sure that her son
would grab me by the collar and give me the heave-ho in a hurry.
Which just goes to show how wrong she was. There’s no way to
scare Tevye. When I have something to say, I say it.

Well, when the young fellow heard that, he stepped back a
bit, put his hands behind his back, looked me up and down
from head to foot, let out a funny sort of whistle, and suddenly
began to laugh so hard that the two of us were afraid he had
gone mad before our eyes. Shall I tell you something, though?
From then on he and I were the best of friends. And I must
say that the better I knew him, the better I liked him, even if
}.16 was a bit of a windbag, the worst sort of spendthrift, and a
!mle thick between the ears. For instance, let him pass a beggar
in the street, and he’d stick a hand into his pocket and fork up
a fistful of change without even bothering to count it! Did you
ever hear of such a thing? Once I saw him take a brand-new
Jacket off his back and give it away to a perfect stranger—1I ask
you, how dumb can you get...? I felt good and sorry for his
mother, believe me. She kept asking me what she should do
and begging me to take him in hand. Well, I didn’t say no to
that. Why refuse her a favor when it didn’t cost me a red cent?
So from time to time I sat down with him and told him a story,
ff:‘d him a parable, slipped him a verse from the Bible, even let
him have a midrash or two, as only Tevye can do. I swear, he
actually liked it and wanted to know if I talked like that at
home. “I'd sure like to visit you there, Reb Tevye,” he said.

“Well,” I said, “anyone wanting to visit Tevye only has to get to
Tevyg’s village. Between your horses and your bicycles you can
certainly make it, and in a pinch you're a big enough boy to use
your own legs. Just cut through the forest and you're there.”

“When is a good time to come?” he says.

“You can find me at home any Sabbath or holiday,” I say. “But
wait, I have an idea! The Friday after next is Shavuos. If you'd
like to take a walk over to my place then, my wife will serve you
such blintzes fit for princes as lo blintzu avoyseynu bemitsrayim!”
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“Just what does that mean?” he asks. “I’'m not too strong on
chapter-and-verse, you know.”

“1 certainly do,” I say. “But if you'd had the schooling 1 did,

you'd know enough to be the rabbi’s wife.”

He laughed at that and said, “All right, then, you’ve got yourself
a guest. On the first day of Shavuos, Reb Tevye, I'll be over with
three friends of mine for blintzes—and they better be hot!”

“Hotter than hellfire,” 1 promised. “Why, they’ll be jumping
right out of the frying pan at you!”

Well, as soon as I came home that day I whistled up my wife and
said to her, “Golde, we're having guests for Shavuos!”

“Mazel tov,” she says. “Who are they?”

“I'll tell you everything in good time,” I say. “Just make sure you
have enough eggs, because butter and cheese, thank God, are no
problem. You'll be making blintzes for four extra mouths—but
such mouths, you should know, that understand as much about
eating as they don’t understand about the Bible.”

“I might have guessed it,” she says. “You've been to Hunger-
land again and found some new slob of a Hungarian.”

“Golde,” 1 said, “you're nothing but a big cow yourself. First of
all, even if we did treat some poor hungry devil to blintzes on
Shavuos, what harm would it do? And second of all, you may as
well know, my most Esteemed, Honored, and Beloved Wife, that
one of our guests will be the widow’s son, that Ahronchik I've
been telling you about.”

“Then why didn’t you say so in the first place?” she says.

What money doesn’t do to some people! Even my Golde be-
comes a different woman as soon as she gets a whiff of it. But
that's the world we live in—what can you or I do about it? As it
says in the prayer book, kesef vezohov ma’asey yedey odom—money
can dig a man’s grave faster than a shovel.

In short, Shavuos time came around. I don’t have to tell you
how green and bright and warm and beautiful our village is then!
Your richest Jew in town should only have such a blue sky above
him, such a green forest all around, such a good smell of pine
trees, such a carpet of grass that the cows smile at you when they
chew it as if to say, “Just keep us rolling in clover and we’'ll keep
you swimming in milk . . .” No, say what you will, I wouldn’t swap
places with you in town if you promised me the best job in the
world. Can you also promise me such a sky there? Hashomayim
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shomayim ladoynai—why, in the village the sky is God’s own! Y

can crane your neck in town till it brgeaks, wh;}tlcsi(gj }(f)(:iusn(i;:z; zotg
see? Wa;ls, roofs, chimneys, but never a single tree! And ;gf by
z(;lrill](;e.r'n.xracle one grows there, you have to tend it like a sick

In a word, our guests couldn’t get over our village /
c}z;lme to visit on Shavuos. They arrived riding horsgs, ;\Il?efgut? ny
them—and I do mean horses! Why, the nag that Ahronchik alone
was sitting on was such a thoroughbred that you couldn’t h
bou\/%hlt it for three hundred rubles. b

“Welcome, my friends,” I said to them. “
to tell you that a Jew doesn’t ride on ShavquSst.?eV\rf’lf(:)llmxlveebvi)é}rlftrle(i
tha't spoil the holiday. Tevye’s no saint himself a,nd if ou’re
whipped for it in the world to come, it won't be einv skin gff me’
back . .. Golde! Put up the blintzes and have the g/irls carry ou)t
the table and put it on the grass—our house isn’t such a muzeum
piece that we have to show it off to visitors . . . Shprintze! Teibl!
Beilke! Where are you all? Let’s get cracking . ..” S

I stood there giving orders and pretty soon out of the house
came the table, benches, a tablecloth, plates, spoons, forks, and
sa‘ltshakers, and right on the heels of it all, my Gol,de witil the
bhntzes_—-and such piping-hot, mouth-watering, straight-from-
the-frying-pan, sweeter-than-manna-tasting blintzes they were
thft our guests couldn't stop eating or praising them . . ’

What are you standing there for?” I said to my Gol‘de “Don’t
});ou kng)w that since Shavuos has two days, everything else ébout it
Seacsotr?d :Oﬂ(r)ll:jlg)’l'ed too? Bring some more blintzes and we’ll h?ve a

Well, in a shake of a lamb’s tail my Golde fill ¢ i
more blintzes and my Shprintze br}c;ught therrf(iot}:ﬁé) lt‘:lileer }Sg
then I gl'anced at Ahronchik, and what do I see? He’s stari‘n at
xfaih&*;lnttzz,gi}sl eyes are glued to her so hard he can’t pull thgem

. at did he i “ " 1 sai
i “Whe arent yoiusa}z;)ns;?l’l,e was looking at? “Eat up,” I said to

“Why, what does it look like I'm doing?” he says.

“Itlooks like you're looking at my Shprintze,” I say.

Everyone burst out laughing at that, my Shprintze too. We were
all so gay, so happy, enjoying such a fine Shavuos . . . how was I
supposeq to know it would end in such a nightmare, in such
tragedy, in such a horror story, in such a punishment, from Gos
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that it’s left me a wreck of a man? I'll tell you what, though. We
men are fools. If we had any brains to speak of, we'd realize that
things are the way they were meant to be, because if they were
meant to be different, they wouldn’t be the way they are ...
Doesn't it say in the Book of Psalms, hashleykh al hashem—trust no
one but God? Just leave it to Him: He'll see to it that the worms
are eating you like fresh bagels, and you’ll thank Him for it too.
And now listen to what can happen in this world of ours—and
listen carefully, because you haven’t heard anything yet.

Vayehi erev vayehi voyker—one evening when I came home from
Boiberik, bushed from the heat and from running between da-
chas all day long, 1 spied a familiar horse tied to the gate by the
house. In fact, I could have sworn it was Ahronchik’s thorough-
bred that I had priced at three hundred rubles! I went over to it,
slapped it on the rear with one hand while scratching its head with
the other, and said, “Well now, old fellow, what brings you to our
neck of the woods?” To which it bobbed its chin quite handsomely
and gave me a clever look as if to say, “Why ask me, when I
happen to have a master?”

Well, I went inside, collared my wife, and said to her, “Golde,
my dearest, what is Ahronchik doing here?”

“How am I supposed to know?” she answers me. “I thought he
was one of your crowd.”

“Where is he?” I asked.

“He went for a walk in the forest with the girls,” my Golde tells
me.

“What on earth made him do a thing like that?” I wondered out
loud, and asked her for something to eat. When I had had my fill,
[ sat there thinking, Tevye, why are you so nervous? Since when is
a visitor dropping by any reason to be so on edge? If anything . ..
but I never finished the thought, because just then 1 looked out-
side and saw the bonnie young lad with my girls, who were carry-
ing wild flowers they had picked. Teibl and Beilke were walking
in front, and Shprintze was bringing up the rear with Ahronchik.

“A good evening!” I said to him.

“And to you, too,” he replied. He stood there a little awkwardly
with a blade of grass in his mouth, stroking his horse’s mane; then
he said, “Reb Tevye, I have an offer to make you. Let’s you and ]
swap horses.”

“Don’t you have anyone better to make fun of?” I asked him.
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“But I mean it,” he says.

“Do‘you now?” I say. “Do you have any idea what this horse of
yours is worth?”

“What would you price him at?” he asks.

“He’s worth three hundred rubles if a cent,” I say, “and maybe
even a little bit more.”

' Well, Ahronchik laughed, told me his horse had cost over three
times that amount, and said, “How about it, then? Is it a deal?”

I tell you, I didn’t like it one bit: what kind of business was it to
trade such a horse for my gluepot? And so I told him to keep his
offer for another day and joked that I hoped he hadn’t come just
for that, since I hated to see him waste his time . . .

“As a matter of fact,” he says to me, as serious as can be, “I came
to see you about something else. If it’s not too much to ask of you
perhaps the two of us could take a little walk.” ,

He’s got walking on the brain today, I thought, but I agreed to
go for a stroll in the forest with him. The sun had set long ago; the
woods were getting dark; frogs croaked from the river: and the
smell of S0 many green, growing things was like heaven itself.
Ahronchik and I walked side by side without exchanging a word
Suddenly he stopped short, let out a cough, and said, “Reb Tevye!.
What would you say if I told you I'm in love with your Shprintze
and want to marry her?”

“What would I say?” I said. “I'd tell them to move over and
make room for one more in the loony bin.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he says, staring at me.

“It means,” I say, “exactly what it sounds like.”

“But I don’t get it,” he says. .

“That,” I say, “just goes to show that you're even less of a genius
‘than I 'thought. You know, there’s a verse in the Bible that says
The wise man has eyes in his head.” That means you can talk t(;
hlf‘n,wnh a wink, while the fool must be talked to with a stick.”
) I'm speaking in plain language,” he says, beginning to get sore
and all I'm hearing from you is jokes from the Bible.” ’

“Well,” 1 said, “every cantor sings the best he can and every
preacher toots his own horn. If you'd like to know how well you're
tootng yours, I suggest you have a talk with your mother. She’ll
set you straight in a jiffy.”

Dq you take me,” he says, “for a little boy who has to get

permission from his mother?”
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“Of course I do,” I say. “And your mother’s sure to tell you
you're a dunce. And she’ll be right.”

“She will be?” he says.

“Of course she will be,” I say. “What kind of husband will you
make my Shprintze? What kind of wife will my Shprintze make
you? And most of all, what kind of in-law will I make your
mother?”

“If that’s what you’re thinking, Reb Tevye,” he says, “you’re
making a big mistake. I'm not an eighteen-year-old, and I'm not
looking for in-laws for my mother. I know who you are, I know
who your daughter is, and I like what I see. That's what I want
and that’s what I'm going to—"

“Excuse me for interrupting,” I say, “but there’s one thing I still
have to ask you. I can see there’s no problem on the groom’s side,
but have you bothered to clear this with the bride’s side?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about,” he says.

“I'm talking about my daughter Shprintze,” I say. “Have you
talked this over with her? And if so, what does she say?”

Well, he gave me an insulted look but said with a smile, “What
kind of a question is that? Of course I've talked it over with her—
and not just once, either. I'm here every day.”

Did you ever hear the likes of it? He’s there every day and I
know nothing about it! Tevye, you two-footed animal, I told my-
self, you deserve to eat hay with your cows! If that’s how you let
yourself be led about by the nose, you'll be bought and sold like
the donkey you are! . . . I didn’t say anything to Ahronchik as we
walked back, though. He said goodbye to the girls, jumped on his
horse, and holakh Moyshe-Mordekhai—away to Boiberik he went . ..

