


Cordenpordny Authors

Autobiography Series



ISSN 0748-0636

Avtbors

Autobiography Series

Mark Zadrozny
Editor

7
"(k% Gale Research Inc. » Book Tower Detroit, Michigan 48226



EDITORIAL STAFF

Mark Zadrozny, Editor
Carleton Copeland, Senior Assistant Editor
Laurie Collier, Assistant Editor
Marilyn O'Connell, Research Coordinator

Mary Rose Bonk, Research Supervisor, Biography Division
Alysa 1. Hunton, Research Coordinator
Jane Cousins-Clegg and Andrew Guy Malonis, Assistant Research Coordinators
Reginald A. Carlton and Norma Sawaya, Senior Research Assistants
Shirley Gates and Sharon McGilvray, Research Assistants

Deborah Gillan Straub, Senior Editor

Mary Beth Trimper, Production Manager
Laura McKay, External Produclion Associale

Art Chartow, Art Divector
Vivian Tannenbaum, Layout Artist

Laura Bryant, Internal Production Supervisor
Louise Gagné, Internal Production Associate
Shelly Andrews and Sharana Wier, Internal Production Assistants

Donald G. Dillaman, Index Program Designer

Copyright © 1989 by Gale Research Inc.

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 84-647879
ISBN 0-8103-4508-0
ISSN-0748-0636

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without permission in writing
from the publisher, except by a reviewer wha wishes to quote brief passages orentries
in connection with a review written for inclusion in a magazine or newspaper.
Manufactured in the United States.




Contents

5 -4 2o (o ST RO SN S S st SO JIRE VS SRS WP A SOt vii
Anchors PorthSGming N GAARS . s o v wows v sosns & s arei 5 BIBEE 2as xi
AlfredGoppel B920% v un vy idin semes 595 0% SUEEE A Bt i 1
Brig Glantle  108ke s i v i B simie sine s st s s 13
William Beyen: TOR0: e s e e oA 31
WO Er] e s S (T 1 S PR S R e R N e e 0 49
Aol Bennedy LO8U- . cis o ol bivs e wn wnh e s O S SR 73
RORSEIGTRE OB ol Sl o oo Ul Wi e sind bt o) e U e s 89
TeiomeRUnkowits B3 b i 0 i G e S s R Sl 4l N 107
Tadeiny Ronwacks (LH0RI s o s T R A i e i 123
Jeyante Mataratin:, LU2ES oniins s Gwen s viiae s i s ik et in s s 137
E ArsenioManuel B0 oo i ion ek e et e o sk 151
EUTtlMeliong TR0 o o o) it i s, rsin s o it i S 08 . S 171
Glegoty:Rabassx 1922 & s 00 eh 355 Panaie Saan dbi s srh viagins e 191
Botum RAEEEE TOSR.. oo Ul el v an b s s v i s s 207
Blinshwanttangh 191 0000 s Sah oo s v b vis il s s omen 223
Revnand Slade . JHV0S cone o ek o e o s i . e e A R 237
Wallace Stegrer TO09s. . cvivasiig Sl s v Wemai e o dali 257
ANBESEVERSER 19385  covmesmiens s suy s SRy R e S 273
Eiima Teanant TO8T v vl sl s s Bl o 289
Cene Woller  THGLE e ssnimiis sanminie sl osinnss thimmonse. swss i e v Kosis sty 0oe 297
A e TR, ..o s memmi s e SR e SRS S 315




Menke Katz

1906-

Menke and Rivke Katz, 1987. “L'chaim!”

mothers lived hundreds of years. I was born

in 1906 in the shtetl (small Jewish town) of
Svintsyan, the third son among three brothers, El-
chik, Berke, and Yeiske, and a sister, Bloomke. (Most
local names in our area ended with “ke.”’) My father,
Heershe-Dovid, was a descendant of a family of
millers who had operated the same watermill through
the ages in the hamlet of Stratche, near the village of
Sveer. My mother, Badane, was the proud daughter
(one among ten sisters and brothers) of a forester, a
mighty timber and river man.

We lived in the shtetl Svintsyan only a few years,
but my family had lived for centuries in the neighbor-
ing village of Michalishek, hence the roots of my
poetry are where my forefathers laughed, cried,
dreamed, made the poor village rich with homespun
folk songs, folk tales, folk dances.

