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ABRAHAM CAHAN

Abraham Cahan, the journalist and social activist, was a highly influential figure in Jewish-American letters during the early twentieth century. He was born into a deeply religious Orthodox family on July 7, 1860, near Vilna, Lithuania, a historic center of Jewish learning then part of czarist Russia. His grandfather was a rabbi and his father was a Hebrew teacher. He was educated in various Hebrew schools and briefly studied in a yeshiva. After learning Russian, Cahan attended the Vilna Teachers’ Institute, where he embraced socialism and became involved with anticzarist groups. Forced to flee Russia for political reasons following the assassination of Czar Alexander II in 1881, he arrived in the United States on June 6, 1882. Cahan’s experiences as a factory worker on Manhattan’s Lower East Side soon led to his participation in the growing trade union movement, and in 1886 he began editing Neie Zeit, the first socialist weekly in Yiddish. During the next decade he contributed to two other Yiddish-language journals: the Arbeiter Zeitung, a radical labor newspaper, and Die Zukunft, an organ of the Socialist Workers party. From 1897 to 1901 he was a reporter with the New York Commercial Advertiser, then under the editorship of Lincoln Steffens. In 1903 Cahan assumed editorship of the Jewish Daily Forward, which he had cofounded six years earlier. Over the next half century he built the newspaper into the most widely read Yiddish-language daily of its era. “When it came to apprehending the relations between the immigrant Jews and the world surrounding them, his mind was wonderfully keen,” noted Irving Howe in World of Our Fathers (1976). “Cahan saw his paper as embodying the potentialities and contradictions of the entire immigrant experience.… His task, as he saw it, was simultaneously to educate [immigrant Jews] in Yiddish culture and tear them away from it in behalf of American fulfillment.”

Cahan’s career as a novelist and writer of short stories dates from the 1890s. His first short story, “Mottke Arbel un zayn shiddokh,” appeared in the Arbeiter Zeitung in 1892, introducing the subject that typified his fiction: the struggles of newly prosperous immigrant Jews, whom Cahan later dubbed the alrightniks, to assimilate into American culture. Published in the magazine Short Stories in 1895 as “A Providential Match,” the work captured the attention of novelist and critic William Dean Howells, who subsequently hailed Cahan as “a new star of realism.” Encouraged by Howells, Cahan expanded on the immigrant theme in the novella Yekl: A Tale of the New York Ghetto (1896), which later became the basis for the film Hester Street (1975). The Imported Bridegroom, a collection of his stories of Yiddish New York, was published in 1898. “No American fiction of the year merits recognition more than this Russian’s stories of Yiddish life,” stated Howells. “[Mr. Cahan] is a humorist and his humor does not spare the sordid and uncouth aspects of the character whose pathos he so tenderly reveals.” In The White Terror and the Red: A Novel of Revolutionary Russia (1905), Cahan chronicled the activities of Russian anarchists in the 1870s and eerily anticipated the wave of anti-Semitism that followed the failed 1905 revolution. Rafael Naarizokh (1907) and Neshoma Yesoroh (1913), two other tales of immigrant life, were never translated into English. His best-known novel, The Rise of David Levinsky (1917), ponders with stringent irony the spiritual and emotional costs of becoming an American. It recounts the story of a young talmudic scholar who emigrates from Russia to the melting pot of turn-of-the-century New York City and rises from greenhorn to millionaire garment merchant, losing his soul along the way. “The Rise of David Levinsky [is] a minor masterpiece of genre realism,” observed Irving Howe. “Through a gritty accumulation of social detail, this book brings together a critique of the immigrant rush to success with a melancholy sense of how inevitable that rush was.… No Yiddish writer was as acute as [Cahan] in grasping the desires of the Jews for spiritual gratification, material easement, and a way of life that might yoke the two.”

Cahan also wrote several works of nonfiction in Yiddish. These include Historia fun di Fareingte Shtaaten (1910, 1912), a two-volume history of the United States, and Bleter fun Mein Leben (1926–1931), a five-volume memoir. He recorded his impressions of Palestine in Palestina (1934) and profiled the great Yiddish actress Raschell in Rashel: A Biografia (1938). Abraham Cahan died in New York City on August 31, 1951. Two books compiled from his papers were published posthumously. The Education of Abraham Cahan (1969), an abbreviated English-language version of his memoirs, focuses on Cahan’s early political life as well as his initial experiences in the United States. Grandma Never Lived in America, a collection of his newspaper articles and short stories was issued in 1986. The New York Times Book Review hailed it as a work that “sensitively describes the immigrants’ conflicts and hesitations about conforming to American life.” In a reminiscence of Cahan occasioned by the book, The Village Voice concluded: “Because Cahan always knew he was writing about exotic themes, he went out of his way to make his habitats and characters accessible, to explain strange customs and beliefs, and these explanations turn out to be as useful in our day as in his.… He has remained … what he always was: a serious, talented writer on immigrant themes.”
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INTRODUCTION
Seth Lipsky

Abraham Cahan was fifty-seven when The Rise of David Levinsky was published in 1917. Cahan had been writing and editing for decades and would go on doing so for several more. He had already founded the Jewish Daily Forward and edited it for most of its first twenty years. He would continue as editor of the Forward until 1951, when he died at the age of ninety-one. His fifty-year tenure, which propelled the newspaper to greatness, marked one of the most extraordinary tours in all of American journalism. He helped establish the political ideas and institutions that won the Cold War. In the realm of literature he brought memorable characters to life. His memoirs filled five volumes. But it was his creation of David Levinsky and his narrative of Levinsky’s lonely journey from religious orthodoxy in a Jewish ghetto in Russia to the isolation of assimilation at the pinnacle of American capitalism that would emerge as his literary landmark.