And now, as you writers like to say in your books, let’s leave the
young prince on his horse and get back to the princess in her
castle, that is, to my Shprintze. “Tell me, Daughter,” I said to her,
“there’s something I want to ask you: how could you and Ahron-
chik have discussed such a matter without even letting me know?”

Did you ever hear a tree talk? That's how my Shprintze
answered me. She just blushed, stared down at her feet like a
newlywed, and didn’t open her mouth. Mum’s the word! . . . Well,
I thought, if you won't talk to me now, you'll do it later. Tevye is
no woman; Tevye can wait. But I kept an eye out, looking for a
chance to be alone with her again, and as soon as I found it one
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day outside the house, I said to her, “Shprintze, I want you to tell
me: do you think you really know him, this Ahronchik?”

“Of course I do,” she says.

“And do you know that he’s a penny whistle?” I say.

“What’s a penny whistle?” she asks.

“A penny whistle,” I say, “is something hollow that makes a lot
of noise.”

“That isn’t s0,” she says to me. “Arnold is a fine person.”

“Arnold?” I say. “Since when is that phony called Arnold?”

“Arnold,” she says, “is not a phony. Arnold has a heart of gold.
It’s not his fault if he grew up in a house full of vile people who
only think of money all the time.”

“Well, well, well,” I said. “Look who’s the philosopher naw! 1
suppose you think that having moneyisasintoo...”

In a word, I could see that they both were too far gone to be
talked out of it. I know my girls. Didn’t I once tell you that when
Tevye’s daughters, God help us, fall for someone, they fall with
everything they have? And so I told myself, you fool, you, why
must you always think you know best? Why can’t you admit the
whole thing may be providential? Why isn’t it possible that quiet
little Shprintze is meant to be your salvation, your reward for all
your hardship and your heartache, so that at last you can enjoy
yourself in your old age and live like a human being for once?
Suppose your daughter is fated to be a millionairess—is that really
so terrible? Is it such a blow to your dignity? Does it say anywhere
in the Bible that Tevye must always be a beggar who spends his
whole life hauling cheese and butter to keep the rich Jews of
Yehupetz from dying of hunger? Who's to say that God hasn't
fingered you to do a little good in His world before you die—to
give a bit of money to charity, to take someone needy under your
wing, even to sit down with educated Jews and study some
Torah . ..

I swear, those were only some of the sweet thoughts that ran
through my head. You know what it says in the morning prayer:
raboys makhshovoys belev ish—or as they say in Russian, a fool can
get rich just by thinking . . . And so I stepped into the house and
took my wife aside for a little talk. “Just suppose,” I said to her,
“that our Shprintze should become a millionairess?”

“What’s a millionairess?” asks my Golde.

“A millionairess,” I say, “is a millionaire’s wife.”
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“And what’s a millionaire?” she asks.

“A millionaire,” I say, “is a man who’s worth a million.”

“And how much is a million?” she asks.

“Look,” I say, “if you're such a cow that you don’t know what a
million is, it’s a waste of time talking to you.”

“So who asked you to talk to me?” she says. I couldn’t argue with
that.

In a word, another day went by in Boiberik and I came home
again. “Was Ahronchik here?” No, he wasn’t... Another day.
“Was he here today?” No, he wasn’t... Though I could have
found some excuse to drop in on the widow, I wasn’t keen on it: I
didn’t want her to think that Tevye was fishing for a match with
her—and one that she needed keshoyshanoh beyn hakhoykhim, like a
wagon needs a fifth wheel . . . (Not that she had any reason to be
ashamed of me, mind you, because if I wasn’t a millionaire myself,
I would at least have an in-law who was, while the only in-law
she’d have would be a poor beggar of a dairyman; I ask you, then,
whose connections would be better, mine or hers?) . . . To tell you
the honest truth, though, if I wanted that match at all, it was less
for the match’s sake than for the feeling of satisfaction it would
give me. “The Devil take you all!” I'd be able to say to all the rich
Jews of Yehupetz. “Until now it's been nothing but Brodsky,
Brodsky, Brodsky, but now you see who Tevye reallyis .. .”

So I thought, driving home from Boiberik. As soon as I walked
in the door, my Golde met me with a bombshell. “A messenger, a
Russian, was just here from Boiberik, from the widow! She begs
you to come for God’s sake as quickly as you can, even if it’s the
middle of the night! Harness the horse and go, it must be some-
thing important.”

“Where’s the fire?” I asked. “Can’t it wait until morning?” Just
then, though, I glanced at my Shprintze—and while she didn’t say
a word, her eyes said it all, everything! No one knew that child’s
heart the way I did—which was why I had sounded off to her
about Ahronchik, because I was afraid that nothing would come
of it. (Not that I couldn’t have saved my breath, since for the past
three days my Shprintze had been wasting away like a candle!) . ..
And so I harnessed the horse again and set out that same evening
for Boiberik. What can be so urgent, I wondered as I drove there.
If they want to shake hands on it and have a proper betrothal, it's
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they who should come to me, because I'm the bride’s father . ..
only that was such a preposterous thought that it made me laugh
out loud: who ever heard of a rich man going to a poor one for a
betrothal? Did I think that the world had already come to an end,
as that scamp of a Peppercorn said it would, and that the tycoon
and the beggar were now equals, sheli shelkho and shelkho sheli/—you
take what’s mine, I take what's yours, and the Devil take the hind-
most? People were born with brains in this world and yet, oh, my
goodness—what jackasses there were in it! . . .

I was still trying to figure it all out when I arrived in Boiberik,
drove straight to the widow’s dacha, and parked my horse in front
of it.

“Where is the widow?” I asked at the door.

“The widow’s not here.”

“Where is her son?”

“He’s not here either.”

“Then who asked me to come?”

"L did,” says a round tub of a man with a stringy beard and a fat
gold watch chain on his stomach.

“And just who are you?” I ask.

“I'm the widow’s brother, Ahronchik’s uncle,” he says. “I was
cabled to come from Yekaterinoslav, and I've just arriveé.”

“In that case,” | say, sitting down in a chair, “welcome to
Boiberik.”

“Have a seat,” he says.

“Thgnk you,” I say, “but 1 already have one. So how’s the Con-
stantution in your parts?”

He didn’t answer that. He just settled himself into a Tocking
chair with his hands still in his pants pockets and his stomach
sticking out beneath his watch chain and said without wasting any
words, “I'm told they call you Tevye.” /

“They do indeed,” I said. “And when they call me to the
Torah in the synagogue, it’s even Reb Tevye the son of Shneyur
Zalman.”

“Well, then, Reb Tevye,” he says to me, “listen here. Why beat
around the bush? Let’s get right down to business, as they say ...”

“And why not?” I say. “There’s a time for everything, as King
Solomon once said—and if it's business time, it’s time for business.
And a businessman is what I happen to be . . .”
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“I can see you are,” he says, “and that’s why I'll get down to
brass tacks with you. I want you to tell me perfectly honestly, just
what is this going to cost us?”

“I can tell you perfectly honestly,” I say, “that I have no idea
what you're talking about.”

“Reb Tevye!” he says to me again, his hands still in his pockets.
“I'm asking you in plain language. How much is this affair going
to cost us?”

“Well, now,” I say, “that all depends on what sort of affair you
have in mind. If you're thinking of the fancy wedding that folks
like you are accustomed to, I'm afraid it’s a bit beyond my bud-

et.”

i “Either you're playing dumb,” he says to me, giving me the
once-over, “or else you really are dumb. Only, how dumb can you
be to have set my nephew up in the first place by pretending to
invite him over for blintzes in order to introduce him to a young
beauty who may or may not be your real daughter . . . I won’t go
into that now ... and who got him to fall for her and maybe
even—it’s easy to see how she could—fell for him? Of course, I
don’t mean to imply it wasn’t kosher . .. she may be a perfectly
respectable girl, for all I know ... I really don’t want to go into
that. But how could you have allowed yourself to forget who you
are and who we are? Where does a sensible Jew like yourself get
off thinking that a dairyman, a common cheesemonger, can
marry into a family like ours? ... He’s given her his word, you
say? Then he’ll just have to take it back again! It's no tragedy,
believe me. Of course, it has to cost something . . . there’s breach
of promise and all that . . . and I assure you, we're prepared to be
reasonable. A young woman’s honor is not the same as a young
man’s, even if she isn’t your real daughter . .. but I would defi-
nitely prefer not to go into that . . .”

Good God, I thought, what does the man want from me? He
didn’t stop chewing my ear off. I shouldn’t imagine for a minute
that making a scandal by claiming his nephew was engaged to my
daughter would get me anywhere . . . If I thought I could bilk his
sister, I had another guess coming . . . Although with a bit of good
will on my part, she was certainly good for a few rubles, for a
charitable gesture, so to speak . . . I was, after all, a fellow human
being, they would be glad to lend a helping hand . . .

And would you like to know what my answer to all that was? My
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answer, the shame of which I'll never live down to my dying day,
was nothing! My tongue clove to my mouth, as the Bible says—the
cat had got it but good. I simply rose from my chair, went to the
door—and exit Tevye. I ran from there as fast as I could, as though
from a fire or a prison, while the man’s words kept buzzing in my
ears: perfectly honestly . . . who may or may not be your real daughter . .
bilk a widow . . . a charitable gesture, so to speak . . . I went over to my
wagon, laid my head on it, and—but promise not to laugh at me!—I
cried and cried until I had no tears left. Then I climbed aboard,
whipped my poor devil of a horse to within an inch of his life, and
asked God an old question about an old, old story: what did poor
Job ever do to You, dear Lord, to make You hound him day and
night? Couldn’t You find any other Jews to pick on?

Well, I came home and found that gang of mine merrily eating
supper. Only Shprintze was missing. “Where’s Shprintze?” 1
asked.

“What happened in Boiberik?” they all wanted to know. “What
did they want there?”

“Where's Shprintze?” I asked again.

“What happened in Boiberik?” they said again.

“What happened in Boiberik?” I said. “What should have hap-
pened there? Everything is quiet, thank God, there isn’t a sign of a
pogromyet...”

Just then Shprintze walked in. She glanced at me and sat quietly
down at the table as if none of this concerned her in the least. You
couldn’t tell a thing from looking at her, but that silence of hers
was too much, there was something unnatural aboutit . .. And in
the days that followed I didn'’t like it one bit, either, the way she
went through the motions of things without seeming to have a will
of her own. If she was told to sit, she sat; if she was told to eat, she
ate; 1f she was told to go, she went; if she was told to come back,
back she came. It made my heart ache to see her. I was burning up
inside without knowing at whom ... ah, dear God, I thought,
Master of the Universe, whose sins are You punishing me for?

Well, would you like to hear the end? It's one that I wouldn't
curse my worst enemy with, that I wouldn’t curse anyone with,
because there’s no curse in the whole Bible like a curse on your
own child. For all I know, in fact, someone may have put one on
me ... You say you don’t believe in such things? Then maybe
you'll explain to me why it happened. Go ahead, I'm listening . . .
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But what good will all the philosophy do us? You may as well
hear the end of it. One evening I was driving home from Boiberik
in my usual grand mood: the shame, the humiliation of it all, to
say nothing of my feelings for my daughter! ... (Whatever hap-
pened, you ask, to the widow and her son? Just go try finding
them! They skipped town without so much as an adieu. I'm em-
barrassed to tell you, but they even stuck me with an unpaid dairy
bill. It wasn’t that that riled me, though—no doubt they simply
forgot; it was their not having bothered to let me know. Why, to
think of their picking up and leaving like that without even saying
goodbye!) ... What she, my daughter, went through, no one
knew but me, because I was her father and a father knows in his
heart. Don’t imagine, though, that she ever said a word to me
about it. Do you think she complained? Do you think she cried
even once? If you do, you don’t know Tevye’s daughters! She just
flickered out like a candle, without a word of protest, keeping it all
to herself except for a sigh now and then—but such a sigh, 1 tell
you, as could break a heart of iron . . .

