
 
    
A Letter in Yiddish from Nobel Laureate S.Y. Agnon


  Jerusalem, Talpiot, 13 Tevet 5729 [January 3, 1969]


  To the esteemed writer Mr. Rachmil Bryks:


  I’ve received, praise God, many works from you. I’m an old man, and it’s become quite difficult for me to read. But because of my high regard for both you and your writing, I look at your books from time to time. And although it pains me to read about the hardship and suffering you’ve experienced, I marvel at your strength—both personal and creative.


  With admiration and blessings, 
S.Y. Agnon


  In my shtetl Skarżysko-Kamienna, Poland, nestled between Kielce and Radom and between Ostrowice and Kińsk, lived my great-uncle, Reb Mendl Feldman, the brother of my grandmother Libe, my mother’s mother. Reb Mendl Feldman was one of the most handsome, respected, and wealthy Jews in all of Poland. He was learned in both religious and secular matters and blessed with good looks: a long, wide, well-groomed beard, a high forehead, luminous black eyes radiating wisdom; and a nose as fine as a ritual etrog fruit.
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 Reb Mendl Feldman.

 
  He dressed in the style of the Hasidim of Congress Poland of the time. His clothes were invariably clean and neat—made from the most expensive wool, alpaca, silk, plush, velvet, and satin unstained, flawless, and ironed to perfection. On weekdays, he wore a long, navy blue woolen overcoat with a slit in the back; cuffed, creased trousers; a Jewish hat (that the Jews called a “diaspora hat”) of black cloth, round and low, just like a roasting pan, with a tiny visor of the same material shaped like a crescent moon. In summers, he favored ankle boots and, in winters, knee-high boots. He was tall, broad-shouldered. A dashing figure. He wore a stiff white collar, with a wide black necktie. In those days, Hasidim considered such attire too worldly, but Reb Mendl Feldman could get away with it. Peysekh the tailor sewed his clothes and those of his sons and grandchildren throughout the year and, through this connection, attained social cachet.


  * * *


  Reb Mendl Feldman owned an iron factory and a sawmill in Skarżysko-Kamienna and employed several hundred Poles and Jews. He owned a cement works, a stretch of a river, fields, lawns, ponds, houses, a house in Posadaj, with a lawn and fields. In addition, he had a plant in Radoszyce, where industrial rollers were manufactured. On top of all of that, he had houses in Warsaw and Berlin.


  Reb Mendl Feldman lived in a palace encircled by a garden. The courtyard had three entrances: the main street entrance was called “The Third of May”; the back entrance accessed through the courtyard, beyond the stables and the straw and hay pens; and the entrance from Fabryczna Street along the Kamienna River. On that street, Reb Mendl owned another house with a garden where his Jewish employees—the bookkeepers and the office workers—lived. Jews administered the entire operation.


  * * *


  The palace itself had entrances from all four sides, with sweeping verandas. The three rear verandas had high roofs and a trellis all covered in green creeping vines. The front entrance of the palace was wide and soaring, with white marble stairs and flooring. All around were wrought iron railings, long benches set against them, the sites of constant commotion. Here, Jews engaged in heated debate on every imaginable topic.


  At the front entrance was a circular garden with all sorts of flowerbeds and trees: jasmine, guelder roses, acacias, lilacs both white and violet. At the center was a round bed; to the side were smaller beds with varieties of flowers. A white picket fence bounded this garden. When a carriage came by, it stopped at the main entrance. Afterwards, the driver drove around the circular garden and easily returned to the gate and left.


  On all sides were enclosed gardens with numerous vegetables and fruit trees. Around the fences grew low bushes with red currants and gooseberries. Against the fences themselves: tall hornbeams, linden trees, acacias, birches, young oaks, firs, and pines. White, pink, red, and yellow roses, and numerous white and purple lilac trees surrounded the palace. Steel poles crowned by mirrored globes stood on both sides of the veranda. These spheres reflected in miniature the entire panorama of the grounds—all of the colors of the trees, grass, and flowers—creating the illusion that they extended a distance of many kilometers.