The novel grew from an assignment that, in 1912, was offered to Cahan by McClure’s magazine, which was one of the most important muckraking periodicals of the time. The proposition, as Sanford Marovitz tells the story in his biography of Cahan,1 was to write two articles on the success of the Jewish immigrant in the rapidly expanding garment trade, which was a prime beat for the Forward. Marovitz reports that the idea for such a series had already germinated in Cahan’s imagination. McClure’s ran it in April 1913, with the title “The Autobiography of an American Jew: The Rise of David Levinsky.” McClure’s appears, by several accounts, to have conceived of the idea as a way to expose the ascent of Jews in American commercial life, and in not a particularly complimentary fashion. Cahan, however, appears to have grasped early on the possibility of achieving something transcendent.

During the writing of the series for McClure’s, Cahan was striving to settle a strike by the garment workers. He was so stricken with intestinal ulcers that he had to be operated on. Theodore Marvin Pollock, who wrote a doctoral dissertation on Cahan called “The Solitary Clarinetist,” reports that Cahan’s operation took place between the writing of the second and third installments for McClure’s. He dictated the third installment while convalescing in Lakewood, New Jersey.2 One can imagine the great editor nursing his wounds and feeling a little sorry for himself and in something of a state of political weariness from the struggle of the garment workers—and realizing, while leaning back at Lakewood, the possibilities the McClure’s assignment had opened for him. Eventually Cahan reworked and filled out the series he’d done for the magazine. The novel was published by Harper & Brothers a month before the Bolshevik revolution.

The novel was quickly recognized, at least by some, as a classic of the genre known as American realism. Cahan’s story of the young student of Talmud who goes to America extended the genre to the often sordid details of life in the Jewish ghetto, with portraits that, while not unsympathetic, are shorn of simple sentimentalism. Cahan also explored the inner sexual yearnings of his immigrant hero—or antihero—with astonishing directness, and that turned out to be the least of it. He plunged deeper still into the most intimate and painful corners of Levinsky’s social, political, and cultural, even psychological and religious isolation. Marovitz cites one reviewer who found Levinsky to be a “spiritual obscenity” and several who even set the novel down as anti-Semitic.3 But it was featured on the front page of The New York Times Book Review, and John Macy, writing in the Dial, described Cahan as a “seer.”4

From the beginning there was a good bit of discussion among the reviewers as to the degree to which the novel was autobiographical. The parallels are obvious, starting with the fact that both Cahan and Levinsky were looking back on life from the same vantage point in age. And they both had risen from poor, Orthodox families, Cahan having been born in the Lithuanian village of Podberezy, Levinsky in the Russian village of Antomir. Both were educated Jewishly and flirted with secular education in Russia. Both fell away from religion. Both decided as young men to go to America, where both went to night school and plied a variety of trades before rising to the top in one field. Cahan became certified as a schoolteacher in New York before making his fame in newspapering. Levinsky tried his hand at peddling before he began his rise via the garment industry.

William Dean Howells, who had in effect taken Cahan under his literary wing with the publication of Yekl: A Tale of the New York Ghetto at the outset of Cahan’s career in fiction, called The Rise of David Levinsky a “pretty great autobiographical novel.”5 The similarities are apparent from the first paragraph of the book, Ronald Sanders observed in The Downtown Jews. Where Levinsky speaks of arriving in America penniless and coming to be recognized as one of the leading men in the garment industry, Sanders says, one need only substitute the words “Yiddish press” for “cloak and suit trade” and “David Levinsky seems to become Abraham Cahan.” The young Levinsky, Sanders goes on to assert, is, in fact, so much like the young Cahan “that it must have been extremely difficult for Cahan to formulate the crucial point at which Levinsky’s life and career diverged from his own.”6

But the two lives did diverge, and several biographers have suggested that, as Sanford Marovitz puts it, “The differences between the author and his central character are far more important than their like-nesses.”7 Cahan spent his life trying to improve the lot of others, primarily that of the Yiddish-speaking Jews of the Lower East Side of New York but also, it would not be too much to say, of all of America. He did this not only through his newspaper, but also through the labor movement. He was active politically. He made important visits to Palestine, joining in the great reasoning out that led to the creation of the State of Israel. He played a leading role in the long, twilight struggle against Soviet Communism via his support for the anti-Communist wing of the labor movement.

We have long since learned that labor and politics are not the only roads to social improvement. The building of businesses of the kind Levinsky created also improves the lives of others not only by providing a way into the American economy for their employees and the employees of their suppliers, but by producing products at competitive prices; thanks to the same garment industry in which David Levinsky made his mark, Americans of all classes are better clothed than citizens of noncapitalist economies. It is safe to say, however, that in Cahan’s novel, Levinsky’s motives were different than those that guided Cahan himself during his lifetime. And if Cahan had the kinds of problems with women that plagued David Levinsky, it was not apparent. Cahan and his wife, Anna, did not have children and had, by several accounts, some rough spots in their years together, living apart for a while. But they maintained their marriage for sixty years, until Anna died.