In short, I was driving home with my horse, thinking about the
whole miserable business and asking God all kinds of questions
that He kindly let me answer for myself. My problem wasn’t God,
though—with Him I had somehow made my peace. My problem
was men. Why did they have to be so bad when they could just as
well have been good? Why did they have to ruin their own and
other people’s lives instead of being happy with what they had?
Could God have created them on purpose to make them misera-
ble? But what good could that possibly do Him . . .?

Just then I drove into our village and saw a crowd of people
down by the dam on the river, men, women, and lots of children.
What could have happened? There wasn't any sign of a fire—it
must be a drowning, I thought. Someone went for a swim in the
river and didn’t come out. You never know where the Angel of
Death will make a date with you . . .

And then all of a sudden I saw my Golde running toward the
river, her arms waving in the air and her kerchief falling off, and
after her Teibl and Beilke, all three screaming, shrieking,
“Shprintze!” I jumped out of that wagon so fast it’s a wonder I'm
still in one piece and ran to the river myself, but it was too late to
help my Shprintze anymore . . .
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What was it I wanted to ask you? Oh, yes: have you ever seen a
drowned man? Never? Well, mostly one dies with one’s eyes shut,
but a drowned man’s eyes are always open. I just thought you
might know why that was . . .

I hope you’ll forgive me for taking so much of your time. It's not
as if I had nothing better to do myself, because I have a horse and
some merchandise waiting. The world hasn’t changed any. You
still have to think of the next ruble and put the past behind you.
What was, is dead and buried, and a living man doesn’t spit out his
soul because it hurts. You can’t outsmart fate. There’s no getting
around what it says in the morning prayer: koyl zman shehaneshomoh
bekirbi—whatever breathes has to eat, so giddyap, Tevye!

Be well, and if you should ever happen to think of me, I only
hope it isn’t too badly.

(1907)

TEVYE LEAVES FOR THE LAND OF ISRAEL
v

Why, if it isn’t Reb Sholem Aleichem! How on earth are you?
What a surprise, of all places! I never would have dreamed it,
would you? How I've wondered why I haven’t seen you in ages,
neither in Boiberik nor in Yehupetz. I even thought you might
have cashed in your chips and left us for that world where we’ll
never hunger or eat again, not even a radish with chicken fat . . .
except that then I said to myself, “Since when would someone like
Sholem Aleichem go do a dumb thing like that? He’s an intelligent
man, after all, if nothing else . . .” And now here you are, alive and
well, thank God! How does the saying go? Turo beturo—two moun-
tains never meet, but a man and a man sometimes do . . . Only, why
are you looking at me as if you didn’t know me, Pani? It’s me, your
good old friend Tevye! Al tistakeyl bakankan—don’t let my new coat
fool you: I'm still the same old schlimazel, there’s not a hair more or
less of me. It’s just that a man seems more of a somebody when he’s
dressed in his Sabbath best, he can even make you think he’s in
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the money-—and one has to look presentable when traveling, es-
pecially on a long journey like mine, all the way to the Land of
Israel. That’s not an outing to sneeze at, is it? I suppose you must
be wondering how a small-timer like Tevye who spent his whole
life selling dairy can afford to travel like a Brodsky in his old age.
Well, if you don’t mind moving your suitcase a bit, I'll sit myself
down beside you and tell you a story about what the good Lord
can do. ,

The first first of all, it should never happen to you, is that I'm a
widower now. My Golde, God rest her, is dead. She was a simple
soul, subtle you couldn’t call her; but you won’t find a greater
saint anywhere. I only hope she puts in a good word for her
daughters where she is, because the Lord knows she went through
enough for them. In fact, they may be the reason she’s there now,
because she couldn’t stand their being scattered from east of the
sun to west of the moon a minute longer. “So tell me,” she would
say to me, “what will I have left to live for one day when there
won’t be a mouse in the house? Why, even a cow grieves when her
calves are taken away . . .”

Those were her very words, my Golde’s, and you should have
heard her cry when she said them. I felt so sorry to see her pining
away in front of me that I said to her, “Eh, Golde, my dearest. It
says in the prayer book, im kevonim im ka’avodim—it’s no different
without children than with them. Either way there’s a great, kind,
merciful God above. I only wish I had a ruble for every dirty trick
He’s playedonus . ..”

But my wife, may she forgive me, was a female through and
through. “It’s a sin to talk that way, Tevye,” she said. “You mustn’t
be sinful.”

“What did I say wrong?” I asked her. “Did I say anything
against God? I'm sure that if He chose to make a wonderful world
like this in which children aren’t children anymore and parents
are nothing at all, He knew exactly what He was doing . . .”

She didn’t follow a word of that, though, because she only said
to me in a whisper, looking at me with two eyes that could have
crumbled a stone, “Oh, Tevye, I'm dying. Who'll cook your sup-
per when I'm gone?”

Well, Tevye is no woman. I came right back at her with a saying,
then with a verse from the Bible, then with a midrash, then with
my own two cents. “Golde,” I said, “you’ve been a good wife to me
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all these years. Please don’t go playing jokes on me now that I'm
old.”

Just then I took a look at her—uh-oh! I didn’t like what I saw.

“Golde,” I said, “what’s the matter?”

“Nothing,” she says to me, barely able to talk. But she didn't
look long for this world, so I harnessed the horse, drove to town,
and came back with the best doctor I could find. We entered the
house . . . oh, lordy! My Golde was lying on the floor with a candle
burning by her head, looking like a pile of dirt that had been
covered with a black cloth. I stood there thinking, ki zeh koyl
ha’odom—so this is all a human being is! Dear God, what have You
done to Your Tevye this time? How is an old ruin like me going to
live out his years now? '

Well, 1 threw myself down on the floor beside her—and a fat
lot lot of good it did. Do you hear me, Pan? Once you've looked
death in the eye the way I have, it's hard to have faith anymore.
You can’t help wondering, mah onu wmeh khayeynu—what’s the
point of the whole circus, this whole big yackety racket of a
world on wheels? Why, it’s nothing but vanity, one big zero with
a hole in it!

In short, I hired a Jew to say the mourner’s prayer every day in
the synagogue and paid him the whole year in advance. What else
could I do if God had punished me with no sons, only daughters,
one female after another—it shouldn’t happen to a living soul! I
don’t know if everyone goes through hell with his daughters or if
it's just been my own rotten luck, but you can'’t really blame either,
because the luck came from God and my daughters meant me no
harm. In fact, I'd gladly settle for half of all the good things
they've wished me. If anything, they were too devoted to me, and
too much is as bad as not enough . . .

For example, take my youngest, Beilke. You simply have no
idea what a gem she is! You've known me since before the Flood,
as they say, and you know I'm not a father who goes around
bragging about his kids—but on the subject of Beilke there’s a
thing or two, or even three, that I have to tell you, because while
God may have made a lot of Beilkes in His time, He never made
another Beilke like mine. And I'm not even talking about her
looks, though if each of my daughters is a famous beauty, Beilke
can put them all in her little pocket. Still, beauty isn’t the word for
her, because King Solomon had it right when he said that Charm
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is a liar and Beauty a cheat—no, what I'm talking about is char-
acter, pure and simple ... and when it comes to character, my
Beilke is pure gold! She’s always thought the world of me, but
ever since her poor mother passed away I've been the apple of her
eye. Why, she wouldn’t let a speck of dust fall on me! I've often
thought that God is just like He's said to be in the Rosh Hashanah
prayer, a makdim rakhamim leroygez—He never hits a man over the
head without first sending him the right medicine for it. The
problem is that it’s not always clear which is worse, the blow or the
medicine. How was I to know that Beilke would sell herself down
the river so that I could live out the rest of my life in the Land of
Israel? Mind you, that's only a manner of speaking, because she’s
no more to blame for it than you are. It’s all his fault, her Prince
Charming! Far be it from me to wish him ill, but I wouldn’t mind
it one bit if a whole armory blew up beneath his feet. And yet to
tell you the truth, when I think the matter over, the real guilty
party may be me. Why, there’s even a saying in the Talmud . . .
but it’s a pretty pass we've come to, Reb Sholem Aleichem, when I
have to quote the Talmud to you!

In short, T'll try not to make it a long story. A couple of years
went by and my Beilke grew into a young woman, while I carried
on with my business as usual, taking my cheese, cream, and butter
to Boiberik in the summer and, in the winter, to Yehupetz—may
it end up like Sodom beneath a sea of salt! I can’t even bear to
think of that town anymore . . . that is, I don’t mean the town, I
mean the Jews who live in it . . . that is, I don’t mean them either, 1
mean Efrayim the Matchmaker, may his grandfather break a leg
in the grave! Just listen to what a Jew, and a matchmaker yet, can
do to you.

Vayehi hayoym, one day after the summer season I'm on my way
to Yehupetz with some merchandise, when who do I see but Ha-
man in person—I mean Efrayim the Matchmaker. I believe I once
told you about him. He’s the sort of terrible pest you can’t help
stopping to talk to, that’s the strange power he has over you. And
so I said to my horse, “Whoaa, there, old fellow, pull over and I'll
give you a snack,” waved to Efrayim, said hello to him, and
straightaway began to gab. “How’s business?” I asked.

“Business,” he says, letting out a juicy sigh, “is terrible.”

“How come?” I ask.

“No customers,” he says.
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“None at all?” I ask.

“Not one,” he says.

“But how can that be?” I ask.

“That can be,” he says, “because matches aren’t made around
here any more.”

“Where are they made, then?” | ask.

“Abroad,” he says. .

“And what happens,” | ask, “to a Jew like me whose great-
grandmother can’t afford to travel?” . ‘

“For a Jew like you, Reb Tevye,” says Efraym}’, handing me a
pinch of snuff, “I have a special offer, local goods.

“Which 1s?” I say. '

“Which is,” he says, “a childless widow, a cook in the best
houses, net worth five hundred rubles.” . .

“Reb Efrayim,” I say, staring at him, “who do you think this
match is for?”

“Who do I think it’s for?” he says. “Why, for yqu!”

“The Devil take you!” I say, flicking the whip at my horse to
start him up again. “May my enemies have as bad dreams all year
long as I'll have of your widow tonight.” ‘ o

“No offense meant, Reb Tevye,” says Efrayim. “I didn’t mean to
hurt your feelings. Who were you thinking of?” )

“Who?” I say. “Of my youngest daughter, Yvho else;? o

“Why, of course!” he says, jumping a foot in the air while giving
himself a box in the ear. “What luck you've reminded me of her!
She should live to be one hundred and twenty, Reb Tevye." .

“Amen,” I say. “So should you. In fact, you should live till the
Messiah comes. But what's all the excitement about?” )

“Reb Tevye,” he says, “do I have something good for you,! Dol
have something sensational! Do I have something you won't find
better anywhere!” ’

“And just who might this gift from God be?” T ask.

“Do I have,” says Efrayim, “the perfect match for your youngest
daughter! He'’s a steal, a catch, a rare find, a colossus, a prince
among men, a millionaire, a second Brodsky, a contractor named
Podhotzur!” L

“Podhotzur?” I say. “The name rings a bell from Fhe Bible. ’

“What Bible?” he says. “Leave the Bible out of it for once. He's a
contractor! He builds houses, bridges, factories! He' was out near
Japan during the war and came back from there with a fortune!
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He rides around in a droshky with two horses faster than greased
lightning! He has more doormen in front of his house than you
have buttons on your shirt! He has his own private bathtub! He
has furniture from Paris! He wears a diamond on his pinky! . . .
And he’s still a spring chicken, a bachelor, straight off the shelf,
the genuine article! All he’s looking for is someone with looks.
He's willing to take her barefoot and naked, but she’s got to be a
raving beauty.”

“Whoaa!” I say to him. “If you don’t stop for breath, we’ll end
up in Hotzenklotz. If I'm not mistaken, you once offered me the
same bill of goods for my second daughter, Hodl . . .”

Well, when he heard that the man hugged his ribs and began to
laugh so hard that I was sure he would get a stroke. “Good Lord,”
he finally managed to wheeze, “that’s such ancient history that my
grandma was in diapers when it happened. The fellow you're
thinking of went bust during the war and ran away to America.”

“May his memory be a blessing,” I say. “And suppose this con-
tractor of yours should decide to follow in his footsteps?”

That got his dander up. “What are you talking about, Reb
Tevye?” he says. “That first case was a crook, a swindler, a bank-
rupt! My man Podhotzur is a builder. He has army contracts,
companies, an office, a staff,a . ..”

