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Introduction 

Primo Levi: An Appreciation 

T!IERE ARE WRITERS, a few of them, who stir an 
immediate personal response. You need only read a few of 
their pages and you know right off that an unspoken, sub
terranean kinship wil l  blossom. Usually i t 's not the writ 
ers' opinions or subjects that really grip you ,  i t 's the tone 
of voice, perhaps a l i l t  of wry sincerity or a murmur of re
flectiveness. 

For me, the I tal ian-Jewish memoirist and novelist 
Primo Levi is such a writer. I stand at some distance from 
h is culture and even more from h is experience--he is a 
survivor of Auschwitz-yet when I read his books I feel a 
sense of exhi larating closeness. I want to start hold ing 
imaginary conversat ions, as if Primo Levi and I were 
friends who have known each other for years. 

In h is nat ive I taly Primo Levi has a considerable repu
tation, but here in America his books have st i l l  not 
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reached a sufficiently large public. There arc the familiar 
reasons: delays in translation, a recent shift in American 
taste to a narrow self-involvement that cuts out a good 
many foreign writers. But  there's another and more com
plex reason. Levi is associated with Holocaust literature, 
and some people feel they have taken in as much of this 
writing as they need to or can bear. Others, more justifi
ably, arc dismayed by the vulgarizations to which public 
discourse on t he Holocaust has recently been subjected 
and therefore prefer to keep away from writings on th is 
theme. 

Real as all these barriers arc, we should find ways of 
dismantling or evading them, for Levi is a writer of integ
rity, seriousness, and charm. 

He is also a writer molded and marked by our century. 
He knows--can it really be a mat ter for dispute?-that he 
has lived through the most terrible decades in the history 
of mankind. Writers burdened with this awareness cannot 
pretend to "understand" Auschwitz and the Gulag. But 
they know, especially those who are survivors of the con
centration camps, that they must live with  an experience 
that has scarred them forever. Repeatedly and often com
pulsively, they return to their subject--even as, I feel cer
tain, they wince at t he shoddy rhetoric it evokes from 
publicists and politicians . The writers of whom I speak 
have no choice: they arc captives of history, they write 
from their need. 

So somber a fate could hardly have been anticipated for 
the young Primo Levi, born in 1 9 1 9 to a cul tivated mid
dle-class Jewish family in Turin. The Italian Jewish com
munity is the oldest in Europe and has behind it notable 
religious and literary traditions. By the time, however, 
that Levi entered adolescence, the Jews were being in
creasingly assimilated into I talian society, often into the 
professional and intel lectual classes. Some I talian Jews 
kept a fragile tic to t heir past , a fi lament of memory with 
Jewish traditions and learning, if not with Judaism as a 
religion. At least some Jewish families held on to frag-
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ments of the Hebrew language and its linked ri tuals and 
customs. At the age of th irteen Primo Levi went through 
t he bar mitzvah ceremony, but this didn't really signify a 
strong at tachment to Jewishness. Thinking back in later 
years to the t ime of his youth, he would speak of being 
Jewish as "a cheerful l i tt le anomaly" occasionally disturb
ing h is relations with gentile friends. In those years I taly 
seemed free of the racial ant i-Semit ism that was poisoning 
European society. 

The young Levi studied to be a chemist . But for a "sud
den" blow-which now, with the easy wisdom of retro
spect, we can see was not so "sudden"-he might have 
cont inued along the conventional path of professional l ife.  
In t he late 1 930�- Mussolini ,  i n  his nasty clownish style, 
began to imitate the anti-Semitic brutalit ies of h is partner 
Hi t ler. Quite unprepared by his family or mil ieu for t he 
kind of persecut ions that Jews over the centuries had come 
to take for granted, the young Levi found himself ''cut" by 
haughty or shamefaced professors. Only one teacher of 
low rank took him on as a doctoral student, with the curt , 
memorable sentence: "Fol low me." In 1941 Levi received 
his doctorate, but because of the racial laws could not find 
work as a chemist. He took odd jobs in a varnish factory, a 
nickel mine.* 

Levi soon drifted over to Milan, the intellectual capital 
of I taly, and only there did he begin to acquire a bit of po
li t ical awareness. He learned about isolated clusters of 
Italian anti-Fascists who had not "bent their backs ."  He 
heard stories about such intrepid (and, i t 's worth noting, 
Jewish) l ibertarians as the Rossel l i  brothers, murdered by 
Mussolini 's thugs, and Carlo Levi, sentenced to internal 
exile. The bulk of the Italian Jewish community had kept 
a wary d istance from pol itics ,  with a small minori ty 

*I draw these facts, necessary for understanding Levi's career as 
a writer, from his memoir, "Beyond Survival," translated into 
English in Prooftexts No. 4, 1984, and from a lovely lillie book by 
the historian H. Stuart Hughes, Prisoners of llope, in which he dis
cusses twentieth-century Italian Jewish writers. 
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attaching itself opportunistically to the Fascists and an
other small minori ty joining the opposi t ion, much of i t  
scattered i n  exile. But now, during t h e  war years, a new 
and substant ial resistance movement came into being and 
"Jewish part icipation," writes Levi, "was actual ly fairly 
considerable ." 

In September 1 943 he joined a unit of part isans in the 
hi l ls of Piedmont. Inexperienced, the group soon suffered 
betrayal by an informer. Levi was arrested in December. 
At the Fascist interrogation, he admitted to being a Jew, 
"partly out of fat igue, but part ly out of a sudden surge . . .  
of haughty pride." In February 1944 the Ital ian Fascists 
handed him over to the German Nazis for deportation to 
Auschwitz: 

The railroad convoy that took us to the Lager contained 650 

persons; of these 525 were immediately put to death; 29 

women were interned at Birkenau: 96 men, myself among 
them, were sent to Monowitz-Auschwitz, a Nebenlager belong
ing to IG Farbenindustrie. Of these only about twenty of the 
men and women returned to their homes. I survived impris
onment by a fortunate chain of circumstances; by never fall
ing ill; by the help of an Italian brick-layer [who brought 
Levi food]: by being able to work two months as a chemist in 
an IG Farbenindustrie laboratory. I was liberated thanks to 
the rapid advance of the Red Army in January 1945. 

It was during his months in Auschwitz that Levi 's ma
ture consciousness was formed, that humane sensibil ity, at 
once modest and resolute, one encounters in his books. 
Auschwitz would be "the fundamental experience of my 
l i fe . . .  I knew that if I survived, I would have to tell t he 
story ."  Many survivors have also wanted ' 'to tell t he 
story," and some of them suffered even more than Levi 
did, but very few would be able to write with the reflect ive 
depth that he has. 

One reason is that in the hell of Auschwitz he formed 
friendships with prisoners, east European Jews, who 
passed on to him bits of knowledge about Yiddish cui-
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ture-its spiritual and moral resources-which helped 
Levi to gain new personal strength .  Some of these Jews 
from Poland and Russia were humane even in th is most 
inhumane of places, some were twisted psychically and 
morally by their ordeals. But all had stories to tell .  All  
opened up to Levi the values of a Jewish ness he had never 
before encountered. Auschwitz became for him "a brutal 
confirmation of my condition as a Jew: a condemnation, a 
relapse, a rel iving of Biblical stories of exile and migra
tion. It was a tragic return . . .  " 

After the war, back in I taly, he heard from a friend re
ports about a Yiddish-speaking partisan unit that had 
survived the fighting in eastern Europe and somehow had 
ended up in Milan. This story, together with the stories he 
had heard in Auschwitz, seems to have lodged i tself 
deeply in h is mind, though it was not unti l  many years 
later, after publishing several other books, that he would 
come back to the Yiddish partisans. In 1 982 he publ ished 
a novel based on their experiences, with the tit le If Not 
Now, When?*-the book, in Engl ish translation, that you 
now hold in your hands. A great success in I taly, If Not 
Now, When? should be read, first of all as a tribute to those 
east European Jews who tried to offer some resistance to 
the Nazis. It is a gesture of solidari ty and, i n  a quiet way, 
identification. 

The immediate occasion for this novel, Levi has wri t
ten, was a noisy controversy-and probably a frui t less one 
to�that has been raging for several decades about the 
behavior of the Jews during the Holocaust :  

Did (the jews] really allow themselves to b e  led to the slaugh
ter without resistance? .. . In my opinion, this discussion is 
unhistorical and polluted by prejudices. As a former partisan 
and deportee, I know very well that there arc some political 
and psychological conditions in which resistance is possible, 

*Levi's title is taken from a famous passage of Rabbi I Iillel: "If 
I am not for mvself, who will be for me' If I am for mvself alone, 
what am I? If �ot now, when?'' (Sarmgs oltlu Fathm) 
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and others in which it is not. It was not my intention to enter 
the controversy. But it seemed to me to carry a sufficient nar
rative charge so that I could draw [from it] a story worthy of 
being read . .. Beyond that I warned to do homage to those 
Jews, whether few or many, who in the unequal struggle had 
found their dignity and freedom anew. 

Once l iberated from Auschwitz  in early 1945, Levi st i l l  
could not return to h is home. Because of bureaucratic 
confusion, he had to spend eight  months in  a bizarre jour
ney through Poland and Russia before finally arriving in  
Turin .  This journey would also become part of  h i s  ·'fun
damental experience," indeed, the matter of what is prob
ably h is best book. 

Back home, Levi began to make notes, and t hen a co
herent account out of his notes, about the Auschwitz expe
rience. He knew, or in the course of wri t ing learned, that 
with materials so dreadful i n  nature, so without historical 
precedent and therefore so resistant to conceptual grasp, 
the writer needs most of all to keep a strict discipl ine of 
exactitude in recal l and description. It is  his recol lect ion, 
and he must be there, i n  the remembrance, as the one who 
saw and suffered; but precisely the terribleness of h is story 
requires an austere sel f-effacement as wel l .  How difficult 
and at t imes impossible th is discipl ine can be, anyone who 
has read Holocaust memoirs and fict ions can test i fy. I t  re
quires an emot ional restraint and a steadiness of creat ive 
purpose that can seem almost indecent to demand from 
survivors. Yet i f  such memoirs are to const i tute more than 
a howl of rage or pain ,  there is no other way to write them. 

Speaking about Levi 's first book, the recol lect ion of 
Auschwitz ent itled If This Is a Man ( 1 947) ,  H .  S tuart 
Hughes finds its point of dist i nction in Levi 's "equanim
ity, punctuated by an occasional note of quiet humor. " 
That is right ,  but I would also speak about a quality in  
Levi's work that might be  cal led moral poise. I mean by 
th is an act of  complete reckoning wi th the past, i nsofar as 
t here can be a complete reckoning with such a past . I 
mean a strength of remembrance that leads Levi into de
spair and then at least part ly beyond i t ,  so that he does 
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not fl inch from anything, nei ther shame nor degradation, 
t hat actually happened at Auschwitz, yet refuses in his 
writ ing to indulge in  t hose outbursts of self-pity, some
t imes sl iding into self-aggrandizement ,  which understand
ably mar a fair number of Holocaust memoirs and 
fict ions. 

Close to t he finely woven surface of If This Is a Man 
there hover all the terrible quest ions that the Holocaust 
has forced upon us, questions about the nature of man 
and the absence of God, or, if you prefer, the fai lure of 
man and the search for God. But Levi is sufficiently 
shrewd a writer to avoid a head-on col l is ion with his 
theme--even whtJl writ ing about the Holocaust, a wri ter 
needs a l i tt le shrewdness. Perhaps later; perhaps future 
generations will be able to "make sense" of i t  al l ;  but not 
now. 

For "we became aware," as Levi writes, "that our lan
guage lacks words to express th is offense, the demolit ion of 
a man." Every wri ter of sensibi l i ty who has ventured to 
approach the Holocaust has been afflicted with th is prob
lem: "our language lacks words." If there is a solut ion i t  
l ies i n  the k ind of muted tactfulness that  Levi shows in his 
work. He recognizes that there are some th ings that can be 
said and some that cannot. Employing a prose of refined 
simplicity, he seldom presses for large "meanings" or a 
rhetoric of "transcendence,' '  since he knows how treacher
ous these can be, how sadly they can betray the l imits of 
our thought and imaginat ion when we try to confront the 
Holocaust. 

I would cite here a passage from T. S.  Eliot : ''Great sim
plicity is only won by an intense moment or by years of 
intell igent effort , or both .  I t  represents one of the most ar
duous conquests of t he human spiri t :  t he triumph of feel
ing and thought over the natural sins of language. " 

Exactly what Eliot meant by that astounding phrase, 
"the natural sins of language,'' I cannot say with assur

ance, but that i t  applies to a fair port ion of Holocaust 

writ ing, both memoir and fict ion, strikes me as t rue. :\ 
"natural sin" of such wri t ing can be a mistaken etrort-
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sincere or grandiose-to whip language into doing more 
than it can possibly do, more than thought and i magina
t ion and prayer can do. Or it may signify our inclinat ion 
to grow wanton over our deepest griefs, learning comfort
ably to exploit them. Or, worst of all, to employ the Holo
caust as ''evidence" for ready-made ideological and 
pietistic doctrines. To warn against "the natural sins of 
language" in Holocaust wri t ings is to say that writers 
must curb, resist , even deny some part of their spontane
ous outcry. Not everything that "comes ?Ut" of the heart 
is true or good; i t  must be sifted and tempered. Our lan
guage lacks words to express th is offense, "the demoli t ion 
of a man,"  and the words we do have-so badly abused 
and degraded in public declamation--<:an easily betray. 

One reason we are tempted to succumb to such "natu
ral sins" is that  anyone th inking or wri t ing about the Hol
ocaust must finally come up against a wall of blank 
incomprehension: how could it be? If  we fal l  back on in
tel lectual shorthand, we cal l  th is the problem of radical 
evil, a phrase that strongly impl ies the impossibi l i ty of 
coping with the problem. Finally, we cannot "under
stand" the Holocaust , we can only l ive with i t ,  in a state of 
numb agitat ion. And it is Levi's tacit acceptance of this 
view that makes h im so fine a writer. A feeling of guilt ,  he 
remarks, suffuses modern consciousness, gui lt that such a 
crime as the Holocaust "should have been introduced i r
revocably into the world. " The key word here is irrevocably, 
with its implication that after the Holocaust human con
sciousness cannot quite be the same as i t  was before. But 
exactly what th is might mean, exact ly how consciousness 
might be transformed , it is extremely hard to say. Nor 
does Levi try to. "It is foolish , "  he writes, "to think that 
human just ice can eradicate" the crimes of Auschwitz. 
Foolish, also, to th ink that any theorizing can find a point 
either of rest o r  satisfaction in t rying to grasp i t .  With 
some subjects writers need a pledge of stringent omission. 

Toward those, however, with whom he shared suffering 
and death, Levi is invariably generous. He writes not so 
much to record the horrors, though there is no shortage of 
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them in If This Is a Man, but to salvage memories of 
human beings refusing, if only through helpless symbolic 
gestures, to cease being human.  There is a stirring passage 
in If This Is a Man: Levi recalls a day when he and a few 
other prisoners were put to work scraping an underground 
gasoline tank. They worked in almost total darkness, and 
the work was very hard. Then, from some inner fold of 
memory, Levi began tel l ing young French prisoners about 
Dante's great poem, reci t ing the l ines 

Think of your breed; for brutish ignorance 
Your mettle was not made; you were made men 
To follow after ltnowledge and excellence. 

Coming "like the blast of a trumpet,  l ike the voice of 
God," these l ines flood the hearts of the prisoners, so that 
"for a moment I forget who I am and where I am" and the 
wretched might suppose they are st i l l  human beings. 

Quietly, without any overbearing pressure, Levi tells of 
another incident ,  also concerning human salvage. A week 
after arriving in the camp, Levi grew demoralized and 
began to neglect h imself and his body. A prisoner named 
Steinlauf sternly 

administers me a complete lesson .... This was the sense, not 
forgotten then or later: that precisely because the Lager was a 
great machine to reduce us to beasts, we must not become 
beasts ... and that to survive we must force ourselves to save 
at least the skeleton, the scaffolding, the form of civiliza
tion .... 

A few weeks later Steinlauf was swept away in one of 
the "selections" of "the great machine . "  Levi clung to his 
words. 

If one can detect traces of a "Jewish" spirit or tone in 
Levi's first book, then the next one, published in Italy 
in 1 963 and as The Reawakening in the Uni ted States,* 

*In England, published as The Truce. 
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seems rather more "Italian . "  Someth ing of what we like to 
suppose as essentially Italian-a gaiety of voice, a fine free 
pleasure in the things of this world-breaks through in 
The Reawakening, even as its figures st i l l  bear the st igmata 
of the camps. The book, a memoir of Levi 's wanderings 
through eastern Europe after being released from Ausch
witz, moves with a strong, even lyrical ,  narrat ive thrust. It 
is fi l led with vibrant sketches of former prisoners and stray 
soldiers, most ly young, who marvel at their own survival . 
In their rags and amid hunger, t hey arc overwhelmed 
with a gui l ty joy at being free to savor the commonplace 
sensations of existence. The book itself also radiates that 
gui l ty joy, as i ts narrator yields to the pleasure of being 
able to smile at misadventures that still carry pain but, in 
represent ing a return to the realm of the human, can be 
endured, even accepted. 

Wandering across Poland and Russia, Levi and his 
companions enact a curious version of picaresque adven
ture. Outwardly, along the skin of narrat ive, The Reawa
kening appears to follow the tradit ional pattern of 
picaresque: a series of more-or-less comic episodes loosely 
strung together with a cent ral narrator-observer who docs 
not so much act on his  own as ' 'receive" t he actions of 
others. But in basic spirit the book is antipicaresque. 
Between the external form of the narrat ive and its in
ncr vibrations of memory there is a strong nervous ten
sion--quite as between the first hesitant taste of freedom 
and the overpowering image of the camps. To sustain th is 
tension throughout the narrative is a remarkable feat of 
literary craft . 

Levi has a special gift for the vignette, and in this  book 
it reaches an easy fruit ion. He moves from figure to figure, 
each of whom enacts a sort of ri tual return to l i fe by 
yielding to the del ights of free sensat ion, even the sensa
tion of that bewilderment and pain that is one's own, not 
imposed. For Cesare, a young roughneck from Trastevere, 
the plebeian neighborhood of Rome, th is means using all 
the trich of street huckstering that he remembers, as he 
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now charms and swindles the residents of a ruined Polish 
city: 

The art of the charlatan is not so widespread as I thought: the 
Polish public seemed to be unaware of it, and was fascinated. 
Moreover, Cesare was also a first-class mimic; he waved the 
shirt [which he wanted to sell] in the sun, holding it tightly 
by the collar (under the collar there was a hole but Cesare 
held the shirt in his hand at the very place of the hole), and 
he declaimed its praises with torrential eloquence, with new 
and senseless additional digressions, suddenly addressing one 
or another member of the public with obscene nicknames 
which he invented on the spot. He stopped abruptly (he 
knew by instint.t the oratorical value of pauses), kissed the 
shirt with affection and then began again, with a resolute yet 
desolate voice, as if it tore his heart to part with it, and he was 
only doing it for love of his neighbor: "'You, Big Belly," he 
said, "how much will you give me for this little koslwola of 
mine?" 

A darker note is struck toward the end of The Reawaken
ing, as i f  the narrator, once separated from the compan
ions of his journey, must again be overcome by the pain of 
his memories : 

I reached Turin on 19 October [1945] . . . .  My house was still 
standing, all my family was alive, no one was expecting me. I 
was swollen, bearded and in rags, and had difficulty in mak
ing myself recognized. I found my friends full of life, the 
warmth of secure meals, the solidity of daily work . . .  I found 
a large clean bed, which in the evening (a moment of terror) 
yielded softly under my weight. Bu: only after many months 
did I lose the habit of walking with my glance fixed to the 
ground, as if searching for something to eat or to pocket hast
ily or to sell for bread; and a dream full of horror has still not 
ceased to visit me, at sometimes frequent, sometimes longer 
intervals. 

Soon after The Reawakening appeared in Engl ish trans
lation, a Brit ish critic, John Gross, wrote some thoughtfu l  
comments upon reading i t :  
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\Ve are all predisposed to praise books by concentration 
camp survivors; and indeed no record of that most terrible of 
experiences can be without value. Under the circumstances, 
it usually seems tactless to raise questions of literary merit. . . .  
Yet the sad fact is that the quality of the writing does 
count, however harrowing the subject, and that much of 
[Holocaust] literature . .. is effective only at the level of 
poignant documentary. To have been a witness, and a survi
vor, and a born writer was a rare combination. 

Now, on the face of it Gross is surely right :  "the qual ity 
of the wri t ing does count ."  Yet even whi le nodding agree
ment ,  we are l ikely to not ice within ourselves a decided 
inner resistance. Before so intolerable a subject, may not 
the whole apparatus of l i terary criticism, with all i ts  nice 
discriminations and categories, seem incongruous, even 
trivial? A Yiddish poet,  Aron Tsait l in ,  wrote shortly after 
the Holocaust, "The Almighty H i mself . . .  would main
tain a deep silence. For even an outcry is now a lie, even 
tears are mere l iterature ,  even prayers are false ." In this  
context the phrase mere literature seems crushing. Yet we 
also know that it has proved i mpossible for most wri ters to 
remain silent. Nor did Tsait l in h imself, even as he ex
coriated h is need to "cry out ." 

I am inclined to think that there is no easy answer, per
haps no answer at all ,  to th is problem. The more sensi t ive 
writers on Holocaust themes have apparently fel t  that 
their subject cannot be met full face or head-on.  Before 
the unspeakable, a muteness, a numbed refusal, comes 
upon one. If approached at all ,  the Holocaust must be 
taken on a tangent ,  with extreme wariness, through 
oblique symbols, strategies of i ndirection, and circui tous 
narratives. Yet the irony is this: no sooner do we speak 
about ways of approaching this subject than we return to 
a fundamental concern of l i terary cri t icism , thereby per
haps acknowledging that John Gross was right ,  after all ,  
in what he wrote about Levi's work. 

Several of Levi's books, including some col lections of 
short stories, have not been translated into Engl ish, and 
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one can only hope they soon wil l  be. Here I need only add 
a few words about If Not Now, When?, a book that presents 
no major impediments to a direct encounter. 

If Not Now, When? is a curious work of fiction. Levi 
stakes everything on his capacity to imagine experiences 
that by t heir very nature must be alien to him. And it is 
because these experiences-the ordeals of the east Euro
pean Jews-arc not known to him firsthand that he 
chooses to take the risk of rendering them. Since he has 
had "to reconstruct an era, a scenario, and a language 
[Yiddish]" which he "knew only spottily" the result can
not quite have the sensuous immediacy and abundance of 
many episodes in,_The Reawakening. 

Yet i t 's in If Not Now, When? that certain of Levi's 
strongest l iterary gifts reach fu l l  play. All along he had 
shown a large and "natural" gift for narrative movement ,  
al though his early books, by their  very nature, could not 
bring that gift to ful l  development .  But If Not Now, When? 
speeds along with an accumulating energy, even suspense, 
its t reatment of the struggle undertaken by the powerless 
Jewish partisans resembling somewhat an adventure 
story. True, a strange kind of adventure, with pitiful ly few 
possibilit ies for external act ion. I t 's rather an adventure in 
which a few desperate acts and small deeds must be taken 
as tokens of a large spiritual intent ion. What these parti
sans do has l i tt le military significance, it is closer to ges
ture than achievement ;  but through their raids and 
escapades they are t rying to establish that a pacific people 
can master the use of arms without ,  perhaps, abandoning 
its deep repugnance at having to take up arms. These ill
t rained fighters making themselves learn how to kil l  retain 
the hope that they may avoid becoming killers. 

Qui te the strongest part of the novel is, I think, t he one 
in which two stragglers, Mendel and Leon id, :;tu mble 
upon the "republic of the marshes," an encampment of 

Jews who have fled t he Nazi terror of the cit ies and are 
now huddling together in a precarious comm unity .  Lc\·i's 
evocation of l ife in this l i ttle oasis is simply bril l ian t ,  start
ing with his physical description of the place and pro-
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ceeding to sharply etched portrayals of the figures who 
have here found a moment or two of rest .  This l i t t le sett le
ment comes to seem emblematic of t he Jewish situation 
during these years-a moment of breath before asphyxia
t ion, a wish to hold together even t hough everyone knows 
this to be impossible. It is l ike t he soul 's last cry for air and 
sun. 

Later, the novel changes course, and Levi presents an 
often fierce and excit ing story of partisan act ivi t ies: their 
relat ions with Russian and Polish guerri l la fighters, their 
occasional encounters with the Germans, and their inner 
crises and transformations. Reading this port ion of Levi's 
book, I found myself responding to i t  less as a depiction of 
events supposedly happening than as an effort by this 
writer from Turin to t hrust h imself in to the situat ion of 
the cast European Jews, indeed,  to become one with them. 
It's as i f  the novel here turned into a kind of exemplary 
fable, a s tory mediated through the desires of a writer who 
has yielded h imself utterly to unseen brothers and sisters 
in martyrdom. 

And I fel t  about Primo Levi : he is a friend, th is writer 
who creates for us a miniature universe of moral striving 
and reflect iveness, fi l tered through ordeals of memory, 
reinforced by resources of imagination. I kept hearing the 
voice of a man struggl ing to retrieve the sense of what i t  
means in the twent ieth century to be, or become, a mensh. 
How would you say that in Ital ian? 

Irving Howe 
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"I n my village there weren't many clocks. One 
on the church steeple, but it had stopped years and years 
ago, maybe during the Revolut ion. I never saw it working, 
and my father said he hadn't either. Not even the bell 
ringer had a clock." 

"So how was he able to ring the bells at the right t ime?" 
"He wou ld l isten to the t ime on the radio, and he wou ld 

judge by t he sun and the moon. For that mat ter, he didn 't  
r ing every hour, only the important ones. Two years be
fore the war began, the bell rope broke. It snapped ncar 
the top; the stairs were rotten; the bell ringer was an old 
man, and he was afraid to climb up there and put in a 
new rope. So after that he announced the t ime by shoot
ing a hunting ri fle into the air; one shot, or two or t hrce or 
four. That went on t i l l  the Germans came. They took h i s  
gun away from him,  and the vil lage was left without am· 

time." 
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"Did he shoot the gun at night, too, th is bell ringer of 
yours?" 

"No, but he hadn't rung the bells at nigh t ,  e i ther. 
Everybody slept at night, so there was no need to l isten to 
the hours. The only one who really cared was the rabbi :  he 
had to know the correct t ime so he could tell when the 
Sabbath began and ended. But he didn't need the bells: 
he had a grandfather clock and an alarm clock. When 
they agreed, he would be in  a good humor. When t hey 
didn't agree, you could tell right away, because he would 
turn quarrelsome and h i t  the children's fingers with h is 
ruler. When I was older, he called me to make the two 
clocks run together. Yes, I was a watchmender, with a cer
t ificate and all .  That 's why the recru it ing office people put 
me in the art i l lery. I had just the right chest measurement ,  
not  an extra cent imeter. At home, I had my workshop: 
smal l ,  but fully equipped. I didn't mend just clocks and 
watches; I was good at fixing almost anyth ing, even radios 
and t ractors, provided nothing too serious was wrong with 
them. I was the kolkhoz mechanic, and I l iked my job. I 
wou ld fix clocks privately, in my spare t ime. There 
weren't very many; but everybody had a shotgun,  and I 
could fix guns, too. If you want to know the name of the 
village, the name is Strelka, l ike God knows how many 
other vil lages. Was Strelka, I should say, because that one 
doesn't exist any more. Half the vil lagers are scattered 
through the countryside and the forest ,  and the other half 
are in a pit ,  and they're not crowded, because a lot of vil
lagers had already died before. In a pit ,  yes; and they had 
to dig i t  themselves, the Jews of Strelka. But there are 
Christians in  the pit as wel l ,  and now t here isn 't  much dif
ference between the two any more. And I must tell you 
that the man here speaking to you, me, Mendel t he 
watchmender, who repaired the kolkhoz tractors, had a 
wife and she's in  the pit ,  too; and I consider myself lucky 
that we didn't have any children. I must tell you also that, 
t ime and again, I used to curse the vil lage that's gone 
now, because it was a vi l lage of ducks and goats, and there 
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was the church and t he synagogue, but there was no 
movie t heater; and when I think of it now it seems l ike the 
garden of Eden, and I'd cut off a hand i f  that would make 
time run backwards and everything could be the way i t  
was before. "  

Leonid l istened, not daring t o  interrupt . H e  had taken 
off his boots and unwound the rags from his feet, and had 
put boots and rags in the sun to dry. He rolled two ciga
rettes, one for himself and one for Mendel, then he dug 
t he matches from his pocket,  but t hey were damp, and he 
had to strike three before the fourth one caught .  Mendel 
observed h im calmly: he was of medium height ,  h is l imbs 
more wiry than �turdy; he had straight black hair, a 
tanned oval face, not unpleasant t hough smudged with 
beard, a short, straight nose, and a pair of intense dark 
eyes, slightly protruding, from which Mendel could not 
remove h is gaze. Uneasy, staring, then shift ing, those eyes 
were filled with demand. A creditor's eyes, Mendel 
t hought ,  or the eyes of a man who feels he's owed some
thing. But who doesn't feel owed someth ing? 

Mendel asked h im,· "What made you stop here, specifi
cally?" 

"Just chance. I saw a barn. And then because of your 
face." 

"What makes my face any different from others?" 
"That's i t :  there's noth ing different about i t . "  The boy 

ventured an embarrassed laugh. "It 's a face l ike lots of 
others; i t  inspires trust . You 're not a Muscovite, but i f  you 
were to walk around Moscow, foreigners would stop you 
and ask direct ions." 

"And t hey'd be making a big mistake. If I were all that 
good at finding my way, I wouldn't have stayed here. 
Mind you, I can't offer you much, for your belly or for 
your morale. My name's Mendel ,  and Mendel is short for 
Menachem, which means 'consoler,' but I 've never con
soled anybody." 

They smoked for a few minutes in si lence. Mendel had 
taken a knife from his pocket, picked up a bowl from the 
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ground. He spat on i t  at intervals, and sharpened the 
blade against i t .  From t ime to t ime he checked the edge, 
test ing it with his thumbnai l .  When he was satisfied, he 
began to cut his other nails, handling the knife as if it were 
a saw. When he had pared al l ten, Leonid offered h im an
other cigarette. Mendel refused. 

"No, thanks. I shouldn't smoke, really; but when I find 
tobacco, I smoke. What can a man do, when he's forced to 
l ive l ike a wolf?" 

"Why shouldn't you smoke?" 
"Because of my lungs. Or my bronchia, I can 't say. As i f  

smoking o r  not smoking mattered any when the whole 
world is collapsing around you . Sure, give me that ciga
rette. I 've been here since autumn, and th is  is maybe the 
third t ime I 've had anything to smoke. There's a vil lage, 
four ki lometers from here: i t 's cal led Valuets. I t 's sur
rounded by woods, and t he peasants are good people; but 
they don't have any tobacco, and not even any sal t .  For a 
hundred grams of sal t ,  they'll give you a dozen eggs, or a 
whole chicken." 

Leonid was silent for a few moments, as i f  making up 
his mind, then he stood up and, barefoot as he was, went 
into the barn, came out with his knapsack and started 
rummaging inside i t .  " Here," he then said curtly, showing 
Mendel two packets of coarse sal t .  "Twenty chickens, if 
you're right about the price." 

Mendel held out his hand, grabbed the packets, and 
weighed them on his palm, with an approving look. 
"Where does th is come from?" 

"From far away. When i t  was summer, and the army
issue bel lyband was no use to me any more-that 's where 
th is comes from. Trade never dies, not even where grass 
and human beings die. There are places where t hey have 
sal t ,  others where they have tobacco, and others where 
they don 't have anything. I come from far away, too. For 
six months I 've been l iving from day to day, and walking 
without knowing where I want to go; I walk to keep walk
ing. I walk because I'm walking." 
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"So you come from Moscow?" Mendel asked. 
"I come from Moscow and a hundred other places. I 

come from a school, where I learned to be a bookkeeper, 
and then promptly forgot it al l .  I come from the Lu
byanka, because when I was sixteen I stole, and they 
locked me up for eight months. It was a watch I stole, so 
you see we're practically colleagues. I come from Vladi
mir, from the paratroop school, because when you're a 
bookkeeper they send you to be a paratrooper. I come 
from Laptevo, near Smolensk, where they parachuted me 
into the midst of the Germans. And I come from the Lager 
of Smolensk, because I escaped. I escaped in January, and 
since then I've done noth ing but walk. Forgive me, col
league, but I'm t ired, my feet hurt, I 'm hot, and I 'd l ike to 
sleep. But first I'd l ike to know where we are ."  

"I  to ld you :  we're near Valuets: i t 's a vi llage three days' 
walk from Bryansk. A quiet place. The rai lroad's thirty 
kilometers away, the woods are thick, and the roads arc 
ful l  of mud, or dust, or snow, according to the season. The 
Germans don't l ike places l ike th is; t hey only turn up to 
confiscate the l ivestock, and not all that often. Come, we' l l  
go bathe." 

Leonid stood up and started to put his boots back on, 
but Mendel stopped him. "No, not at the river. You have 
to be careful ;  and for t hat matter, i t 's far off. Here, behind 
the barn." He showed Leonid the lit t le installation: a 
plank booth, a corrugated metal tank on the roof, where 
the water warmed in  t he sun, a l i tt le stove for the winter, 
made of fire-hardened clay. There was even a showerhead, 
which Mendel had made by jabbing holes in a tomato 
can, connect ing it then with t he tank by a length of metal 
pipe. "All made with my own hands. Didn't cost a ruble, 
and with no help from anybody." 

"Do the people in  the vil lage know you're here?" 
"They know, and they don't know. I go to the vil lage as 

l it tle as possible, and each t ime I arrive there from a dif
ferent direction. I fix t heir machines, keep my mouth shut, 
accept payment in bread and eggs, and I leave. I l eave at  
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night;  I don't th ink anyone's ever fol lowed me. Go ahead, 
strip. I don't have any soap, not at present anyway: you 
have to make do with ashes. In that jar there, mixed wi th  
sand from the river. I t 's better than noth ing, and t hey say 
it kills l ice better than the medicated soap t hey give you in 
the army. By the way-" 

"No, I don 't have any. Don't worry. For months now 
I've been traveling alone. " 

"Go ahead and undress and give me your shirt .  No need 
to take offense. You may well have slept in some haystack 
or barn, and t hey're a patient race: they know how to 
wait .  Like us, in other words, making all proper dist inc
t ion between man and lol.lse. " 

Mendel examined the shirt with an expert eye , seam by 
seam. "Yes, i t 's kosher: no two ways about that .  I would 
have welcomed you all t he same; but without l ice, I wel
come you more gladly. You take the first shower. I had 
one th is morning already." 

He took a closer look at h is guest 's t h in body. "How 
come you 're not circumcised?" 

Leonid avoided the quest ion : "And how did you catch 
on that I'm a Jew, too?" 

"A dozen rivers can't wash away the Yiddish accent , "  
Mendel said, quot ing. " In  any case: welcome. Because I'm 
tired of being alone. Stay on, if you l ike: even if you are a 
Muscovite and are educated and have run off from God 
knows where and once stole a watch and don't want to tell 
me your story. You're my guest .  I t 's lucky you found me. I 
shou ld have made four doors for my house, too: one for 
each wal l ,  the way Abraham did." 

"Why four doors?" 
"So wayfarers wouldn't have trouble finding the en

t rance." 
"Where did you learn these stories?" 
"That's in the Talmud or somewhere m t he Midra

shim." 
"So you're educated, too ! You see?" 
"When I was l i t t le, I studied with that rabbi I men-
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t ioned. But now he's in the pit ,  too, and I 've forgotten al
most everything. I remember only the proverbs and the 
fai ry tales." 

Leonid was si lent a moment ,  then said: "I didn't say I 
don't want to tell you my story. I only said I 'm tired and 
sleepy."  He yawned and went towards the shower stall . 

At four in the morning i t  was already day, but the two 
men didn't wake for another two or three hours. During 
the night the sky had clouded over, and i t  was drizzl ing; 
from the west came long gusts of wind, l ike waves of the 
sea, heralded from the distance by the rustle of leaves and 
the creak of bouglfs. The men rose fresh and rested. Men
del didn't have much left to h ide: 

"Sure, I 'm missing, too, a straggler, but not a deserter. 
Missing since July of 'forty-two. One of the hundred 
thousand, two hundred thousand missing. Is there any
thing to be ashamed of, in being missing? And can the 
missing perhaps be counted? If they could, they wouldn't 
be missing. You count the l iving and the dead: the missing 
are neither alive nor dead, and they can't be counted. 
They're l ike ghosts. 

"I  don't know if they teach you paratroopers how to 
jump. Us, they taught everything: al l the big guns and all 
the l ittle guns of the Red Army, first with drawings and 
photographs, and it was l ike being back in school, and 
then from l ife: some of those monsters were real ly scary. 
Well ,  when they sent me to the front with my company, 
everything was different, and you couldn't understand 
any of i t .  No two pieces were the same. There were some 
Russian pieces from the First \Vorld War, some German 
and Austrian ones, even some that came from Turkey; 
and you can imagine the confusion they all caused when it 
came to ammunition. I t  was exactly a year ago: my gun 
was set up in the hi l ls, halfway between Kursk and Khar
kov. I was the crew chief, even i fi was a jew and a watch
mender; and the piece didn't come from the First \Vorld 
War, but the second; and it wasn 't Russian, but German. 
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Yes, i t  was a Nazi one-fifty-twenty-seven that had been 
left behind there, God knows why, maybe because it had 
broken down, since October of 'forty-one, when t he Ger
mans made their big advance. A thing l ike t hat, you 
know, once i t 's in place, i t 's hard to move. They assigned 
me to it at t he last moment ,  when t he ground had already 
started shaking, on all s ides, and the smoke hid t he sun, 
and i t  took courage not only to shoot straight but just to 
stay t here. And how can you shoot straight i f  nobody gives 
you the firing data, and you can't ask anybody because 
the telephone's out ,  and anyway who would you ask, s ince 
everything's chaos again,  and the sky is so black you can't 
tell i f  i t 's day or night anymore, and t he eart h  is blowing 
up all around, and you feel l ike a landslide's about to bury 
you, but nobody tel ls you where i t ' l l come from,  and then 
you don't even know what d irection to run off in? 

"'The three crew members ran off, and maybe t hey were 
right, I couldn't say, because that was the last I saw of 
them. Not me. Not t hat I wanted to be taken prisoner, but 
our rule is that an art i l leryman mustn 't leave h is piece to 
the enemy. So instead of running away, I stayed in my 
position, t rying to figure out t he best way to sabotage t hat 
piece. Of course, wrecking a th ing is easier than mending 
i t ,  but to wreck a cannon so i t  can never be fixed again 
takes intell igence because each piece has its weak point. In 
other words, the idea of running away didn " t  appeal to 
me. Not that I'm a hero, i t  never crossed my mind to be a 
hero, but you know how it is : a Jew in t he midst of the 
Russians has to be twice as brave as t hey are, otherwise 
they immediately say he's a coward. And I was th inking 
t hat if  I didn't manage to sabotage t he piece the Germans 
would turn it  around again and fire on us with i t .  

''Luckily they sett led t he question themselves. While I 
was fiddling with i t ,  my head full of sabotage and my legs 
eager to carry me away, a German grenade landed, stuck 
in t he soft earth just under the mount ,  and exploded. The 
piece gave a jump, then fell on its side, and I don't t hink 
anybody wil l  ever set i t  upright again.  I also think t hat i t  
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was the piece that actually saved my skin, because it 
shielded me from all the grenade fragments. Just one, I 
don't know how, grazed me here-you see?---on the fore
head and scalp. The wound bled a lot, but I didn't faint ,  
and afterwards it healed on its own .  

"Then I started walking-" 
"In what direction?" Leonid interrupted. 
Irri tated, Mendel replied: "What do you mean, what di

rection? I tried to catch up with our men. And you're not 
a court-martial ,  you know. I told you : the sky was all 
black with smoke, and there was no way of gett ing your 
bearings. And war, most of all ,  is a big confusion, on the 
field and in people's heads: half the time you can 't even 
figure out who's won and who's lost. The generals decide 
that afterwards, and the people who write h istory books. 
That's how it was, all confused, and I was confused, too; 
the shel l ing continued, night came. I was half deaf and 
covered with blood, and I thought my wound was more 
serious than it really was. 

"I started walking, and I thought I was going in the 
right direction, namely away from the front and towards 
our rear l ines. In fact, as I walked on, the racket gradually 
lessened. I walked all night. At first I saw other soldiers 
walking, then nobody. Every now and then I would hear 
the whistle of a grenade coming, and I would flatten on 
the ground, in a furrow, behind a rock. At the front you 
learn fast, you spot a furrow where a civil ian would sec 
only a field flat as a frozen lake. The sun was beginning to 
rise, and I heard a new sound growing, and the earth 
began to shake again. I couldn't figure out what it was: it 
was a vibration, a steady rumble. I looked around for a 
place to h ide, but there were only mown fields or until led 
land, without a hedge, without a wal l. And instead of 
shelter I saw a thing I had never seen, though I'd been in 
the war for a year. Parallel to where I was walking there 
was a railroad-! hadn't noticed it before-and on t he 
track, what seemed at first a line of barges was moving 
along, l ike on rivers. Then I realized I had taken the 
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wrong direction; I was on the German side, and that was a 
German armored train. It was heading for the front, and 
instead of a line of cars, it looked to me like a line of 
mountains; and this wil l  seem strange to you, or stupid, or 
even a blasphemy, because I don't know how you feel 
about these things, but I was reminded of the b lessing 
my grandfather used to say when he heard thunder, 'thy 
strength and thy might fill the world . '  Eh, these things 
arc beyond understanding: because the Germans made 
that armored train, but God made the Germans: and why 
did he make them? Or why did he allow Satan to make 
them? For our sins? And what i f  a man doesn't have any 
sins? Or a woman? And what sins did my wife have? Or 
must a woman l ike my wife die perhaps and l ie in a pit 
with a hundred other women, and with chi ldren , for the 
sins of somebody else, maybe for the sins of the very same 
Germans who machine-gunned them at the edge of the 
pit? 