Levinsky’s struggle, his journey, is inward. He is extraordinarily, one could even say grossly, self-absorbed. When he takes an interest in others, it is almost always in hopes of gaining something in exchange. Levinsky never manages to find a wife (at least not in the novel, which, it sometimes proves difficult to remember, is the only place he exists), much less maintain a lasting relationship with one woman. His patronage of prostitution on the Lower East Side is punctuated with loathing and self-loathing. He is obsessed with his own problems, his successes, his frustrations, and his yearnings. He cheats, he lies, he two-times, he trades up, not only in business but also in his romantic pursuits. His association with literature and culture is vicarious. His personality, in short, appears to be the opposite of Cahan’s, who maintained long and steady relationships with individuals and institutions throughout his life.

And yet Cahan appears, in David Levinsky, to have gotten past all the superficial stuff, both similarities and differences. He dispenses with it right at the outset, in one of the most haunting opening paragraphs in American literature. He begins by saying that when he thinks of his past “in a superficial, casual way,” the metamorphosis he has gone through strikes him as “nothing short of a miracle.” He writes that he was born in the “lowest depths of poverty” and that he arrived in America with four cents in his pocket. Then he remarks that he rose to become a multimillionaire and captain of industry. Then the famous sentences: “And yet when I take a look at my inner identity it impresses me as being precisely the same as it was thirty or forty years ago. My present station, power, the amount of worldly happiness at my command, and the rest of it, seem to be devoid of significance.”

Such sentences were particularly pregnant at the juncture at which Cahan sat down to write. Within the next few years, all the precepts that Cahan and his comrades on the left held so dear would be profoundly shaken. Soon the world would be engulfed in the deadliest war in its history, one that would rattle all the political foundations of all the ideologies save democracy. Cahan was emerging from a left-of-center movement that had, at least at the outset, sneered at the suggestion that workingmen and women had a stake in the slaughter. Once America entered the war, the Forward, like many of the skeptics at the opposite end of the political spectrum, became a supporter. Then there was the little matter of Soviet Communism. The Rise of David Levinsky was published in the very year of the Bolshevik Revolution. Cahan and the Forward soon grasped that Communism was a flawed, even evil enterprise.

In addition to all the other reasons that the Forward emerged against the Communists, there was the fact that the Communists were siding with the Arabs in the pogroms that broke out in Palestine. Cahan traveled to Palestine twice during the 1920s, and when the deadliest riots broke out in Hebron, in what is now called the West Bank, the newspaper he was editing sided with the yeshiva students who fought back. Abandoning its opposition to the Zionist enterprise, the newspaper began to swing behind the logic of a Jewish state, emerging eventually as an impassioned supporter of Israel. In domestic politics, too, Cahan was revising his alliances. As World War II approached, Cahan was helping in the formation of a new political party—the American Labor Party—so that his readers, heretofore loyal to the socialists, could have a way to vote for Franklin Delano Roosevelt without having to support Tammany Hall. When the American Labor Party was taken over by the Communists, the Forward broke away and helped found yet another, the Liberal Party.

If one believes that by 1917 Cahan saw a lot of this coming, one could say that Levinsky was not the only one questioning the meaning of what he had achieved by the time he reached his mid-fifties. One doesn’t have to accept the proposition that is made from time to time that Abraham Cahan was the first neoconservative. But if Irving Kristol can define a neoconservative as a liberal who has been mugged by reality, then there is little doubt that the editor of the Forward knew when he was being mugged—and by whom. And, moreover, that he knew how to deal with it. Did this leave him feeling as lonely and wretched as David Levinsky? It seems doubtful. But Abraham Cahan made his share of enemies over the arc of his life. “Even today, eight years after his death,” Pollock would write in “The Solitary Clarinetist,” “few people who knew him speak freely of Cahan.”8

Among Cahan’s detractors are those who believe he had made a ghastly strategic error with his support for assimilation. Though he was certainly well educated on Jewish matters, he had early on become what he and his comrades called a freethinker. In its famous advice column, the “Bintel Brief” (Bundle of Letters), the Forward often gave encouragement to accommodating American life and manners in ways that Orthodox Judaism might not approve. Levinsky goes through a similar process, of course. There are indications, however, that Cahan was rethinking all of this by the time he sat down to create David Levinsky. In 1910, the Forward had published a famous blast against what it called a plague of conversions going on in Russia. And in 1911, Cahan published under his own byline what amounted to a call to his fellow socialists and revolutionary thinkers not to abandon their identities as Jews. “Yes, we can confess that our mother is closer to us than a stranger,” he wrote in the essay, reprinted in the special issue of the Forward published on its double jubilee.

Just how strongly Cahan felt the tug of Sinai was glimpsed in his later years, when the Yiddish writer Sholem Asch submitted to the Forward the early chapters of his novel about Jesus, The Nazarene, which, as Ronald Sanders phrases it, “many Yiddish readers were bound to interpret as suggesting that Jews should accord Jesus a status not altogether unlike that accorded him by Christians.” Cahan, Sanders reports, read the chapters “and became infuriated”—and refused to publish the novel.9 So when Cahan writes of David Levinsky thinking he has more in common with the young yeshiva student in Russia than with the modern industrialist, it is hard not to imagine that there was a lot going on in Cahan’s breast. Such circumstances start to give an understanding of why the crusty and isolated socialist crafted the story of the grasping but tormented tycoon in a way that generates such a strong and surprising sympathy.