What can I tell you? Efrayim pulled me out of the wagon in his
enthusiasm, grabbed me by the collar, and began to shake me so
hard that a policeman came along and almost jugged us both for
disorderly conduct. It’s a good thing I remembered my Bible.
Lanokhri toshikh, it says. Why are some palms like bridges? Because
they have to be crossed when you come to them . . .

In a word, I don’t want to bore you. This Podhotzur was en-
gaged to my Beilke and loy orkhu hayomim—after a while the wed-
ding was held. What makes me say after a while? Because Beilke
would sooner have died than had Podhotzur for a husband. The
more he showered her with presents, gold watches, diamond
rings, the less she could stomach him. There was no need to put it
in writing—it was written all over her face, which was wet with the
silent tears she cried. Finally, I made up my mind to talk to her. I
tried to be casual. “Listen, Beilke,” I said to her, “I'm beginning to
think that you're as much in love with this Podhotzur of yours as I
am.”

“Why do you say that?” she says, turning red as fire.

Tevye Leaves for the Land of Israel *103-

“Because you're certainly not crying for your health every
night,” I say.

“I'm crying?” she says.

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly call it crying,” I say. “It’s actually more
like weeping. Do you think that sticking your head under the
pillow is enough to hide your tears from me? Do you think your
father was born yesterday, or that his brains are so addled he can’t
see that you're doing all this for his sake? Do you suppose it’s your
Job to see to it he has a place to lay his head in his old age so that
he needn’t go begging from door to door? You're a fool if you do!
God’s still in His heaven, and Tevye is no charity case and no
sponger. Money is a lot of hooey anyway, just like the Bible says.
Why, look at your sister Hodl! She hasn’t a penny to her name,
she lives in a hole in the wall at the far end of nowhere—and yet
she keeps writing us how happy she is with her schlimazel of a
Peppercorn . ..”

Shall 1 give you three guesses what my Beilke answered me?
“Don’t go comparing me to Hodl,” she says. “In Hodl’s day the
world was on the brink. There was going to be a revolution and
everyone cared about everyone. Now the world is its own self
again, and it’s everyone for his own self again, t00.” That’s what
she said, my Beilke—just go figure out what she meant!

Well, if you think that by now you're an expert on Tevye’s
daughters, you should have seen Beilke at the wedding—a prin-
cess! I stood there feasting my eyes on her and wondering, can
this really be my Beilke? Who taught her to stand like that, to walk
like that, to carry herself like that, to wear a dress like that, as if
wedding gowns had been invented just for her? It wasn’t much of
a feast, though, because at 6:30 p.m. on the day of the wedding
the two of them waved goodbye and holakh Moyshe-Mordekhai—off
they went by night express to Nitaly, or Italy, or however the Devil
that place is called that everyone goes to these days.

They didn’t return until Hanukkah, when I received an urgent
message from them to please, please come to Yehupetz at once.
However you look at it, I thought, if they simply wanted to see me,
they could have said as much; why the double “please” and the “at
once”? There must be a special reason . . . but what? And I began
to imagine all kinds of things, some good and some bad. Suppose,
for instance, that they were already fighting like alley cats and had
decided to get a divorce ... Right away, though, I told myself,
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Tevye, you dumbbell, why must you always imagine the worst!
How do vou know what they want you for? Maybe they miss
you ... Maybe Beilke would like to have her father nearby ...
Maybe Podhotzur is planning to take you into his business and
give you a nice fat job . . .

One way or another, I had better go, so I harnessed up and
vayeyleykh khoronoh—off to Yehupetz I went. On the way my ex-
citement got the best of me and I began to imagine leaving the
village, selling my cows, my horse, my wagon, the whole kit and
caboodle, and moving to Yehupetz, where I would first become
Podhotzur’s foreman, then his bookkeeper, and finally a partner
in his business who rode around with two bolts of greased light-
ning, one a chestnut and one a dapple-gray . .. at which point,
though, I caught myself and thought: mah zeh ve'al mah zeh—
where does a small potato like Tevye get off being such a big shot?
Who needs the rat race, the hullabaloo, the night life, the rubbing
elbows with millionaires, the whole lehoyshivi im nedivim, when all 1
want is to enjoy a peaceful old age in which I can study a bit of
Mishnah now and then and recite a few chapters of Psalms? It’s
about time, Tevye, I said to myself, that you thought of the next
world too. King Solomon knew what the score was when he said
that a man is nothing but a jackass; he forgets that no matter how
long he lives, there comes a day when he doesn’t anymore . . .

I was still mulling it all over when I arrived safe and sound in
Yehupetz, right at Podhotzur’s door. Believe me, if I wanted to
boast about his royv godloy veroyv oshroy, his house and all its trim-
mings, it wouldn’t be hard. Suffice it to say that while I've never
had the honor of dining with Brodsky, finer than Podhotzur’s his
place can’t possibly be. You'll get an idea what a mansion it was if |
tell you that the doorman, a lummox with silver buttons down his
chest, wouldn’t agree to let me in for love or money. What was I to
do? The door was made of glass, and the lummox, damn his hide,
stood on the other side of it brushing off his clothes. I winked at
him; I talked to him in sign language; I put on a whole panto-
mime to tell him that the lady of the house was my own natural-
born daughter ... none of which meant a thing to that dumb
Russian, because he sign-languaged right back to me that I could
go take a powder. What a schlimazel I felt like: imagine needing a
letter of recommendation to get to see your own child! A sad day
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it is, Tevye, for your gray hairs, I told myself, when this is what
things have come to . . .

Just then, though, I looked through the glass door again and
saw a girl bustling about inside. That must be the chambermaid, I
thought, because she has the eyes of a thief (all chambermaids
do—my business has brought me to a lot of rich houses and I've
seen a lot of chambermaids in my day)—and so I winked at her
too as if to say, “Open up there, my little pussycat . . .”

Well, she noticed me, opened the door a crack, and asked me in
Yiddish, “Who are you looking for?”

“Is this the Podhotzur place?” I said.

“Who are you looking for?” she asked again, raising her voice.

“When you're asked a question,” I said, raising my voice louder
than hers, “it’s considered polite to answer before asking one of
your own. Is this the Podhotzur place?”

“Thatitis,” she says.

“In that case,” I say, “you and I are practically related. Please be
so kind as to tell Madame Podhotzur that she has a guest; her
father Tevye has arrived and has been standing outside like a
beggar for quite some time, because he failed to pass muster with
that silver-buttoned sheygetz of yours, who isn’t worth the nail on
your little finger . . .”

The girl burst out laughing like a shiksa herself, shut the door
in my face, ran upstairs, ran back down, opened the door again,
and let me into a palace the likes of which my ancestors never saw
in their dreams. There was silk and satin and crystal and gold all
over, and you could hardly feel yourself walk, because wherever
you put your big feet they sank into carpets softer than snow-that
must have cost a small fortune. And the clocks! There were clocks
on the walls, clocks on the tables, clocks everywhere; Father Time
himself wouldn’t have known what to do with so many of them. I
began to cross the floor with my hands behind my back, taking it
all in, when suddenly, in every direction, I saw other Tevyes with
their hands behind their backs just like me. One was heading this
way, another that, another toward me, another away . . . the Devil
take them, there were mirrors all around! Leave it to that fat cat
of a contractor to wallpaper his house with clocks and mirrors . . .

The thought of that fat, bald, whinnying loudmouth of a Pod-
hotzur reminded me of the first time he came driving his two
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speed demons to visit us in the village. He sprawled out in a chair
as if he owned it, introduced himself to my Beilke, and then took
me aside to shout a secret in my ear that could have been heard on
the far side of Yehupetz. What was it? It was that my daughter
had swept him off his feet and he wanted to marry her “pronto.”
His losing his footing was only natural, but that “pronto” of his
was like a blunt knife in my heart. What kind of way was that to
talk about a wedding? Where did I come in? And where did
Beilke? I was about to pin his ears back with a verse or two from
the Bible when I thought, lomoh zeh anoykhi—what’s the point,
Tevye, of butting in between these children? A lot it helped for
you to think your other daughters’ marriages were your business!
You made more noise than a kettledrum, you quoted the Bible
forwards and backwards, and who came out looking like a fool?
Why, Tevye, of course!

But let’s get back to the prince and the princess, as you writers
like to say. I came to Yehupetz and was received with open arms.
“How are you? ... It’s so good to see you!... How have you
been? ... Sitdown, sitdown! . ..” In short, the usual routine. You
can be sure I wasn’t going to be the first to ask mah yoym miyomim,
why the rush invitation, because Tevye is no woman, Tevye knows
how to wait. Meanwhile a servant in white gloves came to an-
nounce that food was on the table, and the three of us rose and
went to a room that was all solid oak: the table was oak, and the
benches were oak, and the walls were oak, and the ceiling was oak,
all painted and lacquered and varnished and stained and carved
and chiseled and paneled. The oak table was set for a king, with
tea, and coffee, and chocolates, and pastries, and the best French
cognac, and the most expensive pickled herring, and all kinds of
fruits that I'm ashamed to admit my Beilke never saw in her
tather’s home in her life. I was poured glass after glass of cognac,
and I drank toast after toast, and I thought, looking at my Beilke,
why, it’s just like the prayer book says: mekimi mi'ofor dal—when
God decides to help a poor person-—meyashpoys yorim evyoyn—He
goes the whole hog. That’s certainly my Beilke that I'm looking at,
but it’s not like any Beilke that I've ever seen before.

As a matter of fact, when I compared the Beilke I knew to the
Beilke I saw, I had the sinking feeling that I had driven a bad
bargain and was left holding the bag. Do you know what it was
like? It was like swapping my trusty old nag for a newborn colt
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without knowing what would come of it, a real horse or a wooden
one. Ah, Beilke, Beilke, I thought, just look at you now! Do you
still remember sitting up nights by our smoky oil lamp, sewing
and humming an old tune? Plunking yourself down on a three-
legged stool and milking a cow faster than it could shake its tail at
you? Rolling up your sleeves and cooking me a good, down-to-
earth borscht, or a dish of bean fritters, or a platter of cheese
blintzes, and calling, “Papa, wash up and come eat”? Those words
were such music to my ears—and now here was this woman sitting
like a queen with her Podhotzur while two servants waited on the
table, making a great clatter with the dishes, and where was my
Beilke? You see, she didn’t say a single word; Podhotzur was
talking for the two of them, he didn’t stop blabbing for a minute!
In all my life I've never seen a man run on at the mouth like that
about the Devil only knows what, and all the time with that high-
pitched whinny of his. It’s not everyone who can be the only
person to laugh at his own jokes and still go right on telling
them . ..

Apart from the three of us, there was another diner at the table,
a man with red, jowly cheeks. I hadn’t the vaguest notion who he
was, but he was no mean eater, because all the time that Podhot-
zur kept talking, he kept putting it away. You know what the
rabbis say about shloyshoh she’okhlu, three men who eat at one
table? Well, with someone like him you didn’t need the other
two . ..

In a word, I'm being eaten at on one side of me and talked to on
the other—and such talk it was, too, as went in one ear and
straight out the other: construction contracts, tenders, specifica-
tions, government ministries, Japan . . . The one thing that inter-
ested me was Japan, because I took part in the Japanese war
myself. That is, back then, when horses were in such short supply
that the army was beating the bushes for them, some quarter-
master came around to me, took my nag for a physical, measured
him up, down, and sideways, put him through his paces, and gave
him an honorable discharge. “I could have told you that you were
wasting your time,” I said to him, “because it says in the Bible,
yoydeya tsaddik nefesh behemtoy—a righteous man knows the soul of
his beast, and Tevye’s horse was never meant to be a hero.” But
you’ll have to excuse me, Pan Sholem Aleichem, for getting side-
tracked. Let’s go back to our story.
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Well, we wined and dined and asked the Lord’s blessing, and
when we rose from the table Podhotzur took me by the arm and
steered me into a special office that was done up like all get-out
with guns and swords all over the walls and little toy cannons on
the desk. He plumped me down on a sofa soft as butter, took two
big, juicy cigars from a gold box, lit one for himself and one for
me, sat down facing me, crossed his legs, and said, “Do you have
any idea why I sent for you?”