"I'm sorry. I got carried away. But, you see, it's almost a 
year that I 've been brooding on these things, and I can't 
make sense of them. It's almost a year since I spoke with a 
human being, because it's best for a straggler not to talk: 
he can talk only with another straggler. " 

It had stopped drizzling, and a faint aroma of mush
rooms and moss rose from the unsown earth. The music of 
peace could be heard in the raindrops fal l ing from leaf to 
leaf and from the leaves to the ground, as if there were no 
war, as if the war had never been. All of a sudden, over the 
music of the raindrops, a different sound was heard: a 
human voice, a sweet, chi ldish voice, the voice of a l ittle 
girl singing. They hid behind a bush, and saw her: she was 
lazily driving a l ittle herd of goats ahead of her, she was 
thin and barefoot, bundled in an army tunic that came 
down to her knees. She had a kerchief tied under her chin, 
and her l ittle face was wan and fine, tanned by the sun. 
She sang sadly, in the artificial , nasal tone peasants have, 
and she was coming idly towards them, not guiding her 
goats, but following them. 



The two soldiers exchanged a look: there was no choice, 
they couldn't leave their hiding place without the girl 's 
seeing t hem; and she would see them anyway, because she 
was coming straight towards them. Mendel stood up and 
Leonid imitated him; the girl stopped short , more dumb
founded than frightened, then she started running, passed 
her goats, collected them, and pushed them back towards 
the vil lage. She hadn't said a word. 

Mendel was si lent for an instant or two. ''That's it. No 
choice. That's what living like wolves means. Too bad i t  
had to happen when you've just  come. But i t 's worse now, 
because there are two of us. For months i t  didn't happen . 
Then comes a l i t tk: girl, and that 's that. Maybe she was 
frightened, seeing us, though we're no danger for her. But 
she's a danger for us, because she's a child and she'l l  talk. 
And if  we threatened her and told her to keep quiet, she'd 
talk all the more. She'll talk and say she saw us, and the 
Germans of the garrison will come looking for us: in an 
hour, or a day, or in ten days. But they'll come. And if the 
Germans don't come, or before the Germans come, the 
peasants will come, or bandits. Too bad, colleague. You 
arrived at the wrong moment .  Here, lend me a hand. 
We're moving. I'm sorry about leaving everything I fixed 
here. I t 's all to do over again, from the beginning. Thank 
God it 's summer." 

I t  wasn't a great move; al l  of Mendel's belongings, in
cluding his food suppl ies, could fit nicely into his army 
knapsack. But when the baggage was ready, Leonid re
al ized that Mendel was hesitating before setting out .  He 
seemed to dawdle, as if torn between two choices. 

"What's wrong? Have you forgotten something:'" 
Mendel didn't answer: he had sat down on a log and 

was scratching his head. Then he stood up, decisi\'ely. 
slipped his short entrenching tool from his pack. and said 
to Leonid: "Come with me. No, we'll leave the packs here: 
they're heavy. We'll collect t hem afterwards." 

They went into the woods, first along a wel l -marked 
path, then into the thickets. Mendel seemed to get his 
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bearings from signs known only to h im,  and he spoke as he 
walked, without turning around, without making sure 
whether or not Leonid was fol lowing h im or l is tening to 
him.  

"You see, having no choice is an advantage. I have no 
choice: I have to trust you. And anyway I 'm fed up with 
living alone. I 've told  you my story, and you don't want to 
tell me yours. No matter, you must have your own good 
reasons. You escaped from a Lager: I can understand why 
you don't feel l ike talki ng. For the Germans you're an 
escaped prisoner, in addition to being a Russian and a 
Jew. For the Russians you're a deserter, and you're also 
suspect , you could be a spy. Maybe you are. You don 't 
have a spy's face, but if all spies did, they wouldn't be able 
to be spies any more. I don't have any choice. I have to 
trust you, so I must tel l  you :  over there you see a big oak 
tree, the farthest one, and beside the oak there's a birch 
that's been hollowed out by l ightning, and among the 
roots of the birch there's a submachine gun and a pistol .  
It's no miracle: I put them there myself. A soldier who lets 
h imself be disarmed is a coward, but a soldier who carries 
arms on him behind the German l ines is a fool .  Here we 
are: you dig, you're younger. And excuse me for saying 
'coward,' it wasn't intended for you: I understand, all 
right, what it  means to land with a parachute behind the 
enemy l ines." 

Leonid dug in silence for a few minutes and the weap
ons emerged, wrapped in some oil-soaked tent cloth . 

"Shal l we wait here until nightfall?" Leonid asked. 
"Better not. Otherwise there's a risk somebody will 

come and take our packs." 
They went back to the barn and Mendel dismantled 

the gun so it would fit into the knapsack. They waited for 
night, sleeping. Then they set out, heading west . 

After three hours' walking, t hey stopped for a break. 
"Tired, eh, Muscovite?" Mendel asked. Leonid denied 

this, but without convict ion . 
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"It's not that I ' m  tired . I ' m  just not used to your pace. 
On our training course, we went on marches, and they 
also explained to us how to survive in the woods, how you 
tell directions, the moss on the tree trunks, the polestar, 
and how to dig a h ideout. But it was all theory, the in
structors were Muscovites themselves. And I'm not used to 
walking away from roads. "  

"Well, you 'll learn here. I wasn't born in the midst of 
the woods, either; but I learned. The only wood in the his
tory of Israel is the Earthly Paradise, and you know how 
that ended up. Then nothing for another six thousand 
years. Ah yes, when a war's on, everything's different, we 
have to resign our�lves to being different, too, and maybe 
it won't do us any harm. In the summer, the wood is a 
friend, too; it has leaves to h ide you, and it even provides 
you with something to cat." 

They resumed their way, sti l l  heading west. It  was Mos
cow's order, which they both knew: stragglers caught be
hind the enemy line must avoid capture, penetrating the 
territory occupied by the Germans and remaining hidden. 
The two walked for a long time, first in the faint glow of 
the stars, and after midnight, by the moon. The ground 
was firm and, at the same t ime, soft; it didn't echo their 
footsteps, and didn't h inder their progress. The wind had 
dropped, not a leaf stirred; and the silence was total ,  bro
ken only at intervals by a rustle of wings or the sad cry of 
some distant nocturnal bird. Towards dawn the air be
came cool,  steeped in the damp respiration of the sleeping 
forest. They forded two streams, crossed a third thanks to 
a providential and inexpl icable little footbridge: through
out the whole night it was the only human sign they came 
upon. 

They found another as soon as day broke. A milky fog 
had risen, low, almost st icky: in some places it barely came 
to their knees, but it was so dense that it hid the terrain, 
and the two men felt as if they were wading through a 
swamp. Elsewhere, it was over their heads and impeded 
their orientation. Leonid stumbled over a fallen branch: 
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he picked it up and was amazed to see it had been 
chopped off neat ly, as if by a hatchet blow. A l it t le later 
they realized that the ground was covered with shreds of 
bark and bits of leaves and wood: above their heads, the 
forest seemed bru tally pruned, boughs and treetops be
headed as if by the sweep of a gigantic scythe. The farther 
they advanced, t he closer the level of t he pruning came to 
the ground; they saw saplings lopped off at half their 
heigh t ,  metal shards and wreckage, and then it: the beast 
come from the sky. It was a German fighter-bomber, a 
twin-engine Heinkel, lying on one side in the midst of t he 
tortured t rees. It had lost i ts wings, but not its landing 
gear; and the blades of the two propellers were bent and 
twisted as if they were made of wax. On the rudder was 
painted the swastika, proud and horrible, and beside i t ,  
one below the other, eigh t  stencilled forms that Leonid 
could easily interpret :  three French pursuit planes, a Brit
ish reconnaissance plane, and four Soviet troop carriers: 
the adversaries the German had shot down before crash
ing h imself. The crash must have occurred several months 
previously, because grass had already begun to grow in 
the furrows he had plowed in t he dirt ,  and t he underbrush 
was sprout ing again. 

"Our lucky star," Mendel said. "What could make a 
bet ter camp? For a few days at least .  Before, it was master 
of the sky, and now we're its masters ."  It wasn't hard to 
force open the door of the fuselage; the two men climbed 
in and, with lighthearted curiosity, devoted themselves to 
taking inventory. There was a felt toy dog, greasy and 
l imp, to which someone had applied a l i t t le col lar of dark 
fur: a mascot , which obviously hadn't worked. A l i tt le 
bunch of fake flowers. Four or five snapshots, the usual 
snapshots soldiers of every country carry on them: a man 
and a woman in a park, a man and a woman at a village 
fair. A l i t t le German-Russian dict ionary. " I  wonder why 
he took it  along on a flight ,"  Mendel said. 

"Maybe he foresaw what was going to happen to him," 
Leonid answered. "The parachute's gone. Maybe he 
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jumped and is somewhere around here, missing l ike us. 
The dictionary must have come in handy." But they ex
amined it more closely and saw that the l ittle book had 
been printed not in Germany but in Leningrad. Strange. 

As their inventory proceeded, this plane became 
stranger and stranger. Two of the photographs showed a 
sl im young man in Luftwaffe uniform, with a short, 
plump girl wearing dark braids; the other three, on the 
contrary, showed a young man in civil ian clothes, th ickset 
and muscular, and his girl was different: she was also a 
brunette, but with short hair and a snub nose. In one of 
these three, the young man was wearing a shirt with an 
embroidered geontctric pattern , and in the background 
you could see a square and an arabesqued building with 
terraces and arched windows: it certainly didn't look l ike a 
German setting. 

The radio had been removed, and there were no bombs 
in the bomb bay. But they found three loaves of stale rye 
bread, a number of fu l l  bottles, and a pamphlet in Bye
lorussian, which urged the male citizens of White Russia 
to enlist in the German-organized police force, and the 
women to present themselves at the ofTices of the Todt Or
ganization: they would earn good wages working for the 
Great Reich, enemy of bolshevism and sincere friend of all 
Russians. There was a fairly recent issue of .Yew B;'elorussia, 
the newspaper the Germans printed, in Byelorussian, in 
Minsk; it was dated Saturday, 26 June 1 943, and it l isted 
the hours of masses in the cathedral and included also a 
series of decrees regarding the dismemberment of the 
kolkhozes and the division of land among the peasants. In 
the plane, too, there was a chessboard, the work of rough, 
pat ient hands, fashioned from a broad strip of birch bark. 
The black squares had been made by removing the white 
strip on the surface of the bark. There was also a pair of 
boots, which Mendel and Leonid both turned over in 
their hands, unable to figure out what the material was. 
No, it wasn't leather; the occupant of the p lane had cut 
away the fake-leather upholstery of the scats and had 
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sewn these boots, in big stitches, with fine electric wire 
found in the wreckage. A good job, Mendel said apprecia
t ively; but now what were they to do, since their proposed 
lodging was already taken? 

"We'll h ide and wait for h im.  We'l l  see what he looks 
l ike, and then we'l l  decide." 

The tenant arrived towards evening, with cautious 
tread. It was the muscular l ittle man of the snapshots. He 
was wearing army trousers, a sheepskin jacket, and the 
black-and-white-checked cap of the Uzbeks. A bag was 
slung over his sturdy shoulder, and he took a l ive rabbit 
from it. With a sidelong chop of his hand on the animal's 
neck, he ki lled it, then h� gutted it and began to skin it, 
whistling. Mendel and Leonid, too close, didn't dare 
speak, for fear of being overheard. Leonid, who had 
slipped off his knapsack, opened it slight ly and pointed to 
the packets of salt. Mendel caught on immediately and, in 
reply, pointed to the gun. They could introduce them
selves. 

The Uzbek, seeing them stand up from the bushes, be
trayed no surprise. He set down rabbit and knife and wel
comed the strangers with suspicious formal ity. He wasn 't 
as young as he had looked in the snapshots; he must have 
been about forty. He had a beautiful bass voice, soft and 
pol ite; but he spoke Russian haltingly, with mistakes and 
with irritating slowness. He didn't hesitate over the choice 
of words but would arrest his speech at every sentence, 
without tension or impatience, as if he had lost interest in 
what he had been saying and considered it superfluous to 
reach the conclusion; then , unexpectedly, he would re
sume speaking. Peiami, his name was: Peiami Nazimo
vich. Pause. A strange name, to be sure, but his country 
was also strange. Strange for the Russians, as the Russians 
were strange for the Uzbeks. A long pause, which threat
ened never to end. Missing? Yes, of course, he was also 
missing, a soldier of the Red Army. Missing for more than 
a year, almost two. No, not always here in the plane: mov
ing about, from one peasant izba to another, working a bit 
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on the kolkhozes, occasionally joining up with some band 
of deserters, or staying with some girl. The girl in the pic
ture? No, that was his wife, far, endlessly far away, three 
thousand kilometers, beyond the front ,  beyond the Cas
pian, beyond the sea of Aral . 

Room in  the plane? They could see for themselves. No, 
there wasn 't much room. For a nigh t ,  if  they squeezed a 
bit ;  perhaps even for two, out of pol iteness, hospitality. 
But the three of them would be uncomfortable. Leonid 
spoke rapidly in Yiddish to Mendel : they could set tle the 
question quickly, without wast ing any time. No, Mendel 
answered, not moving his head or changing the expression 
on his face; he didttl-'t feel up to killing the man, and if they 
drove him away, he might report them. And anyway, a 
crashed plane was not an ideal or a definit ive solut ion . 
"I 've done too much kill ing already. I won't shoot a man 
for a place in a plane t hat won 't fly. " 

"Would you kil l  a man if the plane did fly:' I f  it would 
take you home?" 

"What home?" Mendel asked. Leonid didn't answer. 
The Uzbek hadn't understood the dialogue, but he had 

recognized the harsh music of their Yiddish . 
"Jews, are you? I t 's all t he same to me: Jews, Russians, 

Turks, Germans. " Pause. "One eats as much as another 
when he's alive, and one stinks as much as the other when 
he's dead. There were Jews in my vi l lage, too, good at 
business, less good at making war. Me either. for that 
matter. What reason would we have to make war among 
ourselves?" 

The rabbit was now skinned. The Uzbek put t he skin 
aside, cut up t he animal with his bayonet , leaning on a 
stump, and started roasting it on a piece of metal from the 
plane's body, which he had bent into the shape of a pan. 
He had put no fat or sal t on i t .  

"Are you going to  eat it  al l?" Leonid asked. 
"It 's a skinny rabbit . "  
"Could you use some sal t ?"  
"I could." 
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"Here's the sal t ," Leonid said, taking one packet from 
his knapsack. "Salt for rabbi t :  a fair t rade all around." 

They negot iated a long t ime as to how much salt  half a 
rabbit should cost . Peiami ,  t hough he remained calm,  was 
a tireless bargainer, always ready to adduce more argu
ments: trading entertained him, l ike a game, and excited 
him, l ike a tournament .  He pointed out the fact t hat, even 
without sal t ,  rabbit is nourishing, whereas sal t without 
rabbi t  is not nourishing. And h is rabbit was lean, and 
therefore of h igh quality, because rabbit fat is bad for the 
kidneys. And t hough he was out of salt at the moment , 
salt was cheap in t he area, there was plenty of i t ,  the Rus
sians dropped i t  by parachute to the outlaw bands. The 
pair of them shouldn't take advantage of his temporary 
lack; if they were heading for Gamel, t hey'd find salt in 
every izba, at disastrously low prices. And finally, s imply 
out of cultural interest and a natural curiosity about other 
people's customs, he enquired, "Do you eat rabbit? The 
Jews in Samarkand won't eat it: for t hem i t 's l ike pork." 

"W ' . I J " L " d  " d  "h j " c re specJa ews, com sa1 , ungry ews. 
"I 'm a special Uzbek, too." 
Once the deal was closed, apples emerged from a h iding 

place, and sl ices of roast turnips, some cheese, and wild 
strawberries. The three dined, bound by that superficial 
friendship born of bargaining; at the end, Peiami went 
into the plane to get the vodka. It was samogon, he ex
plained: wild vodka, homemade, dist i l led by the peasants, 
much stronger t han the government kind. Peiami in
formed them that he was a special Uzbek because, though 
a Moslem, he was very fond of vodka; and also because, 
t hough the Uzbcks arc a fighting race, he didn't have any 
desire to fight in the war: 

"If nobody comes after me, I 'm going to stay here trap
ping rabbits t i l l  the war ends. If the Germans come, I ' l l  go 
with the Germans. If t he Russians come, I ' l l  go with the 
Russians. I f  the part isans come, I ' l l  go with t he partisans." 

Mendel would have l iked to know more about the par
t isans and the bands that the Russians dropped the sal t 
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for. He tried in vain to dig more information out of the 
Uzbek: by now the man had drunk too much, or else he 
considered it  imprudent to talk about the subject , or else 
he really didn't know anything more. For that matter, t he 
samogon was really powerful ,  almost a narcotic. Mendel 
and Leonid, who weren't great drinkers and who hadn't 
drunk any hard l iquor for quite a while, stretched out in 
the cabin of the plane and fel l  asleep before dusk. The 
Uzbek stayed outside longer; he cleaned up the imple
ments (namely, h is unorthodox pan) , first with sand and 
t hen with water, he smoked h is pipe, he drank some more, 
and finally he also went to bed, pushing aside t he two 
Jews, who didn't �ke up. At eleven, towards the west, the 
sky sti l l  had a faint glow. 

At three in t he morning it was already day: the l ight 
entered abundantly not only through t he two windows, 
but also through the rips in the metal body, shattered by 
the impact of the plane against trees and ground. Mendel 
was ach ingly awake: his head hurt and his throat was 
parched. All because of the samogon, he thought; but i t  
wasn't only the samogon. He couldn't get his mind off the 
remark the Uzbek had made about the bands hidden in 
the woods. Not that it was ent irely news to him: he had 
heard talk about them, and often. In the vi l lages he had 
seen the German bil ingual signs, posted on the huts, offer
ing money to anyone report ing bandits and threatening 
punishment for anyone helping them. He had also seen, 
more than once, the horrible hanged bodies, boys and 
girls, heads brutally dislocated by the yank of the rope, 
the eyes glassy, the hands tied behind their backs; and 
around t heir necks they wore signs, written in Russian, ·'I 
have come back to my vil lage" or other mocking words. 
He knew al l  this, and he knew also that a soldier of the 
Red Army-such as he was, and was proud of being-if 
he is missing must go underground and cont inue to fight . 
A11d at the same t ime he was t ired of fight ing: t ired, 
empty, bereft of wife, village, friends. He no longer felt in 
his heart the vigor of the young man and soldier, b u t  only 
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weariness, emptiness, and a yearning for a white, serene 
nothingness, l ike a winter snowfall .  He had experienced 
thirst for revenge, he hadn't slaked i t ,  and the t hirst had 
slowly died away unt i l  it was gone. He  was t ired of the 
war and of l ife, and instead of t he soldier's red blood, he 
felt flowing in his veins the pale blood of the breed he 
knew he descended from,  tailors, merchants, innkeepers, 
village fiddlers, meek and prol ific patriarchs, and myst ical 
rabbis. He was t ired, too, of walking and h iding, t ired of 
being Mendel : what Mendel? Who is Mendel son of 
Nachman? Mendel Nachmanovich ,  as was writ ten, Rus
sian-style, on the roster of his platoon; or Mendel ben 
Nachman, as, in his day in 1 9 1 5, t he rabbi with the two 
clocks had wri t ten in the registry of Strelka? 

And yet he felt he couldn't go on living as he had. 
Something in the Uzbek's words and act ions had made 
him suspect that the man knew more t han he wanted to 
let on about t he partisans in the woods. Something the 
Uzbek knew, and Mendel , deep in  his heart , in an il l-ex
plored corner of his heart, felt a thrust, a prod, like a 
coiled spring: something had to be done, to be done at 
once, on that very day whose l ight had torn him from his 
samogon sleep. He must learn from the Uzbek where t hey 
were and who t hey were, t hese bands, and he had to de
cide. He had to choose, and t he choice was hard; on the 
one hand there was his t housand-year-old weariness, his 
fear, his horror of the weapons that he had buried all t he 
same and then brought along with him; on the other side, 
t here was not much. There was the l i t t le coiled spring, 
which Pravda perhaps would call h is "sense of honor and 
duty," but which would perhaps be more appropriately 
described as a dumb need for decency. He ment ioned 
none of this to Leonid, who had waked up in t he mean
whi le. He waited t i l l  t he Uzbek woke, then asked him 
some specific questions. 

The answers were not so specific. Bands, yes: there were 
some, or t here had been: part isans, or outlaws, he couldn't 
say, nobody could really say. Armed, to be sure, but 
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armed against whom? Ghostly bands, cloudl ike bands: 
here today, blowing up the rai lroad track, and forty kilo
meters away tomorrow, looting the silos of a kolkhoz. And 
the faces were never the same. Russian faces, Ukrainian, 
Polish; Mongols, who had come from no telling where; 
Jews, too, yes, some; and women, and a kaleidoscope of 
uniforms: Soviets dressed as Germans, in police uniforms; 
Soviets in tat ters, st i l l  with their Red Army tunics; even 
some German deserters . . . .  How many? Who knows? 
Fifty here, three hundred there, groups that formed and 
broke up: alliances, quarrels, sometimes even shoot ing. 

Mendel insisted : Peiami knew something, then. Well, 
he knew and he dfdn 't  know, Peiami answered; these were 
things that everybody knew. He had had only one con
tact, mor:.ths ago, with a band of fairly decent people. At 
Nivnoye, in the midst of the marshes, on the White Rus
sian border. A business deal: he had sold the plane's radio, 
and in his opinion it had been a good deal, because the 
radio was smashed to pieces, and he certainly didn't think 
those people were capable of fixing i t .  They had paid him 
well ,  with two cheeses and four boxes of aspirin, because i t  
was s t i l l  winter then, and he suffered from rheumatism. 
He had made a second trip, afterwards, in April, and he 
had taken the dead German's parachute with him. Oh 
yes, when he arrived, t he German was st i l l  here, dead for 
God knows how long, already half-eaten by crows and 
rats. It had been a nasty job, cleaning up a bit and tidying 
the interior of the plane. He had taken away the para
chute, but at Nivnoye he had found a di fferent bunch of 
people, different faces, different chiefs, and they hadn't 
stood on ceremony. They took the parachute away from 
him and paid him in rubles. A real swindle: what use did 
he have for rubles? And from that parachute they could 
make at least twenty shirts. In other words, a disastrous 
deal, not to mention the trip itself: it was a good three or 
four days' walk from here to Nivnoye. No, he hadn 't gone 
back there again; also because they had told him t hey 
were about to move on, God knows where: they them-
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selves didn't know, or didn't want to say. They were the 
ones who had given h im the German dictionary: they had 
a whole bundle of them. Obviously, Moscow had printed 
up a lot. 

There, that was everyth ing he knew about the bands, 
except, naturally, the salt business. They had no salt: it 
was dropped for them by parachute. And not only salt. 
That was why they had set such a low value on the Ger
man's parachute, even if it was made of the finest stuff. In 
other words, going into business i s  always a risk, but i t  be
comes a serious risk when you don't know the market con
dit ions; and what kind of market is a forest ,  where you 
don't even know if you h(J.VC neighbors, or what kind of 
people they arc, or what they need? 

"Anyway, you two arc my guests. I don't imagine you 
want to start walking on right away. Stop off here, make 
your plans, and leave tomorrow, more comfortably. Un
less you have some reason to be in a hurry. You can share 
my day: you'l l  get some rest, and for one day I won't be 
alone ."  

He took them for a walk around the wood, along barely 
marked trails, to check h is traps; but there were no rab
bits. There was a weasel, half-strangled by the noose, but 
sti l l  alive; indeed, so alive that it  was hard to defend your
self against i ts frantic snapping. The Uzbek s lipped off his 
trousers, folded them double, stuck his hands into them as 
if putting on gloves, and freed the animal, which then 
quickly darted off through the undergrowth, as supple as 
a snake. "If a man is real ly hungry, he could eat one of 
those animals, too," Peiami said, in a melancholy tone. 
"In my vi l lage we didn't have such troubles. Even the 
poorest could get h is fill of cheese, seven days a week. We 
never knew hunger, not even in the worst years, when in  
the c i ty  they were eat ing rats. But  here it's different, i t 's 
not easy to stave off hunger; according to the season you 
can find mushrooms, frogs, snails, migratory birds; but not 
all seasons arc good. You can go to the vi llages, of course, 
but not empty-handed; and you have to be very careful ,  
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because they're quick to shoot, without asking questions." 
About a hundred meters from the plane, he showed 

them the German 's grave. Peiami had done a good job, a 
hole more than a meter deep; no stones, because there 
were none to be found here, but a cover of branches, a pile 
of packed earth, and even a cross with the man's name on 
it: Baptist Kipp. The Uzbck had discovered it on the army 
tag. 

"Why all this trouble to bury an infidel? And a German 
at that," Leonid asked. 

"So he won't come back,"  the Uzbck answered, · 'and 
because the days arc long and you have to fill them one 
way or another. l'-l ike playing chess, and I'm pretty good. 
In my village nobody could beat me. Wel l ,  here I made 
some chessmen, carving them out of wood, and I made 
that chessboard with b irch bark. But playing against 
yourself is no fun .  I invent problems, but it's like making 
love alone." 

Mendel said that he also l iked to play: there were many 
hours of daylight left, why didn't they have a game? The 
Uzbck accepted, but when they got back to the plane, he 
expressed a wish that the two of them, Mendel and 
Leonid, should play the first game. Why? A host 's cour
tesy, Peiami said; but it was really clear that he wanted to 
have some idea of how his two prospect ive opponents 
played. He was one of those who play to win. 

The white men fel l  to Leonid, and the pieces really were 
white and stil l  redolent of fresh wood. The black men 
were actually of various dark shades: charred, smoked. 
Both sets were fairly unsteady, because the board was not 
really flat, but uneven, undulating, full of bumps. Leonid 
made a queen's pawn opening, but it was soon obvious 
that he didn't know the opening, and he was in trouble, 
with a pawn down, and the others poorly developed. He 
muttered something about the game, and Mendel an
sv•ercd him, also in a subdued tone, bUI in Yiddish : "You 
keep an eye on him; you can never tell. The gun and the 
pistol arc in the plane. Check." I t  was a tr icky check.  w i t h  
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the white king awkwardly trapped behind his pawns. 
Leonid sacrificed a bishop in a hopeless attempt at de
fense, and Mendel announced a mate in three. Leonid put 
down h is king in sign of surrender and tribute to the victor 
but Mendel said: "No, let 's play it out ." Leonid under
stood: Peiami had to be sat isfied. There was no danger of 
h is going off, he was following the game with professional 
atten t ion, that sanguinary attention of bul lfight fans: i t  
was best not  to rob him of the spectacle of t he coup de 
grace. The coup de grace came. And the Uzbek chal
lenged Leonid, who accepted reluctantly .  

The Uzbek opened aggressively, with the queen's 
bishop's pawn; h is eyes, th_e sclera so white i t  had a bluish 
t inge, were even more aggressive. He played with showy 
grotesque gestures, advancing his shoulder and arm with 
each move, as i f  t he piece he shifted weighed a dozen ki los. 
He would slam it down on the board as if to drive it in, or 
he would twist it, pressing it, as if i t  were a screw. Leonid 
was immediately at a disadvantage, both because of this 
pantomime and because of his  opponent 's obvious superi
ority. It was clear that Peiami simply wanted to get h im 
out  of the way as  quickly as  possible, in order to pi t  h im
self against Mendel. The Uzbek moved with insolent ra
pidity, not pausing to ponder his moves and displaying a 
rude impat ience at Leonid's hesitat ions. He mated Leonid 
in less than ten minutes. 

"Now you and me," he said at once to Mendel, with a 
tone so determined that Mendel fel t  both amused and un
easy. Mendel , too, played to win th is time as if  the stake 
were a mountain of gold or security for l ife or eternal hap
piness. He sensed vaguely that he was playing not only for 
h imsel f, but also as the champion of  something or some
one. He opened caut iously, paying at tent ion, forcing h im
self not to al low the other man's behavior to unsettle him. 
For that matter, the Uzbek soon gave up h is jarring gest ic
u lation and also concentrated on the board. Mendel was 
meditat ive; Peiami, on the other hand, tended to a bold, 
flashy game: behind his every move, Mendel couldn't 
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really understand if there was a hidden, thought-out plan 
or a desire to amaze or the imaginative boldness of an ad
venturer. After about twenty moves, neither man had suf
fered losses, the si tuation was even, the board was 
frightful ly confused, and Mendel realized he was having 
fun. He deliberately lost a tempo, simply to induce the 
Uzbek to reveal his intentions, and he saw the other man 
grow nervous: now the Uzbek was the one who hesitated 
before moving, looking into Mendel's eyes as if to read a 
secret there. The U zbek made a move immediately re
vealed as disastrous, he asked to take it back, and Mendel 
agreed. Then the man stood up, shook h imself l ike a dog 
emerging from tl1e water, and without a word went off to
wards the plane. Mendel signaled to Leonid, who under
stood and fol lowed Peiami, stepping into the cabin behind 
him.  But the Uzbek wasn't t hinking about weapons; he 
had only gone to get the samogon. 

All three drank as the sky was beginning already to 
grow dark, and the cool westerly wind was rising. Mendel 
fel t  odd, outside time and place. That game, concentrated 
and serious, was l inked in h is memory with t imes and 
places intensely different :  with his father, who had taught 
him the rules, had easily beaten him for two years, then 
had beaten him with difficulty for another two, and then 
had accepted his own defeats comfortably; with his 
friends, Jews and Russians, who at t he chessboard had 
been t rained with h im in cleverness and patience; wi th  the 
peaceful  warmth of his lost home. 

Probably the Uzbek had drunk too much. When he sat 
down again at the board, he unleashed an endless series of 
exchanges, from which a simplified situat ion emerged: 
him, with a pawn down, Mendel holding the long diag
onal and safely castled. The Uzbek drank again, per
fected h is own catastrophe with an absurd attempt at 

counterattack, t hen admitted defeat ,  declaring that he 
wanted a return game: he had been weak, he knew t h a t  
you mustn' t  drink when you 're playing, and he had suc
cumbed to his vice like a child. Now it was clark,  but he 
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wanted a return game. Tomorrow morning. First t hing. 
At daybreak. He said good night, stumbled up the rickety 
ladder to the cabin, and five minutes later he was already 
snonng. 

The other two men were silent for a few moments. Over 
the rustl ing of the boughs, st irred by the breeze, less famil
iar sounds were heard: the hum of insects or l it t le animals, 
a creaking, a distant chorus of frogs. 

Mendel said: " He's not the travel ing companion we 
need, is he?" 

"We don't need any t raveling companions," Leonid 
said, stil l grouchy after his defeat. 

"That remains to be see!). In any case, i t 's t ime for us to 
move on, before the nigh t gets any darker. " 

They waited unt i l  the Uzbek's snoring had become reg
ular, t hen they col lected t heir knapsacks from the cabin 
and started off. As a precaution, they headed south  first ,  
then made an abrupt turn towards the northwest :  but the 
ground was dry and held no footprints. 



2 
July-August 

1943 

0 n the basis of the vague information ex
tracted from the Uzbek, Mendel wanted to go to Nivnoye. 
Leonid didn't want to go anyplace, or rather, he didn't 
know where he wanted to go, and didn't even know if he 
wanted to go someplace or do something. Not that he re
jected Mendel 's proposals or rebelled against his decisions; 
but he exercised a subtle, passive abrasion against every 
active thrust :  l ike dust in a watch, Mendel thought t o  
himself. He's got dust in him, even though he's young. I t 's 
stupid to say the young are strong. You understand many 
things bet ter at thirty than at twenty, and you can a lso 

bear them better. For that matter, he, Mendel, if t hey 
were to ask him his age, and he decided to answer s in
cerely, what could he say? Twenty-eight ,  accord i ng to h is  
papers, a bit older when i t  came to his joints ,  h is l u ngs , 

and heart ; and on his back, a mountain of years, more 
than Noah and Methuselah. Yes, more t han t hey, si nce 

Methuselah begot Lamcch at the ripe old age of one h u n -
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dred eighty-seven, and Noah was five hundred when he 
brought Shem, Ham, and J apheth into the world, six h un
dred when he built the ark, and a l i tt le older when he got 
drunk for the first t ime; and according to the two-clock 
rabbi, on that same occasion he was th inking of begett ing 
a fourth son, but then that nasty business with Ham oc
curred. No, he, Mendel the watchmender, roaming about 
the woods, was older than they. He no longer wanted 
to beget sons or plant vines or build arks, not even i f  
the  Lord commanded i t ;  bu t  so  far i t  didn't seem that 
the Lord had bothered much about saving him and his 
family. Perhaps because he wasn't as just a man as 
Noah . 

Leonid's silences oppressed him.  Inst inct ively, he l iked 
Leonid, who seemed one of those men you can trust ; but 
th is passivity wa� irksome. When a watch is dusty, that 's a 
sign i t 's very old, or else the case has come loose; and then 
you have to take i t  completely apart and clean it ,  piece by 
piece, with l ight gasoline. Leonid wasn't old; so it was h is 
case that had some crevices in  i t .  What kind of gasoline 
would be needed to clean Leonid's works? 

He had tried several t imes to make Leonid talk. He had 
got some shreds from him, bits of a mosaic, to be reassem
bled patiently, l ike a puzzle, afterwards, the way you fit  
certain children's games together. The German Lager, of 
course: i t  can't have been pleasant ,  but he had been there 
only a short time and had kept his heal th ;  indeed, he had 
been lucky-why wouldn't he admit i t? I f  they had real
ized they had a Jewish paratrooper in their midst, things 
would have ended differently for him.  To be lucky is a 
good thing, a guarantee for the future; to deny your own 
luck is blasphemy. The stolen watch , prison: Lord God, he 
had sinned, he had expiated. If all sinners only had the 
good fortune to expiate, to square their accounts. There 
must have been something else inside Leonid, an inner 
scar, a bruise, perhaps a painful  aura around a human 
face, a portrait :  Mendel t hought of those big oval photo
graphs of the last century, the solemn image of an ances
tor in the center of a vague, gray halo. It was his family: 
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Mendel was convinced of that, not on the basis of Leonid's 
answers, brief and impatient ,  but on the basis of h is si
lences. Yes, the mosaic to be pieced together was com
posed to a large extent of blank bits: evasive replies, or 
outright refusals, even insolent .  It  would take patience, 
l i tt le by l i t t le the picture would come clear. Now Mendel 
was a patient man. Night after night along their way, 
frustrated by the rejections, the wrathful ,  frantic parries of 
h is traveling companion, he examined h imself; beyond 
any doubt ,  he, Mendel, was not a man of many virtues, 
but he did possess pat ience. Well, if a man has patience, 
let him use i t .  

To reach the Nivnoye marshes, the three days the 
Uzbek mentioneJ-were not enough. It took Mendel and 
Leonid six: six nights, rather, because they preferred to 
stop during the day. They crossed roads and deserted 
trails, a railroad (it must have been the Gomel-Bryansk 
line, Mendel figured) , clearings, various limpid and shal
low streams, a relief for their thirst and their t ired feet . 
They skirted vil lages and farms: this forced them to make 
long detours, but were they in any hurry, after all? 

In this way, moving only under cover of darkness and 
avoiding inhabited places, they encountered few people, 
shepherds, peasants in the fields, belated wayfarers, who 
paid no attention to them. One encounter, however, they 
were unable to avoid. The fourth day, at the first light of 
dawn, as they were following a wagon track, they had to 
pass along a trench cut through a rise in the ground; from 
the other end of the trench a l i tt le cart was advancing, 
driven by a middle-aged man and drawn by an old, tired 
horse. On his arm the carter wore the blue band of the 
Ukrainian auxiliary mi litia. Mendel asked him, "What 
are you carrying?"  

"Flour, as  you can see." 
"Where are you taking it?" 
"To the Germans. To the quartermaster stores at 

Mglin." 
"Climb down and clear ou t .  Yes, clear ou t. S t art walk

ing." 
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The Ukrainian shrugged; such mishaps must not have 
been new for him. "What am I supposed to say?" 

"Whatever you l ike. Say some bandits stopped you ." 
The Ukrainian went off. On the cart t here were s ix 

sacks of flour and a bundle of freshly mown hay. Mendel 
had put away the pistol ; he looked puzzled. 

"Now what do you plan to do?" Leonid asked. 
"I don't know. I don't know what we'll do, but what I 

wanted to do was right .  I wanted to take a stand, l ike 
when you burn a bridge behind you , and you don't know 
if i t 's right or wrong, but after you've decided, t he bridge 
is gone and you no longer have choices: you can't turn 
back. Come on, help me unhitch t he horse, and we'll sec 
how many sacks he can ca·rry. "  

"Why don't we  keep the  cart , too?" 
"Because now they'll start looking for us, and we have 

to stay away from roads." 
The horse didn't promise to be much help. He kept his 

head and ears down, and on his withers he had oozing 
sores covered with gnats and horseflies. With some lengths 
of rope they found in t he cart, t hey managed to t ie two of 
the sacks on him; more wou ldn't have been sensible. 
Above t he sacks, which hung awkwardly over the scrawny 
ribs of the animal, t hey fixed t he bundle of hay. 

''What about the cart? And t he other sacks?" 
' 'We'll hide them, as best we can . "  
I t  wasn't easy, bu t  t hey finally succeeded, even before it 

was broad day: the cart in a ditch full of brambles, and 
the sacks under t he cart. Then they set off again ,  aban
doning t he road and pulling the horse behind them, lazy 
and restive and, what 's more, clumsy because of t he badly 
loaded sacks, which kept get t ing caught in the lowest 
branches. They walked in silence for a long t ime, t hen 
Leonid said , "I don't know what I want ,  but I know I 
don't know i t .  You don't know what you want ,  either, but 
you t hink you know." 

Mendel, who was walking ahead and tugging t he horse 
by i ts halter, didn't turn and didn't answer; but a l i tt le 
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later Leonid attacked h im again. ' 'There was no movie 
theater in your vil lage. Weren't there even any horses?" 

"There were, but I never had to deal with them. I had a 
different trade." 

"I  also had a different trade, but a horse l ike this  can't 
carry a load this way, or can't carry i t  for long. Anybody 
could see that ." 

There was l ittle to rebut ;  and for that mat ter there was 
too much l ight for them to proceed. They stopped in a 
thicket by a stream, watered the horse, t ied him to a tree, 
gave him the hay to eat , and went to sleep. When they 
woke, in midafternoon, the hay was finished, the horse 
had cropped thr.. few bushes he could reach ,  and was 
yanking at the rope, to stretch farther; he must have been 
really hungry. Too bad the sacks contained flour and not 
oats. They tried putt ing a bit of flour in front of him, but 
the animal got his muzzle all pasty right up to his eyes, 
and then began to cough as if he were about to strangle; 
they had to wash his l ips and nostri ls in the stream. Then 
they set off again. They could sniff a new smell in the 
air, fresh and sweet ish: the marshes were obviously not far 
off. 

Half a day's walk from Nivnoye they came upon an old 
peasant woman and decided to strike up a conversation. 
The horse? The woman studied i t  with an expert eye. "Eh, 
poor creature. He's not worth much, t hat's for sure: he's 

old, t ired, hungry, and he looks sick to me, too. The flou r's 

another matter, but I can 't make you an offer, because I 
don' t  have anything to offer." 

She was no fool. She examined t he pair again closely; 
then, as if answering a tacit question, she added, ' "Don't 
be afraid. There are lots l ike you around here. Too many. 
perhaps, but the Germans arc few and not very danger

ous. As for t he horse and the flour, l ike I said, I have not h 
ing to  offer you; but I can talk with the vil lage el der. i f  you 
want." 

Mendel was in a hurry to get r id of t he a n i m a l :  i t  was 
l i t t le or no use to them; indeed, its mere presence see med 
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to excite Leonid's ill temper, his crit ical spirit, and his de
sire to quarrel .  Mendel conferred with him briefly. No, no 
go-betweens: obviously the woman would try to cut her
self in on the deal ,  for some amount,  great or small . But 
both men were chary of entering the vil lage. 

"All right ,"  Mendel said, "try to make an appointment 
for us with th is elder, halfway, in  some secluded place. Is 
that possible?" It was possible,  the woman said. 

The elder arrived promptly, at sunset, in  a hut the 
woman had pointed out .  He was around sixty, a man of 
few words, stocky, white-haired . Yes, he, or rather the vil
lage, was solvent :  they had eggs, lard, sal t ,  and honey; but 
the horse wasn't worth much. 

"There isn 't just the horse," Mendel said. "There's also 
a cart and six sacks of flour: two here and another four 
hidden not far away, along with the cart . "  

"This business isn't clear," the  elder said. " I  can see the 
horse and the two sacks; but what's the value of a cart and 
four sacks of flour hidden in the woods, God knows where? 
I don't even know if  they really exist. What's the value of 
a treasure on the moon?" 

Leonid took one step forward and spoke up harshly: 
"They're worth as much as our word and our faces are 
worth ,  and if you don't-" 

The elder looked at him, maintaining his calm.  Mendel 
put h is hand on Leonid's shoulder and intervened: 

"Reasonable men can always reach an understanding. 
Look, the stuff is ncar the road, sooner or later somebody 
will find it and carry i t  off free, and that wil l  be a shame 
for us and for you . And if  i t  starts raining again, the flour 
won't last long. And we are just passing through, we're in 
a hurry to be on our way." 

The elder had small ,  sly eyes. He trained them on the 
horse, the sacks, and on Mendel , in succession; then he 
said, "I t 's a bad th ing to have to go slow when you're in  a 
hurry. I f  you keep the horse, you'l l  have to go slow, at his 
pace. If you sell h im and don't sel l  the two sacks, with a 
hundred pounds each to carry, you won't go fast or far: at 
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best you 'll go and trade with somebody else. You don 't 
have much choice." 

Mendel caught a look of Leonid's, rapid but charged 
with mal icious joy: it was his revenge for the defeat at 
chess . The old man 's logic was strong, and Mendel would 
have been wiser not to ment ion their hurry. He could only 
concede. 

"Very well, old man. Let 's get down to business. How 
much wil l  you offer for what you see? For two sacks of 
flour and the horse?" 