Craft is the word for it, too. There is little doubt that Cahan knew exactly what he was doing in his novel. One of the remarkable things about The Rise of David Levinsky, which was written in English, is the command Cahan displays over what is, after all, his second, or third, or even fourth language, after Yiddish, Russian, and, considering his years in religious school, Hebrew. Jules Chametzky, who wrote a book on Cahan’s fiction called From the Ghetto, traces the flattening out of language that takes place in Cahan’s late fiction. In David Levinsky, Pollock points out that Cahan is no longer interested in the surface manifestations of the Americanization process: the characters seldom mispronounce the slang they use so deftly. “Indeed,” Pollock says, “the vocabulary of The Rise of David Levinsky occasionally offends in the opposite direction (it is more Latinate, more ponderous than usual with Cahan) until one realizes that this is precisely the way a man like Levinsky would write.” That Cahan could write a book that is acceptable at both levels, he suggests, “is evidence of his mastery of his craft.”10

Yet The Rise of David Levinsky turned out to be Cahan’s last work of fiction, in English or Yiddish. At the apex of his powers as a novelist, Cahan retreated from the literary field. In the 1920s he started but abandoned another novel. He went on to write several books, including the five volumes of his memoirs and a book on his travels to Palestine, as well as a biography of an actress. But in both the literary and the journalistic sense, his remaining decades were years of decline. Only a few years after Levinsky was published, Congress passed the Johnson Act, which drastically curtailed immigration to America. The Forward’s circulation, having peaked at about this time at 250,000 a day, would start to decline. Cahan would encourage others to focus on the writing of literature, within the Forward and without. Privately, he even encouraged the literary efforts of the great right-wing journalist of the day, Vladimir Jabotinsky.

His own retreat from literary creation is something of a mystery. One of the things that happened with the publication of The Rise of David Levinsky is that Cahan was criticized for exposing the dark side of the Jewish soul before the whole country. Pollock quotes two reviewers as making this point. H. W. Boynton wrote of Levinsky being the “embodiment of all the contemptible qualities an enemy of the Yiddish Jew could charge him with,” while Kate Holladay Claghorn wrote, “Had the book been published anonymously, we might have taken it for a cruel caricature of a hated race by some anti-Semite.”11 Pollock points out that in the fifth volume of Cahan’s memoirs, the editor promised to write a sixth volume in which he would trace the genesis of Levinsky. He never did, and we lost, among other things, a chance to clear up the mystery of what went into the novel about David Levinsky and why it was Cahan’s last.

[image: ]

Nearly twenty-five years after The Rise of David Levinsky was published, the book and its author were the subject of an encomium published in the Forward and written by none other than H. L. Mencken. This might seem surprising, given that Mencken’s career was tarnished by outbursts of his anti-Semitism. It turns out that the Sage of Baltimore and the editor of the Forward had carried on something of a correspondence and even friendship. In his My Life As Author and Editor, Mencken talks explicitly of his admiration of Cahan. He tells of how Cahan wrote to him about the Yiddish language (on which Mencken once published a monograph). And he tells of how he and Cahan dined at the Algonquin and talked out Mencken’s malicious references to the Jews. By Mencken’s account, the two agreed that Mencken’s derogatory references to Jews were “only a small part of a discussion that was generally favorable to them.”

And whatever else might be said about Mencken, he knew a great novel when he read one. His public praise of Cahan and David Levinsky was published in both Yiddish and English in the June 7, 1942, issue of the Forward. The Rise of David Levinsky, he said right off, “sticks in my mind as one of the best American novels ever written.” There were, he wrote, high hopes when David Levinsky was published that “its distinguished success would draw Mr. Cahan away from the razzle-dazzle of daily journalism.” But he said he understood Cahan’s decision to stick with the Forward. Then he observed that the merits of The Rise of David Levinsky “do not dim as the years pass.” He talked of how Cahan’s Levinsky “is not a mere bugaboo in a political pamphlet” but “an authentic human being, shrewdly observed and adroitly carved and painted” who “takes on, in the end, a kind of representative character.” And he confessed that he did not know “if any more vivid presentation of the immigrant’s hopes and disappointments, thoughts and feelings, virtues and vices has ever been got upon paper.”
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BOOK I
HOME AND SCHOOL




CHAPTER I

Sometimes, when I think of my past in a superficial, casual way, the metamorphosis I have gone through strikes me as nothing short of a miracle. I was born and reared in the lowest depths of poverty and I arrived in America—in 18851—with four cents in my pocket. I am now worth more than two million dollars and recognized as one of the two or three leading men in the cloak-and-suit trade2 in the United States. And yet when I take a look at my inner identity it impresses me as being precisely the same as it was thirty or forty years ago. My present station, power, the amount of worldly happiness at my command, and the rest of it, seem to be devoid of significance.