The folk were lovers of myth, fable, allegory,
fortunate that so many legends were handed down to

I ithuania—land where my forefathers and fore-
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them by the goodwill of destiny. There was also a
minyan (a prayer quorum of ten male adults) of
Cabalists in the village, believers in an occult theoso-
phy of mystical interpretations of the Bible. (I consid-
er myself a Cabalist, it certainly influenced my
poetry.) They believed that with the wonder of words
they could delve into the beyond of all beyonds. For
the Cabalist, words are wings to fly back to Adam or
on to the end of all life on earth, to the Messiah. 1
always see the village of Michalishek as an endless
world, bigger than cities, countries, because it stood
in a dream. Is there a land which can outdistance a
dream?

Michalishek was embraced by the Viliya River.
To get out of the village we had to shout ourselves
hoarse to reach the ears of the barefoot boatman
across the river, until we could finally hear the old
barge sighing, propelled by tide-worn dragropes.

The fare for carrying folk across the river was
half a penny per family. None of the bargemen could
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afford to lower the price, nor had they raised it since
the birth of the barge, ages ago when the logs were
still fresh with the scent of felled birch trees from the
nearby forest.

The forest of Zaborchi across the river seemed
to have no end, with bush and jungle and large
powerful beasts with the proud blood of their family,
Ursidae. The bears moved slowly, awkwardly, when
they ate fruit, nuts, berries, acorns, bird’s eggs, or
honey from ripped beehives, but they could run at
awful speed after a stray woman, man, or child. It was
said that of the women were left only twisted strands
of their braids and the shock of a bear hug; of the
men were left only torn beards which fluttered in the
wind like broken wings. It was rumored that children
were quickly devoured, leaving only the terror of
their small footprints.

Hungry robbers lived in the underworld of the
forest and died in the hollow trunks of the ancient
trees. My grandfather Aaron-Velvel fought a gang of
robbers with a whip in the forest when they tried to
take his horse away. He was lucky to come home with
the horse, but soon died.

My aunt Beilke, the champion storyteller of the
village, saw the summers as blooming fools, the true
blossoms unfolding in the below-zero winters on the
icebound windowpanes. I was her best listener. I saw
the lost princes armed with frost bows sail to their
castles in boats built by frostwork. When she told her
stories, even the so-called business folk closed their
penny businesses to listen.

One of my first poems was about sleepwalkers,
led by the moon over roofs made of straw, rushes,
reeds. The clusters of huts resembled Sleepy Hollow,
the village which still stands safely in the dreams of
Washington Irving.

On moonlit nights my aunt Eetke was busy
chasing the milk ghosts away, they would not suck the
last milk out of her old goat. When my cousin
Yankele was killed by a rival suitor, my aunt feared
that he might sneak out of his grave and take his
bride away while she was under the canopy with her
new love.

The village of Michalishek was the isle of pota-
toes. We all ate mostly potatoes. The crooked alleys
echoed with songs about love-starved maidens, about
dew which was the tears of fallen angels, and potato
songs which poked fun at themselves, such as, “Sun-
day potatoes, Monday potatoes, Tuesday, Wednes-
day, Thursday potatoes. Friday, in honor of the
Sabbath for a change, again potatoes.”

The potatoes of the village were not as prosper-
ous as Idaho potatoes, queen mountain potatoes, or
King Edward VII potato apples. Many of our potatoes
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“Aunt Beilke, champion storyteller of Michalishek, killed
by the Nazis”

lay ill in beds of stingy earth, attacked by an early or
late blight. O the earth of Lithuania was a wretched
miser, but the folk were content with their potato
goodies.

Here is one of my hymns to the potato:

Hymn to the Potato

O my first hymn was to the potato,
lure of my childhood, fruit of the humble,
the diurnal festival of the poor.

No fruit is noble as the potato.
Cherries are coy, plums have hearts of true
stone.

The wind is a drunk fiddler at the grape.

The potato knows how much light there is
in the fertile darkness of seeded earth,
kissing the dust to which Adam returned.

On the hungry alleys of my childhood,
the Milky Way was a potato land.

The most welcome guests were the wandering
beggars. Their aged clothes gave the village the
appearance of an outlandish rag fair. The beggar
bags on their shoulders were filled with crusts of
bread, with the skeletons of herrings, with faded
onions gnawed by the onion fly, and many other


































