Aha, I thought, now he’s about to talk turkey! I played inno-
cent, though, and answered him, “How should I know? Am I my
son-in-law’s keeper?”

“I have something of a private nature to discuss with you,” he
says.

It's a job for sure! I tell myself. To him, though, I only say, “If
it’s something good, I'll be happy to hear it.”

Well, he took the cigar from his mouth, did Mr. Podhotzur, and
began to deliver a lecture. “You're an intelligent man,” he says,
“and so you won’t mind my speaking to you frankly. You know
that I run a big business, and that when one runs a business as big
as mine—"

. This is where I come in, I thought—and so I said, interrupting
him, “That’s exactly what the Talmud means by marbeh nekhosim
marbeh da’ogoh! 1 suppose you're familiar with the passage?”

You couldn’t say he wasn’t honest. “To tell you the truth,” he
says with that little whinnying laugh, “I never studied a page of
Talmud in my life. I wouldn’t know what a Talmud looked like if
you showed me one.”

Do you see who I was up against now? You’d think, wouldn't
you, that if God had punished him by making him an ignoramus,
he would at least keep his trap shut about it!

“Well,” I said, “I thought as much. You didn’t look like much of
a Talmudist to me. But why not finish what you were saying?”

“What I was saying,” he says, “is that with a business like mine, a
reputation like mine, a public position like mine, I can’t afford to
have a cheesemonger for a father-in-law. The governor of the
province is a personal friend of mine, and I'm perfectly capable of
having a Brodsky, even a Rothschild, as my guest . . .”

I swear, I'm not making up a word of it! I sat there staring at
that shiny bald head of his and thinking, you may very well be
palsy-walsy with the governor and have Rothschild over for tea,

Tevye Leaves for the Land of Israel <109

but you still talk just like a guttersnipe! “Look here,” I said, trying
not to sound too annoyed, “I can’t help it, can I, if Rothschild
insists on dropping in on you!” Do you think he got it, though?
Loy dubim veloy ya’ar—it just sailed right by him.

“I would like,” he says, “for you to leave the dairy line and
engage in something else.”

“And what exactly do you suggest that I engage in?” I asked.

“In anything you like,” he says. “Do you think the world is short
of things to do? I'll help you out with money, as much as you
need, if you just agree to give up your cheesemongering. Come to
think of it, I have an even better idea: how would you like to go
pronto to America?”

And he sticks his cigar between his teeth again and gives me a
shiny-headed look.

Well, you tell me: how does one answer a young whippersnap-
per like that? At first I thought, why go on sitting here like a
golem, Tevye? Pick yourself up, walk through the door, shut it
behind you, and holakh le’oylomoy—goodbye and good riddance!
That’s how hot under the collar he made me. The nerve of that
contractor! Who did he think he was, telling me to give up a
perfectly good living and go to America? Just because Rothschild
was about to ring his doorbell, did that mean Tevye had to be sent
packing to the other side of the globe? My blood began to boil; 1
was getting angrier by the minute, and now I was good and mad
at my Beilke, too. How can you sit there like the Queen of Sheba
surrounded by a thousand clocks and mirrors, 1 thought, when
your father Tevye is being dragged over hot coals to the whipping
post? May I hope to die if your sister Hodl isn’t better off than you
are! What's true is true: she may not live in a castle full of gew-
gaws, but at least that Peppercorn of hers is a human being—in
fact, too much of one, because he never thinks of himself, only of
others. And the head on that boy’s shoulders . . . it’s not a shiny
pot of wet noodles like some people’s... and the tongue on
him . .. why, he’s solid gold! Try polishing him off with a quota-
tion and three more come flying back at you! Just you wait, you
Putzhoddur, you, I'll let you have such a verse from the Bible that
you'll see fireworks before your eyes . . .

And having thought it all over I turned to him and said, “Look
here, I don’t hold it against you that you think the Talmud is
mumbo-jumbo. When a Jew sits in Yehupetz expecting Rothschild
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any minute, he can afford to keep the Talmud in his attic. Still, even
you can surely understand a simple line of Scripture such as every
Russian peasant boy knows. I'm referring, of course, to what Onke-
los has to say in his Targum about what the Bible has to say in the
Book of Genesis about Laban the Aramean: miznavto dekhazirto loy
makhtmen shirevmilto . . " .

“I'm afraid,” he says, looking at me sideways like a rooster, “that
that’s a bit over my head. What does it mean?”

“It means,” I say, “that you can’t make a fur hat out of a pig’s
tail.”

“And what,” he asks, “am I supposed to understand by that?”

“You're supposed to understand,” I say, “that I'm not being
shipped off to America.”

Well, he laughed that whinnying laugh of his and said to me,
“All right. If America is out, how about Palestine? Isn’t that where
all the old Jews like you go to die?”

The minute he said that, I felt it drive home like a nail. Hold on
there, Tevye, I told myself. Maybe that’s not such a weird idea.
There just may be something in it. With all the pleasure you've
been getting from your children, why not try your luck else-
where? You're a jackass if you think you have anyone or anything
to keep you here. Your poor Golde is six feet under, and between
you and me, so are you; how long do you intend to go on drudg:
ing?...And by the way, Pan Sholem Aleichem, you should know
that I always had a hankering to be in the Holy Land. 1 would
have given anything to see the Wailing Wall, Rachel’s Tomb, the
Cave of the Patriarchs, the River Jordan, Mount Sinai, the Red
Sea, the Ten Plagues, and all the rest of it with my own eyes. In
fact, I was so carried away thinking of that blessed land of Canaan
where the milk and honey flow that I had all but forgotten where
I was when Podhotzur brought me back to it by saying, “Well, how
about it? Why not decide pronto.”

“I can see,” I said, “that everything is pronto with you. Make
haste while the sun shines, eh? Sll, if you ask me, there’s a small
problem here, because one can’t get to Palestine on an empty
pocket .. .”

Well, he gave his little whinny again, rose from his seat, went to
his desk, opened a drawer, took out a billfold, and counted out a
very tidy sum. I must say I was no slouch myself: I took that wad
of bills—the things one doesn’t do for money!—stuck it deep in
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my pocket, and began to set the record straight with a midrash
that interested him about as much as a cat’s miaow. “That,” he
said without even letting me finish, “should get you to Palestine
with plenty to spare. If you need more once you're there, just
write and I'll send it to you pronto. And I trust I needn’t remind
you to catch the first train you can, because you're an honest,
responsible fellow.”

That’s what he said to me, Mr. Hodputzer, whinnying so hard
that I felt it right in the gut. Why don’t you crack him on the snout
with this wad of his, I thought, and tell him, begging your pardon,
to stick it up his honest, responsible you-know-what, because
Tevye is not for sale! Before I could open my mouth, though, he
rang for Beilke and said to her, “Guess what, my sweet! Your
father is leaving us. He’s selling everything he owns and setting
out for Palestine.”

I tell you, it was like a bad dream! I looked at my Beilke, waiting
for her to say something, to bat an eyelash at least. But she just
stood there stock-still, not a drop of blood in her cheeks, glancing
back and forth from her husband to me without so much as a
word. I stared at her without saying one either, so that there we
both were with our tongues stuck to the roofs of our mouths. My
head was spinning, pounding away as though I had been breath-
ing coal gas. What can be wrong with me, I wondered; if it’s the
cigar I smoked, he’s been smoking one himself, and talking non-
stop in the bargain, though his eyelids keep drooping as if he were
itching to snooze. “You take the express train to Odessa,” he says
to me, “and from there a ship sails to Jaffa. The best time to go is
right now, because later there are winds ... and snow, and . ..
and storms ... and .. .and...” He was so sleepy he could barely
get the words out, but he didn’t stop jabbering for a second. “Just
don’t forget to notify us when you're ready to leave . . . We'll come
to say goodbye at the station ... Who knows when we’ll meet
again . ..” And he yawns in my face, gets up from his chair, and
says to my Beilke, “And now, my sweet, you spend some time with
your father while I go lie down for a while . . .”

I 'swear, I thought, that's the first sensible thing you've said; now
at last I can get it all off my chest. And I turned to my Beilke to let
out what had been building up in me all day—but before 1 could
even begin, she threw her arms around me and started to cry. Did
I say cry? My daughters, bless them, are all the same; for a while
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they manage to put on a brave face, but sooner or later every one
of them gushes like a geyser. Take my second oldest, Hodl, for
example; at the very last minute, just as she’s setting out for Sibe-
ria with her Peppercorn, she breaks down and bawls like a baby!
Only there’s really no comparison, because when it comes to cry-
ing, Hodl can’t hold a candle to Beilke.

I'll tell you the honest truth: I myself am no weeping willow.
The last good cry I remember having, in fact, was when [ found
my poor Golde dead on the floor, and before that, when my Hodl
left me standing in the station, all alone like a fool with my horse.
There may have been a few other times when my eyes were a wee
bit wet, but that’s all; on the whole, it’s not like me to blubber. But
Beilke’s tears threw me so that I couldn’t hold my own in any
longer, let alone say a cross word to her. I'm not a man who needs
things spelled out for me: my name is Tevye. And I knew why she
was crying: it was for kheyt shekhotosi lefonekho, for the sin of not
listening to a father—so that instead of letting her have what she
deserved and giving that Hodderputz hell, I tried cheering her up
with some story or other, as only Tevye can do. She listened to me,
did my Beilke, and said, “No, Papa, that’s not why I'm crying. I'm
not blaming myself or anyone. It just breaks my heart to know
that you're going away because of me, and that there’s not a thing
I can do about it.”

“There, there,” I told her. “You're talking like a little girl.
Have you forgotten that God is still in His heaven and your
father is still a young man? Why, it's child’s play for me to travel
to Palestine and back again, just like it says in the Bible: vayisu
vayakhanu—and the Children of Israel knew not if they were
coming or going . . .”

Yet the words were no sooner out of my mouth than I thought,
Tevye, that's a big fat lie! You're off to the Land of Israel for
good—it's bye-bye Tevye forever... She must have read my
mind, too, for she said to me, “Please, Papa. It’s no use trying to
comfort me as you would a child with some fairy tale that ends
happily ever after—although if you like fairy tales, I can tell you
one myself. I'm warning you, though, Papa, that this fairy tale is a
sad one.”

That’s just what she said, my Beilke; Tevye’s daughters don’t
mince words. And with that she began to tell me a story, a case
history, a tale from the Arabian Nights, about how her Podhotzur
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was a self-made man who had pulled himself up from the bottom
rung by his own bootstraps and now only wanted to hobnob with
al'l the Brodskys of the world . . . Money, she said, was no object to
him; he gave it away by the barrelful; only money, it seemed, was
not enough, one needed a pedigree too—and Podhotzur was de-
termined to prove that he wasn’t just some rich upstart but the last
of a long line of famous Podhotzurs and the son of a wealthy
contractor himself. “And that,” says my Beilke, “is though he
knows that I know that his father was a fiddler at weddings.
Worse yet, he goes about telling everyone that his father-in-law is
amillionaire too . . .”

“Who, me?” I say. “Well, I always thought that someday I would
get to be one.”

“I can’t tell you how I blush, Papa,” she says, “when he intro-
duces me to his friends with the most outrageous lies about my
distinguished father, and all my uncles, and my whole family—
and I have to sit there and put up with it, because he’s eccentric
that way.”

“By you,” I say, “he’s eccentric. By me he’s a charlatan and a
fraud.”

“But he’s not, Papa,” says my Beilke. “You don’t know him. He’s
not such a bad man as you think. He’s just unpredictable. He has a
big heart and he’s generous. If you catch him in the right mood,
it's enough to make a long face for him to give you the shirt off his
back. And I'm not even talking about myself—for me the sky’s the
limit! You mustn’t think I have no influence with him. Why, not
long ago I made him promise to do all he could to free Hodl and
her husband from Siberia. He swore to me that money wouldn’t
stand in his way. His one condition was that they go to Japan when
Peppercorn gets out.” ,

.“Why to Japan?” I asked. “Why not to India, or to Mesopota-
mia, or to Timbuktu?”

“Because,” she says, “he has businesses there. He has businesses
everywhere. He spends more on telegrams in a single day than it
would cost us to live on for a year. But what good does all that do
me if I can’t be myself?”