When I was young I used to think that middle-aged people recalled their youth as something seen through a haze. I know better now. Life is much shorter than I imagined it to be. The last years that I spent in my native land and my first years in America come back to me with the distinctness of yesterday. Indeed, I have a better recollection of many a trifle of my childhood days than I have of some important things that occurred to me recently. I have a good memory for faces, but I am apt to recognize people I have not seen for a quarter of a century more readily than I do some I used to know only a few years ago.

I love to brood over my youth. The dearest days in one’s life are those that seem very far and very near at once. My wretched boyhood appeals to me as a sick child does to its mother.

I was born in Antomir,3 in the Northwestern Region, Russia, in 1865. All I remember of my father is his tawny beard, a huge yellow apple he once gave me at the gate of an orchard where he was employed as watchman, and the candle which burned at his head as his body lay under a white shroud on the floor. I was less than three years old when he died, so my mother would carry me to the synagogue in her arms to have somebody say the Prayer for the Dead with me. I was unable fully to realize the meaning of the ceremony, of course, but its solemnity and pathos were not altogether lost upon me. There is a streak of sadness in the blood of my race.4 Very likely it is of Oriental origin. If it is, it has been amply nourished by many centuries of persecution.

Left to her own resources, my mother strove to support herself and me by peddling pea mush or doing odds and ends of jobs. She had to struggle hard for our scanty livelihood and her trials and loneliness came home to me at an early period.

I was her all in all, though she never poured over me those torrents of senseless rhapsody which I heard other Jewish mothers shower over their children. The only words of endearment I often heard from her were, “My little bean,” and, “My comfort.” Sometimes, when she seemed to be crushed by the miseries of her life, she would call me, “My poor little orphan.” Otherwise it was, “Come here, my comfort,” “Are you hungry, my little bean?” or, “You are a silly little dear, my comfort.” These words of hers and the sonorous contralto in which they were uttered are ever alive in my heart, like the Flame Everlasting in a synagogue.

“Mamma, why do you never beat me like other mammas do?” I once asked her.

She laughed, kissed me, and said, “Because God has punished you hard enough as it is, poor orphan mine.”

I scarcely remembered my father, yet I missed him keenly. I was ever awake to the fact that other little boys had fathers and that I was a melancholy exception; that most married women had husbands, while my mother had to bear her burden unaided. In my dim childish way I knew that there was a great blank in our family nest, that it was a widow’s nest; and the feeling of it seemed to color all my other feelings.

When I was a little older and would no longer sleep with my mother, a rusty old coat of my deceased father’s served me as a quilt. At night, before falling asleep, I would pull it over my head, shut my eyes tight, and evoke a flow of fantastic shapes, bright, beautifully tinted, and incessantly changing form and color. While the play of these figures and hues was going on before me I would see all sorts of bizarre visions, which at times seemed to have something to do with my father’s spirit.

“Is papa in heaven now? Is he through with hell?” I once inquired of my mother.

Some things or ideas would assume queer forms in my mind. God, for example, appealed to me as a beardless man wearing a quilted silk cap; holiness was something burning, forbidding, something connected with fire while a day had the form of an oblong box.

I was a great dreamer of day dreams. One of my pastimes was to imagine a host of tiny soldiers each the size of my little finger, “but alive and real.” These I would drill as I saw officers do their men in front of the barracks some distance from our home. Or else I would take to marching up and down the room with mother’s rolling-pin for a rifle, grunting, ferociously, in Russian: “Left one! Left one! Left one!” in the double capacity of a Russian soldier and of David fighting Goliath.

Often, while bent upon her housework, my mother would hum some of the songs of the famous wedding bard, Eliakim Zunzer, who later emigrated to America. I distinctly remember her singing his “There is a flower on the road, decaying in the dust, Passers-by treading upon it,” his “Summer and Winter,” and his “Rachael is bemoaning her children.” I vividly recall these brooding airs as she used to sing them, for I have inherited her musical memory and her passionate love for melody, though not her voice. I cannot sing myself, but some tunes give me thrills of pleasure, keen and terrible as the edge of a sword. Some haunt me like ghosts. But then this is a common trait among our people.

She was a wiry little woman, my mother, with prominent cheekbones, a small, firm mouth, and dark eyes. Her hair was likewise dark, though I saw it but very seldom, for like all orthodox daughters of Israel she always had it carefully covered5 by a kerchief, a nightcap, or—on Saturdays and holidays—by a wig. She was extremely rigorous about it. For instance, while she changed her kerchief for her nightcap she would cause me to look away.

My great sport during my ninth and tenth years was to play buttons. These we would fillip around on some patch of unpaved ground with a little pit for a billiard pocket. My own pockets were usually full of these buttons. As the game was restricted to brass ones from the uniforms of soldiers, my mother had plenty to do to keep those pockets of mine in good repair. To develop skill for the sport I would spend hours in some secluded spot, secretly practising it by myself. Sometimes, as I was thus engaged, my mother would seek me out and bring me a hunk of rye bread.

“Here,” she would say, gravely, handing me it. And I would accept it with preoccupied mien, take a deep bite, and go on filliping my buttons.

I gambled passionately and was continually counting my treasure, or running around the big courtyard, jingling it self-consciously. But one day I suddenly wearied of it all and traded my entire hoard of buttons for a pocket-knife and some trinkets.

“Don’t you care for buttons any more?” mother inquired.