The old man scratched his head, shifting his cap over 
his brow. "Hm, the horse-we needn't mention him.  He's 
not worth anytk.ing, not even as meat for slaughter. 
Maybe the hide, if i t 's tanned properly. As for the flour. 
there's no knowing where it comes from: you didn't tell 
me that. You could tell me, and I could believe you or not; 
a trader has the right to tell l ies .  It  could be Russian or 
German, bought or stolen. I don't want to know anything 
about it , and in exchange I offer you eight ki los of lard 
and a plait of tobacco leaves. Take it or leave i t .  I t 's stuff 
that doesn't weigh much, and you can carry i t  easi ly." 

"Make it ten," Mendel said. 
"Ten kilos, but then no tobacco. ' '  
"Ten ki los, and the tobacco for the horse's hide." 
"Nine ki los and the tobacco," the old man said. 
"All right .  And how much will you offer for the goods 

that can't be seen? Two quintals of flour and the cart? ' '  
The o ld  man pushed h i s  cap even lower. " I  won't  offer 

anything. Goods you can't see might as well not exist . I f  
i t 's there, we'll find  i t  even if  you don't tell u s  where it is: 
and even if  you do tell, and tell the truth, maybe we' l l  go 
there and not find anyth ing. There arc lots of people 
roaming in the woods; and not only people,  also foxes. 
rats, crows. You said so yoursel f: somebody e lse m i g h t  fi nd 
it. I f  I made you an offer, they'd laugh at me in the \· i l 
lage. " 

Mendel had an idea. "I ' l l  make you a proposal :  i n for
mation for information, goods you can 't sec in exchange 
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for other goods you can't sec. We' ll tell you where the cart 
is and you tell us . . .  what I mean is, along our way we 
heard some rumors, about how in Nivnoyc, or ncar Niv
noye, or in the marshes, there arc certain people, or there 
were . . .  " 

The old man pushed the visor of his cap up again and 
looked Mendel straight in the eye: something he hadn't 
done t i l l  that moment .  Mendel insisted : "I t 's a good deal, 
isn't it? It  doesn't cost you anything; i t 's as if we were giv
ing you the cart and the flour; because they really do exist , 
we're not swindl ing you, I give you a soldier's word."  

To the surprise of Mendel and Leonid, the elder relaxed 
and became almost talkat ive. Yes, there was a group, or 
had been: a band. Fifty men, maybe even a hundred, 
some local and some not . Some, maybe half a dozen , were 
boys from his own village: better to go underground than 
to end up in Germany, right? Yes, armed . And smart , too; 
a bit too smart sometimes. But they had left a few days 
ago, with their weapons, their belongings, and a few ani
mals. I t  was better for everyone, their leaving. Where had 
they headed? No, that he didn't know for sure; he hadn't 
seen anything. But some people had seen them go, and 
they seemed to be marching in the direct ion of Gomel or 
Zhlobin. I f  the two of them were to take the path for 
Zhurbin, that was a short cut, and maybe they could 
catch up. He went off, came back half an hour later with 
the lard, the tobacco, and scales, so that the two men 
could be sure the weight was correct. When they had 
checked, Mendel explained precisely where the cart was 
h idden . Unexpectedly, the old man took a dozen hard
boiled eggs from his sack. This, he said, was an extra, a 
present he was giving them, because they were l ikable 
people; and it was also a compensat ion, because it would 
have been his hospitable duty to offer them a place to 
sleep, but the village council had objected. He led them to 
the path and took his leave, pul l ing after him the horse 
with the two sacks. 

"If  he hadn't recognized us as Jews, tonight we would 
have slept in  a bed," Leonid grumbled. 



"Maybe, but even if he had made the offer, I 'm not sure 
we would have been wise to accept .  We know nothing of 
this vil lage, what people live there, how they think, 
whether they're only afraid, or whether they're working 
for the Germans. I can't be sure, i t 's just an impression, 
but I would have trusted the old woman more than this 
elder: he didn't seem so much a friend as a half-friend. He 
was in a hurry to get rid of us; that's why he gave us the 
eggs and showed us the way. For that matter, we've made 
a decision now, haven't we?" 

"What decision?" Leonid asked, with host il ity. 
"To catch up with the band, no? ' '  
"That's a decisitm you've made. You didn't ask me any

thing." 
"There was no need to ask. We've been talking about it 

for days, and you 've kept quiet . "  
"Well, now I 'm not keeping quiet . If you want to  go 

with that band, you can go by yourself. I 've had my fil l  of 
war. You have the weapons, and I have the lard: that suits 
me. I 'l l  go back to the vi l lage, and I' l l  find a bed, and not 
j ust for one night ."  

Mendel turned and stopped abruptly. He wasn't pre
pared to face wrath, sti l l  less a weak man 's wrath,  and in 
Leonid he sensed a weak man. Nor was he prepared for 
the hurricane of words that Leonid, so silent t i l l  then , un
leashed in his face: 

"Enough ! Enough of this !  I found you in the woods, but 
I didn't marry you .  I thought you were fed up, the same as 
I am: I was mistaken. All right .  But I 've had enough , I 'm 
not taking another step. You go into the marshes: you 
were afraid to sleep in that vil lage, and now you want to 
take me along with some people, and you don 't even know 
what language they speak, or if they want us with them, 
or where they come from or where they're going. I come 
from Moscow, but I have strong arms, and a good head. 
too; I won't starve to death. I 'd rather go and work in a 
kolkhoz, or in the Germans' factories. I 'm not tak ing an
other step and I'm not firing another shot. Never aga i n .  It 
isn't right ,  it isn't right for a man to . . . .  And besides. you 
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don't know what you want, e i ther. I told you: you think 
you know, but you don ' t .  You play t he hero, but  you want 
what I want :  a house, a bed, a woman, a l i fe that has some 
meaning, a family, a village that 's your vil lage. You want 
to go with t he part isans, you t hink you want to,  but you 
don ' t  know what you want or what you're doing; I real
ized that after the horse business. You tell l ies to yourself. 
You 're a man l ike me. You're a nebbish, a loser, a me
shuggener." Leonid s lowly bent over and sat down on t he 
ground, as if he had drained h is soul and no longer had 
t he strength to stand on h is feet. 

Mendel had remained standing, more curious and sur
prised than enraged. He realized he had been expect ing 
t his outburst for some t ime. He gave Leonid a few mo
ments to calm down a l i t t le, t hen he sat beside h im.  He 
touched his shoulder, but  the boy jerked away as if a sear
ing iron had grazed him.  A nebbish is a man of scant 
worth, helpless, useless, to be pi t ied, almost a nonman; 
and meshuggener means crazy, but Mendel didn't feel in
sulted or, still less, l ike returning t he insult .  He was won
dering, instead, why Leonid, whose mother tongue was 
Russian, had used Yiddish, which he spoke with diffi
cul ty, on this occasion . But Yiddish, as everyone knows, is 
an immense reservoir of picturesque, ridiculous, or b lood
th irsty insolence, and each insult has its own nuance: that 
could be an explanat ion. A Jew punches you on the nose 
and then cries for help, he t hought ;  but he didn't u t ter t he 
saying aloud. Instead, in  a voice so calm it surprised even 
him, he said: "Of course, it wasn' t  an easy choice for me 
ei ther; but I bel ieve i t 's the best .  A man has to weigh his 
choices careful ly." And he added meaningful ly, "And also 
his words." Leonid didn't answer. 

By now it was almost dark; Mendel would have pre
ferred to walk at night, but the path was difficult and 
poorly indicated. He suggested camping on the spot ,  since 
it was a warm evening and the night would be short; 
Leonid agreed wit h  a nod. They wrapped themselves in 
t heir blankets, and Mendel was already almost asleep 
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when Leonid, as if continuing a speech long begun ,  sud
denly started saying: 

"My father was Jewish, but not a believer. He worked 
for the rai lroad, and he was accepted into the party. He 
fought in the 1 920 war against the Whites. And then he 
brought me into the world, and then they sent him to 
prison, and after that to the Solovki Islands, and he never 
came back. That's the way it is. He had already been in  
the  czar's prisons, before I was born , but  he came back 
from that. They sent him to Solovki because they said he 
was sabotaging the railroad: it was his fault the trains 
didn't run .  There you are." 

Having said tlfts, Leonid rolled on to his other side, 
turning his back to Mendel, as if  the subject were closed. 
Mendel thought this was an odd way of apologizing, but 
then he promptly came to the conclusion that i t  was, nev
ertheless, an apology. He let a few minutes pass, then he 
shyly asked Leonid,  "What about your mother?" Leonid 
grunted. "Leave me alone now. Please, j ust leave me 
alone. That's enough for now." He was silent and didn't 
move again, but Mendel was well aware that he wasn't 
sleeping, only pretending. But to insist he continue would 
have been pointless, or rather, harmful ;  l ike picking a 
mushroom that has barely sprouted. You prevent it from 
growing, and you take nothing home with you.  

They walked for two weeks, sometimes during the day, 
sometimes at night, in the rain and in the sunshine. 
Leonid talked no more, either to tell of himself or to dis
sent ;  he grimly accepted Mendel's decisions, l ike an indif
ferent servant. They encountered a few people, a burned 
vil lage, more and more abundant signs of the band that 
was on the move ahead of them : ashes of campfires at the 
side of the trail, prints in the dried mud, traces of meals, a 
fragment of a pot, a rag. These people took few precau
t ions against being noticed. At one of their stops Mendel 
and Leonid actually saw a tree riddled with bullets: some
one must have engaged in target practice; perhaps t hey 
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had held a contest . The two men were rarely obliged to 
ask direct ions from the local people: yes, they had gone 
by, headed in this or that direction. Stragglers, or desert
ers, or part isans or bandits, according to t he point of view; 
anyway, in everyone's opinion, people who went on t heir 
way without causing too much trouble or demanding too 
much from the peasants. 

The pair overtook them one evening: they sighted them 
and heard them almost at the same t ime. Mendel and 
Leonid were at the top of a hi l l :  t hey saw the lazy bends of 
a big river, no doubt the Dnepr, and near the shore, three 
or four  kilometers away, a fire glowed. The pair began 
their descent, and they heard shots, ragged fire from rifles 
and pistols. They saw red flashes, fol lowed by the duller 
explosions of hand grenades. A batt le? Against whom? 
And then why the fire? Or a quarrel, a brawl between two 
factions? But during the break in the shoot ing they could 
make out the sound of an accordion and cries and jolly 
calls : i t  wasn't a batt le, it was a party. 

They approached cautiously. There were no sentries, 
nobody stopped them. Around the fire were about thirty 
bearded men, some young, some older, dressed in many 
different ways, visibly armed. The accordion was giving 
out a l ively song, some clapped their hands to the rhythm, 
others, with al l their weapons on them, were dancing 
furiously, spinning on their heels, standing, or crouching. 
Somebody must have seen the strangers; a thickened but 
t hunderous voice shouted, absurdly, "Are you Germans?" 

"We're Russians," the two answered. 
"Come, then. Eat, drink, and dance ! The war's over ! "  

As  an  exclamation point there came a long submachine
gun volley, ratt led off against a sky reddened by fire and 
smoke. The same voice, suddenly wrathful and addressed 
in the opposite direct ion, went on: "Styooooopka, you 
idiot son of a crow, bring some bot t les and messtins. Can't 
you see we have guests?" 

I t  was now dark, but the camp could be discerned, 
quite makeshift, focusing around three centers: the fire, 
where there was a noisy stir of celebrat ing men; a big tent ,  
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in front of which two horses were dozing, t ied to two pegs; 
and, more distant, a group of three or four young men si
lently busy at something. 

The man with the thunderous voice came towards the 
two, a bottle of vodka in his hand. He was a young, blond 
giant, his  hair cropped short , a curly beard covering half 
h is chest. He had a handsome oval face with regular, but 
strongly marked, features; and he was so drunk he could 
hardly stand up. There was no sign of rank on his Red 
Army uniform . 

"Your heal t h ! "  he said, gulping from the bottle. 
"Health to you, whoever you may be. "  Then he handed 
the vodka to the �&air, who drank and returned the toast. 
"Styopka, you lazy fool, where's that soup? ' ' Then he 
went on, giving them a radiant, innocent smile: "You 
have to forgive h im,  he may have had a bit  too much to 
drink, but he's a fine comrade. Brave, too, considering he's 
a cook. But quick, no. He's not very quick. Oh, here he 
is .  Let's hope the soup hasn't turned cold along the way. 
Eat now, then we'll hear the rest of the news, if there 
is any." 

Contrary to the giant 's opinion, Styopka seemed neither 
very slow nor very fool ish. "No, Yenjamin lvanovich, i t 's 
downright impossible. They've all had a try at i t ,  one after 
the other; but the signal 's too weak. You can 't make out 
anyth ing: all you can hear is static. ' '  

"They're a bunch of no-goods, the devil take them! 
Today, of all days, they had to wreck i t !  Now I ask you: 
the war ends, any minute now Stal in wil l  come on and tell 
us all to go home, and these sons of bitches put the radio 
on the bl ink . . . .  What? You haven 't heard anyth ing? The 
Americans have landed in Italy, we've recaptured K ursk. 
and Mussol in i 's in jail. In jail, yes, l ike a bird i n  a cage. 
The king put h im in jai l .  Come on, comrades, another 
drink! To peace! "  

Leonid drank; Mendel pretended t o  drink, and t hen 
they fol lowed Yenjamin to the radio. ' " It 's t h e  U zbck's 

radio! " Mendel said to Leonid, reading t h e  metal p l a t e  on 
the machine in the l ight of the lanterns. ' " B u t , ob\' iously,  
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with batteries l ike these, it couldn't last very long. " Men
del managed to stand between Venjamin, who continued 
pouring out curses and vain threats, and the three boys 
charged with receiving. There was then a muddled tech
nical argument for several minutes, often interrupted by 
Venjamin's outrages and those of other bearded men who 
had come to stick their noses in and speak their minds. "I  
know very l i t t le about radios, but  these men know nothing 
at all ," Mendel muttered to Leonid. In the end there was 
a suggestion to replace the electrolyte of the batteries with 
water and sal t .  Venjamin immediately espoused the idea, 
summoned Styopka, issued confused orders. The water 
and salt arrived, the operation was performed among in
tent faces, in an atmosphere of rel igious expectation, and 
the batteries were again connected; but the radio emit ted 
only some stupid pop music for a few seconds and then fell 
definit ively silent .  Venjamin became il l-humored and 
blamed everyone. He spoke to Leonid, as if seeing him for 
the first t ime: "You two, where did you pop up from? 
Russians? You don't look l ike Russians to me; but we 
won't bother about that today, even if you did break our 
radio, because today's a holiday." 

Mendel said to Leonid: "We'll th ink about this tomor
row, when he's sober again; but  things don' t  look so prom
ising to me." 

They were awakened the next morning by the peaceful 
sounds of the camp. The horses were grazing on the bank 
of the river, naked men were washing or wriggling in the 
shallow water; others were mending their clothes or doing 
their laundry; and sti l l  others were stretched out in the 
sun. And nobody seemed to pay any attent ion to the pair 
of strangers. Most of the men were Russians, but you 
cou ld hear shouts and singing also in languages Mendel 
couldn't ident ify. Late in the morning Styopka came 
looking for them. 

"Would you l ike to help me? There's a sick man in the 
tent there; he's groaning and he has a fever, and I don't 
know what to do . Would you two come with me?" 



"But we're not doctors ," Leonid protested. 
" I 'm not a doctor either, or even a nurse, but I 'm the 

oldest in the band; and besides I lost my weapons when we 
attacked the Klintsy station, so they make me do a bit of 
everything, but  they don't send me out to fight anymore. I 
even act as guide, because I know these parts wel l ,  better 
than anybody, better than Vcnya himself. I was a guide 
before, in 1 9 1 8, for the Red partisans, just around here, 
and there's not a path or a ford or a road I haven't trav
eled over dozens of t imes. Wel l ,  now they also give me the 
sick to take care of, and you two must help me. He has a 
fever; and his belly's as hard as a board." 

Mendel said, "l don't understand why you keep insist
ing. I don't know any more about this t han anyone else ."  

Styopka looked embarrassed. ' " I t 's because . . .  they say 
that you people, for centuries and centuries, have been 
good at-" 

"We people arc no different from you people. Our doc
tors are as good as yours, but no better and no worse, and 
a Jew that isn't a doctor and treats a sick man risks kil l ing 
him the same as a Christ ian. All I can tell you is that I 'm 
an arti l leryman, and I 've seen al l  too many people with 
their belly split open, after a bombardment ,  and anybody 
with an open bel ly mustn't drink. But that 's another 
story." 

Leonid spoke up. · 'Your chief looks like a smart man to 
me: why don't you let him handle i t?  There must be a 
town, a vil lage somewhere ncar. Take the sick man t here; 
he'll surely be better off there than here in the camp, and 
you'l l  find a doctor somehow."  

Styopka shrugged. "Vcnjamin lvanovich i s  smart about 
other things. He's brave as a devi l ,  he knows lo ts  o f  t ri cks 
and invents more all the t ime. He can make people respect 
him, even fear him; he never loses confidence, and he's 
strong as a bear. But he's only good for figh t i ng. :\nd be

sides, he l ikes to drink, and when he drinks,  his mood 
changes every minute." 

To satisfy Styopka, t hey followed h i m t o  the s ick man 's 
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pallet .  The man was a Tatar, a deserter from the German 
pol ice, whose uniform he was stil l  wearing. To Mendel, he 
didn't seem seriously i l l :  h is bel ly was indeed a bit taut ,  
but it didn't  hurt when it was touched, and h is fever 
couldn't have been very h igh. He was well nourished: 
Mendel tried to reassure Styopka; he advised giving the 
patient no food for a day, and no medicines. 

"No danger of that ," Styopka said, ' 'we don't have any 
medicines. We had a bit of aspirin ,  but we've run out ." 

As they emerged from the tent ,  they ran into Venjamin.  
He was unrecognizable: no longer the easygoing host , 
drunk on vodka and victory, or the overgrown child pout
ing over the broken radio. He was a fearsome human spec
imen, a young warrior of prompt and precise movements, 
intell igent face, and intense but inscrutable gaze. An 
eagle, Mendel thought to h imself; we must be on our 
guard. 

"Come with me," Venjamin said, with calm authority. 
He took them off to a corner of the tent ,  and asked them 
who they were, where they came from, and where they 
were going. He spoke in the soft ,  confident voice of a man 
who knows he will be obeyed. 

"I 'm an art i l leryman, and he's a paratrooper. We're 
stragglers, missing, and we met by chance, in the Bryansk 
woods. We heard about this band, we looked for you,  and 
we caught up with you."  

"Who told you about us?" 
"The Uzbek who sold you the radio ."  
"Why did you fol low us?" 
Mendel hesitated for a moment. "Because we'd l ike to 

join the band." 
"Arc you armed?" 
"Y cs . A submachinc gun, a German pistol, and some 

ammunition." 
Without changing his tone, Vcnjamin addressed 

Leon id: ' 'And you? Why don't you say anything?" 
Embarrassed, Leonid replied that he let Mendel do the 

talking, because he was older and the weapons belonged 
to him. 
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"The weapons don't belong to him," Venjamin said. 

"They belong to everybody; weapons belong to those who 
know how to use them . "  He was silent for a moment ,  as if 
expecting a react ion; but Leonid and Mendel also re
mained silent .  Then he went on: "Why do you want to 
join us? Answer separately. You?" 

Leonid, caught off guard, was tongue-tied. He felt as i f  
he had been demoted to  schoolroom questioning or, 
worse, to the humiliating interrogat ion he had undergone 
when they arrested him and imprisoned him in the Lu
byanka. He murmured something about a soldier's duty 
and his wish to be not j ust a straggler. 

"You were a pr�ner of the Germans," Venjamin said. 
"How do you know that?" Mendel intervened, sur

prised. 
"I' l l  ask the questions. But you can see it on his face. 

And what about you, art il leryman? Why do you want to 
come with us?" 

Mendel felt he was being weighed, as if on scales; and 
he fel t  irritated at being weighed. He answered: "Because 
I 've been a missing person for a year. Because I 'm tired of 
l iving l ike a wolf. Because I have a score of my own to set
tle. Because I believe our war is j ust . "  

Venjamin's voice sank stil l lower. "You found u s  yester
day on a strange day, good and bad. A good day, because 
the news you heard is true, the radio repeated it twice: 
Mussolini has fal len. But that doesn't mean the war wil l  
end soon. Last night we yelled it  into one another's ears, 
each of us convinced the others, and we were all ready to 
be convinced, because hope's contagious as cholera. Last 
night we were on vacat ion . But \Ve know t h e  Germans. 
During the night I thought it over, and I believe t he war 
will last a long t ime still . And yesterday was a bad day 

because the radio broke down. Worse than you m ight  
think: a band without a radio is a bu nch of orphans, deaf 
and dumb. Without the radio we don't know where t he 
front is, and in Moscow they don 't  know where we arc. 
and we can't call on planes to drop t h i ngs. Every t h i ng 
comes through the radio: medicine, gra i n ,  weapons. eve n 



62 1 1f Not Now, When? 

vodka. With t he radio comes news, courage, too. And 
since you can 't l ive without grain, and when i t 's lacking, 
you have to take i t  from peasants; so a band wi thout a 
radio becomes a band of bandits. I t 's good for you to know 
these things, and give t hem some thought before deciding. 
And i t 's good for you to know someth ing else, too. Eight 
months ago there were a hundred of us, and now there are 
less than forty. In our war no two days are ever al ike: we're 
poor a bit and rich a bit ,  ful l  one day and hungry the next .  
And t his i sn ' t  a war for anybody with weak nerves. We 
come from far away and we're going far away, and the 
weak are dead or have dropped out .  Think i t  over. And 
before giving you an answer, I ' l l  t hink it  over, too." 

A metallic clang was heard. Noonday soup was ready, 
and Styopka had sounded assembly, striking a stone 
against a length of rai lroad track hanging from a bough. 
They all l ined up at t he pot , Venya too, and Mendel and 
Leonid; and Styopka d istributed t he food. Nearly every
body had finished eating, and many were already lying in 
t he sun and smoking, when a voice came from the shore, a 
yel l :  ' 'Tree trunks coming ! "  And, in fact, t hey were arriv
ing, float ing slowly on the current :  heavy trunks, stripped 
of branches, scattered, a few at a t ime. Venj amin went to 
the water and became alert. He asked Styopka, "Where 
are t hey coming from?" 

''As a rule they come from the Smolensk dock, three 
h undred kilometers upstream. They've always done i t  l ike 
t his. It costs less than shipping them by rai l .  They go 
down to the Ukraine, and they're used as supports in  the 
mines ."  

"They've always done it  l ike t his, but  now the mines are 
working for the Germans," Venjamin said, scratching his 
chin. At that moment, at a bend of the river, something 
bigger appeared: i t  was a convoy of rafts, t ied in a l ine, 
maybe ten of them, appearing one after the other from 
behind a tongue of wooded land. "We have to grab 
t hem," Venjamin said. 

" I t 's not a job I 've ever done, but I 've seen others do i t ,"  
Styopka said. "Farther down, a kilometer from here, 
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there's a stagnant branch. I f  we hurry, we'll get there in  
t ime. But we need some poles. "  

In a moment Venya was master of  the  situation .  He  left 
ten men to guard the camp, sent  another ten with hatch
ets to chop down and strip some sapl ings, and he 
promptly hurried along the shore with those who were 
left, including Leonid and Mendel. They reached the 
stagnant water before the timber did, and a l i ttle later the 
ten men arrived with the saplings; but the convoy was al
ready in sight. "Hurry ! Who's the best swimmer? You,  
Volodya! "  But Volodya, either because there was a real 
impediment or because he had l i t t le desire, couldn't get 
his boots off in t i ll)� · He was huddled on the ground, all 
twisted, his face flushed by the strain; and Venya lost pa
t ience. "Good-for-nothing! Idler! Come, give me that 
pole." In  a moment he was barefoot and naked. Wading a 
b i t  and swimming a bit ,  with one hand, he crossed the 
stagnant water; and when he had reached the green point 
that separated the two branches of the river, the convoy of 
rafts was already going by. He was heard cursing, then 
seen sinking again into the stream. Other men followed 
him with other poles. He swam rapidly towards the rafts, 
missed the first ones, and managed to climb on to the last, 
which he immediatel ly maneuvered with his pole, di
recting i t  towards the grassy point, where i t  ran aground 
in the mire. But i t  was soon apparent that the raft 
wouldn't stay there long: the other rafts, idly drawn on by 
the current, tugged at i ts anchorage; and one man 
couldn't hold it fast .  Out of breath, Venya shouted to the 
men to climb on to the rafts, one to each, and each was to 
thrust his pole hard into the muddy bed. They managed 
to move the convoy away from the shore, struggle across 
the current, come around the poin t, and triumphant ly 
push the t imber i nto the st i l l  water of the stagnant branch 
of the river. "That's good," Venjamin said, get t ing 
dressed. "Now we'l l see. Maybe we'll put  them ashore and 
set fire to them. Just so long as they don't get to the m i nes. 
Now back to the camp." 

On the brief march back, Mendel fel l  in beside him and 
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congratu lated him.  "I know, I know that for the Germans 
it doesn't represent serious harm," Venjamin replied. 
"But for men l ike these, there's nothing worse than idle
ness. And nothing better t han an example. Dry yourselves, 
you two, and then meet me in the tent ." 

In  the tent ,  Venjamin came straight to the point .  "I 've 
t hought it over, and i t 's not easy. You see, in our way, 
we're specialized . We know t his area, we're trained. Hav
ing you with us would be a responsibil i ty.  I 'm sure you're 
good fighters; but  we're not fighters so much as rear-guard 
men, spoi lers, saboteurs. Each of us has his tasks, and you 
can't learn t hem in a few days. And besides-" 

"You didn't talk l ike t h is earlier, t his morning," Mendel 
said. 

Venya lowered his eyes. "No, I didn't talk l ike th is. 
Look, I don 't have anything against you people. I 've had 
Jewish friends since I was a chi ld and I had others as my 
companions at Voronezh, at training camp, and I know 
you're men l ike everybody else, nei ther better nor worse, 
or rather maybe a bit more-" 

"That 's enough for me," Leonid said. "If  you don't 
want us, we' l l  go, and it ' l l  be best for everybody. We're 
not going to  get down on our knees to-" 

Mendel interrupted him:  "But I st i l l  want to hear what 
happened between t his morning and now." 

"Nothing. Nothing happened. No specific th ing. I just 
overheard people talking, and-" 

"We're soldiers, you and I. We wear t he same uniform, 
and I want you to tell  me who spoke and what was said ." 

"I  won't te l l  you who spoke. I t  was more than one. For 
myself, I would accept you; but I can't prevent my men 
from talking, and I don't know if  you would be suffi
ciently protected. Here t here are people with different 
ideas, and quick to act ." 

Mendel insisted. He wanted to know, word for word, 
what t he others had said, and Venjamin repeated it to 
him, with the expression of a man spi t t ing out a morsel of 
spoiled food: "They say they don't l ike Jews much, and 
Jews that arc armed even less ." 
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Leonid spoke up. "We're leaving, and you can tell those 

men of yours that in Warsaw, last April, armed Jews held 
out against the Germans longer than the Red Army did in 
'forty-one. And they weren't even properly armed, and 
they were hungry, and they were fight ing in the midst of 
the dead, and they had no all ies."  

"How do you know t hese things?" Venjamin asked. 
"Warsaw isn 't all that far away, and news spreads even 

without a radio." 
Venjamin stepped out of the tent ,  spoke in a low voice 

to Styopka and Volodya, then came back inside and said, 
"I should take away your weapons, but I won 't. You've 
seen who we are �-nd where we are; I shouldn't let you 
leave, but I wil l .  One day with us wasn't much, but maybe 
what you've seen wil l  be of use to you. Move on , keep your 
eyes open, and go to Novoselki . "  

"Why Novoselki? Where's Novosclki?" 
"In the bend of the Ptich, a hundred and twenty kilo

meters to the west ,  in the midst of the Polessia marshes. It  
seems there's a village of armed Jews there, men and 
women. The foresters told us about it :  those men go 
everywhere and know everything; they're our telegraph 
and our newspaper. Maybe there your weapons will be of 
use to you .  You can't stay with us." 

Mendel and Leonid took their leave, crossed the Dnepr 
on a raft made of four logs tied together, and resumed 
their way. 

They walked for ten days. The weather had turned bad; 
it rained often, sometimes in sudden downpours, some
times in a fine, penetrating drizzle that was l ike a mist ; the 
paths were muddy, and the woods gave off a pungent 
aroma of mushrooms that already heralded autumn. Pro
visions were beginning to grow scarce; the two had to stop 
at night at isolated farms and dig up potatoes and beets. 
In t he woods there were blueberries and s trawberries in 
abundance, but after two or three hours' picking, hunger 
increased instead of diminishing: hunger and Leon id's ir
ritation. 
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"This stuff is good for schoolboys on holiday. It st imu
lates your stomach without fil l ing i t . "  

Mendel was brooding on the news t hey had learned in 
Venjamin's camp. What significance could i t  have? Told 
l i ke t hat,  without any comment ,  without a general evalua
tion, the news was as i rri tat ing as the blueberries, and left 
t he mind s imilarly hungry. Mussol ini  in prison, and the 
king back in power. What is a king? A kind of czar, bi
goted and corrupt, a th ing of the past, a fairy-tale charac
ter with braid, plumes, and ornamental dagger, arrogant 
and base. But this I talian king must be an al ly, a friend, 
since he had had Mussolini  imprisoned. Too bad there 
was no longer the kaiser in Germany, otherwise the war 
might really have ended: as Venjamin had said, in his 
drunkenness. The news t hat Fascism had fallen in I taly 
was certainly good, but what importance could it have? I t  
was hard to get an  idea: in  the articles in Pravda, Fascist 
I taly had been described, according to the t ime, as a dan
gerous and untrustworthy adversary, or as a contemptible 
jackal in the shadow of the German beast .  To be sure, the 
Italian soldiers on the Don hadn't lasted long, poorly 
equipped and poorly armed and with no wil l  to fight: 
everybody knew that .  Maybe they had had their fill of 
Mussol ini ,  and the king had fol lowed the wishes of the 
people; but in Germany t here was no king, there was only 
Hitler. Better not to harbor any i l lusions. 

I f  a king is a fairy-tale character, a king of I taly is dou
bly fictional, because Italy i tself is a fairy tale. It  was im
possible to form a concrete idea of it. How can you 
condense into the same, single image Vesuvius and gon
dolas, Pompei i  and Fiat, La Scala opera and the carica
tures of Mussolini in Krokodil, that kind of h ighwayman 
with a hyena's jaw, wearing a fez with a tassel, displaying 
a capi talist 's belly, and holding a kni fe in his hand? Men
del would have given a fortune for a radio, but i t  was only 
a figure of speech: they had nothi ng left to barter except 
the gun and the pistol, and it was wiser to hang on to 
those. 
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He wondered i f  there were Jews in  Italy. I f  so, they must 
be strange Jews: how can you imagine a Jew in a gondola 
or at the top of Vesuvius? But there must actually be 
some, there are Jews even in India and China, and they 
aren't necessarily bad off. Maybe the Zionists of Kiev and 
Kharkov were right when they preached that the Jews 
are well off only in the land of Israel, and they should all 
leave I taly, Russia, India, and China and settle there to 
raise oranges, learn Hebrew, and dance the hora all in 
a nng. 

Perhaps because he was t ired, or because of the damp
ness, the scar beneath Mendel 's hair had begun to itch. 
Leonid's boots ha1_come unsewn, and his feet slithered in  
the  water and the  mud. Behind h im ,  Mendel felt Leonid's 
negative presence, the weight of h is s ilence; they ham
pered Mendel's progress more than the mud. This was no 
longer j ust mud after rain, the fert i le mud that comes 
from heaven and must be accepted in its season. Gradu
ally, as they advanced westward, they encountered more 
and more a different ,  permanent mud, master of the area, 
which came from the ground and not from the sky. The 
wood had th inned out, they came upon vast clearings, but 
with no sign of human labor. The earth was no longer 
black or clayey, but of a cadaverous pallor. Though moist , 
i t  was thin,  sandy, and it seemed to lack water from its 
very womb. Yet it wasn't sterile: i t  nourished canebrakes, 
succulent plants that Mendel had never seen, and vast 
beds of sticky-leaved shrubs, sprawl ing on the ground and 
as i f  bored by the sky. The two men sank into the terrain,  
or the rotten leaves, up to their ankles. Leonid took off h i s  

now-useless boots, and soon Mendel imitated h im:  his 
boots were still serviceable, but i t  was a shame to wear 
them out. 

On the seventh day of walking i t  became a problem to 

find a patch of dry ground where they could spend the 
night ,  even though the rain had stopped. On t h e  eigh t h  
day i t  became hard also to maintain t he i r  d i rect ion;  t hey 
had no compass, the sky was rarely clear, and t he path 
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was broken more and more often by shallow ponds, wh ich 
st i l l  obl iged them to make exhausting detours. The water 
was clear, unmoving, smel l ing of peat,  wi th  th ick, round 
leaves floating on i t ,  fleshy flowers, and an occasional 
bird's nest .  They looked for eggs in vain :  there were no 
eggs, only bits of shel l and soaked feathers. But they fou nd 
frogs, plenty of them: adul t  frogs the size of a hand, tad
poles, and slimy garlands of frogs' eggs. They caught sev
eral adults easily, roasted them on sticks, and ate them. 
Leonid ate with the ferine greed of a hungry nineteen
year-old; Mendel, amazed to discover in  h imself a trace of 
the ancestral repulsion for forbidden meats. 

"Like in Egypt, in the t ime of Moses," Mendel said, j ust 
to make conversat ion. "But I never u nderstood how they 
could be a plague: the Egypt ians could have eaten them, 
l ike we're doing." 

"Frogs were a plague?" Leonid asked, chewing. 
"The second plague: Dom, Tzefardea '; tzefardea ' are 

frogs." 
"What was t he first?"  
"Dom. Blood,"  Mendel answered. 
"We've had b lood,"  Leonid said, pensively .  "And the 

others? Which are the ones that come afterwards?" 
To assist h is  memory, Mendel began to chant the j ingle 

that is recited at  Passover to amuse children: "dom, tzefarc 
dea ', kinim, 'aroiv . . . " Then he translated into Russian: 
blood, frogs, l ice, beasts, scabies, pesti lence, hail, lo
custs . . . .  But he broke off, before finishing the list, to ask 
Leonid: "But you . . .  when you were a child, didn't  you 
ever keep Passover?" 

He immediately regretted the quest ion. Though Leonid 
didn't stop eat i ng, he looked away, and h is eyes became 
grim and blank. After a few moments, with apparent i nco
herence, he said: 

"When they sent my father to Solovki, my mother 
didn't wait for h im.  She didn't wait long. She put me in  
an orphanage and went to l ive with another man, and 
never bothered about  me any more. He was a rai lroad 
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man, too, and he always spoke in a whisper. Maybe he 
was also afraid of ending up on the islands; he was afraid 
of everything. As far as I know, they're sti l l  together. And 
now I've had enough. Enough walking towards God 
knows where. Enough of blood and frogs, and I want to 
stop, and I want to die." 

Mendel didn't answer; he realized his companion 
wasn't one of those men who can be healed with words; 
perhaps nobody with a story l ike his behind him could be 
healed with words. And yet Mendel felt in his debt: guilty 
towards him, at fault ,  as if he were seeing a man drown in 
shal low water and, since the man doesn't call for help, al
lowing him to dnt�n. To help Leonid you had to under
stand h im,  and to understand him, he would have to talk, 
and he talked only l ike this: a few words, then silence, his 
eyes avoiding Mendel's. He was ready to wound and 
ready to be wounded. What if  Mendel tried to force his 
hand? That could be dangerous: l ike when you stick a 
screw awkwardly into a nut and you feel resistance. If you 
force it with the screwdriver, you strip the threads and you 
have to throw the screw away. But if you have pat ience 
and you start over again from the beginning, you can turn 
it without effort, and in the end it holds fast . It takes pa
t ience, even in someone who doesn't have any. Especially 
for someone who doesn't have any. Who has lost it. Who 
has never had i t .  For one who never had the t ime and the 
clay to build i t  for h imself. Mendel was about to answer: 
If you really want to die, you'll have plen ty of opportuni
t ies. But, on the contrary, he said, ' 'Let's get some sleep . 
Tonight at least we have ful l  bellies." 

By the ninth day of their walking the path had virtually 
disappeared: it could be ident ified at intervals, on the 
sandbars that wound among the marshes, as they became 
more and more broad, flowing one into the other. The 
wood had dwindled to isolated patches, and the horizon 
surrounding them had never been so vast throughou t 
their journey. Vast and sad, steeped in the intense, fune
real odor of the canebrakes. On the still water the round 



70 I If Not No"'• When? 

clouds were sharply mirrored: white, mot ionless in the sky. 
At the sl ippery footsteps of the two men, an occasional 
duck flapped off into the canes, but Mendel chose not to 
shoot, reluctant to waste bul lets and to signal their pres
ence. A wooden bui lding loomed up.  When they reached 
i t ,  they saw it was a watermil l ,  abandoned and half
ruined; the wheel's rusted blade dipped into the murky 
water, which proceeded, in ramifications, through the 
marshes. I t  had to be the Ptich.  Novoselki couldn't  be far 
away. 

On the other side of the river the terrain was firmer; in 
the distance they could make out a sl ight rise, covered 
with dark trees, oaks or alders. Mendel put his boots back 
on; Leonid remained barefoot , wi th only some rags 
wrapped around his feet to protect them against the 
thorns. After half an hour's walking, he cried, "Hey! Look 
here ! "  Mendel turned and saw him holding a dol l in his 
hand: a poor l i t t le pink doll ,  naked, one leg missing. Men
del held i t  to h is nose and caught an odor of childhood, 
the pathetic odor of camphor, of celluloid-for a moment ,  
evoked w i th  brutal violence-his sisters, their l i t tle friend 
who was to become his wife, Strelka, the pi t .  He remained 
si lent ,  gulped, then said to Leonid in a soft voice, "You 
don't find these things in the woods. "  

To the right of  the  track there was a clearing, and in  the 
clearing they saw a man. He was tal l ,  thin, pale, with 
narrow shoulders; when he became aware of them, he 
tried awkwardly to run off or to hide. They called to 
him, and he let them approach. He was dressed in  rags 
and wore on h is feet a pair of sandals made from old 
t i res; he had a bunch of grass in his hand. He didn't look 
l ike a peasant. They asked h im,  "Is the vil lage of the 
Jews here?" 

"There's no vil lage here," the man answered. 
"But aren't you a Jew?" 
"I 'm a refugee," he said, but his accent gave h im away. 
Leonid showed h im the dol l .  "What about th is? Where 

did i t  come from?" 
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The man's gaze shifted slightly: someone was ap
proaching, behind Leonid. It was a litt le girl, dark and 
t iny; she took the doll from his hands, saying very gravely, 
"It 's mine. You were very smart to find i t . "  
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I t wasn't exactly a vil lage: it was a "republic 
of the marshes ," the man explained to Mendel , not with
out pride. It was rather an encampment , a haven, a for
tress; and the two of them would be welcome, because 
hands capable of working were scarce, and men able to 
handle weapons were even scarcer. His name was Adam. 
As night was about to fall ,  he collected the children,  who 
were hunt ing grasses at the edge of t he clearing; and he 
invited Mendel and Leonid to follow him.  The children ,  
boys and girls, numbered about a dozen , between the  ages 
of five and twelve; and each had gathered a l i t t le bundle 
of grasses, separated into several bunches. "Here every
body has to make h imsel f usefu l ,  even the children .  There 
are herbs for curing diseases, others are good to eat, 
cooked or raw. Grasses, berries roots: we've taught the 
children to ident ify them. Eh, we don't teach them much 
else here ." 
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They started on their way. The children looked at t he 
two soldiers with distrust fu l  curiosi ty. They didn't ask the 
men any questions, and t hey didn't talk among them
selves, either. They were shy, wild l i tt le animals, with 
rest less eyes; without Adam's giving them any order, they 
spontaneously formed a line, two by two, and set off to
wards the rise, fol lowing a trail that they seemed to know 
well .  They, too, were wearing sandals cut from tires; their 
clothes were old army uniforms, tattered and i l l-fitt ing. 
The little girl who had recovered her doll held it t ight 
against her chest as i f  to protect it ,  but she didn't speak to 
i t  or even look at it :  she looked to either side, with the un
easy, darting glanhs of a bird. 

Adam, on the contrary, had a great desire to talk and to 
listen. He was fifty-five years old, he was the oldest of the 
camp, and therefore he was charged with minding the 
children: yes, there were women, but not many, and they 
were suited for heavier tasks; one of them was his daugh
ter. Before answering their other questions, he wanted to 
know the story of the two newcomers: Mendel was glad to 
satisfy him, and in detail ,  but Leonid managed it in a few 
words. He, Adam, came from far away: he had been a 
textile worker in Minsk, active in the Bund, the Jewish 
labor organization, since he was sixteen . He had been in 
time to get a taste of the czar's prisons, which sti l l  hadn 't 
saved him from going to the front in the First World War. 
But a Bundist is a Menshevik, and as a Menshevik he had 
been tried and again imprisoned in 1 930: it hadn't been 
nice, they had put him in freezing cells and in others that 
were torrid and airless, they wanted him to confess that he 
had been bribed by foreigners. He held out through two 
interrogat ions, then slashed his wrists. They sewed him up 
again so he could confess: for two weeks they didn't allow 
him an hour's sleep, and then he confessed everyth ing the 
j udges wanted. He spent another couple of years in prison 
and three more in a camp, at Vologda, halfway bet ween 
Moscow and Arkhangelsk: that was better than a prison,  

he worked in  a kolkhoz, which was where he had learned 
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what grasses are good to eat . There are a lot more than 
city people know, and so even from confinement some 
good can come. In the summer, grasses are important ,  
they contain some nourishment, even i f  you eat them 
without seasoning. Of course, winter is another matter: i t  
was best not  to think about winter. 

After his confinement was over, they had sent h im 
home, bu t  the  war came and the  Germans reached Minsk 
in a few days. Wel l ,  Adam fel t  a weight on his conscience, 
because he, and other old men l ike him, h ad known the 
Germans in the other war, and had tried to reassure 
everybody: the Germans were good soldiers, but  civilized 
people, why hide or run away? At most, t hey would give 
the land back to the peasants. Instead, in Minsk, those 
Germans had done a thing that he couldn't  tel l  about .  He 
couldn't  and wouldn't and shouldn' t .  "I t 's the first rule of 
our republic. If we kept on tell ing one another what we've 
seen, we'd go crazy, and instead we all have to be sane, 
children included. Besides the different grasses, we teach 
them to tell lies, because we have enemies on all sides, not 
only the Germans ." 