“The rabbis,” I said, “put that very well. Im eyn ani i mi li—if you
can’t be yourself, don’t expect me to be.”

And I tried to make a joke of it with a quote thrown in here and
there, though my heart bled for my daughter to see what unhap-
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piness money had bought her. “Your sister Hodl,” I said, “would
never have gotten into such a—"

“I already told you, Papa,” said my Beilke, interrupting me,
“not to compare me to Hodl. Hodl lived in the Age of Hodl and
Beilke lives in the Age of Beilke. The distance between the two is
as great as from here to Japan.”

I ask you, is that Japanese or not?

Well, I see you're getting off at the next station, Pani. Just give
me two more minutes. I left my lucky youngest daughter’s house
with a bellyful of her sorrows, a shattered, a devastated man;
flung my cigar, which had only given me a headache, on the
ground; and yelled at it, “You should go straight to hell, you and
your father and all your uncles!”

“Whose uncles did you say, Reb Tevye?” I heard a voice ask
behind me. I turned around—why, it’s Efrayim the Matchmaker,
the Devil take him and keep him!

“Well, well, a fellow Jew!” I say. “What are you doing here?”

“What are you doing here?” he asks.

“Visiting my daughter,” I say.

“And how is she?” he asks.

“How should she be?” I say. “Not everyone has luck like hers.”

“I can see you're happy with my merchandise,” he says.

“Happy,” I say, “is not the word. You should only be as happy
yourself.”

“Thank you for your kind wishes,” he says. “Perhaps you’d like
to add a small remittance to them.”

“Are you trying to tell me,” I say, “that you never were paid
your matchmaker’s fee?”

“That Podhotzur of yours,” he says, “should only be worth as
much as he paid me.”

“You mean he short-changed you?” I ask.

“Notatall,” he says. “What he gave me just wasn’t enough.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s not a kopeck left of it.”

“How come?”

“I married off a daughter myself.”

“Mazel tov!” I say. “May God grant you pleasure from her.”

“A fine lot of pleasure He’s already granted me,” he says. “I
wound up with a gangster for a son-in-law. He beat my daughter
black and blue and ran away with all her money to America.”
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“But why didn’t you stop him?” I say.

“Why, what could I have done?” he asks.

“Well,” 1 say, “you might have salted him away in a pickle
barrel.”

“I see you're in a gay mood today, Reb Tevye,” says Efrayim.

“It would be a fit punishment for God,” I say, “if He had to feel
half as gay as I do.”

“Is that so?” he says. “And here I was thinking how lucky you
were to be a rich Jew. Well then, how about a pinch of snuff to
cheer you up?”

I took the snuff, said goodbye to the matchmaker, drove home
to my village, and began to sell all the worldly goods I had accu-
mulated over the years. Mind you, that’s easier said than done.
Every pot and pan, the silliest little item, cost me a year of my life;
if it didn’t remind me of my poor Golde, it reminded me of my
daughters, may they live. The cruelest blow of all, though, was
getting rid of my horse. I felt like a traitor to him. You see, we had
suffered together for so many vyears, slaved together, been
through so much together—and here I was, putting him on the
block! In the end I sold him to a water carrier, because dealing
with coachmen was too aggravating. You should have heard the
guff I had to take from them. “God help us, Reb Tevye,” they said
to me, “do you call that thing a horse?”

“And what does it look like to you,” I say, “a chandelier?”

“Not at all,” they say. “A chandelier doesn’t have four legs. In
fact, for a horse we’d give him ninety-nine out of a hundred.”

“You would?” I say.

“Yes,” they say. “He'll live to be a hundred and he’s already
ninety-nine. His lips are gray, there’s not a tooth in his mouth,
and his ribs shake like an old woman’s on a cold winter night.”

That’s coachmen’s talk, in case you didn’t know. I swear to you
that my nag understood every word of it, just like it says in the
Bible: veyoda shor koyneyhu—even a dumb beast knows when it’s
been put up for sale. And the proof of it was that when I slapped
the water carrier on the back to congratulate him, my horse
turned his old head to me and gave me a silent stare that said, “Zeh
khelki mikoyl amoli—is this how you thank me for all I've done for
you?” I took one last look at his new owner leading him away and
beginning none too gently to teach him his new trade, and I
thought as I stood there all alone, God Almighty, how cleverly
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You run this world of Yours: here You create a horse and here
You create a Tevye, and one fate is enough for them both! The
only difference is that a man has a mouth and can grumble till he’s
hoarse, while a horse can’t grumble till he’s man. That's why he’s
only a horse.

You see the tears in my eyes, Pan Sholem Aleichem, and you
must be thinking, how Tevye misses his horse! But what makes
you think it’s just my horse? I miss everything, there’s not one
thing it doesn’t grieve me to think of. 1 miss my horse, I miss my
village, I miss its elder, I miss its policeman, 1 miss the dachas of
Boiberik, I miss the rich Jews of Yehupetz, 1 even miss Efrayim
the Matchmaker, may the cholera carry him off! When you get
right down to it, he’s nothing but a miserably poor Jew himself
who's out to make a living like the rest of us. Don’t ask me what I'll
do in the Land of Israel if I get there safely, God willing, but I do
know one thing for sure, and that’s that right off I plan to visit
Mother Rachel in her grave. I'll pray there for the daughters I'll
probably never see again, and I'll think of him, too—I mean Ef-
rayim the Matchmaker—and of you, and of Jews everywhere.
Here, let’s shake on that! Be well, and have a good trip, and give
my very best to any of our friends you may happen to meet on

your way.
(1909)

LEKH-LEKHO
v

Greetings, Pan Sholem Aleichem, greetings to you and yours!
I've been looking for you everywhere, because I have some fresh
goods for you. Where have you been? Why haven’t 1 seen you?
I've been told you were traveling all over the world, to all kinds of
far places, each of the hundred-and-seven-and-twenty lands of
King Ahasuerus...But am I imagining it, or are you really giv-
ing me a strange look? You seem to be trying to make up your
mind if it’s me or not. It's me, Pan Sholem Aleichem, it's me—
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your old friend Tevye in person, Tevye the Dairyman! That is,
I'm still Tevye, though I'm not a dairyman any more; I'm just a
plain everyday Jew, and an old one too, as you can see, though to
go by my age, no older than it says in the Haggadah: harey ani
keven shivim shonoh—why, I'm not even pushing seventy yet . .. So
why, you ask, all the white hair? Believe me, my dear friend, I
didn’t grow it for fun. It’s partly from my own private sorrows—
God forgive me for putting myself first!—and partly from those
of Jews everywhere. What times we live in! What a miserable time
to be a Jew! ... I can see, though, that you're itching to ask me
something. I suppose it’s because you remember having said
goodbye to me as I was leaving for the Land of Israel. You must
be thinking that I'm back from there, and you can’t wait to hear
news of the Wailing Wall, Mother Rachel’s Tomb, and all those
other places. Well, let me assure you that if you've got the time for
me, I've got the news for you. In fact, if you listen to me carefully,
with a real shmo’eyni, as Father Abraham says, you’ll soon say your-
self that God’s in His heaven, man is a jackass, and all is right with
the world.

In a word, what Bible reading are you up to in the synagogue
this week, the first chapter of Leviticus? Well, I'm a bit behind,
because I'm still back in the third chapter of Genesis. That’s the
chapter of Lekh-Lekho, you know, where God shows Abraham
the door. Lekh-lekho—get thee out, Tevye—meyartsekho—f{rom
your land—umimoyladitkho—and from the village you were born in
and lived in your whole life—el ha’orets asher arekko—to wherever
your legs will carry you . . . And when did it occur to the powers-
that-be to tell me that? Not a minute before I'm so old, weak, and
lonely that I'm a real al tashlikheynu le’'eys ziknoh, as it says in the
Rosh Hashanah prayer ... Only I'm getting ahead of myself, be-
cause I was telling you about my trip and what’s new in the Land
of Israel. Well, what should be new there, my dear friend? It’s a
land flowing with milk and honey—if you don’t believe me, you
can read up on it in the Bible. There’s only one thing the matter
with it, which is that it’s there and I'm here . . . and not only am I
still here in Russia, I'm still a schlimazel in Russia, and a schlimazel
I'll be till I die! Just think of it: there I was with one foot practi-
cally in the Holy Land already—I had only to buy a ticket, board a
ship, and heigh-ho!l—when what does the good Lord decide to
do? It shouldn’t happen to you or to anyone, but one night my
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son-in-law, Motl Komzoyl, the tailor from Anatevka, gets it into
his head to go to bed well and wake up dead in the morning. 1
don’t mean to say he was the picture of health before that. He was
a workingman, after all, who spent day and night al hatoyroh ve’al
ha’avoydoh, patching pants with his needle and thread. Well, the
long and short of it was that he came down with the dry cough,
and coughed and coughed until he coughed his lungs out. Noth-
ing helped him one bit, not the doctors with their medicines, or
the quacks with their snake oils, or the goat’s milk, or the choco-
late with honey. He was a fine young man; a bit simple perhaps,
without any learning, but also without any guile; and was he ever
crazy about my Tsaytll He lived his whole life for her and her
children, and he would have done anything for me, too . . .

In a word, vayomos Moysheh—Motl passed on and left me with a
pretty kettle of fish to fry. How could I even think of a pilgrimage
to the Holy Land when I had a house full of little pilgrims myself?
You can't just let your widowed daughter and all her orphans go
hungry—although on the other hand, I was about as much use to
them as a sack full of holes. I couldn’t bring Tsaytl’s husband back
to life for her, or restore the children’s father from the dead; I
was a mere mortal myself, and an old one at that, who wanted
only to rest his weary bones and feel for once that he was a human
being and not a donkey. I had had enough of this workaday,
dog-eat-dog world; it was high time to start thinking of the next
one. And besides, I had already held a clearance sale of every-
thing I owned; my horse, as you know, was given his walking
papers, and every one of my cows was sold too, except, that is, for
two little calves, who needed their victuals if anything was to come
of them ... and now, all of a sudden, here 1 was running an
orphanage in my old age, the father of a house full of children!
And do you think that was all? Don’t jump to any hasty conclu-
sions. The real music hasn’t begun yet, because it never rains in
Tevye’s life but it pours, like that time a cow of mine died and
another cow thought it such a grand notion that the next day she
went and died too ... Well, that’s how God chose to make this
world of His, and that’s how it always will be. Why spit into the
wind?

In short, I told you how my youngest daughter Beilke struck it
rich by landing that fat cat of a Podhotzur who made a pile as a
war contractor. He heard of her from Efrayim the Matchmaker,
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damn his soul, fell for her head over heels, and went down so
hard on his knees to ask me for her hand that he nearly split his
shins. And he took her without a penny’s dowry, and rained
pearls and diamonds on her too—you’d normally call that a stroke
of good luck, wouldn’t you? Well, all that luck, let me tell you,
went right down the drain in ihe end—and what a drain it was,
God save us all from such a filthy mess! When He decides to give
the wheel of fortune a spin so that the butter side is down, it’s like
reciting the hallel prayer: you can’t say mekimi, “He who raiseth the
lowly,” without adding mé'ofor dal, “from the dirt”—and bang,
that’s just where you find yourself, right smack on your bottom
again! Oh, God likes to play games with us, He does. He’s got a
favorite He plays with Tevye called Oylim Veyordim, which means
in plain language Upsy-Daisy—now you're up, and now you're
pushing daisies . . . which is exactly what happened to that con-
tractor. Perhaps you remember my telling you about his seven-
teen servants and his little mansion with its mirrors, clocks, and
toys. La-di-da! You may also remember my asking my Beilke—
begging her, in fact—to make sure he bought the house outright
and registered it in her name. Well, she listened to me the way a
dead man listens in the grave. What does a father know about
such things? Nothing times nothing, of course! And do you know
what happened in the end? Exactly what you'd wish on your worst
enemy! He not only went so broke that he had to sell every last
clock and mirror, even the pearls and diamonds he bought my
Beilke, he had to run for dear life from his creditors too, and light
out for never-never land—I mean for America, where else do all
the hard-luck cases go? And don’t think they had it easy there,
either. They ran out of what little money was left, and when the
larder was empty they had to go to work—and I do mean work,
the worst sort of slave labor, just like we Jews did in Egypt, both
him and her! Lately, she writes, things are looking up, thank God,;
they're both making socks in a sweatshop and doing well; which
means in American that they’re breaking their backs to keep the
wolf from the door . . . although the lucky thing is, she writes, that
there are only two of them, they haven’t any little mouths to feed.
What doesn’t go by the name of luck these days! I ask you, doesn't
his great-aunt’s grand-uncle deserve to break a leg?... No, I
don’t mean that Podhotzur, I mean Efrayim the Matchmaker, for
palming off such a match on me and getting us all into this pickle!
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Would it have been such a tragedy if my Beilke had married a
workingman like my Tsaytl or a tutor like my Hodl? Not that
they're sitting on top of the world themselves . . . one is a widow
and the other is in Outer Nowhere . . . but these things come from
God, a man can’t do anything about them. Would you like to
know something? The most sensible one of us all was my Golde.
She saw what was coming and decided to clear out of this ridicu-
lous world in time, because she knew it was a thousand times
better to be breakfasted on by the worms than to go through what
her Tevye has gone through with his daughters. Well, you know
what our rabbis said: be’al korkhekho atoh khai—no one asks you if
you want to live or not, and neither would you, if only you minded
your own business . . .