  Beside the gardens was a path lined with numerous species of fragrant trees stretching all the way to the Kamienna River. (“Kamienna” means “stone” in Polish. Because water flowed from a stone, the river was called “Kamienna” and the town “Skarżysko-Kamienna.”) Along this path, Reb Mendl Feldman strolled with his friends and spoke on various Torah matters. On summer Sabbaths, sitting in a gazebo, he reviewed the weekly Torah portion and studied the Talmud. Not far from the path, with its soaring and low-growing trees, was a fence fronting tracks (called “linikes” by the Jews) that trains took to reach Reb Mendl Feldman’s factory directly. The “linikes” stretched over the entire expanse of Skarżysko-Kamienna, both the main and side streets. Several times a day, trains powered by great locomotive engines hauled loads of raw materials: slag, coal, and scraps, among others and brought back loads of completed wares: bathtubs, plowshares, chaff cutters, tanks, cannons, hot plates with stove tops, boxes of nails, wood beams, to name but a few. Reb Mendl received medals from the state and, due to his influence and powers of persuasion, Skarżysko-Kamienna was home to the main train station in the region. He succeeded in getting more than one evil decree against the Jews rescinded. More than once the stationmaster delayed the train so that Pan Feldman wouldn’t be late. Reb Mendl had trust in God, often humming to himself the following song to a mystical melody:


  Without trust in God Blessed be He 
What’s the point of all my deeds?


  Without faith in the Redemption 
Not a single moment is worth living; make no exception.


 * * *


  Through his eldest daughter Khaye Sore, Reb Mendl Feldman was joined with the dynasty of the Amshinover Rebbe. Mordkhele, his son-in-law, was a man of purity. A great scholar, he held himself apart from mundane monetary matters. The wedding lasted eight days. Reb Mendl had special guest cabins constructed in the gardens. Specifically for the occasion, he hired and imported chefs, bakers, and waiters from Warsaw and transported a wagonload of live fish, which was placed on the train tracks by his palace. The bakers baked challahs and rolls, egg biscuits, sponge cakes, fruit layer cakes, tortes, strudels, and all sorts of savory and sweet baked goods. Thousands of birds were slaughtered, cooked, and roasted: chickens, pullets, geese, ducks, guinea fowl, and turkeys. Doves were roasted and filled with raisins. Poor and homeless people came from all over Poland to partake each day. Reb Mendl set out a feast of the tastiest and most expensive foods for the indigent. The musicians played for them and the bride, holding the handkerchief, danced with each poor man and woman. Reb Mendl distributed a basket to each impoverished guest.


  His son-in-law’s father, the Amshinover Rebbe, stayed in one of Reb Mendl’s houses. Approximately half a kilometer from Reb Mendl’s palace, the path was laid out with Persian carpets in honor of the Rebbe. When the Rebbe returned to the house each afternoon to nap, everyone accompanied him. The two musical groups, brought down for the occasion, played a march, and the audience sang and clapped in unison:


  The Rebbe is off, the Rebbe is on his way, 
May good health carry him through his day.


  Be merry, the Rebbe has decreed.


  So let’s all enjoy Reb Mendl’s wine and mead.


  The Rebbe is off, the Rebbe is on his way 
May good health carry him through his day.


  Home, home, home, 
To sleep, to sleep.


  Later he’ll come back and be ours to keep.


  At night, when the Rebbe was accompanied home, they sang:


  The Rebbe is off, the Rebbe is on his way, 
May his night be full of rest, free from the fray. 


  Home, home, home, 
Tomorrow he’ll come back to us.


  Tomorrow we’ll all be merry, without fanfare or fuss.


  Rabbis and Hasidic rebbes from all over Poland attended the wedding.


  * * *


  In Reb Mendl Feldman’s palace, there were separate kitchens for cooking meat and dairy as well as a special holiday kitchen open for Passover and sealed off the rest of the year. The house also had a mikveh lined in white ceramic tiles.


  Reb Mendl possessed a kind of power that rendered him beloved by both Jews and Gentiles alike. He was a man who donated generously to charity. At joyous gatherings, as was the Jewish custom, donation plates were placed on the table. Reb Mendl contributed several hundred zlotys, in contrast to the paltry zlotys or tens of groschens of others. Reb Mendl also supported Jewish day schools and yeshivas of other towns.