“I can’t bear the sight of them,” I replied.

She shrugged her shoulders smilingly, and called me “queer fellow.”

Sometimes I would fall to kissing her passionately. Once, after an outburst of this kind, I said:

“Are people sorry for us, mamma?”

“What do you mean?”

“Because I have no papa and we have no money.”

Antomir, which then boasted eighty thousand inhabitants, was a town in which a few thousand rubles was considered wealth, and we were among the humblest and poorest in it. The bulk of the population lived on less than fifty copecks (twenty-five cents) a day, and that was difficult to earn. A hunk of rye bread and a bit of herring or cheese constituted a meal. A quarter of a copeck (an eighth of a cent) was a coin with which one purchased a few crumbs of pot-cheese or some boiled water for tea. Rubbers were worn by people “of means” only. I never saw any in the district in which my mother and I had our home. A white starched collar was an attribute of “aristocracy.” Children had to nag their mothers for a piece of bread.

“Mamma, I want a piece of bread,” with a mild whimper.

“Again bread! You’ll eat my head off. May the worms eat you.”

Dialogues such as this were heard at every turn.

My boyhood recollections include the following episode: Mother once sent me to a tinker’s shop to have our drinking-cup repaired. It was a plain tin affair and must have cost, when new, something like four or five cents. It had done service as long as I could remember. It was quite rusty, and finally sprang a leak. And so I took it to the tinker, or tinsmith, who soldered it up. On my way home I slipped and fell, whereupon the cup hit a cobblestone and sprang a new leak. When my mother discovered the damage she made me tell the story of the accident over and over again, wringing her hands and sighing as she listened. The average mother in our town would have given me a whipping in the circumstances. She did not.


CHAPTER II

We lived in a deep basement, in a large, dusky room that we shared with three other families, each family occupying one of the corners and as much space as it was able to wrest. Violent quarrels were a commonplace occurrence, and the question of floor space a staple bone of contention. The huge brick oven in which the four housewives cooked dinner was another prolific source of strife. Fights over pots were as frequent and as truculent as those over the children.

Of our room-mates I best recall a bookbinder and a retired old soldier who mended old sheepskin coats for a living. My memories of home are inseparable from the odors of sheepskin and paste and the image of two upright wooden screws (the bookbinder’s “machine”). The soldier had finished his term of military service years before, yet he still wore his uniform—a dilapidated black coat with new brass buttons, and a similar overcoat of a coarse gray material. Also, he still shaved his chin, sporting a pair of formidable gray side-whiskers. Shaving is one of the worst sins known to our faith, but, somehow, people overlooked it in one who had once been compelled to practise it in the army. Otherwise the furrier or sheepskin tailor was an extremely pious man. He was very kind to me, so that his military whiskers never awed me. Not so his lame, tall wife, who often hit me with one of her crutches. She was the bane of my life. The bookbinder’s wife was much younger than her husband and one of the things I often heard was that he was “crazy for her because she is his second wife,” from which I inferred that second wives were loved far more than first ones.

The bookbinder had a red-haired little girl whom I hated like poison. Red Esther we called her, to distinguish her from a Black Esther, whose home was on the same yard. She was full of fight. Knowing how repulsive she was to me, she was often the first to open hostilities, mocking my way of speaking, or sticking out her tongue at me. Or else she would press her freckled cheek against my lips and then dodge back, shouting, gloatingly:

“He has kissed a girl! He has kissed a girl! Sinner! Shame! Sinner! Sinner!”

There were some other things that she or some of the other little girls of our courtyard would do to make an involuntary “sinner” of me, but these had better be left out.

I had many a fierce duel with her. I was considered a strong boy, but she was quick and nimble as a cat, and I usually got the worst of the bargain, often being left badly scratched and bleeding. At which point the combat would be taken up by our mothers.

The room, part of which was our home, and two other single-room apartments, similarly tenanted, opened into a pitch-dark vestibule which my fancy peopled with “evil ones.” A steep stairway led up to the yard, part of which was occupied by a huddle of ramshackle one-story houses. It was known as Abner’s Court. During the summer months it swarmed with tattered, unkempt humanity. There was a peculiar odor to the place which I can still smell. (Indeed, many of the things that I conjure up from the past appeal as much to my sense of smell as to my visual memory.) It was anything but a grateful odor.

The far end of our street was part of a squalid little suburb known as the Sands. It was inhabited by Gentiles exclusively. Sometimes, when a Jew chanced to visit it some of its boys would descend upon him with shouts of “Damned Jew!”

“Christ-killer!” and sick their dogs at him.1 As we had no dogs to defend us, orthodox Jews being prohibited from keeping these domestic animals by a custom amounting to a religious injunction, our boys never ventured into the place except, perhaps, in a spirit of daredevil bravado.

One day the bigger Jewish boys of our street had a pitched battle with the Sands boys, an event which is one of the landmarks in the history of my childhood.

Still, some of the Sands boys were on terms of friendship with us and would even come to play with us in our yard. The only Gentile family that lived in Abner’s Court was that of the porter. His children spoke fairly good Yiddish.

One Saturday evening a pock-marked lad from the Sands, the son of a chimney-sweep, meeting me in the street, set his dog at me. As a result I came home with a fair-sized piece of my trousers (knee-breeches were unknown to us) missing.