I can see I've digressed, though. Nakhzor le'inyoneynu harishon,
then—let’s leave the prince on his horse, as you writers like to say,
and see what the princess is up to. Where were we? Yes, in the
chapter of Lekh-Lekho. But before we get to Lekh-Lekho, sup-
pose we have a look, if you don’t mind, at the story of the Amale-
kites in the Book of Exodus. I know that the way things are done
in this world, and the way they always have been, Genesis comes
before Exodus, but in this case the Amalekites came first. And 1
suggest you listen to the lesson they taught me, because it may
come in useful some day.

In short, let’s go back to the days after the Japanese war, when
the Constantution was in the headlines and we Jews were having a
fine old time of it, first in the big cities and then in the smaller
towns to which the pogroms spread. They never reached my own
village, though, and they never could have. Would you like to
know why not? For the simple reason that I was the only Jew
among Christians and on good terms with every one of them.
Why, Uncle Tevel was king of the roost there, a friend in need
and indeed! Did someone want advice? “Let’s go ask Tevel.” A
remedy for baldness? “Tevel's sure to know.” A little loan to tide
him over? Try Tevel again. Why be afraid of a silly thing like a
pogrom when my Christian neighbors had promised me over and
over that I had nothing to worry about—they simply wouldn’t
allow it. And in the end they didn’t. Listen to a crazy story.

One day when I came home from Boiberik—I was in my heyday
then, selling cheese, cream, butter, and such stuff—I unharnessed
my horse, gave him some hay and oats, and was about to wash up
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and have a bite myself when what do I see in my front yard but a big
mob of peasants. The whole village was there from top to bottom,
from Ivan Paparilo the elder to Trokhim the shepherd, all with an
odd holiday air. For a second my heart skipped a beat, because I
knew there was no holiday in sight. They've come to give you a
Bible lesson, I thought, and “Then came Amalek and fought with
Israel” is their text . . . only then I thought again: shame on you,
Tevye! They may be Christians and you may be a Jew, but you've
lived your whole life peacefully among them without a hair of your
head being harmed. And so I stepped outside and acted my friend-
liest. “Welcome!” I said to them. “What brings you here, dear
neighbors? What’s the good word? What'’s new in the world?”

“We’ve come to you, Tevel,” says Ivan Paparilo, stepping for-
ward and getting right down to it, “because we want to have a
pogrom.”

How’s that for an opener? There’s nothing like breaking it
gently!

Well, I don’t have to tell you what I felt like. Don’t think I let
them see it, though. Far from it: Tevye was no crybaby. “Con-
gratulations!” I said to them in my cheeriest voice. “What'’s taken
you so long, though, my children? Everywhere else the pogroms
are already over.”

But Ivan Paparilo was in no mood to joke. “You see, Tevel,” he
said, “we’ve finally made up our minds. Since you Jews have been
beaten up everywhere, why let you get away with it here? We just
aren’t certain what kind of pogrom to have. Should we just smash
your windows, should we tear up your pillows and blankets and
scatter all the feathers, or should we also burn down your house
and barn with everything in them?”

This time my heart did a flip-flop. I looked at all those good
people whispering to each other as they stood leaning on their
staffs and I thought, Tevye, this is serious! It’s bo’u mayim ad nefesh
for sure, just like it says in the Bible—you're in for it this time, all
right. You'd better watch what you say, because who knows what
these pigs’ snouts might do to you! And you'd better say it fast too,
because this is no time to play guessing games with the Angel of
Death . ..

Why make a short story long, my dear friend? It was a miracle
from God that I kept my wits about me, got a grip on myself, and
said, not sounding the least bit put out, “Listen to me, dear neigh-
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bors and villagers. If that’s what you've decided, who am I to
object? You must have good reasons for thinking that Tevye de-
serves to see his life go up in smoke. I just hope you realize,
though, that there is a higher power than your village council in
this world. You do know there’s a God above, don’t you? Mind
you, I'm not talking about my God or your God—I'm talking
about the God of us all, He who sits in His heaven and sees every
low-down trick that we play on each other here on earth... It
may very well be that He wants you to punish me for being guilty
of nothing at all. But the opposite may also be true, my dear
friends, and He may not want you to lift a finger against me. Who
can know what God’s will is? Is there anyone here who would like
to explain to us how God makes up His mind?”

Well, they must have seen there was no outtalking Tevye, be-
cause he said to me, did Ivan Paparilo, “Look, Tevel, it’s like this.
We have nothing against you personally. You're not at all a bad
sort for a kike. It's just that that has nothing to do with it. A
pogrom is a pogrom, and if the village council has voted to have
one, then that’s what must be. We'll have to smash your windows
at least, because if anyone passing through here sees there’s been

no pogrom yet, we'll be in hot water ourselves.”
I swear to God and hope to die, those were his very words!

You're a Jew who's been all over, Pan Sholem Aleichem, you tell
me: is Tevye right or not when he says there’s a great God up
above?

That's the story of the Amalekites—and now let’s get back to
Lekh-Lekho. You see, I was only recently given a lesson in its real
meaning, against which none of the commentaries I knew helped
one bit. Let me tell it to you exactly as it happened, blow by blow
ka’asher ohavti, the way you like a story told.

Vayehi bimey Mendel Beilis—it happened back at the time of the
Beilis case, when Mendel Beilis was atoning for all our sins by
going through the torments of hell and the whole world was talk-
ing of nothing else. One hot summer day I was sitting on my front
stoop, the wheels spinning round in my head. How can it be, I
thought, how is it possible that such a thing can happen in times
like these, in such an intelligent world full of smart people? And
where is God in all this—where, oh where, is our old Jewish God?
Why doesn’t He do something? Why doesn’t He say something?
Why, why, why, why, why . ..
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Well, once you get on the subject of God, you beat your brains
out about other things too. What was life all about? Was there
more of it after death? Why hadn’t the Messiah come yet? Ai, 1
thought, wouldn’t it be clever of him, the Messiah, to come riding
down to us on his white horse right this minute! Just think how
grand that would be! Why, we’ve never needed him so badly!
There’s no knowing what goes on in the mind of a rich Jew, of a
Brodsky in Yehupetz, for example, or of a Rothschild in Paris—
the Messiah may be the furthest thing from it; but we poor Jews of
Kasrilevke, and of Mazapevke, and of Zlodeyevke, and even of
Yehupetz, and yes, of Odessa too, can’t wait for him any longer—
no, we absolutely can’t wait another day! The only hope left us is
for God to work a miracle and send us the Messiah right away . . .

There I sat thinking all this when I happened to look up—and
what do you suppose I saw? A white horse with a rider on it right
in front of my house! “Whoaa,” he tells it, jumping down and
tying it to the gate, while to me he says, “Zdrastvoy, Tevel!”

“Zdrastvoytye, Officer, Zdrastvoytye,” 1 say, giving him a friendly
greeting. It seems I only need think of the Messiah for Haman to
appear right away—I mean the village policeman. “Welcome, sit
down,” I say. “What’s the good word? What's new in the big
world, Officer?” Believe me, my heart was in my throat—what
could he possibly have come for? He took his time telling me, too.
He lit himself a cigarette slow and easy, blew out the smoke, and
spat on the ground before saying, “Tell me, Tevel, how much
time would you say you needed to sell your house and everything
in it?”

“But why,” I said, staring at him, “should I sell my house? Isitin
anyone’s way?”

“No,” he says, “it isn't. It’s just that I've come to expel you from
the village.”

“Is that all?” I say. “And what good deeds have 1 done you to
deserve such an honor?”

“It’s not my doing,” he says. “It’s the provincial governor’s.”

“The governor’s?” I say. “What does the governor have against
me?”

“It’s not against you,” he says. “And it’s not just here, either. It’s
in every village in the area, in Zlodilevka, and in Rabilevka, and in
Kostolomevka, and even in Anatevka, which has been considered
a town until now. You all have to leave. Every one of you Jews.”
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“Even Layzer Wolf the butcher?” I ask. “And lame Naftoli Ger-
shon? And the rabbi? And the slaughterer?”

“Everyone,” he says, knifing the air with his hand.

Well, that made me feel a little better. Tsoras rabbim khatsi nekho-
moh, as they say—misery never minds a bit of company. Still, I was
burning up inside. “Tell me, Officer,” 1 said to him, “are you
aware of the fact that I've been living in this village longer than
you have? Do you know that my father lived hereabouts too, and
my grandfather before him, and my grandmother also, rest her
soul ...”

I didn’t stop there, either; I went on to list every member of my
family who had ever lived and died in those parts. I must say he
heard me out, but all he said when I finished was, “You're a smart
Jew, Tevel, and you’ve got the gift of the gab. But what do I care
about your grandmother and your grandfather and all their old
wives’ tales? They flew away to heaven long ago, and you had
better pack your things and fly away to Berdichev.”

That made me even angrier. It was bad enough to get such
wonderful news from that big goy in the first place without his
making a joke of it. He could fly away somewhere himself! “Of-
ficer!” I said. “In all the years you've been the law around here,
have you ever heard a single soul in the village complain that I
stole anything, or pilfered anything, or cheated anyone, or took
the smallest item that didn’t belong to me? Go on, ask everyone if
I wasn’t on better terms with them than their own next-door
neighbors. In fact, how many times did I come on their behalf to
ask you to stop being such a brute to them . . .”

Well, that didn’t sit too well with him, because he got to his feet,
snuffed out his cigarette with his fingers, threw it away, and said,
“Listen, I don’t have time to chew the fat with you all day. I have a
written order, and that’s that. Here, this is where you sign. I'm
giving you three days to clear out. That should be enough to sell
all your things and pack.”

“So you're giving me three days, are you?” I said, seeing it was a
lost cause. “Well, for each of them I wish you a whole year of as
much happiness as you've brought me. May God pay you back
with interest for being the bearer of such good tidings.” And I
proceeded to give him a good tongue-lashing, as only Tevye can
do. What did I have to lose? Had I been twenty years younger,
and still had my Golde—had I been, that is, the Tevye I once

Lekh-Lekho +]25

was—oho, I wouldn’t have taken it lying down: why, I would have
settled his hash in a minute! But the way things stood . . . mah onu
umeh khayeynu—just take a look at me now: I'm a shadow of mys-
elf, a walking corpse, a decrepit shell of a man! Dear Lord God, 1
thought, wouldn’t You like to play one of Your jokes on a Brodsky
or a Rothschild for a change? Why doesn’t anyone give them a
lesson in Lekh-Lekho? They could use it more than me. In the
first place, it’s high time they too had a taste of what it’s like to be a
Jew. And secondly, let them see for once in their lives what a great
God we have watching over us . . .

In a word, it was one big waste of breath. There’s no arguing
with God, and you can’t tell Him how to run this world of His.
When He says li hashomayim veli ha’orets, I'm boss of heaven and
earth, all you can do is listen. No sooner said than done with
Him! ... So I went inside and told my daughter Tsaytl, “Tsaytl,
we're moving to town. Enough of this country life. It’s time to look
for greener pastures... You get busy packing the linens, the
samovar, and everything else, and I'll take care of selling the
house. We've just gotten a written order to be out of here in three
days and find another roof for our heads.”