  In one of Reb Mendl’s buildings, the Jewish day school was housed, and in another, the Polish state-run folk school, until the government constructed its own building. Still another housed a secular Jewish school, where the students went without head covering. The headmaster there was the tailor Hershl Volovski, whose father also a tailor, a man with a clipped red beard, a leader of the artisans known as “pushcarts,” and a member of the Folkist party. Only the children of artisans and craftsmen studied there. That school existed for just a short time.


  The police commissioner’s office was also in one of Reb Mendl’s houses.


  * * *


  Reb Mendl had a fine lineage. My mother, Serl Hinde, murdered by the Germans and Ukrainians in 1942, may she rest in peace—the daughter of Rabbi Nosn Kogen, may he too rest in peace—would often relate the following:


  Uncle Mendl was born in a village not far from Skarżysko-Kamienna. His parents were poor but very respectable and deeply devout. His father was a great scholar called Yerakhmiel (for whom this writer was named), and his mother’s name was Leye. May they both have an illuminated stay in the Garden of Eden. They raised their children to be good Jews and made sure they received their schooling, unlike their illiterate neighbors. Theirs was the only Jewish family in the village. Grandfather taught the children himself.They were so poor they didn’t have enough food to eat. Mendl had to tend the priest’s animals to earn the money to purchase food for the Sabbath. He gathered old pieces of iron in from the fields and paid the shepherds to do the same. When he had assembled a wagonload of old iron, he took it to the iron factory that belonged to Grabiński the Pole. This went on for a number of years. Mendl managed to save a small sum of money and support his family. Later, he supplied wagonloads of iron, and Grabiński owed him a great deal of money for them.


  When Grabiński saw that Feldman the Jew had a good head on his shoulders—he himself liked to live it up in Warsaw—he invited him to be a partner in the factory. Mendl accepted the offer, and all responsibilities for running the factory fell to him. Through energy and hard work, he built a great factory with a foundry, where steel and all sorts of metal materials were produced and exported by the wagonload across all of Poland and abroad. Over time, the enterprise continued to expand.


  Aside from the hundreds of Polish families who made a living from Reb Mendl’s factory, many Jewish families earned their income from him and lived rent-free in his houses.


 * * *


  Guests and alms seekers could always be found at Reb Mendl’s table, throughout the week as well as on Sabbath and the holidays. The poor across Poland knew that Reb Mendl was generous. He welcomed all with respect and kindness.


  On holidays, Reb Mendl didn’t visit a Hasidic rebbe. Still, he always sought the counsel of the old Radoszyce Rebbe before he decided to embark on a major business enterprise or any other significant project.
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  Bashe Feldman.


  * * *


  Reb Mendl Feldman had a second wife named Bashele. She was a beauty, a quiet dove. His first wife, Perele, died giving birth to their fifth child, a girl, who was given her name. Bashele bore him four children—three sons and a daughter: Yerakhmiel, Freydke, Shlamtshu (Shloyme), and Simtshu (Simkhe Bunim), named after the Przysucha Rebbe. The children of his first wife were Hirsh-Moyshe, Khave-Sore, Ester Rivke, Borekh-Moyshe, and Perele.


  Because of his heart ailment, Reb Mendl traveled each Shavuot with his entire family to Marienbad to take the cure. He returned home for the seventeenth of Tamuz fast day since that is the beginning of the three-week period when Jews are required to mourn the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.


  Reb Mendl had his own prayer house, where Hasidim who belonged to the smaller courts (of lesser known rabbis) but were still quite learned, came to pray. These Hasidim didn’t want to be a part of courts rife with political intrigue such as Ger, Aleksander, Bobov, to name but a few. They could seek the advice of their Rebbe since his door was always open to them.


  During the day, the prayer house also served as a school for boys studying Talmud. Reb Mendl recruited the teacher Avrom Palasetski from Lithuania for his children. I studied Talmud there together with some twenty other boys. The teacher, with his wife and three children, lived next door. Since beggars came seeking donations, Shlamtshu built a little cash box with a lock. It was decided that each boy would give five groschens each week. The little box stood on the Holy Ark, and Shlamtshu had the key. When a beggar entered seeking a handout, Shlamtshu took down the box, unlocked it, and offered five groschens. At night, men studied Mishnah in the prayer house.