While he was talking l ike this ,  they had arrived at the 
camp. Actually, i t  would have been difficul t  to define it  
with a single word, because it was someth ing Mendel had 
never seen and couldn't  have imagined possible. In  any 
case, i t  was much more a refuge than a fortress. On the 
hi l lock t hey had glimpsed from the d istance, and which 
didn't rise more than twenty meters or so above the plain, 
there was an old monastery, h idden among the thick trees. 
It consisted of a brick construction forming three sides of 
an open quadrangle, two stories aboveground. At the two 
corners, two squat towers rose, one supporting what re
mained of a bell chamber. The other, half-destroyed then 
reconstructed in wood, must have been used as a lookout 
post .  Not far away, opposite the open side of the quadran
gle, there was the monastery barn, a bu ilding of roughly 
stripped logs, with a wide wagon entrance and some t iny 
windows. 
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The monastery was not so much hidden by the trees as 

besieged by them. Of its three wings, only one was intact; 
the other two bore signs of destruction, ancient and re
cent .  The roof, originally of t i les, had collapsed in several 
places, and had been haphazardly patched up with straw 
and reeds; the outside walls also displayed big gaps 
through which you could see the rooms inside, fil led with 
rubble. Everything must have been abandoned dozens of 
years before, perhaps even at the time of the civi l  war, 
because alders, oaks and willows had grown against the 
walls, and some even inside, sending roots down into the 
piles of detritus and seeking the l ight through gaps in the 
roof. '-

I t  was almost dark by now. Adam had the two men wait 
outs ide in the courtyard invaded by trampled weeds; he 
returned a l it t le later and led them into a big room, its 
floor covered with straw and sunflower stalks, where many 
people were already wait ing, some seated, some lying 
down. The children also arrived, and in the semidarkness 
a grass soup was distributed to al l .  There were no l ights; 
two women prepared the children for sleep; Adam came 
back and caut ioned the newcomers not to strike any 
matches. Mendel and Leonid fel t  guarded and protected. 
They were t ired: only for a few minutes were they aware 
of the murmuring of their neighbors, then they fell into 
the unawareness of sleep. 

Mendel woke in the morning with the happy-uneasy 
impression of being in another world and another period: 
perhaps in the midst of the desert, on the march for forty 
years towards the promised land, perhaps inside the walls 
of Jerusalem besieged by the Romans, or perhaps in 
Noah 's ark. In t he big room, besides the two of them, only 
two men and a woman had remained, all three middle
aged, and apparently i l l :  they spoke neither Russian nor 
Yiddish, but some Polish dialect. Children. perhaps the 
same as the previous evening, peered in at the door. c u ri 
ous but silent. A girl entered, small and thin .  w i t h  a s u b 
machine gun slung over her shoulder: s he saw t he t wo 
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strangers and went out at once, asking no questions. A 
subdued bust le could be heard all around, as of mice in an 
att ic :  brief calls, a hammering, the creak of a well chain ,  
the  hoarse cry of a rooster. The air that came through the 
open windows, bringing the damp breath of the marsh 
and the wood, dragged other, sharper and unfamil iar 
smells, of spices, singed fur, of cramped rooms, poverty. 

A li tt le later Adam came and asked them to fol low him:  
Dov, the chief, was waiting for them. He was await ing 
them at headquarters, Adam specified proudly, which 
meant a l i t t le room with paneled walls of fir p lanks, half
occupied by a bui l t-in stove, at the heart of a big shed that 
had been the outbuilding_of the monastery. On the stove 
and beside it were three pallets, and ncar the door there 
was a table of rough planks nai led together: there was 
noth ing else. Even the chair on which Dov sat looked solid 
but crude, the work of expert hands with l i t t le help from 
tools. Dov was middle-aged, short, but with strong bones 
and broad shoulders: wi thout actually being hump
backed, he was bent and carried his head down, as if he 
were wearing a burden; so he looked up at his  interlocu
tors from below, as if above the rims of nonexistent eye
glasses. His hair, which must once have been blond, was 
almost white, but st i l l  thick: he wore it carefu lly combed, 
parted straight down the middle. His hands were big and 
strong; when he spoke, he kept them motionless, hanging 
from his forearms, and he looked at them from t ime to 
t ime as if they weren't h is. He had a square face, steady 
eyes, honest features, worn and vigorous; he was slow of 
speech. He had the two men sit down on the pallet nearest 
the stove, and spoke these words: 

"I would have received you in any case, but i t 's good 
luck that you're soldiers: we already have too many people 
who've come here looking for protection. They come even 
from far away, seeking safety. They aren't m istaken, this is 
the safest place a Jew can find within a radius of a thou
sand kilometers, but that doesn't mean t he place is safe. It 
isn't, not at all : we arc weak, poorly armed, we arc in no 
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condition to defend ourselves against a serious attack. 
There are also too many of us: actually, we don't even 
know how many of us there are at any given moment .  
Every day there are people who come and people who 
leave. Today there must be about fi fty of us, not all Jews: 
there arc also two or three families of Polish peasants. The 
Ukrainian nationalists stole their provisions and l ivestock 
and burned their houses, they were terrified, and so they 
came here. The Jews come from the ghettos, or have 
escaped from the German labor camps. Each of them has 
a terrible story behind him:  there arc old people, women, 
chi ldren, sick. Only about a dozen young people know 
how to handle wbpons. 

"What weapons do you have?" Mendel asked. 
"Very few. A dozen hand grenades, a few pistols and 

submachine guns. A heavy machine gun with ammuni
t ion for five minutes' fire. Luckily for us, the Germans 
have rarely been seen around here so far; their best troops 
have been recal led to the front, which is hundreds of ki lo
meters away. In these parts there arc only a few garrisons 
scattered here and there, for requisitioning provisions and 
labor and guarding the roads and railway. The Ukrainians 
are the most dangerous; the Germans have organized and 
armed them, and they indoctrinate them: as if there were 
any need for that ! The Ukrainians have always considered 
Poles and Jews their natural enemies . 

"The best protect ion the camp has is the marshes. They 
go on and on for dozens of kilometers in every direct ion, 
and to cross them, you have to know them well :  in some 
the water comes up to your knees, but in others i t 's over a 
man's head, and there are few fords and they're hard to 
find. The Germans don't l ike them because you can 't have 
a blitzkrieg in marshes: even tanks get stuck, a n d  t he 
heavier they arc the worse it is . "  

"But  the  water must freeze during the  winter. " 
"Winter is a t ime of terror. In winter the woods a n d  t he 

marshes become our enemies. the worst enem ies of people 
in h iding. The trees shed their leaves, and i t 's l i ke bei n g  
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naked: reconnaissance planes can sec everything that hap
pens. The marshes freeze, and they're not a barrier any 
longer. You can read footprints on the snow. And your 
only protect ion against the cold  is a fire, but any fire 
makes smoke, and smoke can be seen far off. 

"And I st i l l  haven't mentioned food. For food, too, we 
have no certi tude. Some we get from the peasants, ob
tained politely--or otherwise-but the villages are poor 
and far away, and t he Germans and the bandits are al
ready quick to strip them. We get some things from the 
partisans, but in the winter they have the same problems 
we have; st i l l  they sometimes receive suppl ies by para
chute drops, and then we get something too. And, finally, 
some food comes from the woods: grasses and herbs, frogs, 
carp, mushrooms, berries, but only in summer. In winter, 
nothing. In winter only terror and hunger ." 

"Isn 't t here some way to establish better con tacts with 
t he partisans?" 

"So far our contacts have been irregular. For that mat
ter, what is more irregular than the partizanka? I was with 
them, unti l  winter before last :  then they declared me 
unfit ,  because for t hem I was an old man, and besides I 
was wounded and couldn't run any more. The local bands 
arc l ike drops of mercury: they come together, they break 
apart, they join up again :  they arc destroyed and new ones 
arc formed. The biggest and most stable have radios and 
keep in contact with the Great Land . . .  " 

"What 's the Great Land?" 
"We call i t  that, too: i t 's the Soviet territory beyond the 

front, the part not occupied by the Nazis. The radio is like 
blood: thanks to the radio they receive orders, reinforce
ments, instructors, arms, provisions. Not only by para
chute: when it 's possible, planes from the Great Land 
come down in the partisan zone, unload men and goods, 
take away the sick and the wounded. For this, on the con
trary, things go better in winter, because for planes you 
need an airfield, or at least a stretch of flat, open land; but 
land l ike that can be seen clearly from the air, and the 
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Germans, as soon as they see i t ,  they promptly drop 
bombs to make i t  unusable. But in the winter any lake or 
marsh or river wil l  do, provided the ice is thick enough. 

"But you mustn't imagine a regular service. Not all the 
drops and the landings end happily, and not all the bands 
are prepared to share their th ings with us. Many part isan 
leaders consider us useless mout hs because we don't fight .  
For that very reason we have to  prove ourselves useful ,  
and we can do this in various ways. First of all , anyone 
able to walk and shoot must consider h imself  a part isan, 
cont ribute to the defense; and if the part isans ask for him, 
he has to go wi th t hem. Practically speaking, between the 
bands and the monastery there is a constant exchange, 
and the monastery i tself, unt i l  the Germans discover i t ,  is 
not a bad refuge for t ired or wounded partisans, too. But 
there are other things that can be done, and we do them. 
We mend their clothes, do their laundry, tan hides with 
oak bark and make boots from the h ides: yes, the smell 
you smell comes from the tanning vats. And with birch 
bark we make pi tch so the boot leather will remain soft 
and waterproof. Do you have a trade?" he asked, ad
dressing Mendel. 

"I'm a watchmender by trade, but I also worked as me
chanic in a kolkhoz." 

"Good. We'l l  find work for you righ t away. What about 
you, Muscovite?" 

"I studied to be a bookkeeper. "  
"That's a bi t  less useful, for us. "  Dov laughed. " I 'd l ike 

to keep accounts, but i t 's impossible. We can't even count 
the people who come and go. Here we get Jews who have 
miracuously escaped the SS massacres; peasants come 
seeking protect ion; and dubious people we have to watch 
out for. They could even be spies, but what can we do:' 

There's nothing to do but trust their faces, the way I t rust 
yours now: we don't have a secret service. l\1 any arri ve. 
others leave, or die. The young leave, w i t h  my perm ission 
or without: they prefer to join up with the part isans prop
erly, rather than vegetate in this republ ic i n  hunger and 
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fear. The old and the sick die, but young and healthy 
pcpplc also die, of despair. Despair is worse than disease: it 
attacks you during the days of wait ing, when no news 
comes and no contacts, or when t hey announce German 
troop movements or movements of Ukrainian and Hun
garian mercenaries: waiting is  as fatal as  dysentery. There 
arc only two defenses against despair: working and fight
ing; but they're not always enough. There's also a third, 
which is tell ing one another l ies : we all fal l  into that .  Wel l ,  
that 's the  end of my speech; i t 's good you 've come here 
armed, but if you'd brought a radio transmitter it would 
have been better st i l l .  So it goes, you can't have every
thing, not even in Novoselki .  

They immediately became part of the guards' roster; 
this was the most important service of the community, 
and the two old towers of the monastery served well for 
the purpose. As a rule, every able-bodied refugee had to 
put in twelve hours of work, then eight of rest, and four on 
guard duty, divided into two shifts of two hours each;  t his 
led to complications, but Dov kept a precise schedule and 
insisted that it be respected. That same night Mendel 
stood guard with t he slim girl he had glimpsed in the dor
mitory, each to a tower; he learned that her name was 
Line, but l i t t le more. As the shift ended, he asked her, "I  
have a rip in my trousers. Could you please mend it for 
me?" Line answered curtly, "I ' l l  give you a needle and 
thread, and you can fend for yoursel f. I don 't have t ime." 
She raised her lantern and looked Mendel in the face, 
with an almost insolent attention : "Where did you get 
that scar?" Mendel answered, "At the front," and Line 
didn't pursue the matter, but went off to sleep. Leonid, on 
the other hand, found himself paired with Ber, a bespec
tacled boy, st i l l  almost a child, and also of few words. 

The work in the tannery, to which both newcomers 
were assigned, proceeded in the midst of disgust ing fumes, 
in a si lence broken only by the splashing of the vats and 
by brief murmurs. With closed faces, men and women 



scraped the hides to el iminate flesh and fur: they were 
h ides of rabbit ,  dog, cat, goat. Noth ing was wasted, the 
fleshy residue of the freshest h ides was carefully saved, for 
use as ferti l izer. Other workers boiled the bark of trees or 
stretched the hides on wooden frames. 

They soon adapted themselves to th is sort of l i fe and to 
the obsessive, paradoxical order, which each one seemed 
to maintain with effort and stubbornness, every minute. 
There were no community meals: at midday and in the 
evening all l ined up at the pots in the kitchen, then each 
one huddled in some corner to consume in silence what he 
had received: mostly a th in soup of herbs with a few scraps 
of potato, rarely�'-a bit  of meat or cheese, a spoonful of 
blueberries, a glass of milk.  

Adam, perhaps because he was the oldest, was the only 
one who hadn't forgotten the pleasure of storytell ing: 

"Dov? He's a man who never has to be coaxed. I t 's a 
good th ing he's here to settle the quarrels. He's seen l ife, 
Dov has, and he comes from afar. He comes from a remote 
village on the plateau of central Siberia, I can never re
member the name: his grandfather, a Nihi l ist, was de
ported there, back in the days of the czars, and his father 
was born there, and so was he. When the war broke out, 
he was mobi l ized and sent to the air corps. He was taken 
prisoner right away, in July of 'forty-one; the Germans put 
him in a Lager that was barely a hectare of land sur
rounded by barbed wire, and nothing inside, not a bar
racks or a shed; only ten thousand exhausted soldiers, 
wounded, crazed with hunger and thirst .  In the confusion 
they didn't realize he was a jew, so they didn't ki l l  h im. A 
few days later, they loaded h im and a thousand others on 
to a train.  He realized that the planks on the lloor of h is 
car were rotten, he kicked them loose; and dropped from 
the speeding train. Only him. The other eighty in the car 
didn't have the nerve. He broke a leg, but he managed all 
the same to get away from the railroad l ine and reach the 
house of some peasants who kept him for months without 
report ing h im, and they even set his leg. As soon a s  he 



82 I If !'lot !'low, When? 

cou ld walk he went wi th the partisans, but  last winter he 
was wounded in t he knee, and since then he's been lame. 
The part isans helped h im,  and he set t led here wi th a 
handful  of other Jews. He's a hardheaded S iberian; in a 
few months he and the others transformed th is  monastery, 
which was just a pile of rubble, in to a place where you can 
l ive." 

All through August ,  in the republ ic of the marshes 
nothing worthy of note occurred. From Ozarich i  n ine 
stragglers from the Red Army arrived; on their own ini 
t iat ive they had burned and looted a German depot .  They 
brought two mules loaded wi th sacks of potatoes, four 
Italian rifles, and twenty hand grenades; and news t hat 
was worth all the rest put together: the Russians had re
captured Kharkov. Among the cit izens of Novoselki t here 
was an immediate, impassioned argument :  how far away 
was Kharkov? Some said five hundred, some six hundred, 
some eight hundred kilometers. These last accused the 
first of being dreamers; and the first considered the last de
feat ists, or rat her, trai tors. 

The Ozarichi men had also dragged with them a doc
tor, and for Novoselki a doctor would have been very val
uable: but  this one, a Jewish captain of about forty, was 
very sick. He had a fever; during the last stages he had 
barely managed to drag h imself along, and from t ime to 
t ime they had loaded h im on the mule.  The moment he 
reached the monastery he had to go to bed because he 
cou ldn't stand up any more; purpl ish spots had appeared 
on his face, and he could speak only wi th difficulty; just 
wi th his l ips, as if his tongue were paralyzed. He made his 
own diagnosis: he said he had spotted fever, that he was 
about to die, and t hat he wanted only to die in peace and 
not infect anybody else. Dov asked him how he cou ld be 
treated, and he answered that t here was no treatment :  he 
asked for a bi t  of water, t hen didn't speak again. They had 
h im lie down on the ground, outside the building, and 
they covered h im with a blanket. The next morning he 
was dead. He was buried with every precaut ion against 



contact; Ber, the yout h  wi th the eyeglasses, a student of a 
rabbinical college, came to say Kaddish over the grave. 
What to do to avoid contagion? Or was typhus fever car
ried perhaps only by lice? Nobody knew. To make doubly 
sure, Dov had them burn every object the dead man had 
touched, including the precious blanket . 

September came, and t he first rainfalls, the first leaves 
began to turn yel low. Mendel realized that something was 
changing in Leonid. At the beginning of t heir stay in No
voselki, he hadn't departed from his usual behavior, con
sist ing of long, frown ing silences and outbursts of anger 
addressed solely to him, as if Mendel had been the one to 
sign the pact wi(h the Germans and had unleashed the 
war and spread terror through the country. As i f  Mendel 
had sent h im to the paratroops and had flung him in the 
midst of the marshes. But now Leonid sought out Mendel 
less and less frequently, or rather, he seemed to avoid 
meet ing h im, and when he couldn't avoid i t ,  he took care 
not to look Mendel in the eye. One day Mendel no longer 
saw h im around the tanning vats; Mendel was told that 
Leonid couldn't stand the smell and had asked Dov to 
t ransfer him to the room where Line and two other girls 
disti l led birchwood to make tar. Another day Dov com
plained to Mendel because his friend hadn't shown up for 
work, and th is was a serious breach, which Dov couldn't 
understand. Mendel replied that he wasn't responsible for 
what Leonid did or didn't do, but as he said th is he fel t  
someth ing l ike an i tch around h is heart, because he had 
realized that the words that had come from his mouth 
were the ones that Cain had said when the Lord asked 
h im about Abel. What nonsense! Was Leonid his brother? 
Not a brother, he was just another poor wretch l ike h i m 
self, and l ike everybody else, someone collected along the 
road. Of course Mendel wasn't his keeper, and st i l l  less 

had he shed Leon id's blood. He hadn't kil led h im in the 
field. And yet the i tch persisted: maybe this i s  real ly how it 
is, rna ybe each of us is Cain to some Abel , and slays h i m  i n  
the field without knowing i t ,  through the  th ings h e  docs t o  
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him, the things he says to him, and the things he should 
say to h im and doesn't .  

Mendel told Dov that Leonid had had a difficul t  l i fe, 
but Dov answered him with a single syllable, looking into 
his eyes: "Nu?" In Novosclki th is wasn't any excuse. Who 
didn't have a difficult l ife behind him? There were no ex
cuses for partisanshchina, Dov said sharply. What was parti
sanshchina? Partisan anarchy, Dov explained: lack of 
discipl ine. A serious danger. To l ive ou tside the law didn't 
mean not having any law. To escape the Fascists' ki l l ing it  
was necessary to accept a discipline even more severe t han 
the one imposed by the Fascists: more severe but more 
j ust ,  because it was volunta.ry. Anyone unable to accept it  
is free to leave. Mendel and Leonid should think i t  over. 
In fact,  they should th ink it  over immediately, because 
there was a job for them to do: an urgent,  important job, 
and not even all that dangerous. Orders had come to sabo
tage a rai lroad. Well, th is was just the right job for them, 
to win c i t izenship in the republic; for that matter, this was 
the partisan custom, to ask newcomers to do a job as a 
test ,  as when you enter a factory. 

The day after, Dov also summoned Leonid and went 
into details: 

"The Brest-Rovno-Kiev line has been blown up, the 
line that supplied the German fron t  in the south Ukraine. 
From now on, all the war traffic will go by way of Brest
Come! . This l ine runs south of Novoselki, about th irty 
kilometers away: i t 's a single track. I t  has to be put out of 
commission as soon as possible. This is the job you're to 
do. Any ideas?" 

"Do you have explosive?" Mendel asked. 
"We have some, but very l i t t le and not suited for this. 

We extracted i t  from a few shells that dropped into the 
swamp and didn't explode. "  

Leonid interrupted h im ,  giving Mendel an  insolent 
glance: "Excuse me, Chief. For jobs l ike this, explosive is 
more a h indrance than a help. Sabotaging railroads is a job 
I know: during parachute training they explained al l  the 



methods to us. A big wrench is much better, more sure, 
makes no noise, and leaves no trace . "  

"On your course," Mendel asked, irritated, "did they 
also give you practical t raining, or just theory?" 

"I ' l l  assume the responsibi l i ty for t his job. You, for 
once, mind your own business ."  

"Al l  right ,"  Mendel said, underlining h is words, "I  have 
not hing against that.  I 'm better at mending th ings than at 
blowing them up." 

Dov l istened, as i f  he were amused by this b ickering. 
"Just a moment ,"  he said.  "It would be a good idea to 
combine the sabotage of the tracks with the derai l ing of a 
train: a broken b if-of t rack can be repaired in a few hours, 
but an overturned train, besides being a dead loss, blocks 
the l ine for several days. But the Germans know this, too: 
for a while now, if a train is important, they've been send
ing a scout car ahead of i t . "  

There was a brief technical discussion bet ween Dov and 
Leonid, which then hatched the definit ive plan. It  would 
be unwise to sabotage the l ine in the stretch ncar Koptsc
vichi ,  the point  directly south of Novoselki :  it would put 
the Gestapo on the trail of the h ideout. Better to go far
ther on, near Zhitkovichi ,  fifty kilometers to the west , 
where the l ine crosses a bridge over a canal : there, that 
would be the ideal point. 

"Get ready," Dov said. "You leave in two hours. You' l l  
have a guide who knows the area. Take no weapons. \York 
out together how to sabotage the l ine; i f  you have learned 
some tricks, Leonid, so much the better. And remember: 
no quarrels during the mission. They're preparing t he 
wrenches at the forge: two of t hem, the right size." 

A guide l ike th is was something Mendel could gladly 
have done w ithout, but there was no quest ion that he 

really did know the area, and especially the fords. His name 
was Karlis; he was a Latvian, twenty-two years old; h e  
was tal l ,  thin,  blond, and he moved with si lent agi l i ty. How 
did someone born so far away know so well the mar:;hes of 
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Polcssia? He had got to know them under the Germans, 
Karl is said, speaking Russian rather badly. In his village 
they preferred t he Germans to the Russians, and he pre
ferred them, too, or had, at least at the beginning. He had 
gone over to their side, and they had taught h im how to 
hunt part isans. Yes, right here, i n  th is country:  he had 
been here almost a year, and he knew t he zone i nch by 
inch. But he wasn't a fool, after Stalingrad he realized 
t hat the Germans would lose the war, so he deserted a sec
ond t ime. He gave the two of them a half smile, seeking 
consensus. Always better to be on the winning side, wasn't 
that right? But now he had to be careful not to fall i nto 
the hands ei ther of H i t ler.-or of Stal in.  Was that why he 
had taken refuge at Novoselki? Leonid asked. Yes, of 
course: he, personally, had noth ing against the Jews . 

"We have to  be careful ,  too," Mendel whispered to 
Leonid, " this one has the Dom Israel on h is hands, the 
blood of Israel . "  

Karl is smiled his crooked smile again .  "I t 's n o  good 
your speaking Yiddish. I understand it ,  and I understand 
German, too ."  

"So you think the Jews of Novoselki wi l l  be the win
ners?" Mendel asked. 

"I didn't say that," the Latvian answered. "Careful ,  the 
water gets deep here. We'll stay more to the righ t . "  

They emerged from t he marshes a t  dawn, and went on 
for a few hours through meadows and unt i l led land. They 
rested unti l  early afternoon, and reached the rai lroad late 
in the night .  According to Karl is, they should fol low i t  
westward for eight or  ten kilometers before cross ing the 
canal; i t  was best not to walk on the track, but to keep a 
few hundred meters away, parallel to i t ,  without losing 
sigh t of it .  There was a moon: i t  made their walking easier, 
but if there hadn 't been one, they would have fel t  safer. 
They were t ired by now; st i l l ,  Leonid forced the pace and 
tended to take the lead. The Latvian, on the other hand, 
managed to remain last; th is irritated Mendel, who at a 
certain point said to h im sharply, "You ! Walk on. I 'l l be 
las t ."  
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Leonid sighted the bridge at sunrise. I t  wasn't the best 
hour  to start work, but there wasn 't a l iving soul to be 
seen, and the bridge, only a few meters long for t hat mat
ter, wasn't guarded. Leonid was obviously eager to take 
charge of the mission: he gave orders in  a low, but exci ted, 
nervous voice. With Mendel 's help he loosened the plates 
at the rail joints,  j ust at the head of the bridge, and t hen 
he undid all t he bolts that connected t he t ies to the tracks. 
The wood was rotten and the bol ts came out easily. Karl is 
list lessly offered to help, but then he contented himself 
with keeping watch, to see nobody came near. When the 
two t racks were free, Leonid didn't move them, but t ied 
them crosswise wil..h a rope about th irty meters long, the 
longest there was in Novoselki ,  unfortunately. The free 
part of the rope was buried under loose earth and brush. 
Done, Leonid said proudly, now al l  we have to do is wait 
for the train. Let the scout car go by, and then, right in 
front of the locomotive, we pul l  the rope and shift the 
rai ls. Not too soon: otherwise, the engineer would notice 
something was wrong. 

They spent t he day sleeping, in turns. Towards evening, 
in the si lence of the countryside, the sound of the train was 
heard. All  three men grabbed the end of the rope and lay 
down among the bushes, so as not to be seen. There was 
no scout. The t rain consisted of about th irty closed freight 
cars, and i t  was advancing rapidly. But once in sight of 
the bridge, it began to slow down. Mendel suddenly felt 
an intense desire to pray, but he repressed i t ,  because none 
of the prayers of his chi ldhood was suited to the situat ion, 
and he wasn't even sure that the Holy One, blessed be He, 
had any jurisdict ion over railroads. The train was proceed
ing slowly; it came to the disconnected st retch. " 'Now ! "  
Leonid ordered. The three men leaped t o  their feet and 
yanked on t he rope, and the rope obeyed their frant ic ef
forts: but not much, not more than the breadt h of a h a n d .  

The locomot ive shrieked as the brakes were abru p t l y  
appl ied, and sparks flew from the  whee ls . T h e  dri \·cr m ust 

have seen something and tried to reverse the locomot i \'l'. 
but too late. The bogey wheels ran off t h e  t racks o n t o  t h e  
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gravel of the embankment ,  locomot ive and cars advanced 
another ten meters out of inert ia in a deafening racket and 
a cloud of dust, then everything stopped. Only the cow
catcher of the locomotive was on the bridge, and it was 
t i l ted slightly; i t  must have touched the parapet ,  and from 
some broken pipe a jet of steam emerged with an earsplit
t ing h iss, so loud that the three men couldn't exchange a 
word. Pale as a corpse, Leonid motioned to the others to 
follow h im to the first car: perhaps in  search of loot . In
sane! Human fi gures could be seen runn ing up and down 
alongside the t rain.  Mendel took over: with Karl is's help, 
he dragged Leonid towards the nearest wood. They 
looked one another in the �ace, pant ing: a half derai lment, 
a hal f success. The locomotive broken down, but not de
stroyed; the l ine interrupted, but capable of being re
paired in  a few days; the bridge and the cars almost i ntact . 
Leonid cursed himself, he should have foreseen that the 
train would slow down at the bridge. I f  he had sabotaged 
the t rack a ki lometer farther down, the damage would 
have been ten t imes greater. 

The men of the escort, no more than half a dozen, were 
busy with the locomotive, giving no thought to those re
sponsible for the breakdown. The three waited, hiding, 
until  it was dark, then they set off, in no hurry, on t he way 
home. Leonid seemed dejected, and Mendel tried to cheer 
h im up: it wasn't his  fault ,  they didn't have the means; 
and anyway the t rain had somehow been stopped. Leonid 
was silent for a long t ime, turning his back; then he said, 
"You don't understand: i t  was a present ." 

"A present. Who for?" 
"For Line, the girl with the gun, yes, the one who's on 

guard duty with you. She's my woman, since the other 
night. The train was a present for her. " 

Mendel wanted to laugh and to cry. He was about to 
tell Leonid that Novoselki wasn't the place for a romance, 
but then he checked h imself. They walked on in si lence; 
halfway through the n ight they realized that Karl is had 
lagged behind, and t hey stopped to wait for h im.  An hour 
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went by and Karlis didn't reappear: he had gone. The two 
resumed their way in the darkness that grew thicker all 
the time. 

When they reached the camp, they made their report, 
and Dov l istened to them without commenting or passing 
j udgment: he knew how these ventures went. Karl is 's 
flight was too bad, but i t  couldn't  have been foreseen or 
avoided; and for that matter, it wasn't the first case of the 
kind. Novoselki wasn't a Lager, anybody who wanted to 
leave, left .  Would he talk? The pol ice reward was attrac
t ive, ten rubles a head for every Jew reported: the Ger
mans are a generous nation. But on the other hand, with 
the Germans Kaql_is also had some accounts to set t le, and 
besides he had always been well treated at the monastery, 
and, fi nally, he had other ways to earn his bread. In any 
case, there was no help for it: t hey would just have to be 
on the lookout,  especially these first few days, and if there 
was an attack, they would defend themselves. 

No attack came. Instead, towards the middle of Sep
tember, brought by Dov's mysterious informers, came the 
news that I taly had surrendered, and this put the camp in 
an uproar. War nevvs, invariably triumphant ,  was a basic 
feature of Novosclki .  Not a week went by without the 
All ies landing in  Greece or H it ler being assassinated or the 
Americans wiping ou t the Japanese with a miraculous 
new weapon. Every announcement then circulated 
breathlessly and became embellished, enriched with de
rails, and for days was a defense against anguish: the few 
who refused to bel ieve were regarded with contempt . 
Then the news faded, was forgotten, and left no t race, so 
the next piece of news was accepted without reservat ions. 

But th is t ime i t  was different; the announcement of the 
capi tulation was confirmed by two sources; it came from 
Radio Moscow and it had been personally cert i iied b y  

Dov, who as a rule was skep tical .  The comments w e re 

frenzied; nobody talked about anyt hing else. So the A x i s  
forces had been halved. So the war would b e  over i n  a 

month, two at most. It was impossible t hat t he A l l i es 
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wouldn't exploit the s ituation :  hadn't they already landed 
i n  I taly? For t heir armies I taly would be only a way sta
tion, in three days t hey would reach the border and would 
strike right i nto the heart of Germany. What border? Eu
rope's geography was passionately reconstructed, through 
scholastic, legendary recollections. Pavel , the only ci t izen 
of the marshes who had actually been in I taly, sat l ike an 
oracle in the center of a cont inually renewed circle. 

Pavel Yurevich Levinski set great store by his patro
nymic, and less by his too-revealing surname: he was a 
Jewish Russian, not a Russian Jew. At the age of t h irty
five he had a varied career behind h im:  he had been a 
weight- l ifter, an amateur actor, t hen a professional one, 
then a singer, and even, fo� a few months, an announcer 
with R adio Leningrad . He l iked to play cards and dice, he 
l iked wine, and when required he could curse l ike a Cos
sack. In the wan community of Novoselki he stood out be
cause of h i s  athletic appearance: nobody cou ld 
understand where, on t hose starvation rat ions, Pavel 
could get nourishment for h is muscles. He was of medium 
height ,  compact, sanguine. H is beard, which he kept 
close-cropped, grew up to his  eyes, and it sprouted so fast 
that a few hours after his  razor had been over i t ,  a bluish
black shadow already spread on his face. His hair and 
eyebrows were black and bushy. He had a real Russian's 
voice, deep, soft ,  and resonant,  but when he had fin ished 
speaking or singing, he shut his mouth t ight as a steel trap. 
H is face had accentuated features, l ike hi l ls  and valleys; 
his cheekbones stood ou t ,  t he l i t tle channel between nose 
and upper l ip was deep; and the j unction of that channel 
wi th the l ip was marked by two fleshy bumps .  H is teeth 
were strong and spaced, and he had a hypnot ist 's eyes. 
With those eyes and wi th his stubby, heavy hands, he 
could make the aches disappear from your joints and 
back, and sometimes, for a few hours, he could  dispel even 
hunger and fear. He had l i t t le  inclination towards disci
pl ine, but at the monastery he enjoyed a taci t  impunity. 

H is l isteners besieged him with questions about I taly. 
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"Of course, I was there. Some years ago, with the fa

mous tour of the Moscow Jewish Theater. I was Jeremiah, 
the prophet of calami ties: I came on stage with a yoke on 
my back, to prophesy the deportation of t he Jews to Ba
bylon, and I would low l ike an ox. I had a purple wig, and 
I was stuffed to make me look even bigger, and the soles of 
my shoes were bui l t  up, because a prophet has to be tal l .  
We played in Hebrew and in Yiddish; the I talians, in 
Milan, Venice, Rome, and Naples, didn't understand a 
word, and they applauded l ike lunatics ." 

"So you 've really seen Italy with your own eyes?" Ber, 
the rabbinical student ,  asked. 

"Of course. Frtt!ll the t rain .  All of I taly is as long as 
from Leningrad to Kiev; in one day you can go from the 
Alps to Sicily. Now t hat the I talian Army's given up, the 
Allies will reach the German border in  a Oash . For that 
matter, even before they surrendered, the I talians were 
never really convinced Fascists: in fact, Mussolini h imself 
brought t he Moscow Theater there to Rome, and the Ital
ian soldiers in the Ukraine didn't put up any fight .  I taly's 
a beaut i ful country, wi th  sea and lakes and mountains, all 
green and in flower. The people are friendly and pol ite, 
and well dressed, though they're thieves a bit: I mean, i t 's 
a strange country, very different from Russia. " 

But the borders? Where would the All ies get to? Here i t  
was obvious that  Pavel Yurevich's not ions weren 't clear, 
he vaguely remembered Tarvisio, but he didn't know if  
there was Germany on the  other side, or  Yugoslavia, or 
Hungary. St i l l ,  he remembered a black-eyed girl he had 
spent the night wi th in Milan; th is episode, however, was 

of no interest to his l isteners. 
October went by, the cold began to be fel t ,  and the col

lect ive spirit began to wilt .  Contradictory news arri \'cd: 
the Russians had recaptured Smolcnsk, but the Germans 
hadn't caved in. There was fight ing in Italy, but not  at t he 
border, not in the Alps; there was talk of A l l ied l a n d i ngs 
in places t hey had never heard of. Was it poss ib le  that t he 
English and the Americans, wi th all their o i l  and t he i r  
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gold, weren't able to give the Germans the knockout 
blow? And the Holy One, blessed be He, why was he hid
ing behind the gray clouds of Polessia  i nstead of succoring 
H is people? "You have chosen us among the nat ions": 
why us, exactly? Why do the wicked prosper, why are t he 
helpless slaughtered, why are there h unger, mass graves, 
typhus, and SS flamethrowers into holes cram med with 
terrified children? And why must Hungarians, Poles, 
Ukrainians, Li thuanians, Tatars rob and murder the 
Jews, tear the last weapons from their hands, i nstead of 
joining with them against the common enemy? 

And then winter came, friend and ally of the Russian 
arm ies, cruel enemy for those confined in Novoselki . The 
Siberian wind had already spread a veil of transparent i ce 
over the black face of the marshes: soon they would 
harden and wou ld support the weight of the hunters of 
men. The traces of footsteps in the snow would be legible 
from t he air or even on the ground, as the scrol ls of Scrip
ture are legible. There was no lack of wood, but every 
fi replace was an informer; the columns of smoke rising 
from the monastery chimneys would have been visible 
dozens of kilometers away, pointing l ike an extended fore
finger towards the ground: "the vict ims of the sacrifice are 
here. " Dov gave orders that during the day all ci t izens ex
empt from labor should be gathered into a s ingle room 
and should sleep at nigh t  in the same dormitory. Only one 
fi re was to be l ighted; t he pipe from t he fi replace had to be 
red irected so that it ended amidst the boughs of a big oak 
that grew against the wall . In th is way the soot would set
tle on the branches instead of blackening the snow all 
around. Would all th is do any good? Would it be enough? 
Maybe yes, and maybe no, but i t  was i mportant for all to 
be doing something for the common cause; all should have 
the sensation that something was being decided and done. 
Tanners and cobblers set to making boots of every size, 
using all the skins the peasants were prepared to sel l ,  even 
skins of cats and dogs: crude, barbaric boots sewn with 
string, the fur on the inside. And not only for local con-



August-1\on·mher 1 9-l-3 1 93 
sumption: Dov sent a delegat ion to Rovnoye, a village of 
Ukrainian Baptists, despised and persecuted by both Ger
mans and Russians; they had good relat ions with the 
Jews. 

The envoys returned from Rovnoye a few days later, 
with a fair  load of goods and with a message for Dov. It 
was signed by Gedaleh , the legendary leader, the one who 
had headed the revolt in the Kossovo ghetto, and whose 
l ife had been saved by a viol in .  Dov, who by now consid
ered Mendel his  l ieu tenant ,  read him the message and dis
cussed it with h im.  It raised two issues: first, Gedaleh 
informed Dov that in the now-decimated ghetto of Sol i 
gorsk the Germans had posted a decree of "amnesty," 
wri t ten in t heir cy�cally euphemistic jargon : the Umsied
lungen, the forced t ransfers (they called them transfers ! )  
were indefinitely suspended; Jews h iding in the area, and 
especially artisans, were invi ted to return to the ghetto, 
they would not be punished for their fl ight ,  and wouid be 
given rat ion cards. Dov, with winter coming on, should 
act as he thought best .  

In the second place, Gedaleh invited Dov to a hunting 
party. A hunt for hunters: i t  was a unique opportunity .  
Count Daraganov, once the great landowner, had re
turned to his lands in the wake of the Germans, and was 
offering them a great hunting party in his estate on the 
shores of lake Chervonoye, one day's march from Novo
selki .  There would be a dozen h igh officers of the Wehr
macht there; the information was sure, it came from a 

Ukrainian who col laborated with the part isans and had 
been chosen as a beater. The band to which Gedaleh t em
porarily belonged was strong and wel l organized, made up 
most ly of volunteers from t he winter of ' fort y-one, namel y .  
the aristocracy of Soviet part isans. Gedaleh t hought  t h at 
Jewish part icipat ion in the hunt wou ld be welcomed and 
opportune, and perhaps also rewarded w i t h  weapons or 
something. 

On the first issue, Dov thought to delay h i s  decision a 

bit; on the second, his  choice was immediate. I t  was im-
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port ant to show the Russians that t he Jews also knew how 
to fight and wanted to. Mendel offered h imsel f as a volun
teer: he was a soldier, he knew how to shoot. Dov thought 
it over a few moments; no, neither Mendel nor Leonid, 
precisely because they were trained fighters. The action 
Gedaleh proposed was important as propaganda, i t  was a 
trick on the Germans, but from a mi l i tary standpoint i t  
didn 't mean much and was dangerous. Part isan logic was 
ruthless, it prescribed that the best men be saved for seri
ous operat ions, for sabotage, assault ,  and defense. Dov 
would send Ber and Vadim,  two hopeless nebbishes, pre
cisely because they were hopeless. "Do you th ink I have 
dirty hands? I do. Like anybody who has to make 
choices . "  

Ber, the  bespectacled boy who  stood guard with 
Leonid, and Vadim set out self-confidently; Vadim, a 
thought less youth,  talkat ive and absentminded, actually 
d isplayed a l ighthearted pride: "We'll fil l  their bell ies ful l  
of holes, we'll pierce all their medals ! "  They had one p is
tol and a pair of hand grenades apiece. Vadim returned 
alone, two days later, ashen and exhausted, with a bullet 
hole in  his shoulder, to narrate the enterprise. It  hadn' t  
been a game; i t  had been a slaughter, a mess . Everybody 
was shooting at everybody else, bullets were flying in every 
direct ion. The Russian partisans began, they were well 
h idden among the bushes; with one round they ki lled four 
of the German officers, colonels or generals, no one knew 
for sure. Then they saw the Ukrainian auxi l iaries come 
out into the open, shooting at the part isans, and shooting 
into the air, and also among themselves. One of them, be
fore Vadim's very eyes, k i l led a German officer with the 
butt of the rifle. Ber d ied at once, God knows who killed 
him; maybe it  was an accident.  He was standing up, look
ing around; h is eyesight was poor. Vadim tossed h is gre
nades at the Germans, who instead of scattering had 
gathered together, in a group; one grenade had exploded, 
the other not . 

Dov sent Vadim off to get some rest, but the boy 
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couldn't rest .  He had violent coughing fi ts and spat up a 
bloody froth .  During the nigh t  he developed a fever and 
became unconscious; in the morning he was dead. Dead: 
why? The boy was twen ty-two, Mendel said to Dov, and 
he couldn't  suppress a reproachful  accent .  "We may come 
to envy him, for the way he died," Dov answered. 

Vadim was buried at the foot of an alder, in the midst 
of a sudden snowstorm. On his grave Dov had a cross 
planted, because Vadim was a converted Jew; and since 
nobody knew the Russian Orthodox prayers, Dov said 
Kaddish himself. " I t 's better than nothing," he said to 
Mendel. "I t 's not for the dead man, but for the l iving, who 
believe in i t . "  Th•_sky was so dark that the snow, on the 
ground and whirling in  the air, looked gray. 

Dov sent a messenger to Rovnoye, to seek out Gedaleh 
and his band and ask i mmediately for rein forcements; but 
the messenger came back without an answer. He hadn't 
found anybody; but he had seen the peasants of Rovnoye, 
men and women, collected in the square, with their hands 
bound. He had seen an SS squad, pointing their weapons, 
forcing them all to climb into a wagon. He had seen men 
of the auxiliary mil i t ia, Ukrainians or Lithuanians, taking 
armfuls of shovels from a shed and loading them into the 
wagon, and he had seen the wagon go off towards the gul
ley to the south  of the vil lage, fol lowed by the SS, laugh
ing and smoking. This is what he had to tell .  

There wasn't a soul in  Novoselki, or in all the occupied 
territory, who didn't know the meaning of shovels. Dov 
said to Mendel that he regretted having sent Ber off l ike 
that, unprepared. 