My daughter burst out crying, and as soon as they saw her, the
children began howling so loudly that you might have thought it
was the day of mourning for the Temple. That was already too
much for me, and I let it all out on her. “What do you want from
my life?” I asked her. “What in the world are you wailing for, like
an old cantor on Yom Kippur? Do you think I'm God’s only child?
Do you think He owes me special consideration? Do you think
there aren’t lots of other Jews who are being expelled just like us?
You should have heard what the policeman told me. Would you
believe that even a town like Anatevka has been declared a village,
glory be, so that the Jews can be kicked out of it too? Since when
am I less of a Jew than they are?”

I was sure that would cheer her up, but my Tsaytl is only a
woman. “How are we going to move in such a hurry?” she asked.
“Where will we ever find a town to live in?”

“Don’t be a sillyhead,” I said. “When God came to our great-
great-great-grandfather, I mean to Father Abraham, and told
him lekh-lekho meyartsekho, get thee out of thy land, did Abraham
ask Him where to? God told him exactly where to, e/ ha'orets asher
arekko—which means in plain language, hit the road! We'll go
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where ail the other Jews go—that is, where our two feet take us.
What's good enough for them is good enough for us. What
makes you think you're more privileged than your sister Beilke
the millionairess? If sweating for a living with her Podhotzur in
America isn’t beneath her dignity, neither is this beneath
yours . .. Thank the good Lord that we at least have something
to fall back on. There’s some money that I saved over the years,
there’s what we got for the horse and cows, and there’s what
we'll get for the house. Every little bit helps—why, we ought to
be counting our blessings! Even if we didn’t have a penny to our
name, we'd still be better off than Mendel Beilis . . .”

In a word, after managing to convince her that it was pointless
to be obstinate and that, if a policeman comes along with an evic-
tion order, it’s only sporting to sign without being piggish about it,
I went off to the village to see Ivan Paparilo, an ox of a man who
had been dying to have my house for years. Naturally, I didn’t
breathe a word of what had happened—any way you look at it, a
Jew is still smarter than a goy. “You must have heard, Ivan, old
man,” I said to him, “that I'm about to say goodbye to you all.”

“How come?” asks Ivan.

“I'm moving to town,” I say. “I want to be among Jews. I'm not
such a young man any more—why, I might kick off any day .. .”

“But you can kick off right here,” says Ivan. “Who’s stopping
you?”

“I believe I'll leave that to you to do,” I say, thanking him all the
same for his kind offer. “You can even have my turn. I myself
would rather die among my own. I just thought, though, that you
might like to buy my house and garden. I wouldn’t dream of
selling them to anyone else, but for you I'll make an exception.”

“How much do you want for them?” he asks.

“How much will you give me?” I say.

Well, we haggled a bit back and forth, I driving the price up bya
ruble and he knocking it down by two, until at last we shook hands
on it. I made sure he paid a good chunk in advance so that he
couldn’t back out—I tell you, a Jew is smarter than a goy!—and, the
whole shebang sold in one day for hard cash, although for a song,
of course, off I went to hire a wagon for what little we had left in the
house. And now listen, Pan Sholem Aleichem, to what can happen
in this world. Just bear with me a little longer, because I dont want
to keep you, and it won't take but a minute or two.
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It was time for the last goodbyes. The house looked more like a
ruin than a home. The bare walls seemed to have tears running
down them, and there were bundles all over the floor. The cat sat
on the mantel above the stove looking like a little orphan . . . I tell
you, it made me so sad that I had a lump in my throat; if I hadn’t
been ashamed to be seen by my own daughter, I would have sat
down and sobbed like a child. Why, I had grown up in this place, I
had died a thousand deaths in it, and suddenly, out of nowhere—
lekh-lekho! Say what you will, it was a depressing situation. But
Tevye is no woman. And so I pulled myself together, kept my
chin up, and called to my daughter, “Tsaytl, where are your Come
here for a minute.”

Tsaytl came out of the other room, all red-eyed and runny-
nosed. Aha, I thought, she’s been weeping like an old woman at a
funeral again! I tell you, it’s no joke with these females; tears are
cheap with them, they cry before you even know it. “You little
ninny!” I said to her. “What are you crying for this time? Can’t
you see how foolish youre being? Why, just think of Mendel
Beilis . . .7

She wouldn't listen to me, though. “Papa,” she said, “you don’t
even know why I'm crying.”

“Of course I do,” I said. “How could I not know? You're crying
for the house. You were born here, you grew up here—it’s upset-
ting. Believe me, even if I weren’t Tevye, even if I were someone
else, I would still kiss these bare walls and empty shelves, I would
get down on my knees and kiss the ground! It hurts me to part
with every nook and cranny as much as it hurts you, you silly
thing, you. Why, just look at that cat sitting like an orpl?an over
the stove. It’s only a dumb animal, it can’t talk—but how can you
help feeling sorry for it, being left all alone without a master . . .”

“Papa,” she says. “There’s someone you should be feeling even
sorrier for.”

“Why, who’s that?” I say.

“It’s the one person,” says my Tsaytl, “who’ll be left behind like
a stone by the roadside when we’re gone.”

I had no idea who she meant. “What person?” I asked. “What
stone? What are you yattering about?”

“Papa,” she said, “I'm not yattering. I'm talking about our
Chava.”

I swear to you, hearing that name was like being dowsed with
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boiling water or clubbed on the head! I turned to my daughter in
a fury and said, “What the devil does Chava have to do with this? 1
thought I told you that I never wanted to hear her mentioned
again!”

Do you think that fazed her? Not my Tsaytl! Tevye's daughters
are no pushovers. “Papa,” she says, “instead of being so angry,
why don’t you think of what you yourself have always told us
about human beings loving and pitying each other as a father
does his own child?”

Did you ever hear anything like it? That made me see so red
that I really blew my top. “You're talking to me about pity?” I said.
“Where was her pity for me when I groveled like a dog before that
damn priest and all but kissed his feet, with her sitting, I'll bet,
right in the next room and hearing every word? Where was her
pity when her poor mama, God rest her, lay here dead on the
floor? Where was she then? Where was she all the nights I
couldn’t sleep because of her? Why, it makes me sick to this day
just to think of what she did to us, of who she threw us over
for ... When, I ask you, did she ever pity us?”

I was in such a blind rage that I couldn’t say another word—but
don’t think that scared Tevye’s daughter! “But you've always told
us, Papa,” says my Tsaytl, “that even God must forgive a person
who'’s honestly sorry for what he’s done.”

“Sorry?” I say. “It’s too late for that! Once the branch tears itself
from the tree, that’s the end of it. Let the fallen leaf rot where it
fell. I don’t want to hear another word—ad kan oymrim beshabbes
hagodol.”

Well, when she saw she was getting nowhere, because there’s no
outarguing Tevye, she threw herself at my feet and began kissing
my hand. “Papa,” she said, “I'll die if you turn her away again, like
you did that time in the forest when you practically drove your
horse over her and rode off . . .”

“What are you doing to me?” I said. “Why are you sucking my
blood like this? Why are you torturing me?”

She wouldn’t give up, though. She just kept clinging to my
hand. “I'll die right here and now,” she says, “if you don’t forgive
her! She’s your daughter as much as  am!”

“But what do you want from me?” I say. “She’s not my daughter
anymore. She died long ago.”

“She did not!” says Tsaytl. “She did not die and she is your
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daughter as much as ever, because the minute she heard we had
to leave, she made up her mind to come with us. Whatever hap-
pens to us, she said to me, will happen to her too—if we're home-
less, so will she be—and the proof of it, Papa, is, that’s her bundle
right there on the floor . . .”

She said it all in one breath, did my Tsaytl, pointed to a
bundle tied with a red kerchief, and, before I could get in a
word edgewise, threw open the door to the other room and
called out—I swear to God she did, as I'm sitting here before
you!—"“Chava! . ..”

What can I tell you, my dear friend? It was just like in one of
your books. Out of the other room she came, my daughter Chava,
as unspoiled and beautiful as ever—a little more careworn per-
haps, a little less bright-eyed, but with her head held high, like a
queen. For a minute she just stared at me, the same as I did at her.
Then she held out her hands, though all she could say was a single
whispered word:

“Pa-pa...”

Please don’t think any worse of me for having tears in my eyes
now. If you suppose I shed any then, though, or was the least bit
sentimental, you have another guess coming. Of course, what 1
felt like inside was something else. You're a father of children
yourself, and you know as well as I do that no matter what a child
may have done, when it stands there looking right through you
and says “Papa’” . . . well, go be a hero and tell it to disappear! Still,
the blood went to my head when I thought of the fine trick my
Chava had played on us . . . and of that Chvedka Galaga_{x, may he
roast . .. and that damn priest. .. and all my grief ... and my
poor dead Golde . . . You tell me: how, how can you ever forget
such a thing? And yet on the other hand, how can you not? A
child is a child . . . kerakheym ov al bonim . . . when God Himself is
an eyl erekh apoyim, a long-suffering Lord, how can a man harden
his heart? And especially since she was sorry for all she had done
and wanted only to return to her father and her God . . .

What do you say, Pan Sholem Aleichem? You're a Jew who
writes books and gives the whole world advice—what should
Tevye have done? Taken her in his arms, hugged her and kissed
her, and told her, as we say on Yom Kippur, solakhti kidvorekho—
come to me, youre my own flesh and blood? Or turned a deaf ear
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as I did once before and said, lekh-lekho—get lost and stay lost! Put
yourself in Tevye’s place and tell me honestly, in plain language,
what you would have done . . .

Well, if you can’t answer that right off the bat, you're wel-
come to think about it, but meanwhile I have to be off, because
my grandchildren are getting impatient. Just look at them look-
ing at their grandpa! I want you to know that grandchildren
are a thousand times more precious and lovable than children.
Bonim uuney vonim, your own children’s children—that’s nothing
to sneeze at, you know! Be well, then, and don’t hold it against
me if I've run on a little too long—it will give you something to
write about. If God has no objections, I'm sure we’ll meet again
someday . . .

What did you say? I didn’t finish the story of the Amalekites? I
never told you if they smashed my windows? Well, as a matter of
fact they didn’t, because it was decided to leave that up to me.
“They're your windows, Tevel,” said Ivan Paparilo, “and you
might as well smash them yourself. As long as those damn officials
can see there’s been a pogrom . . . And now, bring out the samo-
var and let’s all have tea. And if you’d be so kind as to donate half
a bucket of vodka to the village, we’ll all drink to your health,
because you're a clever Jew and a man of God, you are . . .”

I ask you, Pan Sholem Aleichem, you're a person who writes
books—is Tevye right or not when he says that there’s a great
God above and that a man must never lose heart while he lives?
And that’s especially true of a Jew, and most especially of a Jew
who knows a Hebrew letter when he sees one...No, you can rack
your brains and be as clever as you like—there’s no getting
around the fact that we Jews are the best and smartest people. Mi
keamkho yisro'eyl goy ekhod, as the Prophet says—how can you even
compare a goy and a Jew? Anyone can be a goy, but a Jew must be
born one. Ashrekho yisro'eyl—it's a lucky thing I was, then, because
otherwise how would I ever know what it’s like to be homeless and
wander all over the world without resting my head on the same
pillow two nights running? You see, ever since I was given that
lesson in Lekh-Lekho, I've been on the go; there hasn’t been a
place I could point to and say. “Tevye, we’re here; now sit down
and relax.” But Tevye asks no questions; if he’s told to keep mov-
ing, he does. Today, Pan Sholem Aleichem, we met on the train,
but tomorrow may find us in Yehupetz, and next year in Odessa,
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or in Warsaw, or maybe even in America . .. unless, that is, the
Almighty looks down on us and says, “Guess what, children! I've
decided to send you my Messiah!” I don’t even care if He does it
just to spite us, as long as He’s quick about it, that old God of ours!
And in the meantime, be well and have a good trip. Say hello for
me to all our Jews and tell them wherever they are, not to worry:

the old God of Israel still lives! . ..
(1914, 1916)