  * * *


  Two minyans assembled in this prayer house. Those who prayed in the very early morning were called “gluttons.” They weren’t Hasidim, but simple, laboring pious Jews. On the High Holy Days, everyone prayed together in the same service.


  My father, Reb Tuvye ben Elyohu, may he rest in peace (killed on Simhat Torah, 5702, the year 1942, by the Nazis and Ukrainians), was a Hasid of the Wąchock (Vonkhotsk) Rebbe, Reb Yosele, may he rest in peace, a righteous and learned man based in Radom. He too perished for the sanctification of God’s Name at the hands of the Germans in the year 5702. My father traveled to him to seek his counsel several times throughout the year and then for Yom Kippur, when he brought me along. My father prayed with two minyans. Each Sabbath morning during the summertime, after reviewing the weekly Torah portion twice and once with the Aramaic translation as was the custom, he went to visit my grandfather, Reb Nosn Kogen, my mother’s father, to drink tea from the “Sabbath oven.” My grandfather lived in one of Mendl Feldman’s houses in the center of the shtetl. Here, a Sabbath oven was lit for every Sabbath. A copper pot filled with water to the rim was banked with white sand to retain the heat and then placed on the heating coils. The kitchen stove was filled with coal stones or with “khash” (coal dust). The lower hatch door where the ash fell was left ajar to let in a small amount of air so the fire wouldn’t burn out too quickly. The coal dust would smolder. To keep the coal dust from seeping through the furnace grate into the ashes, it was dampened so it turned to a lump. When the fire dried it out, it became one piece that resulted in vigorous heat. The fire then smoldered past the Sabbath, sometimes lasting even until Sunday.


  Since not everyone was fortunate enough to have their own Sabbath oven, many neighbors and some of the distant relatives drank tea from my grandfather’s. Throughout his life, my grandfather Reb Nosn Kogen was the head of the Jewish community and he bore all expenses. He had a secretary named Ester Volfovitsh, who worked twelve years without pay for the community. When there was a financial crisis in the country and her family had no income, she brought an indictment against my grandfather in court and received the following verdict: the Head of the Jewish community had to pay her salary for twelve years. Reb Nosn Kogen paid her from his personal savings, and their friendship continued unharmed. Since he was an affable man and a cherished communal leader, his door remained open to all. When the hot water from the kettle was finished, someone poured cold but previously boiled water that had been specially prepared. Adding uncooked water to the hot water wasn’t permitted; it would heat up and therefore would be considered labor forbidden on the Sabbath.


  * * *


  At this point, I’d like to tell you about one of the guests who came to drink tea at my grandfather’s house: a ne’er-do-well named Shmuel-Yoyne. He could never support himself. Since he had no place in this world, he wanted to ensure that he would have one in the world to come.


  Shmuel-Yoyne was tall and sported a short chestnut-colored beard. He wore a small round black “diaspora” hat with a small visor made of the same fabric, a long coat with a slit in the back, a white shirt with a soft collar together with a black necktie, and boots with tall, flexible boots. He kept himself neat and tidy. He had ten children, and three had died. Three sons and four daughters remained. His father-in-law supported them by paying the rent, food, clothing, and even the tuition for the children.


  Shmuel-Yoyne positioned himself somewhere between Hasidim and their opponents. He never attended the court of a Hasidic Rebbe. Each day, he studied a page of Talmud, and he believed fervently in the Tanya. He owned no furniture except a bookcase holding complete sets of the Talmud, the Mishnah, copies of the Pentateuch, Hoklekh, and other books, which were bound in handsome, brown leather with his name etched in gold.


  Smiling proudly, Shmuel-Yoyne regularly recounted his dreams as follows: “God will help me live in Warsaw, where I’ll be a great businessman or a big-time factory owner. I’ll live in a tall brick building on the penthouse floor only reachable by an elevator. There’ll be a plaque with my name on the door, and a doorbell that a servant will answer. I’ll have a telephone, too.”


  The people he told his dreams to nodded earnestly and wished him the best. But behind his back, they mocked him.