"If  the mission had gone well ,  with a distinct victory, I 
would have been right to risk two men. Instead, i t  wen t  
fairly badly, and now I 'm wrong. Ber, even dead, is a Je\\': 
anybody can tell that. I was wrong to p ick h i m .  The Ge
stapo will surely examine his corpse. Our share i n  t he h u nt 
may have made Gedaleh 's Russians revise their  opinion of 
us, but i t  wi l l  also prompt the Germans' reprisa l .  The 
flight of Karlis, the shovels of Rovnoye, Her: t hese arc 
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three threatening signals. The Germans won't be so long 
in locat ing us. Our m iraculous i mpunity is over. " 

And so the old people of the camp must have thought 
also; Dov had spoken to them of t he "amnesty" promised 
by the Germans. They wanted to return to Soligorsk: they 
asked to leave, to be taken back to the ghetto. They would 
rat her cling to the Nazis' promises t han face the snow and 
certain death at Novoselki .  They were artisans, in the 
ghetto they would work, and in Sol igorsk there were t heir 
houses, and near the houses, the cemetery. They preferred 
servi tude and the scant bread of the enemy: how could 
you say they were wrong? Mendel was reminded of a ter
rible voice, three thousand years old, the protest addressed 
to Moses by t he Jews pursued by the Pharaoh's chariots: 
"Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast t hou taken 
us away to die in the wilderness? It had been better for us 
to serve t he Egyptians, t han t hat we should die in the wil
derness. "  The Lord our God, the King of t he World, had 
divided the waters of the Red Sea, and the chariots had 
been engulfed. Who would divide the waters before the 
Jews of Novoselki? Who would feed t hem on quails and 
manna? No manna descended from t he black sky, but 
only piti less snow. 

Let each choose his own destiny. Dov had three sledges 
fi t ted up to take to Sol igorsk the twenty-seven cit izens 
who had no mil i tary dut ies and had chosen the way of the 
ghetto; these included al l the children .  Adam preferred to 
stay. The mules, brought by t he men from Ozarich i ,  were 
only two: one of t hem had to pull two sledges. The people 
set ou t ,  dumb, exchanging no farewel ls, bundled in rags, 
straw, blankets, obeying the poor hope of a few weeks 
more of l i fe granted in th is way. 

Immediately h idden from sight by the curtain of snow, 
t hey van ish from this story. 

Dov had them dig three bunkers or rather three dens, i n  
the  naked earth ,  which despite the  cold was not yet frozen. 
They were about two hundred meters from the monas-
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tery, in the direction from which the Germans were ex
pected to arrive, from half-destroyed Rovnoye, where 
there was an outpost .  Each den could hold two men, and 
it was hidden by brush, which is quickly covered with 
snow. "We can use shovels, too," he said; and sent another 
team to dig a square hole, two meters deep, across the 
biggest track that led from Rovnoye to the monastery. He 
had i t  covered with frai l  planks, and over these he had 
them put brush up to the level of the snow on the sur
rounding terrain; after another night of steady snowfall 
you could hardly sec any break in  the level .  On the track, 
and on the trap that had thus been prepared, he made 
two men go back and forth several t imes, pulling after 
them two shovels �cightcd with stones, to imi tate recent 
wagon tracks. He passed out weapons to all ,  and had the 
heavy machine gun set up on the intact tower. 

The hunters of men arrived two days later. There were 
more than fi fty of them; somebody must have overest i 
mated the strength of the defenders. The clatter of half
tracks was heard before anything could be seen through 
the vei l  of snow, st i l l  fall ing heavily. A l ight half-track led 
the column, following the t rai l  that Dov had prepared. It 
advanced slowly, reached the trap, swayed on the edge, 
and fell in ,  shattering the planks with a spl i t t ing sound. 
Dov climbed up on the tower, where Mendel was all ready 
with the machine gun . Dov restrained him: ''Save bullets . 
Only shoot i f  you sec somebody t rying to get out of t he 
hole. " But nobody came out; the vehicle had perhaps 
overturned. 

Beh ind the l ight half-t rack, a heavy veh icle was com i n g, 
and behind that, men on foot were fanning o u t  over t he 
trail and among the t rees. The heavy t racked veh icle  went 
around the hole and opened fire; at the same i ns t a n t  
Mendel began firing in brief spurts, gripped by t he fever 

of batt le. He saw some Germans fal l ,  and at the same t i me 
he heard two violent explosions benea t h  h i m .  t wo a n t i 
tank rockets had h i t  the roof of  t he monastery. which 
caved in and caught fire. More b u l lets  shat t ered t he wa l ls 
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of the bui lding in several places. In the midst of the smoke 
and noise Dov shouted into his ear: "Empty the gun now. 
Don 't hold back. We're fighting for three l ines in the h is
tory books. "  Dov also fi red downwards, with one of the 
Ital ian rifles. All of a sudden Mendel saw him sway; he fell 
back, but stood erect again immediately afterwards. At 
the same t ime, Mendel heard other shots, of l ight weap
ons, coming from the bunkers: obeying Dov's orders, t he 
bunker fighters were fi ring on t he Germans from behind. 
Taken by surprise, the Germans broke up, turning their 
back on the monastery: Mendel rushed down the steps 
with Dov amidst the rubble and flames. He saw people 
moving, and he shouted at them to follow him;  they came 
out into the open on the "opposite side of the building, 
among the trees: "in safety," he thought ,  absurdly. On the 
other side, the fight ing had resumed . He heard the crash 
of grenades and orders shouted through a loudspeaker; he 
saw men and women come through the gaps with their 
arms raised . He saw the manhunters search them, laugh
ing, and quest ion them and l ine them up against the wall . 
But what happened in  the courtyard of the Novoselki 
monstery wil l  not be told here: this story is not being told 
in order to describe massacres. 

They counted themselves. They were eleven: Mendel 
himself, Dov, Leonid, Line, Pavel , Adam, another woman 
whose name Mendel didn't know, and four of the men 
from Ozarichi .  Adam was bleeding from a wound in the 
upper thigh, too close to the groin for i t  to be possible to 
apply a tourniquet; he stretched out on the snow and died 
in s i lence. Dov wasn 't wounded, j ust dazed. H is temple 
was bru ised, perhaps by a ricocheting bul let or a stone 
fl ung by the explosions. The Germans stayed on t i l l  night
fal l  to blow up what was left of the monastery; they didn't 
pursue the trail of the fugitives, which the snow had al
ready blurred: they went off, carrying their dead wi th  
them and the  mach ine gun. 



4 
November 1943-

January 1944 

They had few weapons, l i t t le  ammunit iOn, 
and nothing to eat . They were stunned and l ist less, over
come by that leaden passivi ty that fol lows action, and 
constricts the spirit and the l imbs. The war wou ld last for
ever; death,  pursuit ,  escape would never end, the snow 
wou ld never stop fal l ing, day would never break. The red 
stain around Adam's body would never be erased, they 
would never see peace again, the mild and happy season .  
the works o f  man. The woman whose name l\1cndcl d i d n ' t  
know, her  face frank and sweet,  her body sol i d .  a peas
ant's, sat on the snow and wept q u ietl y . l\fcndcl learned 
that her name was Sissl and she was Adam's daught er. 

The first to recover was Pavel . "Xu, we 're al i ,·c. a n d  t he 
Germans have gone. \Vc can ' t stay out  here a l l  n i gh t .  Let 's 
go into the cellars; they can't have blown up all of t he m . "  
Dov also got a grip on h imself: of course. u n der t he mon
astery there was a network of t u n nels.  sc\Tral h u ndred 
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meters of them. There were some provisions, and in any 
case the area could serve as a temporary shelter. There 
were two trapdoors, but the larger was covered by an im
pressive pile of rubble. The smal ler, in the kitchen floor, 
was almost clear. They all groped t heir way down the lad
der, found some straw and wood, and made a fire. They 
also found faggots of fir branches; in the light of makeshift 
torches they saw that the store of potatoes and corn was 
intact, and so was the ammunition store. They held coun
cil .  

"We can stay here for a few days, to rest and eat; then 
we'll see," Pavel said ,  but Dov and Mendel disagreed. Dov 
said, "The Germans have set up a garrison at Rovnoye, 
and some of their men \ycrc kil led here. They're bound 
to come back; they never leave things half-done. And we 
no longer have a heavy weapon; t here arc only a few of us, 
and we're t ired, and we can 't l ive in a cel lar l ike this .  We'll 
die 6i ther of the cold or the smoke." 

' 'We must join up with Gedalch," Mendel said. ' 'Where 
is Gedalch?" 

"I  don't know," Dov answered. ' 'The last I heard, he 
was ir.  a well -organized band of veteran part isans; he was 
second-in-command. And being experts, t hey won't leave 
any traces, and i t ' l l  be hard to find them ."  

"Bu t  they'l l  have informers in Rovnoye; they'll hear 
about the German attack on the monastery, and they'l l 
send somebody to sec what happened," said Line, who 
had been silent ti l l  then. Mendel turned to look at her, in 
the unsteady l ight of the torches. She was s i t t i ng on the 
ground beside Leonid, smal l  and sl ight, her eyes dark, her 
black hair cropped short , her nails gnawed l ike a school
girl's. She had spoken in a low but fi rm voice. Not an easy 
woman to in terpret, he thought :  not simple, not straight
forward. For Leonid, an unl ikely companion; t hey cou ld 
draw strength one from the other, or destroy themselves 
reciprocal ly. Then he looked at Sissl and fel t  suddenly the 
dumb weight of lonel iness: woe to the man alone. If he 
had had a woman beside h im, any woman, the way would 
have been diflcrent for h im too. 
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Pavel agreed with Line's observation, and added, "If 
they send somebody, they'll do it fast ."  

The nex t  morning, in fact ,  they heard a dog bark. Pavel 
cl imbed up into the open , and through the breaches in the 
wall he saw Oleg, the old forester, wandering among the 
ruins of the monastery. He was a man to be t rusted; he 
had already proved that on other occasions, exploi t ing his 
rounds of inspect ion to main tain con tacts among the 
bands and to transmit information. Yes, he had been sen t  
by  Ulybin, the  chief of Gedaleh 's band: they were passing 
the winter in a camp ncar Turov, seventy  ki lometers to 
the west. Ulybin would accept t rained people, in good 
shape, but  nobody else; i t  wouldn 't be hard to reach 
h . '-

I ll .  

"Take the forest trai ls and stay clear of the roads. I t 's 
harder, but  you don't risk running into the patrols ." 

They fol lowed the forester's advice, but it  was a painfu l  
march. The snow was deep and soft; the leader would sink 
in up to his  knees. Someti mes they encountered pockets of 
snow pi led up by the wind, and t hen t hey sank to their 
h ips; they took turns in  the lead posit ion, but even th is 
way they risked covering no more than two or three ki lo
meters an hour, also because they were weighed down by 
the provisions and munitions they had found in the cellar, 
and because Dov was forced to stop often. 

I t  had let up snowing, but the sky was st i l l  low and 
threatening, so opaque t hat it wasn 't possible to get bear
ings. At evening, to west and east there was the same gray, 
spent l ight .  They tried to maintain t he direction indicated 
by Oleg, studying t he moss on the tree t ru nks, but the 
woods were made up mostly of birches, and moss wouldn't 
grow on their white bark. For that matter, the trees were 
thinning out; rol l ing open spaces al ternated with flat areas 
more and more extensive, obviously frozen ponds or lakes. 
None of them knew the area particularly wel l ,  and soon 
they ended up trusting Pavel .  Pavel made a show of 
strength and confidence. He was sol icitous of Dov, ex
hausted by the long march with h is wounded knee and 
sti l l  weak from the blow he had received during the Gcr-
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man attack. Pavel helped him walk, supported him, as
sumed a good part of h is load; at the same t ime he tended 
to take Dov's place in making decisions and giving orders: 
"This way. Right, Dov?" 

Pavel insisted he could sense north ,  without knowing 
how, just as a dowser senses water. The others evinced dis
trust and even impat ience, but in  fact ,  t he few t imes they 
came upon an oak, the moss was on the side Pavel had 
predicted: however approximate, t he direction Pavel 
chose was the righ t one. In addition to their fatigue, they 
also suffered thirst .  They were al l  sufficient ly familiar with 
the Russian winter to know that eating snow is useless and 
dangerous: long before it.  quenches thirst it irri tates the 
mouth and makes the tongue swel l .  For thirst you need 
water, not snow or ice; but to get water you need a fire, 
and for a fire you need wood. They found wood fairly 
often, abandoned by the peasants in piles, but Pavel 
wouldn't let them touch i t ;  or rather, he expressed in the 
form of a command an exchange of opinions that had 
taken place among Mendel and Dov and h imself. 

"No fires during the day, Dov says. Hold out, bear with 
your thirst .  You don't  die of thirst in a day. Smoke in the 
dayt ime can be seen a long way off. We'll make a fire at 
night; fire can also be seen a long way off, but we'll build a 
screen around it ,  with snow; or with our bodies, so we'll 
also warm ourselves a bit .  But I think we'll find a shelter 
before long. In country l ike this, we ought to find some 
izba." 

Whether it was intuition, second sight ,  or some fakir's 
trick, Pavel had clearly guessed righ t .  Towards evening, 
on the desolate plain they saw a rise; from the snow the 
tips of a fence emerged, black and shining with tar, and 
the roof of a hut .  They dug the snow away in front of the 
door, and they all went inside, pressing into the scant 
space. Inside there was nothing, except the terra-cotta 
stove and a zinc bucket ; under the snow, against the rear 
of the hut,  there was a good supply of wood. They man
aged to bake potatoes in the embers of the stove and melt 
snow in the bucket. They l ighted a fire near the hut, in a 
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hole dug in the snow, and boi led corn i n  t heir messt ins; 
they achieved an unpleasant,  tasteless mush, which never
theless warmed them and allayed their hunger and thirst .  
Then they stretched out to sleep, the men on the floor, the 
two women on the bunk above the stove. They ali fell 
asleep in  a few instants, except for Dov, whose knee had 
begun to hurt from the old wound, and whose battered 
bones aches. He moaned in a doze; and turned constantly, 
seeki ng a posi tion that wouldn't sharpen his pain .  

Halfway through the  night Mendel also woke, with a 
start: not a sound was to be heard, but a soft shaft of in
tense light came through the l i tt le window; i t  was shift ing 
from one corne�t_of the izba to another, as  i f  to explore. 
Mendel went to the window: the shaft of l ight framed h im 
for a moment and then went out .  When he had recovered 
from his dazzlement,  in the glare of the snow he could 
make out three human forms: three men in white jump
suits, on skis, armed. One of them was carry ing an auto
matic rifle to whose barrel a flashlight was t ied; at that 
moment barrel and l ight were turned towards the snow. 
The three were murmuring among themselves, but i nside 
the izba no sound could be perceived. Then t he shaft of 
light again came through the window, a pistol shot was 
heard, and a voice shouted in Russian: 

"Don't move, or we'l l  shoot . Put your hands on your 
head. One of you come out wi th his hands up and un
armed."  Then the same voice repeated the instruct ions in 
bad German. Dov t urned towards the door, but Pavel was 
ahead of h im.  Before Dov was ful ly on his feet ,  Pavel had 
already opened the door and stepped outside, his arms 
raised. 

"Who arc you? Where have you come from and where 
are you going?" 

"We're soldiers, part isans, and Jews. We don't come 
from around here. We come from Novoselki . "  

"I asked you where you 're going." 
Pavel hesi tated; Mendel came out with his hands raised 

and stood beside h im.  
"Comrade, there were fi fty of us  and now ten of us arc 



al ive. We fought ,  and our camp was destroyed. We're lost 
and t ired, but we're able-bodied; we're looking for a group 
that wi ll take us. We want to cont inue our war, which is 
yours, too ."  

The man dressed in whi te answered, "We'l l see how 
able-bodied you are. We can't feed any useless mouths; 
with us only those who fight ,  eat .  This is our terri tory, and 
you've been lucky. We saw your women over the stove, so 
we didn't shoot . As a rule we don't act l ike this .  If you 
shoot on sight you don 't make any mistakes. "  The man 
laughed curt ly and added, "Hardly ever! "  Mendel 's heart 
swelled. 

Dawn was breaking. Two of the men took off their skis 
and came into the izba; the th i rd, t he one who had spo
ken, remained outside with his gun aimed. He was tal l ,  
very young, and wore a short black beard; and all three, 
their clothes padded under the camouflage, gave the im
pression of being fat ,  contradict ing the agi l i ty of t heir 
movements. The two, gripping their pistols, ordered t hem 
all not to move, and with rapid,  expert gestu res, they 
searched everyone, even the two women, wi th some joking 
remark of apology. They asked each his or her name and 
home, they stacked the weapons and ammunit ion they 
had found in  one corner, then went out again and gave 
their chief a short report , which could not be heard inside. 
The bearded young man lowered his weapon,  took off his 
skis, came in  and sat on the ground, i n  a fami l iar way. 

"For us, you're not dangerous. My name's Piotr. Who's 
your chieP." 

Dov said, "As you can see, we're not a complete band. 
We're the survivors of a camp of famil ies; with us there 
were also old people, chi ldren , transients. I was their 
elder, or their chief, if you want to call  me that .  I fought 
wi th Manuil 'Arrow' and with Uncle Vanka, and I was 
wounded at Bobruysk last February. I was in the air force. 
With Uncle Vanka there was also Gedaleh; he and I were 
friends. Do you know Gedaleh?" 

Piotr dug a short pipe from his pocket and l ighted i t .  
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"For us, you 're not dangerous, but you cou ld become a 
danger. You have white hai r, chief. You were a part isan; 
don 't you know that nobody asks partisans quest ions?" 

Dov was silent, humi l iated: yes, in wart ime, you grow 
old fast. He remained with his head bowed, looking at his  
big hands hanging l imp from his  wrists, and massaging his 
knee from t ime to t ime. 

Piotr cont inued: "But  we'll see you're not abandoned, 
whether you're fighters or not. At least for a while. \Vhat 
may happen later, we don't know, neither our leaders nor 
anybody. Our t ime runs l ike hares run, fast and zigzag. 
Anybody who makes a plan for tomorrow and then carries 
it out, is good; aAybody who makes plans for next week is 
crazy. Or a spy for the Germans. " 

He smoked calmly for a few more minutes, then he said, 
"Our camp isn't far, we could get there before tomorrow 
evening. Keep your weapons, but unloaded; the ammuni
t ion, I 'm sorry, but we'l l  take that .  For now. Later, when 
we get to know one another, we'll see. " 

They set off, the three men on skis in t he lead, the others 
behind. The snow was deep and floury, and t he weight of 
the three wasn't enough to pack down t he path ;  the ten 
who were on foot advanced painfully,  s inking in at every 
step and slowing progress . The slowest was Dov; he didn't 
complain, but he was visibly in trouble. Piotr gave h im his 
ski  poles, which st i l l  weren't much help:  he was gasping, 
pale, beaded with sweat,  and he had to stop frequently.  
Piotr, at the head of t he l ine, turned now and then to look, 
and he was uneasy: th is was open country, without trees or 
cover; frozen marshes alternated with sl ightly roll ing 
bleak expanses, and from the top of these, looking back, 
you could see their t rai l ,  deep as a crevasse and straight as 
a meridian. At the end of the trai l ,  there t hey were, t hi r
teen ants: i f  a German plane were to arrive, t hey were 
doomed. Luckily the sky was st i l l  cloudy, but  it wouldn't 
stay that way long. Piotr sniffed t he air l ike a bloodhound: 
a faint wind was blowing from t he nort h; i n  t he long run 
i t  would shift the snow and wipe out the trai l ,  but the sky 
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would clear first .  He was m a hurry to reach the camp. 
He moved off the track and let t he others pass. When 

Dov was at his side, he said, ' 'You're t ired, Uncle. No of
fense meant . Come here, stand on my skis and hold on to 
me; i t  ' I I  be less of an effort . "  Dov obeyed without speak
ing, and the new couple resumed the lead pos i t ion. It was 
an advantage for everyone: under the double weight the 
snow was packed harder, and those on foot hardly sank at 
all now. Line, the l ightest of al l ,  was wearing a pair of 
outsize army boots, and she skimmed over t he snow as 
though she were wearing snowshoes; Leonid kept within 
reach of her. They walked t i l l  night ,  then camped in  a biv
ouac Piotr knew and continued their march the next 
morning. They came within sight of the camp sooner than 
they had foreseen; in midafternoon, under a bright sun, 
unnatural ly warm. "Within sigh t , "  that is, for those who 
knew where and how the camp was located. Piotr pointed 
out to them, towards the southwest ,  a vast stretch of forest 
that, l ike a horizon drawn with a fi ne brush, separated t he 
white of the snow from the blue of the winter sky. There, 
somewhere among those trees, was the camp of Ulybin's 
band; they would reach it at n ight ,  but not by a straight 
l ine .  This was an experience they had learned at t heir cost :  
never leave tracks that are too legible in  clear weather, 
without wind. They had to make a detour; they would 
take the right direction once they were under the cover of 
the trees. 

To the former cit izens of the marshes, it seemed a 
dream. Novoselki had represented precarious safety and 
had been an intell igent makeshift :  t he camp they were en
tering was a professional job, consol idated by the experi
ence of three years. Mendel and Leonid could compare 
the sound organization of Ulybin's band with the bold 
and capricious enterprises of the wandering band of Ven
jamin.  

In the th ick of the forest , barely visible to an eye not 
alert, they found a group of three wooden barracks, al-
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most completely buried, arranged to form an equilateral 
triangle. In the center of the triangle. j ust as hard to spot , 
were the kitchen and the wel l .  The hearth whose smoke 
was scattered through the th ick branches had not been a 
Novoselki invent ion: the same th ing had been done here; 
when the t ime is ripe certain discoveries blossom in vari
ous places, and there are circumstances in wh ich a prob
lem has only one solut ion. 

In Novoselki Dov had joked about Leon id 's profession: 
he didn't need a bookkeeper. At Turov t hey found one, or 
rather they found a quartermaster in full operat ion. He 
was at the same t ime the NKVD representative and the 
pol i t ical commilsar, and he dealt with the newcomers ef
ficiently and briskly. Name, pat ronymic: corps for the sol
diers; age, profession, regist ration of documents (but very 
few of them had any documents) ;  then to bed , the rest 
would be handled in the morning. Yes , to bed: inside each 
barracks there was a stove and planking covered with 
clean straw, and the air was dry and warm, even though 
the floor was almost two meters below the level of the 
ground. Mendel fel l  asleep in a wh irl of confused impres
sions: he fel t  exhausted, disoriented, and at the same t ime 
protected, less a father and more a son, more secure and 
less free, at home and in barracks; but sleep came immedi 
ately, l ike  a charitable blow on t he head. 

The next morning, the camp offered the refugees a hot 
bath ,  no less, in a vat set up in t he kitchen area, the 
women properly separated from the men . Delousing fol
lowed, or rat her an invitation to a conscient ious self-ex
amination , and then distribut ion of l inen, rough and not 
new, but clean. Finally, some splendid kasha, nourish ing 
and hot, eaten with real spoons from real aluminum 
plates, and fol lowed by abundant sweet tea.  It looked 
l ike a calm day, and the air was unusually mild for th is 
season: in the places exposed to the sun the snow showed 
signs of melt ing, which aroused a certain uneasiness . "The 
freeze is all right with us," Mendel was told by Piotr, who 
was doing the honors as host. "With the thaw, if we're not 
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careful, the barracks become flooded, and we drown in the 
mud ."  Proudly, he showed them the electrical system. A 
talented mechanic had adapted the conical coupling of an 
old mil l  to the gearbox of a German tank: a bl indfolded 
horse walked in a slow circle, and a system of gears worked 
a dynamo that charged a group of batteries. The batteries, 
if everything was going well ,  produced electric light and 
power for the radio transmitter. "Last autumn we put four  
Hungarian prisoners in the horse's place for a week ."  

"And did you k i l l  them afterwards?" Mendel asked. 
"We only kill the Germans, and not always t hem. We're 

not l ike them; we don' t  enjoy kil l ing. While t hey were st i l l  
bl indfolded, we took the I::I ungarians to the other side of 
the river and turned them loose, to go where they p leased. 
They were a bit dizzy. " 

Piotr warned them not to try to leave the camp, or 
rather, not to move away from the bui ldings for more 
than thirty meters. "All around us, the woods are mined. 
There are mines buried under three fingers of earth ,  and 
there are paired mines, connected with a taut string under 
the snow. We've done a good job: slowly, n ight after n ight ,  
we cleared a whole German minefield, we saved the 
mines, and we buried them here. We didn't lose a single 
man, and since then the Germans have left us in peace. 
But we don' t  leave them in peace so much."  

Piotr seemed attracted, h i s  curiosity aroused, by  the 
group of ten he had found in the izba and had nearly 
kil led; he was particularly friendly with Mendel. He  
showed him a l i t t le  proj ect, an  idea conceived and carried 
out by Mikhail, the radio operator, all on his own. In one 
corner of his barrack there was a venerable, pedal
operated press, with a l it t le supply of let ters, in Cyri l l ic 
and Latin type. Mikhail was no printer, but  he had man
aged. He had composed a bi l ingual mani festo, on two fac
ing pages, l ike the ones with which the Germans had 
flooded all the cit ies and vi l lages of occupied R ussia. The 
German text was copied from the original German post
ers: it promised the restorat ion of private property and the 
reopening of the churches, i t  invited young people to en-
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rol l  in the Labor Organizat ion, and threatened serious 
punishments for partisans and saboteurs. The facing Rus
sian text was not a translation of the German, but instead 
its opposite. I t  said: 

Young Soviets! Don't believe the Germans, who have in
vaded our country and are massacring our people. Don't 
work for them; if you go to Germany you will be starved and 
beaten, and they will brand you like animals. \Vhen you 
come back (if you do come back !) you'll have to face Socialist 
justice. Not a man, not a kilo of grain, not a word of infor
mation must go to Hitler's killers! Come with us. Join the 
Partisan Army! 

,_ 
In  both vers ions there were vanous spel l ing mistakes, 

but they weren't the faul t  of the radio operator: in the 
boxes of type there was a scarcity of a 's and e 's, so he had 
used the let ters that seemed possible to h im.  He had 
printed several hundred copies, which had been distrib
uted and posted in places as far away as Baranovichi ,  
Rovno, and Minsk. 

There were a number of small arms to repair and grease: 
at Turov Mendel found his job at once. In the hours when 
he was free of his dut ies, Piotr was constantly at his side. 

"Are all ten of you Jews?" 
"No, only six: me, the two women, the boy who's always 

with the young girl, the old man you carried on your skis, 
and Pavel Yurevich, the strongest of the lot. The other 
four are stragglers, who joined us just before the Germans 
destroyed our camp." 

"Why do the Germans want to ki l l  a l l  you people?" 
"It 's hard to explain ," Mendel answered. "You have to 

understand the Germans, and I 've never managed that .  
The Germans think a Jew is worth less than a Russian, 
and a Russian less than an Englishman, and that a Ger
man is worth most of all ;  they think, too, that when one 
man is worth more than another man, he has a right to do 
what he likes with the other, make a slave of him or even 
kil l  him. Maybe not all of them arc convinced, but th is is 
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what they're taught in school, and th is is what their prop
aganda says ."  

"I bel ieve a Russian's worth more than a Chinaman," 
Piotr said, pensively. "But if  China didn't  do Russia any 
harm, i t  would never occur to me to ki l l  al l  the Chinese. " 

Mendel sa id, "On the contrary, I believe i t  doesn't 
make much sense to say that one man is worth more than 
another. One man can be stronger than another but  less 
wise. Or more educated but not so brave. Or more gener
ous but also more stupid. So h is value depends on what 
you want from h im; a man can be very good at his job, 
and worth less i f  you set him to do some other job ."  

"It 's just l ike you say," Piotr said, a l l  radiant .  "I  was the 
treasurer of the Komsomol,·but  I was absentminded, I got 
the figures all wrong, and everybody laughed at me and 
said I was good for nothing. Then t he war came, I volun
teered right away, and ever since then I th ink I 'm worth 
more. I t 's odd: I don' t  l ike ki l l ing, but I do l ike shoot ing, 
so it happens that even ki l l ing doesn't affect me much 
anymore. At the beginning it was different :  I was reluc
tant, and I also had a stupid idea. I thought that the Ger
mans, instead of having a skin l ike ours, were sheathed in 
steel, and that bullets would ricochet . Not any more; I 've 
kil led quite a few Germans, and I 've seen they're as soft as 
we are, maybe more. And you, Jew: how many Germans 
have you ki l led?" 

"I don 't know," Mendel answered. "I was in the artil
lery, you know. I t 's not l ike having a rifle. You set up the 
piece, you aim, you fire, and you can't see a th ing. When 
all goes well ,  you see the incoming rounds fi ve or ten ki lo
meters away. Who knows how many men have died at my 
hand? Maybe a thousand, maybe not even one. Your 
orders come by field telephone or radio, through ear
phones: left three, drop one, you obey, and that 's the end 
of i t .  I t 's l ike bomber planes; or when you pour acid into 
an anthi l l  to ki l l  the ants :  a hundred t housand ants die, 
and you don't feel anything, you aren 't even aware of i t .  
But in  my village the  Germans made the  Jews d ig  a pit ,  
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then they l ined them up along the edge, and they shot 
them all ,  even the children, and also a lot of Christians 
who had h idden Jews, and among those they shot was my 
wife. And after that I think that kil l ing is bad, but ki l l ing 
the Germans is something we can't avoid.  From a distance 
or close by; your way or ours. Because kill ing is the only 
language they understand, the only argument that con
vinces them. I f  I shoot at a German, he is forced to admit 
that I ,  a Jew, am worth more than he is: that 's h is logic, 
you understand, not mine. They only understand force. 
Naturally, convincing a man who's just about dead isn't 
much use, but in the long run h is companions wil l  also 
come to unders�nd someth ing. The Germans began to 
understand only after Stalingrad. So that 's why i t 's im
portant for there to be Jewish part isans, and Jews in the 
Red Army. I t 's important, but i t 's also horrible; only by 
killing a German can I manage to persuade the other Ger
mans that I 'm a man. And yet we have a law that says: 
'Thou shalt not kill . '  " 

"But you're strange people, all the same. Strange. 
Shooting is one thing and reasoning is another. If a man 
reasons too much, in the end he can't shoot straight ,  and 
you people always reason too much. Maybe that's why the 
Germans ki l l  you. Look, take me for example: I 've been in  
the Komsomol since I was a l ittle boy, I 'd give my l i fe for 
Stalin the way my father did, I believe in Christ the Re
deemer of the world the way my mother bel ieves, I l ike 
vodka, I l ike girls, I also l ike shooting, and I l ive wel l here 
in the plains hunting the Fascists, and I don't stop and 
think about i t  so much. If one of my ideas doesn't agree 
with another, I don't give a damn ."  

Mendel was l istening with h i s  ears and with half of his 
brain while with the other half and with his hands he was 
using some kerosene to clean the rust from the screws and 
springs of an automatic rifle he had dismantled. He took 
advantage of th is moment of int imacy to ask Piotr some
thing that was troubl ing h im and Dov. 

"What 's happened to your second-in-command? 
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\Vasn't Gedalch here with you, Gedaleh Skidler, a Jew, 
hal f-Russian and half-Pole, who fought at Kossovo? A tal l  
man,  with a beak nose and a wide mouth?" 

Piotr didn't answer at once; he looked up and scratched 
his beard , as if  to recall to mind memories van ished years 
before. Then he said, "Yes, yes, Gedaleh, of course. But he 
was never �;econd-in-command; j ust now and then he gave 
orders, when Ulybin was away. He's on a mission, Geda
leh . He'l l  be back. Yes, in a week, or maybe two, or maybe 
even three. Or it  could be that he's been transferred; in the 
partinsanka you can never be sure about anything." 

This Piotr is better at skiing than at tel l ing l ies, Mendel 
said to himself. Then, laughing, he asked, ' 'Was he one of 
those men who reason too much?"  

"It 's not that he reasoned too much. No, not that a t  al l :  
that wasn't  what was wrong with h im.  But he was strange, 
too. I told you: you Jews are real ly  all a bit strange, one 
way or another, no offense. This Gedaleh could shoot al
most as well as me, I don't know who taught him; but  he 
made up poems, and he always carried a viol in around 
with him." 

"Did he make up songs and play them on t he viol in?" 
"No, the poems were one th ing and the viol in another. 

He played it in the evening; he had i t  on h im in August, 
when the Germans made the big roundup operation in the 
Luninets area. We managed to sl ip through the net ,  but a 
sniper shot at him; the bul let went right through the vio
l in,  and so it lost i ts strength and didn't hurt h im.  He 
mended the  holes wi th  pine resin and adhesive tape from 
the infirmary, and ever since he's always carried the viol in 
on him.  He said i t  sounded even better than before, and 
he actually pinned a bronze medal on it  that we had 
found on a dead Hungarian. You see, he was a strange 
character, all righ t . "  

" If  we  were a l l  al ike, i t  would be a boring world. We 
have a special blessing, to  address to God when we see 
somebody different from the others: a dwarf, a giant ,  a 
black man, a man covered wi th  warts. We say: Blessed be 
Thou, Lord God, king of the Universe, who hast varied 
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the aspect of Thy creatures. I f  we praise H im for warts, we 
have al l  the more reason to praise him for a partisan who 
plays the viol in ." 

"You 're right, but you make me angry, al l  the same. 
Gedaleh was l ike that,  too. He always had to have his say, 
and he didn't get along with Ulybin, or wi th Maksim, 
ei ther. Maksim is the quartermaster, the scribe, that is ,  the 
one who keeps the accounts and comes from the NKVD. 
They sent him here from Moscow, by parachu te, so he 
would maintain discipline: as if d iscipl ine was the most 
important th ing. For that matter, I don't get on all that 
well with Maksim myself."  

Mendel wantiXI to  strike while the  iron was hot .  "So 
what happened between Gedaleh and the chief?" 

"Well, there was a quarrel, at the beginning of winter. 
They hadn't been getting on for qu i te a whi le, Ulybin and 
Gedaleh. No, not because of the violin; there were more 
serious reasons. Gedaleh wanted to go around the woods 
and marshes and collect a band of Jewish partisans. But 
Ulybin said the orders from Moscow were different; Jew
ish fighters were to be accepted, a few at a t ime, in to the 
Russian units. The break came when Gedaleh wrote a let
ter and sent i t  to Novoselki without Ulybin's permission; I 
don't know what was in that letter, and I couldn't tel l  you , 
either, which of the two was right .  The fact is that Ulybin 
was angry, he shouted so loud you could hear him all 
over the camp, and he was hammering his fists on the 
table." 

"What was he shouting?" 
"I couldn't make it out clearly," Piotr answered, turn

ing bright red. 
"What was he shou ting?"  Mendel i nsisted. 
"He was shouting that in his unit  he didn't want to hear 

poets ment ioned again." 
"He surely didn't  use the word 'poets, ' " Mendel said. 
"No. He didn't say 'poets . ' " Piotr was s i lent a moment, 

then added, "But tel l  me: is i t  true that i t  was your people 
who crucified Jesus?" 

* * * 
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In the Turov camp the refugees from Novosclki found 
safety and a certain material well -being, but they fel t  i l l  at 
case. The four from Ozarichi were regularly taken on; the 
other six, including the two women, were assigned various 
tasks in the service uni t .  A few days after their arrival, 
Ulybin received t hem 'vvi th  detached pol iteness, but after 
that he wasn 't seen again. 

The temperature had gradually descended; towards 
mid-January it  was fifteen below zero, and by the end of 
the month it  was th irty below. Lit t le patrols of skiers set 
out from the camp, on supply expedit ions, or for harassing 
act ions and sabotage, of which Mendel received fragmen
tary news from Piotr. 

One day Ulybin sent someone to ask if any of their 
number spoke German. All  six Jews spoke i t ,  more or less 
correct ly, with a more or less pronounced Yiddish accen t .  
Why th is quest ion? What was it  a l l  about? Ulybin, 
through Maksim, informed them that he wan ted to see 
the man with the best accent .  Not the women; for th is 
business they wouldn't do. 

That even ing, in the wel l-heated barracks, a special 
meal was distributed. Short ly after sunset a sledge had ar
rived at the camp, unloaded a crate, and t hen gone off 
again at once; at supper, the quartermaster gave each one 
a pecul iarly shaped can. Mendel turned it over in his 
hands, puzzled: i t  was heavy, it had no label , and the sol 
dered l id  was smaller than the outer diameter of the can. 
He saw the others using the tip of a knife to make two 
holes in the ring-shaped space around the l id:  one l i t t le  
and one big .  Into t he big hole they poured a bit  of water, 
then sealed it with a pellet of bread. More and more curi
ous, he imitated them, and he fel t  the tin grow so warm 
that i t  scorched his hand, while from the st i l l -open hole 
came the fami l iar smell of acetylene. Like the others, he 
held a l ighted match to it , and soon the table was sur
rounded by a bright wreath as in a fairy tale. Inside t he 
can there was meat and peas; in the l ining there was 
carbide, which, reacting with the water, heated the 
contents. 



l\owmh«•r 1 9-l-3-Januar�· 1 9-U 1 1 15 
As the  bl izzard whistled outside, in the  tremulous l ight 

of the flames, Pavel put on a show. He made a pretense of 
comic indignation: 

"What? Have you forgotten me? Or were you pretend
ing not to know? Obviously, of course, why, ganz bestimmt.' 
I speak German l ike a German, if I want to; bet ter than 
Hit ler, who's an Austri an. I can speak i t  with a Hamburg 
accen t, or a Stut tgart accent, or Berl in, whatever the cus
tomer wants. Or with no accen t, l ike the radio. I can also 
speak Russian with a German accent, or German with a 
Russian accen t .  Tel l  the commander that .  Tell h im I was 
an actor and I 've been all over the world. And I 've also 
been a radio announcer, and on the radio I also did some 
comic ski ts; by the way, have you heard the one about the 
Jew who ate herrings' heads?" 

He told the story in Russian enl ivened with ridiculous 
Yiddish inflections, then he told another, and yet another, 
drawing on the endless supply of Jewish sel f-mockery, sur
real and subtle, the proper counterweight to Jewish ri tual ,  
equal ly surreal and subt le: perhaps the most refined fruit 
of the civi l izat ion that, through t he centuries, has been 
distil led from the moonstruck world of Ashkenazic Ju
daism. His companions smi led, embarrassed: the Russians 
were clutching their bel l ies and exploding in thunderous 
laughter. They gave h im loud slaps on his sturdy back, 
urging him to keep on, and Pavel could ask for nothing 
better: how many years had i t  been since he had an audi
ence? 

" . . .  and the story of the J'eshiva bucherim, the rabbinical 
col lege students, who were enrolled in the army. Do you 
know that one? It was in the days of the czars, and there 
were many rabbinical schools then, from Lithuania to the 
Ukraine. It  took at least seven years to become a rabbi ,  
and almost all the students were poor; but even those who 
weren't poor were thin and pale, because a )'eshiva bucher 
must cat only bread seasoned with sal t ,  drink only water, 
and sleep on the benches of the school , so that even today 
we say: The poor 'nebbish, he's as thin as a )'eshiva bucher. ' 
Well ,  in one rabbinical school the recrui t ing officers sud-
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denly appear, and all the students are drafted into the in
fantry. A month goes by, and the instructors notice that 
all these boys have an infall ible aim: t hey all become first
rate marksmen. Why? I can 't tel l you the reason, because 
the story doesn't say. Maybe studying the Talmud gives 
you sharp eyesigh t .  The war comes, and the regiment of 
Talmudists goes to the front ,  right to the front l ine. 
They're in the trench , with their rifles aimed, and the 
enemy starts to advance. The officer shouts, 'Fire ! ' Noth
ing happens, nobody fires. The officer again shouts, 'Fire ! ' ,  
and again nobody obeys; by now the  enemy i s  only a 
stone's throw away. 'Fi re , '  I said, you ugly bastards ! Why 
don 't you shoot ? '  the officer_ yel ls . . .  " 

Pavel broke off: Ulybin had come in and sat down at 
the table, and at once the excited murmuring of the l isten
ers had stopped. Ulybin was about th irty, of medium 
height, muscular and dark: he had an oval face, impassive, 
always freshly shaven . 

"Wel l ,  why don 't you go on? Let's hear t he ending," 
Ulybin said. 

Pavel resumed, with less confidence and less gusto, 
"Then one of the students says: 'Can 't you see, Captain, 
sir? They aren 't cardboard outl ines, they're men, l ike us. I f  
we shoot, we might hurt them. ' " 

The partisans around the table ventured some hesi tant 
l i tt le laughs, looking from Pavel to Ulybin. Ulybin said, "I 
didn't hear the beginning. Who were those men who 
didn't want to shoot?" 

Pavel gave him a fairly sketchy summary of the begin
ning of the joke, and Ulybin asked, in an icy voice, "And 
you here, what would al l of you do?" 

There was a brief silence, then Mendel 's soft voice was 
heard: "We're not yeshiva bucherim. " 

Ulybin didn ' t  answer, but  a l i tt le later he asked Pavel, 
"Are you the one who speaks German?" 

"Yes." 
"Tomorrow you'll come with me. Is there any kind of 

an electrician in your bunch?" 
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Mendel raised his hand. "In my vil lage I used to fix 
radios." 

"Good. You ' I I  come, too." 

Ulybin had Mendel and Pavel woken at four the fol 
lowing morning, st i l l  the heart of the nigh t .  While they ate 
a quick snack, he explained the purpose of the expedition. 
One of the partisans, on patrol t hrough the woods, had 
seen that the Germans had run up a telephone l ine be
tween the vi l lage of Turov and Zhitkovichi station: they 
hadn't erected poles, but had s imply nai led the wire to the 
trees. The partisan cl imbed a tree and cut the wire, then 
came back to t ile camp, proud of his init iat ive. And Uly
bin told him he was a jackass: telephonic communications 
should not be interrupted, but intercepted. At the Turov 
camp there was a field telephone, never used . Was i t  pos
sible to repair the l ine and hook t hemselves up to it so they 
could hear what the Germans were saying to one another? 
Yes, Mendel answered, it was possible, provided there was 
a receiver. They had to set off at once, Ulybin said, before 
the Germans realized the l ine was interrupted and got sus
picious. 