“I’m going to kill him,” my mother said, with something like a sob. “I’m just going to kill him.”

“Cool down,” the retired soldier pleaded, without removing his short-stemmed pipe from his mouth.

Mother was silent for a minute, and even seated herself, but presently she sprang to her feet again and made for the door.

The soldier’s wife seized her by an arm.

“Where are you going? To the Sands? Are you crazy? If you start a quarrel over there you’ll never come back alive.”

“I don’t care!”

She wrenched herself free and left the room.

Half an hour later she came back beaming.

“His father is a lovely Gentile,” she said. “He went out, brought his murderer of a boy home, took off his belt, and skinned him alive.”

“A good Gentile,” the soldier’s wife commented, admiringly.

There was always a pile of logs somewhere in our Court, the property of some family that was to have it cut up for firewood. This was our great gathering-place of a summer evening. Here we would bandy stories (often of our own inventing) or discuss things, the leading topic of conversation being the soldiers of the two regiments that were stationed in our town. We saw a good deal of these soldiers, and we could tell their officers, commissioned or non-commissioned, by the number of stars or bands on their shoulder-straps. Also, we knew the names of their generals, colonels, and some of their majors or captains. The more important manœuvers took place a great distance from Abner’s Court, but that did not matter. If they occurred on a Saturday, when we were free from school—and, as good luck would have it, they usually did—many of us, myself invariably included, would go to see them. The blare of trumpets, the beat of drums, the playing of the band, the rhythmic clatter of thousands of feet, the glint of rows and rows of bayonets, the red or the blue of the uniforms, the commanding officer on his mount, the spirited singing of the men marching back to barracks—all this would literally hold me spellbound.

That we often played soldiers goes without saying, but we played “hares” more often, a game in which the counting was done by means of senseless words like the American “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.” Sometimes we would play war, with the names of the belligerents borrowed from the Old Testament, and once in a while we would have a real “war” with the boys of the next street.

I was accounted one of the strong fellows among the boys of Abner’s Court as well as one of the conspicuous figures among them. Compactly built, broad-shouldered, with a small, firm mouth like my mother’s, a well-formed nose and large, dark eyes, I was not a homely boy by any means, nor one devoid of a certain kind of magnetism.

One of my recollections is of my mother administering a tongue-lashing to a married young woman whom she had discovered flirting in the dark vestibule with a man not her husband.

A few minutes later the young woman came in and begged my mother not to tell her husband.

“If I was your husband I would skin you alive.”

“Oh, don’t tell him! Take pity! Don’t.”

“I won’t. Get out of here, you lump of stench.”

“Oh, swear that you won’t tell him! Do swear, dearie. Long life to you. Health to every little bone of yours.”

“First you swear that you’ll never do it again, you heap of dung.”

“Strike me blind and dumb and deaf if I ever do it again. There.”

“Your oaths are worth no more than the barking of a dog. Can’t you be decent? You ought to be knouted in the market-place. You are a plague. Black luck upon you. Get away from me.”

“But I will be decent. May I break both my legs and both my arms if I am not. Do swear that you won’t tell him.”

My mother yielded.

She was passionately devout, my mother. Being absolutely illiterate, she would murmur meaningless words, in the singsong of a prayer, pretending to herself that she was performing her devotions. This, however, she would do with absolute earnestness and fervor, often with tears of ecstasy coming to her eyes. To be sure, she knew how to bless the Sabbath candles and to recite the two or three other brief prayers that our religion exacts from married women. But she was not contented with it, and the sight of a woman going to synagogue with a huge prayer-book under her arm was ever a source of envy to her.

Most of the tenants of the Court were good people, honest and pure, but there were exceptions. Of these my memory has retained the face of a man who was known as “Carrot Pudding” Moe, a red-headed, broad-shouldered “finger worker,” a specialist in “short change,” yardstick frauds, and other varieties of market-place legerdemain. One woman, a cross between a beggar and a dealer in second-hand dresses, had four sons, all of whom were pickpockets, but she herself was said to be of spotless honesty. She never allowed them to enter Abner’s Court, though every time one of them was in prison she would visit him and bring him food.

Nor were professional beggars barred from the Court as tenants. Indeed, one of our next-door neighbors was a regular recipient of alms at the hands of my mother. For, poor as she was, she seldom let a Friday pass without distributing a few half-groschen (an eighth of a cent) in charity. The amusing part of it was the fact that one of the beggars on her list was far better off than she.

“He’s old and lame, and no hypocrite like the rest of them,” she would explain.

She had a ferocious temper, but there were people (myself among them) with whom she was never irritated. The women of Abner’s Court were either her devoted followers or her bitter enemies. She was a leader in most of the feuds that often divided the whole Court into two warring camps, and in those exceptional cases when she happened to be neutral she was an ardent peacemaker. She wore a dark-blue kerchief, which was older than I, and almost invariably, when there was a crowd of women in the yard, that kerchief would loom in its center.