  Since his hope of becoming a great businessman or factory owner in Warsaw had come to naught, Shmuel-Yoyne at least wanted to become a factory owner in the shtetl. So this is what happened. Somewhere not far from the shtetl, a tool factory’s machinery was put up for sale. No one wanted to buy it, but Shmuel-Yoyne saw an opportunity to become a factory owner. He somehow scraped together a small sum, made the down payment, and bought the factory. The rest he paid on an installment plan with his father-in-law’s money. The father-in-law wanted Shmuel-Yoyne to become financially independent at last. All the while, Shmuel-Yoyne continued spinning his fantasies: “I’ve become a factory owner. I now own a factory and, with God’s help, I’ll be a rich man. My factory will be humming day and night. I’ll ship my tools out to the whole country and abroad, too. I’ll build a brick building with every creature comfort. With my wife and kids, I’ll live a life of bourgeois comfort and wealth. My door will always be open to poor people. Anyone who’s hungry will leave stuffed, and with a donation to boot. I’ll support poor widows and orphans, and I’ll finance the weddings of brides who have no money.”


  When the carts loaded with the machinery arrived in the shtetl and the drivers were ready to unload it all, Shmuel-Yoyne realized he needed a spot to build his factory. A crowd gathered and started laughing and cracking jokes about “Shmuel-Yoyne the Factory Owner.” He was ashamed to meet their gaze; he felt utterly desolate. Then a well-to-do Pole who knew how to work with machines came along. He owned a two-story townhouse, storage facilities, a garden, and a field. When he realized what was happening, he said to Shmuel-Yoyne, “Szmulku, I’ll buy the machines from you for four hundred zlotys, and I’ll save you from your troubles.”


  Shmuel-Yoyne thought to himself: the factory will cost me two thousand zlotys, but it’s not my money—it’s my father-in-law’s. Four hundred zlotys is no small change for me. I can’t abandon the machines out here under the stars. What if thieves come? If it rains, they’ll rust. In that case, maybe this goy truly is my redeemer, an angel, no less, heaven sent. But maybe he’d be willing to add a little something to sweeten the deal.


  So he answered, “Panie knows that the factory will cost me a lot, a lot more. If you’d add a couple hundred zlotys, you’d be getting a real bargain—a steal!”


  The Pole answered as follows: “It’s not worth more than four hundred to me. If you want to take it, it’s yours. If not, well then, do widzenia.” And he turned to go.


  Shmuel-Yoyne called out after him, and the two sealed the deal. The drivers unloaded the machines from the wagons into the Pole’s sheds. The Pole became the factory owner, while Shmuel-Yoyne paid off a few of his debts with the money. The rest of it he spent on food, and in the end, he remained a pauper.


  Once, Shmuel-Yoyne came home, beaming, practically jumping for joy. “My dear father-in-law,” he said, “Soon I’ll be a rich and powerful man. Every man has his day. It looks like God Master of the Universe has remembered me. He’s sent me a fortune, a goldmine really. I bought a steel mine behind Bliżyn. I’ll dig it up and sell it by the kilo to the steelworks. Dear Father-in-law, I’ll be rich. I got it for a pittance, and I’ll unload it and make tens of thousands of zlotys.”


  His father-in-law calmly heard Shmuel-Yoyne out, all the while stroking his distinguished, expansive beard, and with a trace of a smile, answered, “I’d like to see your good fortune with my own eyes, dear Shmuel-Yoyne.”


  Shmuel-Yoyne hired peasants, who dug and hammered with picks, shovels, hammers, and steel crowbars for two weeks but were unable to dislodge the piece of steel, which was deeply buried in the ground. They couldn’t even chop off the smallest fragment. They advised him to bring in an engineer, which Shmuel-Yoyne proceeded to do. The engineer worked with the peasants for a couple of days, but he too was unable to obtain any results. Shmuel-Yoyne invested several hundred zlotys and became even more impoverished, with ballooning debts.


  People said this piece of steel must have fallen from the heavens after the six days of creation.


  * * *


  Shmuel-Yoyne realized he had no luck in this world and wanted to ensure his place in the next. So he decided to become a mohel, because by performing the circumcision ritual on Jewish infants he figured he would surely earn a place in the world to come. This world was a false one, serving
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 About the Author
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 Rachmil Bryks, 196–?