Four of them went off: Ulybin, Mendel, Pavel, and 
Fedya, the boy who had found the l ine and cut i t .  Fedya 
wasn't yet seventeen, he was born right in Turov, less t han 
an hour's walk from the camp, and he had known these 
woods since he came here bird-nesting as a child.  He 
darted on his skis, silent and sure as a lynx in the darkness, 
stopping every now and then to wait for the other three. 
Ulybin managed fairly wel l ;  Mendel struggled along with 
an effort , as he was practical ly untrained and hampered 
by the bindings that were too loose; Pavel was on skis for 
the first t ime in his l i fe, he was sweating despite the in
tense cold, he fel l  down often and cursed in a whisper. 
Ulybin was impatient; it would have been prudent to re
pair the l ine before daybreak. Good thing that, according 
to Fedya, the place wasn't far away. 

They reached it after an hour's march. Mendel had 
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brought a few meters of wire wi th h im;  he took off his skis, 
and climbing onto Pavel 's shoulders, in a few minutes he 
reconnected the two ends of wire that were dangl ing in 
the snow; but to perform this operation he had to take off 
his gloves, and he could feel h is fingers rapidly t urned 
numb from the chi l l .  He had to stop and rub h is hands at 
length with snow, whi le Ulybin peered at the sky, begin
ning to grow l ight ,  and stamped h is  feet because of the 
cold and his impat ience. Then Mendel connected the 
overhead wire to one of the wires of the receiver, he came 
down, drove a stake into the ground and connected the 
other wire to i t .  Ulybin tore the receiver from his hand 
and held it to h is ear. 

"What can you hear?" Mendel asked in a wh isper. 
"Noth ing. Just stat ic ." 
"That 's al l  right ,"  Mendel whispered. "I t 's a sign that 

the contacts are working." 
Ulybin handed the receiver to Pavel. "You listen, since 

you understand German. I f  you hear any talk, give me a 
sign." Then he asked Mendel. "If we talk among our
selves, can they hear us?" 

"Not i f  we don't talk too loud, and we cover the m icro
phone with a glove. But if necessary, we can disconnect 
the contact at the stake: i t 's a matter of a moment ."  

"Good. We'll wait t i l l  daybreak, then we'll go. We'll 
come back here tomorrow evening. If you 're cold, Pavel, 
I ' l l  relieve you ." 

In fact, a l l  four  took turns; when one of t hem fel t  cold 
he went off to clap his hands and stamp his feet far from 
the receiver. Around seven, Fedya started nodding his 
head brightly and handed the receiver to Pavel . Ulyb in  
drew the  boy off to one s ide. 

"What did you hear?" 
"I heard a German cal l ing 'Turov, Turov'; but nobody 

was answering from Turov." At that same moment ,  Pavel 
waved his gloved hand and nodded his head, yes, several 
t imes: somebody had answered. He l istened for a few min
utes, then said,  "They've finished. Too bad ! "  
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"What were they saying? " Ulybin asked. 
"Nothing important, but I was enjoying myself. There 

was one German complaining he hadn't slept because of 
stomach cramps, and he was asking another German if he 
had a certain medicine. The one with the cramps is 
named Hermann, and the other, Sigi .  Sigi didn't  have the 
medicine, he was yawning, he  sounded annoyed, and he 
hung up. I was about to tell h im we have the right medi
cine for h im: would he have heard me?" 

"We're not here to make jokes," Ulybin said. Then he 
added that ,  in spite of the risk, he had decided they would 
stay there a few more hours: i t  was too good an opportu-
nity.  '-

In  fact ,  a l it t le later they intercepted a more interesting 
conversation. This t ime i t  was Sigi, from the Turov post , 
cal l ing Hermann, to announce t hat he had tried several 
t imes to make contact wi th  the Medvedka garrison , but  
from Medvedka there was no answer. Hermann, st i l l  in  
pain, answered that  maybe the four men in Medvedka 
had all gone out for a strol l ,  and Sigi wasn't to worry. But 
Sigi insisted on clarifying the matter: he had heard talk of 
Banditen in the area. Hermann, of higher rank, or perhaps 
only older, had given him some advice: to take one of his 
men, dress him up as a woodman, with ropes and an axe, 
and send h im from Turov to Medvedka to see for h imself 
what was happening. 

" How far is Medvedka?" Ulybin asked Fedya. 
"Maybe six or seven kilometers from here." 
"And how far is i t  from Turov to Medvedka?" 
"About twice that ." 
"How big is Medvedka?" 
"Medvedka isn't a vil lage: i t 's just a collective farm. 

About th irty peasants used to work there, but now I be
l ieve i t 's abandoned."  

"You two go," Ulybin said to Fedya and Mendel, "and 
bring me the woodman alive. We'll wait for you here, or 
nearby." 

Mendel and Fedya came back around noon, bringing 
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the prisoner with them, unharmed but terrified; t hey had 
bound his hands behind h is back with telephone wire. 
They found Ulybin quivering with impatience. Sigi had 
called Hermann again; he was uneasy, the woodman 
hadn 't come back yet. Hermann had grumbled something 
about the snow and the woods, then he had told Sigi to 
send another man, dressed as a peasant ,  by the path along 
the river. For verisimi l i tude, he  should take two hens with 
him.  Ulybin to ld Mendel and Fedya they were to  set  off at 
once for the bend of the river and wait for the peasant 
there. 

This t ime the wait ing was longer: the two men, with the 
second prisoner and the two hens, arrived only at sunset. 
The two prisoners weren't German, but Ukrainians from 
the auxi l iary police, and i t  wasn't hard to make them talk. 
At Turov there were only seven or eigh t  Germans, territo
rials, no longer young, with l i t t le  desire to leave the vil lage 
and none to get involved with the part isans. At Zhitkovi
chi the s i tuation was different; in October somebody had 
sabotaged the railroad l ines not far from the town, a 
freight train had been derai led, damaging a bridge, and 
afterwards there had been a more substant ial and more 
mettlesome garrison that kept the station and the train 
tracks under survei l lance. There was a platoon of the 
Wehrmacht with a l i t t le  arsenal and about twenty Ukrai
nian and Lithuanian auxi l iaries. There was also a depot of 
food suppl ies and forage, and a Gestapo office. 

Before set ting off for the camp, Ulybin decided to send 
the Germans a message. He gave instructions to Pavel, 
who repl ied, "Leave it to me," then wen t to the receiver, 
cal l ing Turov and Zhitkovich i at intervals unt i l  a voice 
answered. Then Pavel said, "This is Colonel Graf 
Heinrich von Neudeck und Langenau speaking, the com
manding officer of the Third Regiment of the Thirteenth  
Division of the  Red Army, Internal Front and Occupied 
Zones department. I want to speak with the ranking offi
cer of the garrison. " Pavel was overjoyed with his role. 
Stuck in the snow up to h is knees, in the now-dark wood, 
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swept by  a freezing wind, the  absurd telephone receiver in 
his hand, i t s  wires draped from the thicket of snow-laden 
boughs, he produced an authoritarian , resonant German, 
martial and guttural, with rich r 's and ch 's that reechoed 
at the base of his throat; mentally he praised himself: 
bravo Pavel Yurevich, dammit, you're more Prussian than 
a Prussian ! 

A frightened and puzzled voice answered him, asking 
for an explanat ion: it came from the garrison of David
Gorodok. 

"No explanat ions," Pavel answered, in a thunderous 
voice. "No questions. We wil l  attack your station tomor
row with five 1-Yundred men : we give you four hours to 
evacuate, you and your bootl icking traitors. Not one must 
remain: we will hang everyone we find in the place. Over 
and out ."  At a sign from Ulybin, Mendel tore away the 
connections, and the four men with the two prisoners set 
off for the camp. Even the grim Ulybin, so sparing of 
words and especially of praise, couldn't suppress a dry, 
crooked smile, which didn't extend to his eyes, but curled 
his l ips, pale from the cold. Not addressing anyone in par
t icular, as if he had been thinking aloud, he said: "Guod. 
Tonight they'll have something to talk about at Gestapo 
HQ. They'l l  telephone Berl in to find out who this deserter 
Graf is ." 

Mendel asked Pavel: "Was the colonel your idea?" 
"No, the colonel was Ulybin's invention, but I added the 

Graf on my own.  And didn't I find a nice name for him?" 
"Very nice. How did i t  go again?" 
"Eh, you expect me to remember? If you like, I ' ll find 

you another." 
Ulybin, paying no attention to the presence of the pris

oners, said, "We won't attack David-Gorodok with five 
hundred men. We'l l  attack Zhitkovichi with fifty men . I 
don't  believe the Germans swallowed the story, but just in 
case, they'l l  send reinforcements from Zhitkovichi to 
David-Gorodok, and we'll encounter less resistance." 

It was nigh t  by now; from his  pack Ulybin took a flash-
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l ight and strapped it to t he barrel of his gun, but didn't 
turn it on. They marched on, Fedya in t he lead on his skis, 
then t he two Ukrainians, and after t hem, in order, Pavel, 
Mendel, and Ulybin .  As they were passing through a thick 
patch of forest ,  the Ukrainian dressed as a woodman sud
denly darted from the trai l ,  attempting to escape to the 
left ,  struggling in the deep snow, and trying to take cover 
beh ind the trees. Ulybin turned on the flashligh t ,  trained 
the narrow cone of light on t he fugit ive, and fired a single 
shot. The Ukrain ian bent forward, took a few more steps, 
then fel l  on his hands; in that position, on all fours l i ke an 
animal, he advanced several meters, digging a blood
stained trench in the snow, then he stopped. The others 
overtook h im:  he was wounded in a tibia, the bullet had 
apparently pierced his leg, shattering the bone. 

Ulybin handed the gun to Mendel, without saymg a 
word. 

"You want me to--?" l\1endel stammered. 
"Go ahead,)'eshiva bucher," Ulybin said.  ' ·He can't walk, 

and i f  they find him, he'll tell what he's seen . A spy never 
changes; he stays a spy." 

Mendel fel t  a bitter sal iva fi l l  his mouth .  He stepped 
back two paces, aimed carefully, and fired. ' 'Let 's go, ' '  
Ulybin said . "The foxes will  take care of him. ' '  Then he 
turned again to Mendel, i l luminating him with t he flash
light. ' ' Is it t he first t ime? Don't think about it. It gets easy 
afterwards." 
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The Zhitkovichi at tack never came off. The 
camp radio, which for many \Veeks had given only infor
mation about German movements and news from the 
front, the even ing that Ulybin's group came back began 
to transmit repeatedly the coded phrase that meant ' ·keep 
listening. " There was an argument between Ulybin and 
Maksim, and the latter's opinion prevailed, since he was 
considered the representative of the government and the 
party in the band: take no ini t iat ive, wai t ,  maybe orders 
would arrive for some special operation. 

Ulybin shut himself up in isolation. He was rarely seen, 
and then only to hand out comments and reproaches. To 
the cook because the kasha was too salty: did he think salt 
came down free from heaven, plent iful as snow? To the 
radio operator because his notes were i l legible. To Pavel 
because he ate too much and talked too much . The two 
women, who had been relegated to the kitchen, he rc-
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garded with suspicion; whether through shyness or con
tempt , he never addressed a word to t hem except for strict 
quest ions of duty. 

Towards Dov, Ulybin displayed t he grouchy respect 
due to old people over whom one has superior authori ty, a 
respect t hat easi ly turns into irritat ion and rudeness. Dov 
hadn't  really recovered from t he strain of t he last march. 
H is wounded knee hurt relent lessly; at n ight i t  kept him 
from sleeping, and during t he day i t  made his movements 
awkward. At Novoselki, in an enclosed community, on the 
defensive, his scant physical efficiency could be tolerated 
because his experience made up for i t .  In the Turov camp, 
composed entirely of you11g people, Dov knew he was a 
burden and had no i l lusions about i t .  He tried to make 
h imself useful in the kitchen, cleaning, doing l i tt le mainte
nance chores: nobody rejected him, but he fel t  superflu
ous. He became taciturn, and since everybody knew how 
contagious sadness and disheartenment are, very few 
spoke to h im.  Pavel , who had achieved a certain popular
ity t hanks to the interception business, treated h im with 
noisy and pol ite cordiality: of course, the cold and the 
damp make your bones ache, it happens even in Moscow, 
so obviously here, in the midst of the marshes and in these 
buildings, half under t he snow, i t 's bound to be worse. But 
spring would come soon, and with spring, who knows? 
maybe peace would come, too: it seemed the Russians had 
crossed the Dnepr, and t hey were fighting somewhere 
around Krivo Rog . . . .  

Dov fel t  at case only with Mendel and with Sissl. Men
del tried to cheer him up, but with inst inct ive discretion 
he avoided any reference to his handicap and his fat igue; 
he tried to distract Dov, asking him for advice, for com
ments on the progress of the war, as if Dov could know 
more t han was broadcast over the radio. Stil l more rest ful 
for Dov was t he presence of Siss l .  Calm in her speech and 
her movements, Sissl wou ld sit down beside h im while, 
with her deft hands, big as a man's, she was peel ing pota
toes or patching t rousers and jackets already desperately 
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patched. They would be silent for a long t ime, savoring 
that relaxed and natural silence born from reciprocal 
trust: when you share deep experiences you don't feel any 
need to talk. Mendel also l iked to stay and look at the face 
of Sissl inten t  on her work, under the warm l ight of the 
undernourished electric bulb. That face contradicted the 
woman's sturdy, mature body, and it  testified to a compli
cated mixture of bloodlines. S issl had pale skin, smooth 
blond hair that she wore parted straight down the middle 
and gathered in a knot at her nape. Her eyebrows were 
also blond; her eyes slanted, joined to her nose by a slight 
Mongol fold, but they had the gray color of the Baltic 
peoples. Her m�tl th  was broad and soft; she had high 
cheekbones, her ch in and jaw were nobly drawn, but  
strong. No longer young, Sissl emanated security and 
tranquil l i ty,  but not gaiety, all around her, as if her broad 
shoulders could have served as shield against any adverse 
event.  

She never spoke of her father. She made Dov tell stories 
of hunting in the forest ,  the sly tricks of the lynx, the strat
egy of the wolf pack, the ambushes of the Siberian t iger. 
In Dov's village, Mutoraj on the Tunguska, three thou
sand ki lometers away, winter lasted nine months, and be
yond the depth of a meter, the ground never thawed, but 
Dov spoke of the place with homesickness. Back there, 
anyone who wasn't a hunter wasn 't a man . Mutoraj was 
l ike no other vi l lage in the world. In 1 908, when he was 
ten, a star had fallen eighty  kilometers away, or a meteor, 
or a comet; scientists had come from all over the world, 
but hadn't cleared up the mystery. He remembered that 
day wel l :  the sky was serene, but there had been an explo
sion l ike a h undred thunderbolts, and the forest had 
caught fi re, with so much smoke that i t  darkened the sun. 
There was an enormous crater, and for a radius of sixty 
kilometers all the trees were burned or had been fel led. It  
was summer, and the fire died out right at the gates of the 
village. 

Mendel , Pavel, Leonid, Line, and the Ozarich i men 
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took part in t he training hikes, the marksmanship exer
cises, and the foraging expedi t ions to the surrounding 
farms and vi l lages. For the most part these took place 
without friction or resistance on the part of t he peasants: 
supplying provisions to the part isans was a taxation in 
kind, imposed at first ,  and by now taken for granted. The 
peasants, even those least pleased with col lectivization, 
realized by now which was the winning side; moreover, 
Ulybin 's partisans defended them against the roundups of 
the Germans, starved for manpower for their l abor camps. 

From one of these expedit ions Pavel returned on horse
back, with a braggart manner, h is fur cap twisted side
ways. It wasn't a saddlehprse, but a workhorse, old and 
stately; Pavel said he had found it lost in the woods and 
starving to death,  but nobody believed h im:  the animal 
wasn't al l  that skinny. Pavel considered i t  his by righ t ,  be
came fond of i t ,  and the horse became fond of him; when 
called, it came running l ike a dog, at its heavy, breathless 
trot .  Pavel had never ridden in his l i fe, and for that matter 
the horse's withers were so broad that a rider was forced to 
sit in an unnatural posi t ion, but in  Pavel 's off-duty hours 
you could often see h im practicing equ itat ion around the 
barracks. Ulybin said that Pavel 's horse should take turns 
with the other, driving the dynamo. Pavel objected, and 
several partisans sided with h im; and Ulybin, who dis
played an inexplicable part ial ity towards Pavel , let 
i t  go. 

The commander was less indulgent towards Leonid. He 
didn't approve of the relat ionship with Line, which for 
that matter inspired comments and jokes from everyone, 
kindly or mal icious, according to the circumstances. 
Leonid had clung to the girl with the frant ic tension of a 
shipwrecked man who has discovered a floating plank. He 
seemed to want to enfold her in a total embrace that  
would shield her from al l  other human contacts and iso
late her from the world. He no longer spoke with anyone, 
not even Mendel. 

One day U lybin stopped Mendel . "I don 't have any-
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thing against women, and this is none of my business; but 
I 'm afraid that friend of yours is going to get h imsel f in  
trouble and may make t rouble for others, too. Steady cou
ples arc all right in peacetime; here i t 's different .  Here 
there arc two women and fifty men." 

Mendel was about to give h im the same answer he had 
given Dov in  September at Novoselk i ,  namely that he 
wasn't responsible for Leonid's act ions; but he sensed that 
Ulybin was made of sterner stuff than Dov. He restrained 
himself and vaguely repl ied that he would speak to 
Leonid, but he knew he was lying. He wouldn't  dare say 
anyth ing to Leonid; when he thought of the younger 
man 's relations "t!th  Line, Mendel fel t  a knot of confl ict
ing feelings which, ever since they had been in  Turov, he 
had tried in vain to untangle. 

He fel t  envy: on this  point he had no doubt,  and in fact ,  
he was a b i t  ashamed. I t  was an envy t inged with jealousy, 
of Leonid's nineteen years, of th is sudden and innate love 
that reminded Mendel painful ly of his own, of six years 
ago (or sixty, or six hundred?) , the love that had fl ung him 
into the arms of Rivke l ike an arrow h i t t ing the target: 
Rivke! Envy also of the good luck that had brought 
Leonid within the field of force that Line radiated: a boy 
like him could have fal len into any trap, but Line, to him, 
didn't seem a trap-woman . What could Line have found 
in  Leonid? Mendel wondered. Perhaps only a 
shipwrecked boy: there are women born to rescue, and 
perhaps Line was one of these. I 'm a rescuer, too, Mendel 
thought, a consoler. A fi ne profession, consoling the af
flicted in  the midst of the snow, the mud, and with weap
ons at the ready. Or perhaps i t 's something else: Line isn 't  
looking for a shipwrecked man to save, but on the con
trary, she is looking for a humil iated man she can humil i 
ate st i l l  further, to climb on him the way you cl imb up on 
a platform, to stand a bit higher and sec farther. There arc 
people l ike that; they harm others without realizing i t .  
Leonid should be carefu l .  I envy him, but  I 'm also afraid 
for him.  
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The days of truce followed one another at Turov, and 
Mendel and Sissl became lovers. There was no need of 
words, i t  was natural and due, as in t he Earthly Paradise, 
and at once hasty and uncomfortable. There was the sun,  
and al l  the men were outside beat ing blankets and oil ing 
weapons. Mendel went to find Sissl in the kitchen and 
said to her, "Will you come with me?", and Sissl stood up 
and said, " I 'l l come."  Mendel took her into the woodshed, 
which served also as a stable for the two horses, and there 
t hey went up the steps to the hayloft .  It was cold, t hey half 
undressed, and Mendel was dazed by the female smell of 
Sissl and t he glow of her skin .  S issl opened l ike a flower, 
doci le and warm; and M�ndel felt in his  loins exploding 
the power and desire that had been dumb for years. He 
sank into her, but without abandoning h imself; on the 
contrary, all caut ious and alert: he wanted to enjoy every
th ing, lose noth ing, engrave it all inside h imself. Sissl re
ceived h im,  trembling sl ight ly, her eyes closed as if she 
were dreaming, and it was immediately over: voices and 
footsteps could be heard nearby, Mendel and Sissl broke 
from their embrace, brushed off the wisps of hay, and 
dressed again .  

After that t hey didn't have many other opportunit ies to 
meet. They managed to maintain discret ion, but not se
crecy; the partisans spoke to Mendel of Sissl , saying, "your 
woman," and Mendel fel t  pleased. In Sissl he found peace 
and refreshment ,  but he wasn't sure he loved her, because 
there were too many burdens on his soul ,  because he fel t  
somehow cauterized, and because Line's presence trou
bled h im.  With Line, Mendel couldn't escape the impres
sion of a rare and precious human substance, but upset 
and upsett ing. Sissl was l ike a palm t ree in the sun; Line 
was a tangled ivy, nocturnal . She must have been only a 
few years older than Leonid, but t he privat ion she had 
suffered in  the ghetto had erased the youthfulness from 
her face, whose skin seemed dull and t i red, marked by 
precocious wrinkles. She had big, widely spaced eyes in 
ashen sockets, a l i t t le, small nose, and fine, cameolike fea-
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tures that gave her an expression at once sad and deter
mined. She moved with rapid security, at t imes in 
brusque jerks. 

Line had insisted to Ulybin that she should be allowed 
to participate in the training: she was a partisan , not a ref
ugee. At Novoselki Mendel had admired her ski l l  in han
dling weapons, and during the march through the snow 
her endurance was at least the equal of Leonid 's. This is 
not a gift of nature, Mendel thought :  i t 's a store of courage 
and strength that has to be renewed each day; we shou ld 
all act l ike her. This girl knows how to want something; 
maybe she doesn't always know what she wants, but  when 
she does know, she ach ieves i t .  He en vied Leon id; and at 
the same t ime was worried about him: the boy seemed to 
have been hi tched up by Line, and the rope was too taut .  
A taut rope can snap: and then what? 

Line spoke l i t t le, and never idly: few, pondered, unem
phatic words, said in a low, sl ight ly hoarse voice, her eyes 
trained steadily on the in terlocutor's face . Her ways were 
different from those of other women, Jews or not , that 
Mendel had encountered in the past. She showed no ret i 
cence or false modesty, she didn' t  playact or have whims; 
but when she talked to someone, she moved her face close 
to his, as if to observe his reactions intent ly; often she 
would place her strong l i t tle hand, with its gnawed nails, 
on the shoulder or arm of the person facing her. Was she 
aware of the feminine charge in th is gesture of hers? Men
del fel t  i t  deeply and was not surprised that Leonid fol
lowed Line l ike a dog following his master. It was an effect 
of long abstinence perhaps, but Mendel ,  when he ob
served Line, was reminded of Rahab, the harlot of Jeri
cho, and the other temptresses of the Talmudic legend. He 
had found tales of them in  an old book belonging to his 
teacher the rabbi: a forbidden book, but Mendel knew 
where it was hidden and had furtively leafed through i t  
several t imes, wi th  a thirteen-year-old's curiosi ty, when 
the rabbi would fal l  asleep on sultry afternoons in his 
chair with its tal l back. Michal , who fascinated all who 
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saw her; Jacl ,  the fatal part isan of her t ime, who had 
driven a nail through the temple of the enemy general, 
but who seduced all men with the mere sound of her 
voice. Abigai l ,  the sensible queen , who seduced anyone 
who thought of her. But Rahab was superior to them all; a 
man who simply u t tered her name spil led his seed imme
diately. 

No, the name of Line did not have this power. Everyone 
at Novoselki knew the story of Line and her name, which 
isn 't Russian or Yiddish or Hebrew. Line's parents, both 
Russian Jews and students of phi losophy, had brought her 
into the world without giving the matter much thought, 
in the blazing years of t h<: Revolut ion and the civil war. 
Her father had joined up as a volunteer and had vanished 
in Volhynia, fight ing the Poles . Her mother had found 
work in a weaving mil l .  Previously she had taken part in 
the October Revolu t ion because she had seen in i t  her 
own l iberation, as a Jew and as a woman; she had made 
speeches in squares, in the soviets. She was an admirer and 
follower of Emmeline Pankhurst , t he proper, indomitable 
English lady who in 1 9 1 8  had won for English women the 
right to vote .  And, a few months later, the young Russian 
mother had been happy to bear a l i t t le girl, because she 
could give her the name Emmeline, which everybody 
then, from day school on, had abbreviated to Line. But 
neither had Line's maternal grandmother, Anna Kamins
kaya, been a woman confined to ki tchen, children, and 
church. She was born in 1858, on the same day, month ,  
and year as  Mrs. Pankhurst; she had run away from home 
to study economics in Zurich, and then had come back to 
Russia to preach the renunciat ion of earthly possessions, 
rejection of matrimony, equality for all who work: Chris
t ians or Jews, men or women. This had got her sent to 
Omsk, where Line's mother had been born. In the t iny 
room where Line and her mother l ived, in Chernigov, as 
Line recalled, on the wall behind the stove there hung a 
framed photograph of Mrs. Pankhurst that her mother 
had clipped from a magazine. I t  showed the arrest ,  in  
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hat with her ostrich plume; she was suspended in midair, 
a yard above the London pavement glistening with rain ,  
dignified and impassive in  the clutch of a Brit ish pol ice
man who pressed her slender back against his own gigan
tic bel ly. 

At Chcrnigov, then in Kiev, where she had gone to 
study to be a schoolteacher, Line had frequented Zionist 
groups and also the local Komsomol: she saw no contra
diction between Soviet communism and the agrarian col
lect ivism preached by the Zionists. But after 1932,  Zionist 
organizat ions had led a more and more precarious exis
tence, unt i l  they rwere officially disbanded. To the Jews 
who wanted a land of their own, where they cou ld orga
nize themselves and l ive according to their tradi t ions, Sta
lin had offered a bleak terri tory in Eastern Siberia: 
Birobidzhan. Take i t  or leave it. Anyone who wanted to 
l ive as a Jew should go to Siberia; if anyone refused Si
beria, that meant he preferred to be Russian. There was 
no th i rd way. But if a Jew wanted to be Russian, what 
can, what should he do, if the Russians deny him access to 
the university, and call h im zhid, and turn the pogromists 
on him, and form an all iance with Hi t ler? He can 't do 
anyth ing--especially if he's a woman. Line remained in 
Chernigov, and the Germans came and sealed the Jews in 
the ghetto. In the ghetto she found again some Zionist 
friends from Kiev; with them, and this t ime with the help 
of Soviet partisans, she bought weapons-few, inade
quate-and learned how to usc them. Line wasn't in
clined to theories; i n  the ghetto she had suffered hunger, 
cold, exhaustion; but she fel t  her many souls blend to
gether. The woman, the Jew, the Zionist , and the Com
munist had been fused into a single Line, who had a single 
enemy. 

At the end of February came the radio message they 
had been expecting for so long, and it caused an uproar in 
the camp. Near David-Gorodok, on the Stviga marshes, 



132 1 If Not Now, When? 

frozen for four months, the Germans had set up a field for 
night drops from planes: a simple field of snow, marked 
out by three fires at the points of an extended t riangle; the 
fires, mere pi les of branches, were l ighted when the radio 
transmitted a certain signal .  Ulybin's unit was charged 
with preparing a similar terrain, not far from the Turov 
camp and ten kilometers from the German camp: Ulybin 
was to decide where. At the signal,  one squad should light 
the fires of the fake field; another would distract the Ger
mans and put ou t the fi res of the real field. On the uni
form plain, the German aircraft would have no reference 
points but the fires of the partisans' field, and they would 
drop their parachutes the.re. They were expecting drops of 
food, winter clothing, and light weapons. 

Ulybin sent two skiers, at night ,  to take the measure
ments and note the orientation of the German triangle. 
They came back a l i tt le l ater: everything was just as the 
radio had said. The field was already laid ou t ,  with the 
three piles of wood at its points, oriented from west to east; 
a country road ran alongside i t ,  which had been made 
passable by sending a snowplow over it. On the road there 
were old and recen t  hoofprints of horses, wagon tracks, 
and tire marks. Between the road and the field t here was a 
wooden shack, small , with a smoking chimney: i t  couldn't 
hold more than ten or twelve men. It was l ikely that the 
goods to be dropped were meant not only for the David
Gorodok garrison, but for al l t he German garrisons scat
tered over Polessia and in the Pripet marshes: in those 
areas the partisans' presence was being fel t ,  and the air 
route was not only qu icker but also safer. 

It wasn't hard to find ground similar to the Germans' 
field: i t  would have been hard to find a place any differ
ent .  Ulybin selected a great pond about twenty minutes ' 
march from the camp, also parallel to a road, and he had 
them build a l i tt le plank hut in a position corresponding 
to that of the Germans: i t  was u nthinkable that the Ger
mans would make daytime drops, but  t hey might send a 
reconnaissance plane to photograph the terrain. Then, as 
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they were wal tmg for the German radio s ignal ,  Ulybin 
chose two squads. The first, charged with harassing the 
Germans and putting out the fi res on their field, com
prised nine men, among them Leonid, Piotr, and Pavel . 
The second, which was to l ight  the fires of t he fake field, 
was made up of six men, including Mendel. All the others 
were to remain ready. When the job was done, they in
formed the partisan command by radio. 

The cold weather held. Towards the fifth  of March it 
snowed again, a dry, fi ne snow, in scattered, intermit tent 
flurries; between snows, the sky remained clouded, hazy. 
For the drops the Germans wou ld surely wait unt i l  the sky 
was completely t.clear. Nevertheless, one morning they 
heard the sound of a plane: i t  came and went ,  not h igh 
but invisible above the clouds, as though i t  were seeking a 
place to land. I t  seemed too low to carry out a drop, and 
besides there had been no warning message from the 
radio. Ulybin gave orders to set up the heavy machine 
gun, now mounted on a sledge; they unbolted i t  and, held 
by hand, aimed i t  at the sky. The plane continued to come 
and go, but the sound was growing weaker. The partisans 
came out of the barracks to look at the sky, luminous but 
impenetrable; at intervals they could glimpse the sun, ha
loed; then i t  immediately vanished . 

"Everybody inside, you stupid do-nothings ! "  Ulybin 
shouted. "If i t  comes down below the clouds i t 'l l  strafe us 
all . "  In fact, all of a sudden , the plane appeared, barely 
above the tops of the trees: it was head ing s traight for 
them. The two men support ing the gun turned to aim at 
it, but they heard various voices shouting: "I t 's one of 
ours! Don't shoot ! "  And, in fact, it was a l i t tle pursuit 
plane that bore beneath its wings the emblems of the So
viet air force; it swooped over the barracks, and an arm 
could be seen, waving a greeting. All  the men on the 
ground waved their arms wildly, to point out the direction 
of the field for the drops; the plane headed in that di
rection and vanished beyond the screen of the trees. 

"Wil l  it manage to land?" 
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"It has skis underneath ,  not landing gear; i f  i t  finds the 
right direct ion, i t ' l l  make i t ."  

"Come on,  let 's follow i t . "  But Ulybin asserted his au
thority: only he, Maksim, and two others slipped on t heir 
skis and went off, first following the curious zigzag route 
that avoided the minefields, then straigh t ,  with the long, 
agile stride of cross-country skiers. 

They returned an hour later, and not alone. With t hem 
were a lieutenant and a captain of the Red Army, young, 
clean-shaven, smil ing, sheathed in  splendid qui l ted jump
suits, and wearing boots of shining leather. They cordially 
greeted everyone, but promptly withdrew with Ulybin 
into the little room set up �s headquarters. They conferred 
for several hours; every now and t hen, Ulybin would send 
for bread, cheese, and vodka. 

In the camp, the arrival of the two unexpected messen
gers was discussed at length,  with pleasure, hope, distrust , 
and a h int of irritation. What were they bringing from the 
Great Land? Information, beyond any doubt,  new plans, 
orders. And why had they come so suddenly, unan
nounced by radio? I t 's l ike the army, another man an
swered: they make inspections without warning, otherwise 
they're not inspect ions. "They do t hemselves proud, the 
gents of the Great Land," a th ird man said, "I bet they 
spent last night in their beds, with pi l lows and sheets, and 
maybe even their wife.  I wonder i f, besides propaganda, 
they also brought some shaving cream! "  Because the par
tisans of all places and all t imes have much in common: 
they respect the central authori t ies, but  they would gladly 
do without them. As for the shaving cream, this i tem 
headed the list of the camp's private jokes. In  Turov, they 
were advised against growing beards; i n  other bands it 
was explicitly forbidden, because a bearded young man 
was too easily recognized as a part isan. Nevertheless, de
spite the prohibitions and the danger, many of the men of 
the woods and the marshes wore thick beards. The beard 
had become a symbol of t he partisanshchina, of the freedom 
of the forest, of bravado without regulations, of t he do-
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minion of independence over discipline. More or less con
sciously, the beard's length was considered proport ional to 
a part isan's seniority, l ike an aristocratic t i tle or a h ierar
chical rank. "Moscow doesn't want us to grow beards, but 
they don't send us razors or soap. What are we supposed 
to shave with? Axes? Bayonets? No soap, no shave: we'll 
keep our beards. "  

"All stuff that won 't harm anybody," Piotr came to an
nounce, after he had been ordered to assort the material 
brought by the two oflicers. "No arms or ammuni t ion, 
only printed matter and salve for scabies. No, there's no 
shaving cream, either. Not even laundry soap." On his 
own init iat ive, hct-went to take the news to the two women 
who were busy at the laundry. "You have to be pat ien t, 
ladies. Stick to ashes and soda, t he way our grannies did. 
The important thing is to kil l  t he l ice; but anyway, the 
war's about to end." 

The two officers left that same evening. Already dressed 
again in their flying suits, as they were looking out of the 
l i ttle window with a great show of patience, they saw Uly
bin go off with Dov and speak to him in a low voice. Then 
they saw Dov stuff his few belongings into a knapsack. He 
said good-bye soberly to all; his eyes became moist only 
when he took leave of Sissl , with a quick embrace. He 
went l imping off with the two messengers and with a par
t isan who had the fever, and he disappeared with them in 
the livid l ight of dusk. Piotr said, "You mustn 't worry. 
They'll take them to hospital ,  in the Great Land: they'll 
be better off there than here, and they'll be cured." Men
del slapped him on the shoulder, without replying. 

After that visit ,  Ulybin became even more s i lent and ir
ritable. As if to reduce contacts to a minimum, he chose 
from the partisans a kind of l ieutenant, Zachar, tall and 
thin as a pole and even more silent than Ulybin himself. 
Zachar served as command-bearer in one direct ion, and as 
complaint-bearer in the other, and as buffer in both .  He 
wasn't very young, almost i l l i terate, a Cossack from t he 
Kuban and a sheep breeder by profession. Zachar was an 
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inst inctive diplomat: he promptly proved ski l l ful in sooth
ing disagreements, allaying frustrations, and maintain ing 
discipl ine and espri t de corps. A rumor had spread that 
Ulybin was beginning to get drunk in the headquarters 
room; Zachar denied i t ,  but  the coming and going of bot
tles, empty and ful l ,  was hard to conceal .  

The fake field was ready, they a l l  were ready, bu t  the 
order to go into act ion didn't come. The whole month of 
March went by in almost total inact ion, wh ich proved 
harmfu l  for all ,  not only for the commander, who no 
longer had anyth ing to command. Hunger made itself 
fel t :  not the lacerating hunger Leonid and others had 
known in the German Lag(lrs beh ind the l ines, but a nos
talgia hunger, a stubborn yearning for fresh vegetables, 
for bread right from the oven , perhaps simple food, but 
chosen according to the whim of the moment .  Homesick
ness also made i tsel f fel t ,  heavy for all of them, a torment 
for the group of Jews. For the R ussians, a longing for 
home was a not unreasonable hope, even probable: a 
yearning to go back, a cal l .  For the Jews, the regret for 
their houses was not a hope but a despair, buried t i l l  then 
under more urgent and serious sorrows, but latent always. 
Their homes no longer existed: they had been swept away, 
burned by the war or by slaughter, blood ied by the squads 
of hunters of men; tomb houses, of which it was best not to 
think, houses of ashes. Why go on l iving, why figh t? For 
what house, what country, what future? 

Fedya's house, on the contrary, was too close. Fedya was 
seventeen years old on 30 March , and Ulybin gave h im 
permission to  spend his birthday at  home, i n  the  vil lage of 
Turov; and he  didn't come back. When three days had 
gone by, Ulybin had Zachar tell the others that Fedya was 
a deserter: two men were to go and find h im and bring 
him back to the band. They had no trouble finding h im:  
he  was a t  home, he hadn't the  remotest idea that  a three
day absence in a period of inactivity was such a serious 
matter. But that wasn 't the worst of it: Fedya confessed 
publicly that at home he had got drunk with other boys, 
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and that in h i s  drunkenness he  had talked. What about? 
About the barracks even? Also about the fake airfield? His 
face ashen, Fedya said he didn't know now, he didn't re
member, but probably not, he hadn't talked about secret 
th ings, no he absolutely hadn 't talked about them.  

Ulybin had Fedya locked up  in  the  woodshed. He sent 
Zachar to take him food and tea, but at dawn they all saw 
Zachar going to the woodshed barefoot, and they all 
heard the pistol shot. Sissl and Line had t he job of un
dressing the boy's body to recover the clothes and t he 
boots; Pavel and Leonid were assigned to digging the 
grave in the ground soaked with water of the thaw. Why 
Pavel and Leonicl,_particularly? 

A few days later, Mendel realized that Sissl was upset .  
He questioned her: no, i t  wasn't because of the Fedya 
business. Zachar had taken her aside and said to her: 
"Comrade, you must watch out . If you become pregnant, 
i t  means trouble; th is isn 't a hospital ,  and planes from the 
Great Land don't arrive here every day. Tel l  your  man 
this." Zachar had said the same thing also to Line, but  
Line had just shrugged. Also in this period, there was an 
order of the day pinned to the board, writ ten in pencil in a 
fine hand and signed by Ulybin: soon t he thaw would 
begin, i t  was urgent to dig a gutter channel around the 
barracks to prevent them from being flooded. This job was 
important and took absolute precedence, so the roster of 
the two squads, made up a month ago, for the act ion of 
the airfields, had now been changed. Leonid and Mendel 
were no longer a part of it; they were to put down their 
guns and take up picks and shovels. Not Pavel . Pavel re
mained part of the first squad, the one that was to put out 
the German fi res. Mendel, Leonid, and four other men 
began their job of digging. The snow and the ground froze 
during the n ight, and melted into a st icky, reddish mud 
during the warmest hours of the day. As if their curiosity 
had been aroused, big crows l igh ted on the branches of 
the firs to observe the work; more and more numerous, the 
birds crammed one against the other; all  of a sudden their 
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weight wou ld bend the bough, and then al l  wou ld take 
fl ight, flapping and cawing, unt i l  they went to perch on 
another bough. 

The order came when nobody was expect ing i t  any
more: in tercepted signals of the German radio indicated 
the drop was imminent .  It must have been an i mportant 
drop, because the alert had been repeated several t imes. 
Finally, on April 1 2th, the defini t ive announcement came: 
the drop was scheduled for that n ight .  The two squads left 
immediately; Pavel , j ust i n  case, charged Leonid with car
ing for his  horse, which for some reason or other he had 
baptized Drozhd, Thrush: 

The rest of the camp got ready for the n ight ;  there were 
no special orders, but t hey all were l isten ing carefu l ly, in 
part icular Michai l ,  the radio operator, and Mendel , who 
took turns with him so he could get some rest for a few 
hours. Reception was terrible, i n terrupted by buzzing and 
static; the few messages he managed to i ntercept were ex
ci ted and repeated several t imes, but almost undecipher
able, though both Michail and Mendel understood 
German fairly wel l .  

At two in  the  morning a hum of engines was heard, and 
everybody was on his feet .  The sky was clear, with no 
moon; the hum grew more and more in tense, marked by 
throbbing, as when several instrument strings vibrate to
gether, t hough not perfectly tuned. It certainly wasn't  a 
s ingle plane; there were two at l east, perhaps three. They 
flew over, invisible, north of the barracks, t hen the hum 
died away unt i l  it was gone. 

An hour later one of the part isans of the second squad 
arrived, breathless. Everything had gone wonderfu l ly: 
fires l i t  at the right moment ,  four planes, th irty para
chutes, or forty or even more, many right on t he fleld, 
others among the trees, some caught in the branches. Send 
reinforcements at once, and a sledge, there was a lot of 
stuff. They all wanted to go, but Ulybin couldn't  be 
swayed. He went himself, with Maksim and Zachar; he 
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didn't even want t he messenger who had brought the 
news to return to t he place. For the first t ime in his  career 
as a part isan horse, Thrush made h imsel f usefu l :  Ulyb in 
had him h itched up to a sledge that set off over t he snow, 
made compact by t he thaw and covered with a fragile 
crust of nightt ime icc. 

In the meanwhile the first squad had also come back, 
al l of them, t hough one man was wounded in the arm. 
The act ion had gone wel l on t he whole, as Piotr and Pavel 
told i t .  They had h idden ncar the shed, heard the hum of 
t he planes, and seen three Germans come out with cans of 
gasoline to pour on the piles of wood. They had ki lled the 
men before they r.ould l ight  the fires, and at the same t ime 
one part isan, who had cl imbed on the roof of the shed, 
dropped a hand grenade down the chimney. Some of the 
Germans must have died, but others came out of the shat
tered hut and opened fire. One part isan was wounded and 
one German was kil led; another two or three had man
aged to start a truck, but they had also been ki lled as t hey 
were going away. In the shack, besides s idearms and some 
t inned food, they hadn't found anything interest ing. 
There was a radio, but the explosion had destroyed i t .  
They had stationed t hemselves at the  sides of the  road, 
because they thought some vehicle ought to arrive from 
the city to collect the dropped goods, but by midmorning 
t hey hadn't seen anything, so t hey came back. 