Growing as I did in that crowded basement room which was the home of four families, it was inevitable that the secrets of sex should be revealed to me before I was able fully to appreciate their meaning. Then, too, the neighborhood was not of the purest in town. Located a short distance from Abner’s Court, midway between it and the barracks, was a lane of ill repute, usually full of soldiers. If it had an official name I never heard it. It was generally referred to as “that street,” in a subdued voice that was suggestive either of shame and disgust or of waggish mirth. For a long time I was under the impression that “That” was simply the name of the street. One summer day—I must have been eight years old—I told my mother that I had peeked in one of the little yards of the mysterious lane, that I had seen half-naked women and soldiers there, and that one of the women had beckoned me in and given me some cake.

“Why, you mustn’t do that, Davie!” she said, aghast. “Don’t you ever go near that street again! Do you hear?”

“Why?”

“Because it is a bad street.”

“Why is it bad?”

“Keep still and don’t ask foolish questions.”

I obeyed, with the result that the foolish questions kept rankling in my brain.

On a subsequent occasion, when she was combing my dark hair fondly, I ventured once more:

“Mamma, why mustn’t I come near that street?”

“Because it is a sin to do so, my comfort. Fie upon it!”

This answer settled it. One did not ask why it was a sin to do this or not to do that. “You don’t demand explanations of the Master of the World,” as people were continually saying around me. My curiosity was silenced. That street became repellent to me, something hideously wicked and sinister.

Sometimes some of the excommunicated women would drop in at our yard. As a rule, my mother was bitterly opposed to their visits and she often chased them out with maledictions and expressions of abhorrence; but there was one case in which she showed unusual tolerance and even assumed the part of father confessor to a woman of this kind. She would listen to her tale of woe, homesickness, and repentance, including some of the most intimate details of her loathsome life. She would even deliver her donations to the synagogue, thus helping her cheat the Biblical injunction which bars the gifts of fallen women from a house of God.

My mother would bid me keep away during these confabs of theirs, but this only whetted my curiosity and I often overheard far more than I should.

Fridays were half-holidays with us Jewish boys. One Friday afternoon a wedding was celebrated in our courtyard. The procession emerged from one of the rickety one-story houses, accompanied by a band playing a solemn tune. When it reached the center of the vacant part of the yard it came to a halt and a canopy was stretched over the principal figures of the ceremony. Prayers and benedictions were chanted. The groom put the ring on the bride’s finger, “dedicating her to himself according to the laws of Moses and Israel”; more prayers were recited; the bridegroom and the bride received sips of wine; a plate was smashed, the sound being greeted by shouts of “Good luck! Good luck!” The band struck up a lively tune with a sad tang to it.

The yard was crowded with people. It was the greatest sensation we children had ever enjoyed there. We remained out chattering of the event till the windows were aglitter with Sabbath lights.

I was in a trance. The ceremony was a poem to me, something inexpressibly beautiful and sacred.

Presently a boy, somewhat older than I, made a jest at the young couple’s expense. What he said was a startling revelation to me. Certain things which I had known before suddenly appeared in a new light to me. I relished the discovery and I relished the deviltry of it. But the poem vanished. The beauty of the wedding I had just witnessed, and of weddings in general, seemed to be irretrievably desecrated.

That boy’s name was Naphtali. He was a trim-looking fellow with curly brown hair, somewhat near-sighted. He was as poor as the average boy in the yard and as poorly dressed, but he was the tidiest of us. He would draw, with a piece of chalk, figures of horses and men which we admired. He knew things, good and bad, and from that Friday I often sought his company. Unlike most of the other boys, he talked little, throwing out his remarks at long intervals, which sharpened my sense of his wisdom. His father never let him attend the manœuvers, yet he knew more about soldiers than any of the other boys, more even than I, though I had that retired soldier, the sheepskin man, to explain things military to me.

One summer evening Naphtali and I sat on a pile of logs in the yard, watching a boy who was “playing” on a toy fiddle of his own making. I said:

“I wish I knew how to play on a real fiddle, don’t you?”

Naphtali made no answer. After a little he said:

“You must think it is the bow that does the playing, don’t you?”

“What else does it?” I asked, perplexed.

“It’s the fingers of the other hand, those that are jumping around.”

“Is it?”

I did not understand, but I was deeply impressed all the same. The question bothered me all that evening. Finally I submitted it to my mother:

“Mamma, Naphtali says when you play on a fiddle it is not the bow that makes the tune, but the fingers that are jumping around. Is it true?”

She told me not to bother her with foolish questions, but the retired soldier, who had overheard my query, volunteered to answer it.

“Of course it is not the bow,” he said.

“But if you did not work the bow the strings would not play, would they?” I urged.

“You could play a tune by pinching them,” he answered. “But if you just kept passing the bow up and down there would be no tune at all.”

I plied him with further questions and he answered them all, patiently and fondly, illustrating his explanations with a thread for a violin string, my mother looking from him to me beamingly.

When we were through she questioned him: “Do you think he understands it all?”

“He certainly does. He has a good head,” he answered, with a wink. And she flushed with happiness.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Caha_9780307822819_epub_tp_r1.jpg
ABRAHAM CAHAN

THE RISE OF
DAVID ] EVINSKY

Introduction by Seth Lipsky

lotes by Dr: Katrina Irving,

GEORGE MASON UNIVERSITY

"

o

THE MODERN LIBRARY

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Caha_9780307822819_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Caha_9780307822819_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Caha_9780307822819_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
MODERN

LIBRARY







OEBPS/images/Caha_9780307822819_epub_cvt_r1.jpg







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