  Born and raised in a Hasidic milieu in Skarżysko-Kamienna, Poland, in 1912, Rachmil Bryks was a prolific and highly acclaimed Yiddish poet and writer. His book of poems Yung grin may (Young Green May) appeared in 1939. At the outbreak of World War II, Bryks was in the industrial city of Łódź where he worked as a hat maker and housepainter and was active in Yiddish cultural life. Most of his family perished in Treblinka in 1942. He was interned in a series of prison camps and then in the Łódź Ghetto from 1940–1944. In August 1944, Bryks was deported to Auschwitz and later to Wattenstadt, Ravensbrück, and Wöbbelin. The American Army liberated Bryks on May 2, 1945, and the Red Cross brought him to Stockholm, Sweden, for recuperation. There, he met and married Hinde Irene Wolf, herself a Holocaust survivor, in 1946, and their two daughters, Myriam Serla and Bella Svea, were born. The Bryks family immigrated to the United States in 1949. From the end of the war until his death, Bryks dedicated his creative life to writing about the Holocaust. He was the author of seven Yiddish-language books and contributed extensively to the Yiddish press. His work was widely reviewed, and Nobel laureates S.Y. Agnon and Isaac Bashevis Singer as well as numerous other writers, including B.J. Bialostotzky, A. Mukdoni, and Aaron Zeitlin, championed it. His fictional works translated by S. Morris Engel appeared in English as A Cat in the Ghetto and Kiddush Hashem. In addition to English, Bryks’s work has been translated into various languages, including Hebrew, German, Italian, and Swedish. Rachmil Bryks died in New York City in 1974.



   

 About the Translator


  Yermiyahu Ahron Taub (www.yataub.net) is the author of the short story collection Prodigal Children in the House of G-d (2018), winner of two CIPA EVVY Merit Awards, and named a finalist for a Foreword INDIES Award. He is also the author of six books of poetry, including A Mouse among Tottering Skyscrapers: Selected Yiddish Poems (2017). Preparing to Dance: New Yiddish Songs, a CD of nine of his Yiddish poems set to music by Michał Gorczyński, was released in 2014. The Museum of Jewish Heritage honored Taub as one of New York’s best emerging Jewish artists, and he has been nominated four times for a Pushcart Prize. With co-translator Ellen Cassedy, Taub is the recipient of the 2012 Yiddish Book Center Translation Prize and the 2014–2017 Modern Language Association’s Fenia and Yaakov Leviant Memorial Prize in Yiddish Studies for Oedipus in Brooklyn and Other Stories by Blume Lempel (2016).





   

 About the Author’s Daughter


  Bella Bryks-Klein is the daughter of Holocaust survivors Rachmil Bryks (Łódź Ghetto and Auschwitz) and Hinde (Irene) Bryks (Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen). Born in Stockholm after the war, she immigrated with her family to New York City as a baby. She attended Stern College of Yeshiva University and completed a master’s degree in Yiddish studies in 2017 at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, writing a comprehensive research paper about her father’s secretly written Yiddish manuscripts in the Łódź Ghetto. Her journey to continue her father’s legacy has made her the conduit for everything Yiddish in Israel. Bryks-Klein lectures about her father in Yiddish, Hebrew, and English, deciphers old handwritten Yiddish letters, and translates them into English or Hebrew. She was former director of the Yiddish Cultural Center at Arbeter-ring (Workmen’s Circle) in Tel Aviv, manager of the Forverts (Yiddish Forward) office in Israel, and an interviewer for Steven Spielberg’s Survivors of the Shoah Visual History Foundation. Currently, Bryks-Klein is project coordinator at Beth Sholem Aleichem, a member of the executive board of the Association of Yiddish Writers and Journalists in Israel, and a member of the Dorot Hemshekh in Israel—bearers of the Holocaust and Heroism Legacy. She voluntarily issues a monthly bulletin Vos? Ven? Vu? which promotes activities in Israel in Yiddish and about Yiddish and has a weekly radio spot announcing Yiddish-related events in Israel. She recently launched her autobiographical musical one-woman show My Father’s Daughter, which she performs and sings in Yiddish, Hebrew, and English. Bella Bryks-Klein lives in Petah Tikvah, Israel.
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