The sledge returned loaded, even though the messenger 
must have exaggerated: there were no more than twenty 
packages dropped. Ulybin wouldn't let anyone touch 
them. He had them all pi led up in his room and opened 
them himself, with the help of Zachar; he al lowed the 
others to inventory their contents only after he had seen 
them. There was a b i t  of everything, l ike in a chari ty raf
fle: valuable th ings and useless, mysterious, ridiculous 
stuff. Luxuries such as Mendel and his friends had never 
seen: eggs of ersatz chocolate because Easter was coming, 
some other big chocolates in the shape of lambs, beetles. 
and mice. Cigars and cigaret tes, schnapps and brandy in 
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t ins: perhaps a packaging special ly conceived by German 
technicians to resist impact with the ground? Terra-cotta 
braziers, apparen tly meant to warm the feet of sentries. A 
box ful l  of medals for bravery and other assorted decora
t ions, along with the respect ive ci tat ions. There were bun
dles of newspapers and magazines, a pack of portrai ts of 
the Fuhrer, a packet of private correspondence for the var
ious garrisons of the zone, and another of official corre
spondence t hat Ulybin had them set aside. Two chests 
were full of ammuni t ion for the Wehrmacht 's Maschinen
pistole, another two contained loaders for a kind of ma
chine gun that nobody could ident ify.  In one crate there 
was a typewriter with various stationery supplies. Other 
crates contained six devi�es, all al ike, but nobody at 
Turov had seen one or could figure ou t its usc: a flat tened 
disk the size of a frying pan and equipped with a long 
handle, dismant led in segments. ' 'This stuff is for you ,  
watchmcnder," Ulybin said to  Mendel. "Study i t  and tell 
us what i t 's good for. " 

That evening Ulybin allowed the even t to be celebrated 
with moderate revelry. Then he went off with Pavel to ex
amine the documents that had been found: they weren't 
in code, it wasn't sensational stuff, only detai led l ists, bills 
in numerous copies, quartermaster's accounts. Ulybin 
soon wearied and had Pavel translate some of the personal 
letters, which were more interest ing; they were written in  
terms that were supposed to sound coded, allusive, but 
they were so naive that even an alien reader l ike Pavel 
could figure them out easily: it was obvious the bad 
weather of wh ich all the fathers and mothers complained 
wa� the carpet bombing of the All ied planes, and drought 
meant the shortages. I t  was involuntary defeatist propa
ganda: Ulybin told Pavel to translate certain passages 
publicly. 

Pavel was reading, in Russian, but with an assumed, 
overdone German accent that made them all laugh. And 
then from the sky, in waves, came t he same musical hum 
of the night before. 



"Quick ! "  Ulybin shouted. "Second squad, get skis on 
and hurry and l ight the fires: they're making us a present 
of a second drop !"  The six men of the squad rushed out, 
and Ulybin looked at his watch : if t hey hurried, in a quar
ter of an hour they cou ld reach t he place before the planes 
t i red of looking for the field in the darkness. They were 
looking, all right :  the noise of the engines would come 
closer, then move away; at a certain moment the squadron 
flew right over the barracks, then went off again.  Exactly 
twenty minutes by Ulybin's watch had passed when they 
heard a salvo of explosions. Everybody went outside, not 
understanding: the roars were too distant and too deep to 
be caused by thf minefield around the barracks. They 
could see the flames, to the northeast :  after every flame 
they could hear t he explosion with a six-second delay. 
there could be no doubt :  these were bombs fall ing on the 
faked landing field. The Germans had caught on and were 
taking their revenge. 

The squad came back: only four men . In halting words, 
the leader reported. They had made it in record time, j ust 
as the planes were flying over their heads. They l ighted 
the first of the pi les, and bombs started raining down at 
once: big ones, at least two hundred kilos. If the icc had 
been thick, as in January, maybe it would have resisted; 
but it was softened by the thaw, the bombs pierced it and 
exploded below, fl inging slabs of icc into the air. The two 
missing men vanished, swallowed up by the marsh: no usc 
going to look for them. 

For the men of Turov a difficult period began. The 
thaw had started, and it was worse than winter. Ulybin 
sent some men to check the condition of the fake field: it 
was out of commission, no plane could land there, and, 
worse, it would be impossible to ask for drops . The deep 
winter icc had been ripped by t he explosions: it formed 
again during the night ,  but so th in that it wouldn't even 
have carried the weight of a man. On the other marshes it 
had held better, because the snow had shielded i t  from the 
direct rays of the sun, but the snow itself had been al tered 



by the thaw and the wind: it had been transformed into a 
hard, corrugated crust ,  on which a normal plane, even if 
fi t ted out with skis, couldn't have landed without turning 
over. 

Ulybin had to order a radio blackout ,  because the 
rerouted drop trick seemed to have reactivated t he Ger
man air force. All through the winter its act ivity had been 
minimal, and apparent ly  random. Now, on the contrary, 
it was unusual for a clear day to go by without their seeing 
a reconnaissance plane scouring the area: and there were 
many clear days . The I uxury provisions of t he drop hadn 't 
lasted long, and flour, lard, and canned goods were begin
ning to dwindle. Ulybin set up rat ioning, and everyone's 
morale sank: hunger, the haunting specter of t he previous 
winters, was about to return, as if t ime had moved back to 
the terrible months of the beginning of the partisan war, 
when everything, food, weapons, shel ter, plans for act ion, 
the courage to fight and to l ive, were the frui t  of a few 
men's desperate init iat ive. Now the men insisted on re
suming the foraging expedi tions to the vil lages; t hey much 
preferred the effort and the risk to hunger, but Ulybin 
wouldn't hear of i t .  There was st i l l  too much snow; i t  was 
already hard to understand how the reconnaissance had 
failed to spot the barracks. Obviously, the Germans were 
looking for them. The buildings were well camouflaged 
and might st i l l  elude the search, but the Germans would 
infall ibly not ice a fresh track. 

\Vhat was to be done? Wait, let t ime go by: the only 
possible solu t ion, and yet a terrible solution. Wait for the 
snow to melt ,  because on bare ground, even if i t 's muddy, 
tracks are less not iceable. Wait t i l l  the reconnaissance 
planes went hunt ing elsewhere. Wait in si lence for t he 
news from the radio: the Germans had evacuated Odessa, 
but Odessa was far away. The radio blackout was as pain
ful as a muti lation, as if a human being were gagged at t he 
moment he wants to cry for help: together with hunger, i t  
had created around the Turov barracks a besieged mood. 
Those men were not new to privat ions, toil, d iscomfort , 
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and danger, but their cloistered isolation found them un
prepared: accustomed to space, to the precarious freedom 
of forest animals, they suffered the debi l i tating anguish of 
the trap and the cage. 

Ulybin went on drinking: the fact was acknowledged 
and cri t icized, by all of them except Zachar, in whispers, 
and not always in whispers. He drank in sol i tude, but  he 
hadn 't lost his lucidity or his gruff authority. Mendel 
asked h im to explain why Dov's departure had been so 
hasty, and Ulybin answered, "Fighters, when they're 
wounded or sick, are treated, as far as possible. Your 
friend wil l  be treated, too; but  that 's all I can tel l  you .  
Maybe at the el}� of the  war you'l l  find ou t  someth ing 
about him, but the fate of individuals has no importance." 

Ulybin was too intell igent ,  and too much an expert in 
partisan l i fe, not to realize that someth ing had to be done: 
tracks were dangerous, but anguish even more so. A single 
track that set out from the barracks would lead the Ger
mans to the barracks for sure, but  if the track were only to 
cross the l i t t le wood that concealed the barracks, the lo
cat ing of the camp would not be immediate. Reluctantly, 
Ulybin then authorized not one, but two foraging expedi
tions, which would set out on the same night  in opposi te 
direct ions, towards different vil lages. 

The squads had been gone only a short while, and 
there were barely the first signs of dawn, when they heard 
a new noise, alarming for the J cws, reassuring and unmis
takable for the Turov veterans. I t  sounded l ike the crack
l ing of a motorcycle; it was faint ,  distant, but it was 
approaching. I t  increased in volume, but slowed down, 
like an i mpeded gramophone record. It sneezed a few 
t imes and was silent .  Ulybin's men were immediately all 
on their feet :  "A P-two ! I t 's landed there, in the clearing! 
Let's go and sec !"  

"Maybe there was no  need to  send the  squads out," 
Piotr said. 

"What 's a P-two?" Mendel asked. 
"P-twos are partisan planes. They're made of wood, 



they fly slowly, but they can take off and land anywhere. 
They lly at n ight ,  without l ights; t hey drop grenades on 
the Germans and bring supplies ."  A l i t tle later the pi lot 
came into the barracks, squat and shapeless in his flying 
suit of reversed lamb's skin .  He took i t  off, removed the 
goggles from his forehead, and they saw i t  was a girl , 
short , chubby, with a broad, cal m face and a homey 
manner. Her hair was parted evenly and gathered at her 
nape in two short braids tied with black string. The two 
men who had gone to meet her were carrying two bags, as 
if they were returning from the market .  The part isans 
pressed around her, hugged her and kissed her on her 
round checks hardened by the cold.  "Pol ina !  Good for Po
l ina!  \Vclcomc, sweetheart .  We sec you again  fi nally ! 
\Vhat have you brought us? " '  

The girl , who didn't  look over twenty, fended them off, 
laughing, with the shy grace of peasant girls. ' "That's 
enough of that, Comrades ! They sen t  me to see what's 
going on here, and why your radio is s i lent .  Let go of me 
now; I have to leave right away. I don't  suppose there's a 
drop of vodka here? Where 's the commander?" She went 
off privately with Ulybin ,  into the l i t t le headquarters 
room. 

"I t 's Pol ina. Pol ina Michailovna," Piotr said, proud 
and happy. " I t 's Pol i na Gelman, of the Women 's Regi
ment .  Didn't you know? They 're all women,  the P-two 
pilots. All fi ne girls, but Pol ina's the best of t hem al l . She 
comes from Cornel , her father was a rabbi and her grand
father a cobbler. She's flown more than seven hundred 
missions already, but she's visited us here only once be
fore, six months ago. She stayed a few days and we made 
friends, but th is t ime obviously she's in a hurry. Too bad."  

Pol ina said good-bye and went off in  her fragile plane. 
She had brought food and medicines, and some bad news . 
There were troops on the move, and armored vehicles; i n  
various vil lages around Turov they were assembling un its 
of German and Ukrain ian corps, specialized in fight ing 
the part isans. They were preparing a concentrated drag-
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net act ion, with forces enormously superior to the Turov 
camp's defense possibil i t ies; there were no other bands in 
the area. For some reason, the Germans had overest i
mated the partisan forces; or perhaps it was a large-scale 
operation, in all the area of the Pripet marshes or in all of 
Polessia. The Sol igorsk ghetto, where the old and i l l  of 
Novoselki had sought salvat ion, had been surrounded and 
all its inhabitants shot; the Sol igorsk garrison had been 
joined by an SS unit  expert in digging out people in hid
ing, with trained dogs. Many of the Turov men knew 
these dogs and were more afraid of t hem t han of tanks. In 
other words, the camp had to be evacuated. 

Ulybin summop_ed Mendel and asked him if  he had fig
ured out what those machines were, the ones found in the 
stuff from the drop. 

"They're mine detectors," Mendel answered. "Or 
rather, metal detectors. They indicate where metallic ob
jects are buried ."  

"So i f  the Germans are equipped wi th  these gadgets, 
they would discover our minefields?" 

"Of course they would.  They'd find them. Maybe not 
right away, but they'd find them ."  

Ulybin gave him a grim look. "I ' l l  have the  barracks 
mined all the same, whether or not the Germans have 
those detectors of yours. They'l l  find the bu ried ones, but 
not the mines we'l l  hide in here. I 'l l  show you : we'l l blow 
some of them up, those bastards." 

Mendel was frightened. It was clear that the chief had 
drunk even a bit more than usual; but the man's tone 
frightened him. "What are you saying, Osip lvanovich? 
Why are you talking to me like this? Did I invent the mine 
detectors? Did I give them to the Germans?" 

"I don 't give a damn who invented them. The fact is, 
we're leaving. You don't want us to stay here and wait for 
the tanks and get ourselves all slaughtered?" 

Mendel came out,  aghast .  But a l i tt le later Ulybin sent 
for him again. "Do t hey work? Those gadgets?" 

"Yes, they work." 



I 'l-6 1 1f J'liot J'liow. Wh .. n? 

"Take Dimitri and Vladimir  and show t hem how to usc 
them." 

"You want to mine the barracks with t he mines buried 
around here?" 

"You 're smart . You guessed righ t .  Those arc the only 
mines we have." 

' 'Look, th is isn 't  a job for kids .  Experts are more afraid 
of mines than beginners arc. And besides, the longer 
they've been underground, the more dangerous they are ."  

"Feel i mportant ,  don 't you? That 's enough. Go do what 
I said. I 'm in command here, and I don' t  l ike complaints. 
You people arc all al ike. All good at arguing, and all half
German: Rosenfeld, Mandclstamm . . . . And you? \Vhat's 
your name? Dajcher, -no? Mendel �achmanovich 
Dajcher: even your name's German ." 

Mendel gave h is lesson as di l igently as he cou ld. He sent 
the two boys to get their orders from Ulybin,  and he wi th
drew, fi lled with bi t terness. Once, on Yom Kippur, the 
Day of Atonement, t he Jews used to take a goat ,  the priest 
would press h is hands on its head, l ist all t he sins commit
ted by the people, and impose them on the animal :  he and 
he alone was guilty. Then, laden with sins he hadn't com
mitted, the goat was sent i nto  the desert. This is how the 
gent i les think, too; they also have a lamb that takes away 
the sins of the world. But not I, I don't believe that.  If I've 
s inned, I bear the burden of my sins, but only those, and I 
have more t han enough. I don't bear the s ins of anybody 
else. I wasn't t he one who sent out the squad to be 
bombed. I didn't  shoot Fcdya while he was asleep. If we 
have to go into the desert , we'l l  go, but without bearing on 
our head the s ins we haven't committed .  And if Dimitri 
and Vladimir make the mines explode in t heir hands, 
must I be responsible, I ,  Mendel the watchmender? 

On the contrary, t he two boys did a good job: eight of 
t he buried mines were defused and set in various parts of 
t he barracks. At the end of April spring had burst out, 
heralded by three days of warm, dry wind. The snow on 
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the branches of the trees melted in a constant rain,  which 
relaxed its rhythm only at night ;  t he snow on t he ground 
also melted rapidly, and promptly from the soaked earth,  
among the prone blades of yel lowish grass, soaked by the 
long frost ,  the first flowers sprouted, shy and absurd. The 
German reconnaissance fl ights became more and more 
frequent, and one of the planes, perhaps by chance, or 
perhaps made suspicious by some movement ,  briefly 
strafed the barracks, causing no vict ims or damage. Uly
bin ordered them to prepare for abandoning the camp. 
The sledges, useless now, were burned; there were no 
wagons and no t ime to get any. For transport ing the stores 
there were only 1�he two horses and the men's backs: a 
caravan of porters, not a movement of fight ing men . 
Many protested; they would have preferred to stay in the 
camp and face the Germans, but Ulybin si lenced them: 
staying there was impossible, and anyway the evacuation 
of the camp had been ordered over the radio. The radio 
had also indicated the best direct ion for slipping through 
the circle of the ant ipart isan forces: towards the south
west, fol lowing the Stviga upstream, but without aban
doning the stretch of marshes. With the t haw, and with 
their labyrinth of isthmuses, straits, and fords, they had 
once again become friendly terri tory. 

The partisans were supposed to leave during the night  
of  May 2, but that evening the  sentries gave the  alarm : 
they had heard sounds to the north, human voices and t he 
barking of dogs. Many men grabbed their weapons, un
certain whether they should prepare to hold out or hasten 
their retreat, but Ulybin spoke up: "Stay where you are, 
all of you, stupid fools! Get on with the preparations. Tie 
up the sacks, nail the crates shut.  Were you born yester
day? The Germans' dogs don't bark. If they did, what 
kind of war dogs would they be?" 

He turned to the sentries. "Be on guard, but don't 
shoot. They're l ikely  to be friends: they sent the dogs 
ahead to find the trail among the mines ."  

In fact ,  the dogs arrived first: there were on ly two, not 
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war dogs but humble farm dogs, exci ted and confused. 
They barked nervously, now at the barracks, now at the 
unknown men who st i l l  delayed in fol lowing t hem. Proud 
of the duty done, the dogs were uneasy at these new 
human presences; they alternately wagged their tails and 
snarled or did both at once even; t hey darted back and 
forth, dancing, their forepaws rigid, and they barked 
breathlessly,  gulping air at intervals with a convulsed rat
tle. Then two cows were seen arriving, driven forward by 
some tattered you ths: they were carefu l  to sec that the two 
animals kept to the trails made by t he dogs. 

Finally came t he main body of t he band, about thirty 
men and women, armed aqd unarmed, t i red, ragged, and 
bold. In their midst was a man with an aqui l ine nose and 
a tanned face: over his  shoulder he carried an automatic 
rifle and a viol in .  At the end of the group there was Dov. 
Mendel said to h imself: Blessed be He who raises the 
dead. 

All was turmoi l :  everybody was asking questions, and 
nobody was answering them. Finally the voice of Ulybin 
prevailed, and that of the other man, who was Gcdaleh. 
Everyone was to be silent and await  orders: Ulybin and 
Gedaleh withdrew into t he headquarters cubbyhole. 
Many of the Turov men recal led t he quarrel between the 
two at the beginning of winter: now what would happen, 
in th is new encounter? Would t hey be reconciled, in the 
face of the imminent threat? Would they come to an 
agreement? 

While everyone awaited the outcome of the meeti ng, 
the newcomers asked for shel ter in the now-emptied bar
racks; some sat on the ground, others stretched out and 
promptly fell asleep, and others asked for tobacco or for 
hot water to wash their feet .  They asked with the humil i ty 
of t he needy, but with t he dignity of those who know they 
are ent i tled: they were not beggars or vagabonds, they 
were the Jewish band collected by Gedalch, made up of 
survivors from the communit ies of Polcssia, Volhynia, and 
Byelorussia; a wretched aristocracy, the strongest, t he 
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smartest ,  the luckiest .  But some came from st i l l  farther 
away, along roads covered with blood: they had escaped 
the pogroms of the Lithuanian vandals, who wou ld k i l l  a 
Jew to rob a sheet, and the flamethrowers of the Einsatz
kommandos, the common graves of Kovno and of Riga. 
Among them were the few who had eluded the massacre 
of Ruzhany: they had l ived for months in holes dug in the 
wood, l i ke wolves, and l i ke wolves they hunted si lently, in 
a pack. There were the peasant Jews of Bl izna, their  hands 
hardened by the hoe and the axe. There were the workers 
from the sawmil ls and textile factories of Slonim, who 
even before the Hi t ler barbarism had gone on strike 
against thei r Polish masters and had known repression 
and prison. 

Each of them, man or woman, had a di fferent story be
hind him, but scaring and heavy as molten lead; if the war 
and three terrible winters had left them the t ime and 
breath, each should have mourned a hundred dead. They 
were t ired, poor, and dirty, but not defeated: children of 
merchants, tailors, rabbis, and cantors; they had armed 
themselves with weapons taken from the Germans, they 
had earned the right to wear t hose tat tered uniforms, 
without chevrons, and they had tasted several t imes the 
bit ter food of ki l l ing. 

The Russians of Turov looked at them uneasi ly, as hap
pens when the unexpected occurs. In those haggard but 
determined faces they didn't recognize the zhid of their 
tradition, the al ien in the house who speaks Russian to 
swindle others but th inks in his own strange language, 
who doesn't know Christ but instead fol lows his own in
comprehensible and ridiculous precepts, armed only by 
his cleverness, rich and cowardly. The world had been 
turned upside down: these Jews were al lies and armed, 
like the English, l i ke the Americans, and l ike H i tler three 
years ago, when he had been an ally. The ideas you are 
taught are simple and the world is compl icated. All ies, 
and so comrades, perforce. The Turov men would have to 
accept them, shake their hands, drink vodka with them. 
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Some of the men ventured an embarrassed smi le, a shy 
approach to the disheveled women, bundled in i l l -fit t ing 
army cloth ing, their  faces gray with fat igue and dust .  Up
root ing a prej udice is as painful  as extract ing a nerve. 

The wall of incomprehension has two sides, l i ke al l  
walls, and incomprehension produces awkwardness, un
easiness, and host i l i ty; but Gedaleh 's Jews, at that mo
ment,  didn't feel awkward or host ile. On the contrary, 
they were l ighthearted: in the partisanka adventure, differ
ent every day, i n  the frozen steppe, in snow and mud, they 
had found a new freedom, u nknown to t heir fathers and 
grandfathers, a contact with friends and enemies, wi th 
nature and with action, which i ntox icated them l ike the 
wine of Purim,  when i t 's the custom to abandon usual so
briety and drink  unt i l  you can' t  tell a blessing from a 
curse. They were l ighthearted and fierce, l ike animals 
whose cage has been opened, l i ke slaves who have risen up 
in vengeance. And they have savored i t ,  savored ven
geance, though at a high price: on various occasions, i n  
acts of  sabotage, assassinations, rear-guard confl icts; but 
even recently, a few days previously, and not far away. 
That had been their big moment .  By themselves, they had 
attacked the garrison of Lyuban, eighty kilometers to the 
north,  where the German and Ukrain ian troops assigned 
to the dragnet were collecting; in the vil lage there was also 
a l i t t le ghetto of artisans. The Germans had been driven 
from Lyuban: they weren't made of iron, t hey were mor
tal ,  and when they realized they were defeated t hey ran 
off i n  confusion, even from the Jews. Some of them aban
doned their weapons and dived into the river, swol len by 
the thaw: it was a sight to make you rejoice, an image to 
carry to your grave: the Jews told the Russians about i t  
with haunted faces. Yes, the blond, green men o f  the 
Wehrmacht fled from them, plunging i nto the water, try
i ng to scramble up on the slabs of ice borne by the current;  
and the Jews went on shoot ing, and saw the Germans' 
bodies sink or float towards the river mouth on their ca
tafalques of icc. The triumph was short- l ived, of course: 
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triumphs arc always short- l ived and, as i t  is  written, the 
Jew's joy ends in  fright .  They ret i red to the woods, taking 
with them those Jews from the Lyuban ghetto who 
seemed capable of fi ght ing; but the Germans then came 
back and ki l led everyone left i n  the ghetto. Their  war was 
l ike that: a war where you don't look back to take account ,  
a war o f  a thousand Germans against one Jew and o f  a 
thousand dead Jews against one dead German. They were 
l ighthearted because they were without a tomorrow and 
didn't bother about tomorrow, and because they had seen 
the supermen struggling in the icy water l ike frogs: a pres
ent no one could take from them. 

They also brouY,t more useful news. The roundup had 
already begun, and they had been driven from their 
camp, which for that matter was a poor camp of dens, 
makeshi ft ,  naturally not comparable to this Turov camp . 
But it wasn't true that the roundup was a big operation: 
there were no tanks and no heavy art i l lery, and a German 
prisoner they had questioned had confirmed the fact that 
the weakest poin t  of the encirclement must be the very 
place that Ulybin thought :  to the southwest ,  along the 
Stviga. 

Dov was wel l ,  hardly l imping now, but more bent than 
ever. H is hair, again  neatly combed, was th inner and 
whiter. Sissl asked him if he wanted something to eat, and 
he answered, laughing: "A sick man you ask , a well man 
you give." But he was more eager to talk than to eat .  A 
group of l isteners, Jews and R ussians, collected around 
him:  not  many men returned from the Great Land into 
partisan territory. 

"How long have they been talking, those two? An hour? 
That's a good sign: the more they talk, the more they 
agree; and i t  also means that the Germans arc st i l l  far 
away, or have changed their route. Of course, I was 
treated-what did you th ink-in the Kiev hospital .  It 
doesn 't have a roof any more, or rather it doesn't have a 
roof yet: they're rebui lding i t .  And you know who's doing 
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the work? The German pnsoners, the ones who surren
dered at Stali ngrad. 

"There was no roof, there was no food, no anesthetic, 
but there were the women doctors, and they operated on 
me right away: t hey took something out of my knee, a 
bone, and they showed it to me. In the cellar, they 
operated on me, by acetylene light, and then they put me 
in  a ward, an endless ward, more than a hundred beds on 
each side, with l iving, dying, and dead in  them. I t 's not 
n ice, being in  the hospital ,  but that ward real ly brought 
me luck: and whcrc's there's luck even a bull will calve. 
There was a visi tor, somebody important ,  from the Pol i t
buro, a Ukrain ian : short , Jat,  bald, he looked l ike a peas
ant ,  but he had medals all over his  chest .  In the midst of 
that confusion of orderlies coming and going, he stopped 
right at my bed. He asked me who I was, where I came 
from, and where I had been wounded; he had the radio 
people following h im,  and he improvised th is speech say
ing that everybody, Russians and Georgians and Yakuts 
and Jews, we arc all the children of t he great mother R us
sian, and all arguments ha vc to stop . . .  " 

Piotr's voice was heard: "If  he was a Ukrainian and a 
big shot , you might have told h im to clean up his own 
house ! They're rabble, those Ukrain ians: when the Ger
mans came, the Ukrain ians opened their doors and of
fered them bread and sal t .  Their separatists arc worse 
than the Germans." Other voices made Piotr shut up and 
urged Dov to go on .  

"And he asked me where I wanted to be sent ,  once I 
was healed. I answered that my home is too far away, 
and I had part isan friends, and I would l ike to go back 
to them. Wel l ,  the minute they said I was cured, he got 
busy. Maybe he wanted to set an example. He found 
Gedalch and his band and he had me parachuted ncar 
their camp, along with a crate containing four subma
chi ne guns, as his personal gi ft .  Jumping with a parachute 
is kind of scary, but I landed in the mud and wasn't  hurt 
at al l ." 
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Dov would have had many th ings sti l l to tell about 
what he had seen and heard during his convalescence in 
the Great Land; but the headquarters door opened, Geda
leh and Ulybin came out,  and everybody fel l  si lent .  



6 
May 

1944 

u lybin spoke first,  in  an official tone: 
"My information and the information this comrade has 

brought coincide perfectly. These Germans come from the 
Polish border and not i n  great force. They're sending the 
best troops to the front ,  and when they come back, they're 
not the best troops any more. The Ital ians and the Hun
garians have abandoned them; they don't trust the Czechs 
and the \Vhite Poles now. They want to surround these 
marshes and then t ighten t he circle l i t t le  by l i t t le; the 
weakest l ink in the ring is to the south,  towards Rechitsa 
and the Ukrainian border. We'll try to slip through, then 
we'll proceed separately: if we united the two bands, 
there'd be nothing gained and we'd be too visible. In any 
case, Comrade Gedaleh 's un i t  has been officially recog
n ized and supported by Moscow . . .  " 

"Lots of recognit ion and not much support ! "  someone 
interrupted, in Yiddish . 

"Shut up, Jozck ! "  Gedaleh said sharply. 
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" and can move independen tly. The Jews in  our 
camp can make their choice: either stay with us, force the 
circle, and head east to reach the front or . . .  " 

" . . .  or come with us," Gedaleh interjected. "We have 
different orders. We're i n  no hurry to go home. I f  we get 
through, we'l l head west, to free the prisoners, harass the 
German rear l ines, and set t le some scores. Anybody who 
wants to come with us stand over here. Each person can 
keep his personal weapons, whatever he had when he ar
rived from Novosclki ." 

The barrack was overcrowded, and the sort ing out was 
noisy and disorderly. Mendel , Sissl , Line, and Leonid 
chose Gedaleh's siP-e without hesitation; around Pavel, on 
the contrary, a knot had formed, arguing. Pavel also 
wanted to come with Gedalch, but he was attached to his 
horse; i f  Ulybin was going to keep i t ,  then he would stay, 
too. Gedaleh didn't understand and asked for an explana
tion . Above t he confusion Pavel 's deep voice was heard: 

"I 'm useful to you because I speak German, but my 
horse doesn't .  What will you do with him?" 

Not laughing, Ulybin made a grimace hard to decipher, 
then said, "All right, take horse and master." But he was 
less agreeable when he saw that Piotr had also gone over 
to Gedaleh's side. 

"What are you doing with them? What's come over 
you? Why are you on that side?" 

"They all come from far away," Piotr said. "None of 
them knows the area. After half an hour's march they'd all 
be drowned."  

"Nonsense. None of  them asked you to  be their guide. 
They manage well on their own .  Mind what you do: you 
don't want to end up l ike Fedya. " 

"He asked me to be their guide," Piotr said, point ing to 
Dov; but he was obviously improvising. Then he added, 
"And th is isn't desert i ng, Comrade Commander. This is a 
band, and that is a band." St i l l ,  as he was talking, he left 
Gedaleh's group and went back towards Ulybin, with the 
face of a punished chi ld .  

They had delayed too long. I t  was n ight by now, t ime to 
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leave. Ulybin had them act ivate t he mines h idden in the 
barracks, and he assembled everyone outs ide, in the yard. 
They had orders not to speak, but an exci ted murmuring 
could be heard, a sound of discordant voices, l ike an or
chestra tuning up before t he overture .  Discordant ,  but an 
alert ear would have caught a tune,  repeated in different 
keys by Russians and Jews: Piotr, the bold and pure Piotr, 
had lost his head over the eyes of a foreign woman, l i ke 
Styenka Razin. Whether they were the gray eyes of Sissl 
or the brown eyes of Line, on this point the versions di
verged. Gossip is a force of nature; i t  makes many discom
forts bearable, and it prospers even in the midst of 
marshes, war, and thawing snow. 

They walked ali n ight ,  in Indian file, seeing no signs of 
Germans. They stopped at dawn to rest in an abandoned 
shed, near the Polish border. Towards noon the lookouts 
saw some German troops passing on the high road; they 
all took up defensive posi t ions, but the convoy went on, 
not bothering to check the shed . They resumed their 
march at night,  and in a heath the two squads separated: 
Ulybin and his group bore left to reenter Soviet territory, 
and Gedaleh 's band proceeded towards Rechi tsa, across 
unti l led fields. Gedalch reassured them: "The worst is 
over. One more n ight 's march, and we'll be outside." 

But Mendel and his friends had felt  safer before, in t he 
Turov camp, where they didn't suffer hunger or cold, and 
each sensed over his head a roof of solid beams and an au
thority: Ulybin h imsel f or the messengers that came from 
the sky or a more distant power. These Gedal ists (as they 
called themselves) were foolhardy people, strays and poor. 
Jozek, Gedaleh's l ieutenant ,  rolled a cigarette of straw in a 
scrap of newspaper, asked Leonid for a match, split i t  i n  
two lengthwise, l ighted up  with one half, and put t he 
other in his pocket .  The two cows, he said, were war 
prizes; they had been captured a few days ago, during the 
attack on Lyuban, "because in war you have to think of 
goods, too. " The animals were thin and contrary. Wher
ever they found a clump of grass they would stop, obst i -
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nately, to crop i t ,  resisting any tugs, slowing down the  
march. Where there were s t i l l  patches of snow in  the  shade 
of the trees, they plowed i t  with their hooves, search ing for 
l ichens. "The first chance we get,  we' l l  sell t hem," Jozek 
said, in a practical tone. 

Jozek was not Russian, but a Pole from Bialystok, a 
counterfeiter by profession.  He told his story to Mendel 
during the first stop after the separation, not before; he 
wasn't sure how the Russians would have taken i t .  

"I t's a good profession, but not  easy. I began as  a boy, in  
nineteen twenty-eight :  I was an apprent ice l i thographer, 
and I made counterfeit stamps. The Polish pol ice, in those 
days, had other ti:lings on t heir mind, so it wasn't very 
dangerous, but I didn't earn much, either. In nineteen 
thirty-seven I began with documents; I was very good at 
passports. Then the war came, the Russians arrived in  
Bialystok, and in  'forty-one, the  Germans. I had to  go into 
hiding, but I was making good money: there was a de
mand for documents, especially rat ion cards for the Poles 
and Aryan identity cards for t he Jews. 

"I could  have gone on easily t i l l  the end of the war, but 
a rival turned me in  because I wasn't charging enough . I 
was in j ai l  for three weeks; obviously my own documents 
were also faked: I was a Christ ian for two generations. But 
they made me strip, realized I was a jew, and sent me to a 
Lager, Sachsenhausen, to break stones. " 

Jozek broke off and l ighted another cigarette with the 
half match he had saved. He was blondish, frai l ,  medium 
height, a long vulpine face and green eyes almost without 
lashes, which he kept always half-closed, as i f  to sharpen 
his vision. The group had stopped in a clearing; Jozek was 
stretched out on the grass, moist with dew, smoking and 
enjoying h imsel f as he smoked and told his story. Many 
gathered around h im to l isten: they already knew the 
story, but they l iked to hear it repeated. Others slept .  
Leonid had gone off with Line, and Sissl was l istening. but 
to one side: she had produced a needle and thread and 
was darning a stocking in the vague dawn l ight. 
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"It 's a strange world ,"  Jozek resumed. "One Jew dies, 
but  another Jew, a cou nterfeiter, is saved. At t he end of 
'forty-two, they put up a not ice in the Lager: the Germans 
were looking for printers and l i thographers. I presen ted 
myself, and they sent me to a l i t t le shed towards the end of 
the Lager, and t here, I thought I was dreaming. There was 
a shop, much bet ter equipped than mine had been, and a 
group of prisoners, Poles, Czechs, Germans, and Jews, 
producing counterfeit  dollars and pounds, and even docu
ments for spies. Modesty aside, I was the best ,  and they 
gave me all the delicate jobs; but  I soon real ized that th is 
was tricky work, and i t  was clear that none of us would 
leave there al ive. Then I qevoted myself to collect ing gold, 
which is never want ing in the Lagers, and to fabricat ing a 
transfer order for myself."  

"Why not an order of release?" Mendel asked. 
"Obviously you don't know what a Lager is. Nobody's 

ever heard of a Jew being  released, especially a Jew l ike 
me. I made myself a transfer order to the Lager of Brest
Litovsk, because i f  a Pole is going to escape, he's better off 
in  Poland: a regu lation order, on  SS paper, wi th  stamps 
and signatures, made out for Jozef Treistman, number 
six-seven-seven-oh-three Funktionshiilting, functionary pris
oner. It was a big risk, but not having any choice is also a 
choice. They put me on a train wi th two guards, two old 
soldiers from the Terri torials. I bribed them with the gold; 
they asked for noth ing bet ter. I ran off before we got to 
Brest, I l ived underground for two weeks, then I found 
Gedaleh. ' '  

As  the days passed and  he got to  know Gedaleh better, 
Mendel fel t  nothing was more natural than that Ulybin 
and he shouldn't  have found an agreement .  Beyond the 
age-old division between Russians and Jews, i t  would 
have been hard to find two men more different :  the  only 
qual i ty they had in  common was courage, and th is wasn't 
strange, because a commander without courage doesn't 
last long. But even their courages were different :  Ulybin 's 
courage was stubborn and dul l ,  a duty courage that 
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seemed the fruit  of study and discipline rather than a nat
ural gift .  H is every decision and h is every order arrived as 
if coming to earth from heaven, charged with authority 
and taci t menace; often the orders were reasonable, be
cause Ulybin was a shrewd man, but even when they 
weren't t hey sounded peremptory, and i t  was hard not to 
obey them. Gedaleh's courage was extempore and varied; 
it didn't spring from a school but from a temperament 
that chafed at bonds and was hardly inclined to study the 
future; where Ulybin calculated, Gcdaleh flung h imself as 
i f  into a game. In  him, Mendel recognized, wel l fused as in  
a precious alloy, heterogeneous metals: the logic and the  
bold imagination P-f Talmudists, the  sensi t ivi ty of musi
cians and chi ldren, the comic power of stroll ing players, 
the vi tal i ty absorbed from t he Russian earth .  

Gedaleh was tall and th in ,  broad-shouldered, but  with 
sl ight l imbs and a thin chest .  H is nose was arched and 
jut t ing l ike a prow, h is forehead low under the border of 
black hair, his checks hollowed and furrowed by wrinkles 
in the skin tanned by the wind and the sun, h is mouth 
broad and ful l  of teeth . H is movements were quick, but he 
walked with an awkwardness that seemed del iberate, l ike 
a circus clown's. He spoke in a loud, resonant voice even 
when it wasn 't necessary, as if his chest acted as a sound
ing box; he laughed often, even at inopportune moments. 

Mendel and Leonid, accustomed to the hierarchy of the 
Red Army, were bewildered and alarmed by the Geda
lists' behavior. Decisions were made haphazardly, in noisy 
assemblies; at other t imes they all heedlessly accepted 
foolhardy not ions of Gedaleh, J ozek, or others; and at st i l l  
other t imes quarrels sprang up, but were quickly settled. 
I t  didn't seem that, within the band, t here were perma
nent tensions or disagreements. The members declared 
themselves Zionists, but of varying tendencies, with all the 
nuances that can find a place between Jewish nationalism, 
Marxis t  orthodoxy, religious orthodoxy, Anarchist egali
tarianism, and Tolstoyan return to the earth ,  which will 
redeem you if  you redeem it .  Gcdalch also declared him-
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self a Zionist .  For several days Mendel tried to figure out 
what fact ion he belonged to, but  in the end he gave up t he 
at tempt: Gedaleh fol lowed different  ideas at the same 
t ime, or no idea, and he often changed his mind. To be 
sure, he was more i ncl ined to action t han to theory, and 
h is goals were simple: survive, do the maximum damage 
to the Germans, and go to Palest i ne. 

Gedaleh was curious to the point  of i ndiscretion. He 
didn't ask the newcomers for any vital statistics, and 
didn 't even put them officially on the roster; but he 
wanted to know each one's story, and he l istened to it  
with the i nnocent attent ion of a chi ld .  He seemed to feel 
friendliness towards all ,  _appreciate the virtues of al l ,  ig
nore their weaknesses. "L 'khayim," he said to Pavel, after 
hearing h is story. "To l ife. Welcome among us, may your 
back be blessed. We need backs l i ke yours. You 're a Jew
ish bison, a rare animal; we' l l  hold you dear. Maybe you 'd 
rather not be one, but  if you 're born a Jew, you remain a 
Jew, and i f  you 're born a bison, you remain a bison . 
Blessed be he who en ters ."  

I t  was the fi rst peaceful rest that the  band allowed i tself 
after having got through the encirclement .  They had 
spent the n igh t in  the barn of an abandoned farmhouse, 
they had found clear water i n  the wel l ,  the air was l ight 
and scented, all their faces were relaxed, and Gedaleh was 
enjoying h imself. 

Leonid compressed his story into the space of two or 
three minutes, but Gedaleh didn't  take offense and didn 't 
make any further enquiry. He simply said, "You're very 
young. That's an i l lness that's soon healed, even without 
medicines, but i t  can be dangerous all the same. As long as 
you have i t ,  take care." 

Leonid looked at h im,  dazed and suspicious. "What do 
you mean?" 

"Don't take me l iterally. I have prophet's blood in  me, 
too, l ike every son of Israel, and now and again I l ike to 
play prophet . "  

Wi th  Line and Sissl he  abandoned h i s  prophesies and 
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assumed operetta manners. He called t hem "my noble 
ladies," but he wanted to know t heir ages, if t hey were s t i l l  
virgins, and who their  men had been . Sissl answered with 
int imidation; Line with reserved pride, and both showed 
impatience to pu t an end to the questioning. Gedaleh 
didn't insist and turned to Mendel . He l istened carefu l ly 
to t he story and said to h im,  "You're not playact ing. 
You've remained a watchmender; and you haven't 
dressed in  peacock feathers, or a hawk's either. Welcome 
to you ,  too; you'l l be useful to us because you 're prudent .  
You'll serve as counterweight .  With us here prudence has 
been somewhat forgotten. We have a poor memory, ex
cept for one th ing,�' 

"What 's that?" Mendel asked. 
Gedaleh solemnly put his forefi nger beside his nose. 
" 'Remember what Amalek did to you on the way, after 

you had come out of Egypt .  He attacked you while you 
were on the road, he kil led all the weak, the sick, the 
weary, who were straggl ing behind; he had no fear of God. 
And so, when your God grants you peace from your ene
mies, you wil l  ext inguish even t he memory of Amalek: 
don't forget i t . '  Yes: th is is what we don't forget .  I quoted 
from memory, but not irrelevantly, th is  t ime. " 

By mid-May Gedaleh 's band was encamped on the 
shores of the Gorin, white with l i l ies-of-the-val ley and 
eager daisies. Men and women, naked or almost, joyously 
washed themselves in the slow water of the river. With 
two armed companions, Jozek had set off for Rechi tsa 
with the two cows and Pavel's horse; at Rechitsa, near the 
Ukrainian border, there was a market . He came back a 
few hours later; he had bartered the cows for bread, 
cheese, lard, salted meat , soap: the rest was in German oc
cupation marks. Thrush advanced, glorious and sweating 
beneath the load. I t  seemed almost that the war was over; 
anyway, winter was over. In the town Jozek had found no 
sign of Germans; if there were any there, they were keep
ing out of sight .  He had not been required to give expla-
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nations or to bargain; the peasan ts had long since learned 
that with partisans (of whatever color) it was best not to 
be curious or greedy. 

On his return , Jozek saw a good half of the band l ined 
up in silence along the river; Gedaleh was s i t t ing on a log, 
his feet in the water, the viol in in midair; and lzu, one of 
the men from Bl izna, hairy as a bear and completely 
naked, was wading slowly, step by step, towards a rock in 
the midst of the current .  They were all watching him, and 
he signaled all of them to stand st i l l  and not talk. When 
he was at the foot of the rock, he sank in completely, but 
st i l l  with extreme slowness; the water t hrashed for a mo
ment ,  and lzu surfaced,_ clutching in  his hands a big, 
wriggl ing fish. He bit it behind the head, and the fish 
went limp: i t  was two handspans long, its bronze scales 
glittered in the sun.  

"What have you caught ,  lzu?" Gedaleh asked. 
"I thought it was a trou t,  but i t 's a sazan ! "  lzu replied 

proudly, climbing up the bank. "That's strange, in such 
shallow water." He crouched beside a flat stone, gu t ted 
the fish, washed it in the stream, slashed its back with his 
knife, and began peel ing the flesh from its sides and eat ing 
it .  

"What? Aren 't you going to have it cooked?" 
"Cooked fish has no vitamins," lzu answered, chewing. 
"But it has more taste. And besides, it also has more 

phosphorus, and phosphorus makes you smart . Obviously 
in Blizna all of you eat fish raw." 

Gedaleh hai led Jozek from a distance, waving h is hand. 
"Good for you, Jozek; we're all set for a week now." Then 
he resumed playing his viol in: he had stripped to the 
waist, and there was an ecstat ic expression on his face, 
whether because of the music or the footbath wasn't clear; 
but Bella gave him no peace. Of the three women who 
had arrived at Turov with the band, Bel la seemed the one 
closest to Gedaleh, considering herself h is legitimate and 
definit ive woman, though it  seemed Gedaleh was of a dif
feren t  mind or else wasn't bothering to set t le the matter. 
With some others, Bella was set ting up an army tent,  but 
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she kept interrupting her work, and interrupting Gedaleh, 
shouting into his  ear as i f  he were deaf. Gedaleh answered 
her patient ly, resumed playing, and again Bel la would in
terrupt him with her complaints: 

"Lay off that fiddle, and come lend us a hand here ! "  
"Hang i t  on  the wil lows, Gedaleh ! "  Dov shouted, from 

a distance. 
"We're not in Jerusalem yet , but we're out of Babylon ," 

Gedaleh answered and resumed playing. Bel la was a th in 
l i t t le blond with a long, cross face. She looked to be about 
forty, whereas Gedaleh couldn't be over th irty; she often 
handed out reproaches and cri t icisms, and gave orders 
that nobody obey�, but didn't seem to m ind. Gedaleh 
treated her with a tenderness sl ightly t inged with irony. 

In the late morning, the sentries sighted a man, alone, 
who shouted from the distance, "Don't shoot ! , "  and they 
let him approach, and it was Piotr. 

Gedaleh received him with no show of amazement: 
"Good man, you were right to join us. Sit down; we'l l  be 
eating soon."  

"Comrade Commander," Piotr said .  "Al l  I have is a re
volver; I left the submachine gun with Ulybin's men ."  

" I t  would have been better i f  you had brought i t ,  bu t  no 
matter." 

"You see, I know I was wrong, but I had a quarrel with 
Ulybin. He was too hard, not j ust with me but with 
everybody. And one evening we had a serious argument 
. . .  a pol it ical argument ."  

"And you both spoke of the Gedal ists, am I right? ' '  
"How did you guess?" 
Gedaleh didn't answer, but asked a question of his own : 

"Won 't he send anyone after you? Look, we don 't want 
any trouble with Ulybin . ' '  

"He won't send for me.  He was the one who kicked me 
out. He told me to put down the gun and go . He told me 
to come to you ." 

"He must have been angry when he said that .  Or 
drunk. Maybe he'll have second thoughts . ' '  

"He was angry, but  not drunk," Piotr said.  ' ·And any-
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way, they're four  or five days' march away by now.  And 
I 'm not a deserter. I didn 't come with your people out of 
fear; I came to figh t with you ."  

That even ing, for no specific reason,  in  Gedaleh 's camp 
they had a celebrat ion: perhaps because it had been their 
first day out of the marshes and out of danger, and the 
first day of real spring; perhaps because Piotr's arrival had 
cheered everybody; or perhaps only because, in the midst 
of the other provisions loaded onto Thrush 's withers, 
Jozek had also brought back a keg of Polish vodka. They 
l ighted a fire between two sand dunes; and they all sat in a 
circle around i t ;  Dov said to Gedaleh that this was a bit  
risky, and then Gedaleh.put  out the fi re, but the glow of 
the coals warmed their spirits all the same. 

The fi rst to perform was Pavel . Nobody had called h im,  
but  he stood up proudly ncar the coals, took a piece of  
charcoal and drew a mustache above h i s  upper l ip, pul led 
a clump of wet hair down on his forehead, saluted them 
all with his arm outstretched at eye level, and began to 
rant .  First he spoke in German, with mounting anger: his  
speech was improvised, the tone counted more than the 
content ,  but they all laughed when they heard h im ad
dress the German soldiers, urging them to fight to the last 
man and cal l ing them, in turn,  heroes of the Great Reich , 
bastards, flying hunters, defenders of our blood and our 
land, and assholes. By degrees, his fury became more sear
ing, unt i l  i t  choked his words in a can ine snarl, broken by 
fits of convulsi ve coughing. Al l  of a sudden, as i f  an ab
scess had burst, he dropped German and went on in Yid
dish, and they were al l  wri th ing wi th laugh ter: i t  was 
extraordinary to hear H it ler, in the ful l  flood of his del ir
ium, speaking the pariahs' language to urge somebody to 
slaughter somebody else, and i t  wasn 't clear whether the 
Germans should slaughter the Jews, or vice versa. They 
applauded him frant ical ly, insisted on an encore, and 
Pavel, with digni ty, instead of repeat ing h is number 
(which, he explained ,  he had created in 1 937  in a \Varsaw 
cabaret) , sang "0 sole mio," in a language nobody under
stood, though he insisted it was Ital ian.  
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Then Motte! the Throat-Cutter came on stage. Motte! 
was a l it tle character wi th short legs and very long arms, 
agile as a monkey. He grabbed three, then four, then five 
firebrands, and whirled them around, above his head, 
under his legs; against the background of the purple sky 
he drew a maze of glowing parabolas, never repeating 
h imself. He was applauded , he bowed his thanks to the 
four  cardinal points, and wi thdrew at  once, imi tating the 
lurching gai t  of an orang. Why Throat-Cutter? They ex
plained to Mendel that Mot tel was not j ust anybody. He 
came from Minsk, he was th irty-seven, and he was a 
throat-cut ter twice over. In the first half of his  career, he 
had been a respec�31ble throat-cutter: for four  years he had 
been the shokhet, the kosher butcher, of t he community. 
He had passed the prescribed examination, possessed a l i 
cense, and was considered an expert in the art of keeping 
his kni fe sharp and of severing with a single blow the ani
mal 's trachea, esophagus, and carotid arteries .  But then 
(because of a woman, the rumor went) he had gone to the 
bad: he had abandoned his wife and home, got ten in
volved with the local underworld, and though never for
get t ing his previous profession and his theoret ical 
training, he had become skil led also at cutt ing purses and 
climbing balconies. He had retained the ri tual knife, long, 
with a blunt tip; but s t i l l ,  as emblem of his new procl ivi
ties, he had broken the end obliquely, forming a sharp 
point .  Thus al tered, the knife len t i tsel f also to other uses. 

"A woman! Let's have a woman ! "  somebody shouted, 
in a voice hoarse with vodka. Bella came forward, comb
ing her straw-colored hair; but Pavel , staggering l ike a 
bear, jostled her with his hip, sending her back into the 
circle of spectators as he resumed his place. He hadn 't yet 
finished, and there was no tel l ing whether he was drunk or 
only pretending. This t ime he was a Hassidic rabbi ; 
drunk, naturally, who ratt led off the Sabbath prayers in 
feigned Hebrew, though actually in a whorehouse Rus
sian. He prayed breathlessly, at d izzying speed, because 
(he explained in an aside) between one picket and the  
next the piglet mustn't  pass: between one sacred word and 
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the next no profane thought must find a way. This t ime 
the applause was more restrained. 

Bel la  hadn't given up. She went to the coals, raised her 
left hand in a graceful  gesture, put her right hand on her 
heart, and began to  sing a song, "Yes, I 'l l  Go Far Away"; 
but she didn't get very far, because after a few words her 
voice turned shri l l  and she burst out sobbing. Gedaleh 
came, took her by t he hand, and led her away. 

Dov's name was being shou ted from many directions. 
"Step up, Siberian," Piotr said to h im.  "And tell us what 
you saw in t he Great Land." Pavel, who had assumed the 
role of master of ceremonies, seconded him. "And now, i t 's 
my great pleasure to pres�nt to you Dov Yavor, the wisest 
of us al l ,  the oldest and most beloved. Come along, Dov: 
everybody wants to sec you and l isten to you . "  The moon 
had risen, almost ful l ,  and i t  shone on Dov's white hair, as 
he reluctantly came towards the center of the arena. He 
laughed shyly, and said, "What do you want from me? I 
can 't sing or dance, and what I saw in Kiev I 've already 
told you, too many t imes. " 

"Tell us about your grandfather t he Nihi list . "  "Tell us 
about the bear hunt in your vi llage." "Tel l  us abou t the 
t ime you escaped from the Germans' train ." "Tell us 
about the comet . "  

B u t  Dov parried their requests: ' 'These are all th ings 
I 've already told you , and nothing is more boring than 
repet i t ion. Let 's play some game, instead; or have some 
contes t ."  

"A wrestl ing match ! "  Piotr said.  "Who wants to chal
lenge me?" 

For a few moments nobody moved; t hen there was a 
brief argument between Line and Leonid. Leonid meant 
to accept the challenge; and Line, for some reason, was 
trying vigorously to dissuade him.  In the end Leonid freed 
himsel f; the two adversaries sl ipped off jackets and boots 
and were on their guard. They grasped each other by the 
shoulders, each trying to trip up his opponent; they rolled 
over several t imes, then Leonid tried to  grab Piotr by the 
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waist and fai led. The band's two dogs barked uneasily, 
snarling, brist l ing. Besides being stronger than Leonid, 
Piotr also had the advantage of longer arms. After some 
confused and not exactly regulat ion skirmish ing, Leonid 
fel l  and Piotr was on h im at once, pressing his shoulders to 
the ground. Piotr hai led the audience with h is hands 
upraised, and immediately found Dov standing before 
h im.  

"What do you want ,  Uncle?" Piotr asked; he was al
most a ful l  head taller than Dov. 

"To wrestle with you," Dov answered, and he was on 
his guard, but laz i ly, his hands dangl ing from h is wrists, in 
the customary att,!_tude of his moments of repose. Piotr 
wai ted, puzzled. "Now I 'l l teach you someth ing," Dov 
said, and he started in; Piotr stepped back, eyeing h im.  
Dov's movement, in the pale moonligh t ,  couldn't be dis
cerned clearly; Dov was seen extending one hand and one 
knee, rather l ightly, and then Piotr swayed, off balance, 
and fel l  on his back. He stood up and shook off t he dust : 
"Where did you learn these moves? " he asked, annoyed. 
"Did they teach you in  the army?" "No," Dov answered. 
"My father taught me." Gedaleh said that Dov should 
teach the whole band th is way of wrestling, and Dov an
swered that he'd be glad to, especially with the women. 
They all laughed, and Dov answered that th is was Sa
moyed wrestl ing: in the place where he was born various 
Samoyed famil ies had been deported. "I t 's the Russians 
who gave them that name, because the Russians thought 
they ate human flesh: Samo-jed means 'eat oneself, ' but 
they don 't l ike that name. They're fine people, and you 
can learn many things from them: how to light a fire in 
the wind, how to take shelter from the blizzard under a 
pile of faggots. And also how to gu ide dogsleds . "  

"That's not l ikely to be  so  useful to us, " Piotr remarked. 
"But this might help," Dov said. From the heavy belt 

Piotr had set down with his jacket ,  Dov drew the knife, 
held its t ip with two fi ngers, waved i t  for a moment as i f  
taking aim, then flung it  at a maple trunk eight o r  ten 
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meters away. The knife flipped through the air and dug 
deep into the wood. Others tried, Piotr first of al l ,  amazed 
and jealous, but  nobody succeeded, even when they 
halved the d istance to t he tree: at best , the knife h i t  the 
tree with its handle or the flat of the blade and fell to the 
ground. Gedaleh and Mendel didn't even manage to hit 
t he trunk. 

"Too bad i t 's a maple tree and not Dr. Goebbels," said 
Jozek, who had taken no part in the entertainment or 
the games . Dov explained t hat, to ki l l  a man, not j ust 
any knife would do; you need special knives, thin but 
heavy, and well  balanced . "You understand, Jozek?" 
Gedaleh said. "Bear that -in mind, the next t ime you go 
to market ." 

Some were already sleeping when Gedaleh took up h is 
viol in and began to sing; but he wasn't singing for ap
plause. He sang softly, he who was so loud when he spoke; 
other Gedalists joined in, some of the chorus's voices were 
harmonious, others less so, but all had conviction and 
feeling. Mendel and his friends l istened with amazement 
to the rhythm, which was brisk, almost a march, and the 
words, which were the fol lowing: 

Do you recognize us? \Ve're the sheep of the ghetto, 
Shorn for a thousand years, resigned to outrage. 
\V c arc the tailors, the scribes and the cantors, 
Withered in the shadow of the cross. 
Now we have learned the paths of the forest, 
\Ve have learned to shoot, and we aim straight. 

If I 'm not for myself, who will be for me? 
If not this way, how? And if not now, when? 

Our brothers have gone to heaven 
Through the chimneys of Sobibor and Treblinka, 
They have dug themselves a grave in the air. 
Only we few have survived 
For the honor of our submerged people, 
For revenge and to bear witness. 

If I 'm not for myself, who will be for me? 
If not this way, how:> And if not now, when? 
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We are the sons of David, the hardheaded sons of Masada. 
Each of us carries in his pocket the stone 
That shattered the forehead of Goliath. 
Brothers, away from this Europe of graves: 
Let us climb together towards the land 
Where we will be men among men. 

If I 'm not for myself, who will be for me? 
If not this way, how? If not now, when? 

When they had fi nished singing, they al l  wrapped 
themselves in their blankets and fel l  asleep; only the sen
tries remained awake, having cl imbed trees at  the four  
corners of the  camp. I n  the morning Mendel asked Geda
leh, "What were ynu singing last night? Is that your an
them?" 

"You can cal l  i t  that i f  you l ike; but i t 's not an anthem, 
i t 's only a song. " 

"Did you wri te i t?" 
"The music is m ine, but i t  changes a bi t ,  month after 

month, because i t 's not written down anywhere. But the 
words aren't mine. Look: they're written here ."  

From the i nside pocket of his  coat, Gedaleh dug out an 
oilcloth packet t ied wi th string. He unwrapped i t  and took 
out a folded piece of paper, wrinkled, headed "13 Juni, 
Samstag. " I t  had been ripped from a diary, and it was al l  
covered with Y iddish let ters, i n  penci l .  Mendel took i t ,  
looked at i t  careful ly,  then handed i t  back to Gedaleh. 

"I can hardly read printed letters, and I 've forgotten 
handwrit ing completely. " 

Gedaleh said, "I learned to read it late, i n  'forty-two, i n  
the ghetto a t  Kossovo: o n  one occasion i t  served as a secret 
language. At Kossovo Mart in  Fontasch was with us. By 
trade he was a carpen ter, and that's how he made his l iv
ing to the end; but his passion was composi ng songs. He 
did i t  al l  by himself, t he words and the music, and he was 
known throughout Galicia; he accompanied himsel f on 
the guitar; and he used to sing h is songs at weddings and 
vil lage celebrat ions; somet imes even in cafes . H e  was a 
peaceful man and he had four chi ldren,  but he was with 
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us in the ghetto uprising, he ran off with us and came to 
the woods, alone, and no longer young; his  whole family 
had been kil led. In the spring of last year we were near 
Novogrudok and there was a bad roundup; half of our 
people died fight ing, Mart in  was wounded and taken pris
oner. The German who searched h im found a flute in his  
pocket :  i t  wasn't so much a flute as a fi fe, a cheap toy that 
Mart in  had made for h imsel f, from an elder twig. Now 
that German was a flute player: he told Mart in  that a 
part isan is hanged and a Jew is shot : he was Jewish and a 
part isan, and he cou ld choose. But he was also a musician, 
and since he, the German, was a man who loved music, he 
would grant Mart in a last wish , provided the wish was 
reasonable. 

"Mart in asked permission to compose a final song, and 
the German granted him half an hour's t ime, gave h im 
th i s  sheet of paper, and locked him i n  a cel l .  When the  
t ime had passed, he  came back, col lected the  song, and 
ki l led him.  I t  was a Russian who told me this story; at the 
beginning he collaborated with the Germans, t hen the 
Germans suspected h im of playing a double game, and 
they locked h im into the cel l  next to Mart in 's, but he 
managed to escape, and he stayed a few months wi th us. I t  
seems the German was proud of this song of Mart in 's, he 
showed i t  to people, l ike a curiosity, and kept planning to 
have it translated the first chance he had. But he didn't  
have t ime. We were keeping an eye on him, we fol lowed 
him, spotted h im,  and one night we went barefoot into the 
requis i t ioned izba where he l ived. I l ike j ust ice and I 'd 
have l iked to ask h im his last wish, but Mattei was press
ing me, and so I strangled h im in h is bed. We found Mar
t in's flute on h im,  and the song: i t  didn't bring h im luck, 
but i t 's l ike a tal isman for us. Here, look at it: down to 
here the words are what you heard us s ing, and these 
words here at the bottom say: "Wri tten by me, Martin  
Fontasch, about to  die. Saturday 1 3  June 1 943." The last 
l ine isn't in Yiddish: i t 's Hebrew. You know t he words: 
Hear, 0 Israel , the Lord our God, the Lord is one. 
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"He had composed many other songs, happy and sad; 
the most famous was one he wrote many years before the 
Germans arrived in  Poland, at the t ime of a pogrom: i n  
those days the peasants took charge o f  pogroms. Almost 
all Poles know the song, not only Jews, but nobody knows 
that Mart in the carpenter wrote i t . "  

Gedaleh refolded the  packet and put  i t  back in  h i s  
pocket . "That's enough now: these aren 't thoughts for 
every day. They're all right every now and then, but i f  you 
l ive with them you just poison yourself, and you 're not a 
partisan anymore. And bear th is in mind: I believe in only 
three things: vodka, women, and the submachine gun.  
Once I also beli�ed in reason, but not  anymore." 

A few days later, Gedaleh decided that  the rest period 
had lasted long enough, and it was t ime to resume their 
way: "But this is a free band, and anyone who'd rather 
stay in Russia can go off: without any weapons, of course. 
He can wait for the front,  or go wherever he l ikes. " No
body chose to leave the band, and Gedaleh asked Piotr, 
"Do you know this country?" 

"Wel l enough," Piotr answered. 
"How far is the rai lroad?" 
"About a dozen ki lometers ."  
"Fine," Gedaleh said. "We'll cover the next lap by 

train." 
"By train? But all the t rains have mi l i tary escorts," 

Mendel said. 
"Well ,  we can always try. When you have escorts, you 

can discuss th ings." To Gedaleh, Pavel's objection seemed 
more serious: "What about the horse? Surely you don't 
plan to abandon h im? He's useful ,  for one thing; he carries 
half our baggage." 

Gedaleh again turned to Piotr: "What trains go by on 
this l ine?" 

"Freight trains, nearly all of them: sometimes there's 
some passengers on board, too, black-market people. If the 
trains are carrying supplies for the Germans, they're 
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guarded; but i t 's never a big escort: two men on the loco
motive and two at the end. Troop trains never go by 
here ." 

"What 's t he nearest stat ion?" 
"Kolki , forty ki lometers to the south .  I t 's a l i t t le sta-

t ion." 
' ' Is there a loading ramp?" 
"I don 't know; I don't remember." 
Dov interrupted: ' 'Why do you want us to take the 

train, anyway?" 
Gedaleh answered impatiently, "Why shouldn't we 

take i t ?  We've walked more than a thousand kilometers; 
and the rai lroad's only a stone's throw away. And besides, 
I want to enter Polish terri tory in a way that wi l l  make 
people remember us. " 

He thought for a moment and added, "Seizing a train 
in a stat ion is too dangerous. We have to stop it in open 
country, but then we can't get the horse on to i t .  All righ t ,  
we'll take the bulk of the baggage wi th  us :  i t 's only a short 
distance, after al l .  You, Pavel ,  go ahead with the horse 
and wait for us at Kolki . "  

Pavel seemed unconvinced. "What if  you don't get 
t here?" 

"If  we don 't get there, you come to meet us, with the 
horse. " 

"And what i f  t here's no ramp?" 
Gedaleh shrugged. "What i f  . . .  what i f  . . .  what i f! 

Only the Germans foresee everyth ing, and that's why they 
lose wars. If there isn't any, we' l l  think of someth ing else. 
We'll decide on the spot : there's bound to be a way. Start 
moving, Pavel; remember, you're a peasant ,  and don't 
show yourself too much in the town. The Germans around 
these parts requ isi t ion horses." 

Pavel set off at a t rot, but he was sti l l  in s ight when 
Thrush fel l  back into his customary, solemn gait .  Gedaleh 
and his band started walking, and in a l i t t le over two 
hours they reached the rai lroad. It was a s ingle track, and 
it  bisected the prairie from one horizon to the other, 
straight as a ray of l ight. 
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I t  is easy to confuse hope with probabi l i ty. Everyone 
was expect ing the train to come from the north ,  head ing 
for the Pol ish border; after several hours '  wai t they saw, 
on the contrary, the train arriving from the sou th .  I t  was a 
freight train and was travel ing slowly. Gcdalch posted 
some men with guns beh ind the bushes on either side of 
the track, then, in his shirt sleeves and unarmed, he stood 
between the t ics, waving a red rag. The train slowed down 
and stopped, and from the cab they immediately began 
shooting. Gcdaleh darted off in a flash and took cover be
h ind a hazel bush; al l the others returned the fire. Mendel, 
whi le he also was firing and trying to hit the vents in  the 
locomotive, admi�d the mi l i tary preparation of the Gc
dalists. From what he had seen of �heir behavior so far, he 
would have expected them to be foolhardy, as they indeed 
were; but he hadn't foreseen the economy and the pre
cision of their fire, and the correct technique with which 
they had stationed themselves. Tailors, scribes and can
tors, their song said; but they had learned their new pro
fession quickly and wel l .  The awkward and the frightened 
men arc immediately recognized, because they look for 
the thickest cover, a boulder or a heavy trunk, which docs 
protect you,  true, but it also prevents you from shift ing 
and from shooting without exposing your head. On the 
contrary, they had all flattened themselves behind over
grown bushes, and were shoot i ng through the leaves, 
shi ft ing often to confuse the adversary. 

The train 's escort , too, protected by the steel plating, 
fired heavily and precisely: there must have been at least 
four men, and they weren 't sparing ammunition. Mendel 
saw Mottcl suddenly leap out and fling h imself on the 
train .  In an instant he had scrambled up on to the roof of 
the last car; up there he was shel tered; and for that matter, 
they hadn't seen him from the cab. He had a German 
hand grenade hanging from his bel t ,  the club-shaped kind 
that explode on schedule, and he was running towards the 
locomotive from car to car, leaping over the couplings. 
\Vhcn he was on the roof of the first car, he was seen rip
ping the pin of the grenade, wai t ing a few seconds: then, 
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with the grenade itself, he broke the glass of the cab's sky
l igh t and dropped the grenade inside. 

There was an explosion and the shoot ing stopped. In 
the cab they found the Germans of the escort , and there 
were only three of them: one was st i l l  al ive; Gedaleh fin
ished h im off without hesitation . The engineer and the 
stoker were also dead; too bad, Gedaleh said ,  they hadn' t  
anyth ing to do with i t  and would have been useful to us; 
well ,  anybody working for the Germans knows he's run
n ing risks. He pouted l ike a child. Mattei's init iat ive had 
been bri l l ian t ,  but  it had spoiled his plans. 

"Now who'l l  drive the th ing? God only knows how your 
grenade mucked up the w?rks; and besides, we have to put 
it in  reverse." 

"You're stubborn, Chief, and you 're never satisfied,"  
Motte! said, since he had been expecting praise. "I make 
you a present of a tra in ,  and you cri t icize me. Next t ime 
you and the others can at tack, and I 'l l sit and smoke my 
pipe ." 

Gedaleh didn't l isten to him and told Mendel to c l imb 
into the cab and see i f  he could manage to  start the en
gine. Some other men meanwhi le were i nspect ing the 
train.  They came back disappointed: it wasn't carrying 
valuable stuff, only sacks of cement, l ime, and coal . Geda
leh had two roofed cars emptied of the cement,  to house 
the men and the horse: he sti l l  hadn't given up the idea of 
the rai lway excursion. He was very exci ted; he issued 
orders to slash all the sacks with a knife, then he changed 
his mind and had a good number of them piled up be
tween the tracks, in fron t  of the locomotive. "If we weren 't 
in a hurry we could do a really good job; but even this 
way, with a bit of rain  and a bit of luck, i t ' l l  make a n ice 
block." Then he cl imbed in to the cab with Mendel. 

"Well? What can you tell me?" 
"A locomotive isn't a clock," Mendel answered, irked. 
"Nu, i t 's gears all the same, and you haven't  given me 

an answer. A locomotive isn 't  a clock, and a clockmender 
isn ' t  a rai lwayman; and an ox isn't a pig, and a man l ike 
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me isn't a commander, but he acts as commander the best 
he can; or rather, he acts as chief bandi t . "  Here Gcdalch 
laughed, that easy laugh of h is that i l luminated the air in 
a moment .  Mendel laughed, too. 

"Get down and we'l l try i t . "  
Gedaleh got down, and Mendel fi ddled w i th  the  levers. 

"Watch out, I 'm going to give her steam ."  The smoke
stack puffed, the buffers creaked, and the train moved 
backwards a few meters. Everybody shouted, "Hurrah,"  
but  Mendel said, "There's pressure st i l l  in  the boi ler, but  
i t  won't last long. An engineer i sn ' t  enough, we need a 
stoker, too." 

Efficient as thef- were in fighting, the Gcdal ists were 
muddlers in making peacefu l  choices. Nobody wanted to 
act as stoker; after a complicated argument,  Mendel was 
given a woman for his assistant ,  but she was bui l t  l ike a 
man: Black Rokhele, who was due for a punishment be
cause some days before, in the course of cleaning weapons, 
she had misplaced the spring of a rifle. She was cal led 
Black Rokhele to dist inguish her from White Rokhelc: her 
face was dark as a gypsy's, and she was thin and quick. 
She had very long legs, and her neck was also long, sup
porting a l i tt le triangu lar face brightened by laughing, 
slanting eyes. She wore her black hair bound in a knot . 
She was another veteran of Kossovo, though she was 
hardly more than twenty. White Rokhelc, on the other 
hand, was a meek, simple creature, who hardly ever spoke; 
and when she did speak, her voice was so low you had dif
ficulty understanding her. For these reasons nobody knew 
anything about her, nor did she seem to want to tell any
body anything: she passively followed the progress of the 
band, obeyed everybody, and never complained. She 
came from a remote vil lage in Ukrainian Gal icia. 

Mendel showed Black R.  how she should stoke the fire; 
all the others climbed into the two empty cars and the 
train moved, pushed instead of drawn. Mendel set the 
throttle at a very low speed, because from the cab he 
couldn't sec the track. Jozek, with his automatic gun, had 



1 76 1 If Not Now, Wht•n? 

posi t ioned himself in the brakeman's compartment in the 
last car, which was now t he fi rst ,  and he acted as path
fi nder; every now and then, both men would stick their 
heads out and Jozek would s ignal to Mendel i f  the path 
was clear. The stoker laughed as i f  th is were a game for 
her, and she shoveled coal with chi ldish enthusiasm; soon 
she was covered with sweat ,  and really so black, from head 
to foot, that her eyes and teeth shone l ike headlights in the 
darkness. Mendel, on the other hand, wasn't  enjoying 
h imsel f at all . H is satisfaction at  having tamed this big 
mechanical beast soon died; the blood on the metal floor 
made h im queasy, he fel t  nervous proceeding l ike this, al
most bl ind, and the whole. venture seemed to him a gratu
i tous folly and an extreme imprudence. He couldn't 
understand what remote purpose Gedaleh might have in 
mind. 

By the t ime they had gone halfway, he had convinced 
h imself that Gedaleh rarely had remote purposes and pre
ferred to improvise: he leaned out of the car and signaled 
Mendel to stop. He stopped, and both men got down.  

"Listen, watchmender, i t  occurs to me t hat i t  would be 
a good th ing to damage this train as much as we can. 
What can we do?" 

"Here, not a thing," Mendel answered. "If we were 
proceeding properly, instead of backwards, we could un
couple the cars and block them somehow, but l ike this ,  i t 's 
another story. Here, the only th ing we can do is let down 
the sides of the open cars; then, with t he jolts, all the plas
ter and coal will be scattered down the embankment ."  

"What about the  cars themselves and the locomotive?" 
"We'll th ink about them later," Mendel said. "When 

you've had enough. "  
Gedaleh ignored th is prod, sent three men to let down 

the sides, and the train set off again, gai ly sowing its 
freight on either side. They reached Kolki in the early af
ternoon, and the cars were almost empty: Pavel was wait
ing for them with the horse, on the ramp. In the l itt le 
station t here was nobody except the stat ionmaster, but he 



saw the gun in Jozek's hands, gave them a kind of mi l i tary 
salute, and withdrew. Mendel braked, loaded Pavel and 
Thrush in  an instant,  and set off again .  Gcdalch was 
happy, and signaled Mendel to go on, and faster, "To 
Sarny! To Sarny! " Above the clatter of the engine, from 
the cars Mendel could hear shouts and singing, and the 
whinnying of the frightened Thrush. 

A l i t t le later it was Mendel who took the in i t iat ive, 
stopping the train by a l it t le stream that crossed the unin
habited steppe. Not only to rest and to give Rokhele a 
chance to wash a bit ,  but also to alert the others that the 
water in the tank was about to end. They all set to work, 
back and forth b�ween train and river with the few re
ceptacles available, some kitchen pots and a bucket found 
in the locomotive. The operation was drawn out ,  and 
Mendel took advantage to l isten to Pavel, who was tel l ing 
what he had seen in Kolki .  

"We didn't run any risk at al l ,  me or the horse. Nobody 
paid any at tention to us or spoke to us, and yet I don't be
l ieve anybody really took me for a peasant .  I didn't sec 
any Germans; there must be some there, because outside 
the town hall there were propaganda posters, but they 
don 't show themselves in the street .  The people are not 
afraid to talk, or anyway less afraid than before; I went 
into a tavern, the radio was turned on, and the voice was 
from Radio Moscow: it said the Russians have recaptured 
the Crimea, all the German cit ies are being bombed day 
and night, in Italy the All ies arc at the gates of Rome. Oh, 
i t 's a beaut i ful thing to strol l  in the streets of a town, see 
the balconies with flowerpots, the shop signs, windows 
with curtains! Look what I brought you:  I tore it off a 
wal l .  There were others at every corner. " 

Pavel showed them all a poster, printed in big let ters on 
cheap yellowish paper, in Russian and in Polish. I t  said: 
"Don't work for the Germans, don't give them any infor
mat ion. Anybody supplying grain to the Germans wil l  be 
killed . Reader, we see you . I f  you tear down this poster, 
we'll shoot you ."  
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"And you tore it down?" Motte! asked. 
"I d idn't tear i t :  I detached i t .  That's differen t .  I de

tached it with respect , anybody would have real ized I was 
taking it away to show to somebody; and, in fact, they 
didn't shoot . You see? I t 's signed by the Red Star Regi
ment .  They command around here." 

"We command, too," Gedaleh interrupted impet
uously. "\Ve' l l  enter Sarny in our way: to make them re
member us. Who knows Sarny?"  

Jozek knew i t ,  because he had done h i s  mi l i tary service 
there in the Pol ish army: a humble l i t t le town, maybe 
twenty thousand inhabitants. Some factories, a spinning 
mi l l ,  and a shop for repajring rol l ing stock. The station? 
Jozek knew i t  very wel l ,  because he had been garrisoned 
there j ust before the war broke out; Sarny was the last Pol
ish city before t he border, and t he R ussians had entered 
without fight ing i mmediately after the opening of host i l i 
t ies. I t  was a fai rly important station, because the l ine for 
Lubl in  and Warsaw went through i t ,  and also because of 
the repair shop. There was a big hangar and a revolving 
plat form, used for direct ing the locomot ive towards the 
repair shop. Gedaleh brightened and said to Mendel :  
"Your engine wil l  meet a glorious end ."  Mendel said he 
hoped the same wouldn't happen to h im.  

Gedaleh had the  train stopped at  nigh t ,  at the  entrance 
to the shun t ing yard, and told t hem all to leave the cars. 
The horse, frightened by the darkness, got out of control :  
he refused to get down, tried to rear up, whinnied frant i 
cally and kicked against the rear wal l  of the car. They 
pulled and pushed h im,  and finally he made up his mind 
to jump down, but he landed awkwardly, breaking a front 
leg. Pavel wen t off without saying a word, and Gedaleh 
finished off the animal, shoot ing h im in the head. The 
Sarny station also seemed deserted: nobody reacted to the 
shot . Gedaleh told Mendel to push the cars onto a siding, 
and then told Jozek and Pavel to go ahead caut iously, 
changing the switches in t he direction of the platform; 
when they had done the job, they came back and reported 
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that the deck of the platform was in a transversal posi t ion 
with respect to the arriving track: fine, Gedaleh said. They 
would send the locomotive crashing in to the pit of the 
platform, the shop would be out of commission for at least 
a month .  

"Aren't you convinced, watchmender? You 've grown 
fond of i t ,  have you? Me, too, a b i t .  But I don 't feel l ike 
going any farther, and I don' t  wan t to make the Germans 
a present of i t .  And I ' l l  tel l you something I learned in  the 
woods: t he ven tures that succeed best arc the ones your 
enemy thinks you 're not capable of. Go on, send the cars 
away, start the engine, then j ump down . "  

Mendel obeyed. The locomotive, unat tended, vanished 
into t he darkness, visible only thanks to the sparks that 
flew from the stack. They all waited, holding their breath; 
a few minutes later they heard a din of crushed metal 
plates, a roar of thunder, and a shri l l  h iss that slowly died 
away. An alarm siren howled, agi tated voices were heard, 
the Gedalists fled in si lence towards the countryside. As 
they groped their way along, in the blackout darkness, 
they stumbled over tracks and cables, and in Mendel 's 
head, incongruously, hummed the words of the miracles 
blessing: "Blessed be Thou, 0 Lord our God, king of the 
Universe, who hast made for us a miracle i n  this place. " 

This was how the band of Gedaleh marked i ts en trance 
in to the inhabi ted world. 
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June-July 

1944 

' 'I 'm sorry for your sake, Pavel ,  but for a few 
weeks i t  would be best for us to keep well away from win
dows with curtains and balconies and flowerpots, and 
especial ly from rai lroads. "  This is what Gedaleh had said 
as he was leading the band to cover in the thickest part of 
the wood. Nevertheless, three days after t hey had made 
camp, Gedaleh put on clothes that were approximately ci
vi lian, set down his weapons, told them to wait for him 
and not to take any init iat ive, and went off by himself. 
Those left behind fel l  to inven ting hypotheses, from the 
most trivial to the most compl icated, until Dov told them 
to stop: "Gedaleh l ikes to gamble, but he's a good gam
bler. If he went off without tel l ing us anything, that means 
he had his own good reasons. Why don't you get busy? In  
a camp, you can always find work to  do." 

Several days passed, spent in  idleness, worry, and the 
daily camp chores, which are boring but help t ime go by. 
Gedaleh returned on 10 June, qui te serene, as if  he had 
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made a nice peacetime excursion. He asked for something 
to eat ,  lay down and slept for half an hour, woke, 
stretched, and went off a bit to play the viol in .  But  he was 
obviously dying to tell his story: he was j ust wait ing for 
someone to give h im an excuse. Bel la gave it to him; with
out having received any special invest i ture, she considered 
herself  in charge of provisions. When Bella spoke, it was as 
if she were giving some pecks, stinging but not painful ,  
l ike a sparrow's. 

"You go off without saying a word, pursuing your own 
thoughts or God knows what, and you leave us here l ike a 
bunch of idiots. Our supplies are about to run out,  you 
know." '-

Gedaleh put down the viol in and dug a bundle of 
banknotes from his pocket: "Here you are, woman. We 
won't  die of hunger yet . Go on, call everybody; we'll hold 
a meeting. We haven 't had one for too long, but we hadn't  
had any good news for too long, e i ther. Now we have 
some."  

They a l l  col lected around Gedaleh, and this i s  what 
Gedaleh said: "Don't expect a speech; speeches are not in 
my l ine. And don't ask me any questions, at least not for 
now. I ' l l  tel l you what I can tel l  you, which isn't much but 
i t 's important .  We're not orphans any more, and we're not 
stray dogs any more. I talked with somebody, and he knew 
who we are and where we come from. The locomotive 
business was useful ,  more than I t hought. I was given 
some money, and we'll receive more, and maybe also 
weapons and regular uniforms. I learned that we're not 
alone: among the bands that have been formed by the 
Red Army, l ike Ulybin's, there are spontaneous bands, of 
peasants, or Ukrainian and Tatar dissidents, bands of 
bandits, but also other Jewish bands l ike ours: other Gc
dalehs and other Gedal ists. There isn ' t  much talk about i t ,  
because the Russians don ' t  l ike separatist movements 
much; but they exist, more or less armed, big and smal l ,  
stat ionary and mobile. There arc even Russ ian bands led 
by Jewish commanders. 
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"I told them our aims, and they approved: we can go on 
our way, i t 's fine with them. We mustn't wait for the front :  
we're a vanguard, we should precede i t .  They want us to 
keep on doing what we've always done: guerri l la, sabo
tage, harassment,  but  also something more: we have to 
advance towards the Polish interior and attack the Lagers 
of war prisoners and Jews, i f  we can st i l l  fi nd any. We 
have to collect the stragglers and cleanse the country of 
spies and col laborators. We have to move west .  The Rus
sians want us present i n  the west as Russians; we're i n
terested in being present as Jews, and, for once in  our 
h istory, the two th ings aren't contradictory. We have a 
free hand, we can cross borders, and mete out our own 
justice. " 

"Cross al l  borders?" Line asked. 
Gedaleh answered: " I  said not to ask quest ions ."  

They went on ,  for days and days, under the sun and 
under the rain ,  through the fields and the woods of the sad 
country of Volhynia. They stayed clear of traveled roads, 
but they couldn't avoid going through some vil lages, and 
in  the square of one of these they saw a poster, different 
from the one Pavel had detached; i t  was a poster that 
concerned them closely. I t  said: 

Whoever kills the Jew Gedaleh Skidler, a dangerous bandit, 
will receive 2 kilograms of salt. Anyone giving this Head
quarters information helpful towards Skidler's capture will 
receive I kilogram of salt. \Vhoever captures him and delivers 
him alive will receive 5 kilograms of sal t. 

Gedaleh slapped his thighs happi ly, because the photo
graph printed on the poster wasn't of h im:  i t  was the pic
ture of a Ukrain ian collaborator well known in the whole 
district. Gedaleh cou ldn't leave i t :  "A fan tastic idea. I 
wish I had thought of it myself. And it wou ld be even bet
ter if we were to capture th is Gedaleh ourselves ." They 
had to object repeatedly to make h im give up this idea 
and resume the march. 
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In  mid-June it began to pour rain, and the streams were 
swollen, and i t  became impossible to ford them. The 
marshes, too, had become deeper. They spied a windmi l l ,  
explored i t ,  and discovered i t  was empty and abandoned. 
It was empty, all right :  there was no flour, not one sack, 
not a handful ,  but the acid smell of fermented flour per
vaded every cranny of the building, along with the odor of 
mold and the fungus of wood soaked with rain. St i l l ,  the 
roof was watertight ,  and the room with the machinery i t 
self was fairly  dry; there were broad, sturdy shelves along 
the walls, meant perhaps to hold sacks of grain .  The Ge
dal ists set tled in  for the night, some on the floor, some on 
the shelves: in tht- l ight of their candles, the place had 
taken on a picturesque appearance, half stage, half wings. 
It wasn't comfortable, but there was room for everybody, 
even lying down, and the drumming of the rain on the 
wooden roof was merry and cozy. 

Isidor, one of the Blizna survivors, had taken possession 
of a candle and a piece of t in :  lying on his stomach, he 
scraped the floor inch by inch. He was the youngest of the 
band, not yet seventeen; before join ing up with Gedaleh, 
he had h idden for almost four years, with his father, 
mother, and a l it t le sister, in a hole dug under the floor of 
a stable. The peasant, owner of the stable, had extorted 
from his father all t he fami ly's money and valuables, and 
then reported them to the Polish pol ice. lsidor had been 
lucky; he was out when the Germans came: every now and 
then one of the four went out to breathe the clean air of 
the woods. He was coming back, he h id, and from h is hid
ing place he saw the SS, boys themselves, only a l i t t le 
older than he, clubbing his father, mother, and sister to 
death. The boys' faces weren't ferocious; on the contrary, 
they seemed to be having fun .  Behind them, lsidor had 
seen the peasant and his wife, pale as snow. Since then, 
lsidor hadn't been able to th ink very logical ly. He had an 
absent manner; he was a bit stooped, with long arms and 
legs; he always carried a knife in his bel t ,  and often he 
would rave about going back to h is village to kill that 
peasant .  
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"What arc you up to, Isidor? Spring cleaning?" Motte! 
asked from the height of h is shelf. lsidor didn 't answer, 
but wen t on scraping: every now and t hen, when he had 
col lected a pinch of white powder, he would put i t  in h is 
mouth,  chew on i t ,  t hen spit i t  out.  

"Cut that out; you ' I I  get a bellyache," Motte! said .  
"You 're eating more rotten wood than flour. " lsidor often 
got h imself in to trouble, and t hey had to keep an eye on 
him;  but he tried to make h imsel f usefu l ,  and t hey were all 
fond of h im.  He was obsessed by t he idea of hunger; he 
put anything he cou ld find into his mouth .  

"Here, eat th is," Black Rokhele said, holding ou t  a 
handful of gooseberries .she had picked in the woods. 
"Jozek wil l  be back soon; he'l l have found someth ing." 

Jozek did come back, with scant provisions and scant 
variety. The local peasants were poor and also suspicious, 
they had l i tt le fondness for t he Russians or for t he jews or 
for the partisans; they had agreed to deal with h im only 
because he had spoken to them in Pol ish, but they had 
given him only hard-boiled eggs and bread, demanding 
an exorbitant price. "There's enough for today and to
morrow; then we'll see," Gedaleh said. "We'll see what 
strategy to adopt ." 

The wind had risen, and i t  was l ike being in a ship .  The 
building, with colossal wooden beams roughly stripped, 
creaked and vibrated and rocked. The four blades, 
stripped of their canvas and broken since God knows 
when , were set in motion by each gust of wind only to be 
stopped at once with a dull  thud. Their fut i le effort was 
transformed into jerks and creaks of the shafts and the 
gears; the whole bui lding seemed to stretch l ike a giant 
slave struggl ing to break his chains. Only Pavel had man
aged to fall asleep, and he was lying on his back, mouth 
agape, snonng. 

"Hey, t his place is ful l  of worms," lsidor said suddenly, 
as he was digging a stick between the planks of the floor. 

"Leave them alone," Bella said, alarmed. "Eat your 
bread and go to sleep."  
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Isidor addressed Bel la with a fool ish laugh. "Of course, 
I ' l l  leave them alone. I don 't cat worms: t hey're not 
kosher. " 

"Sil ly, nobody eats worms because t hey're dirty, not be
cause they're not kosher," said Bella, who was cutt ing her 
nai ls with some scissors. These were the only scissors that 
the band possessed: Bel la insisted that they belonged to 
her personally, and anybody wishing to use them should 
ask her personally to borrow them and should absolutely 
return them. After each nail  was cut, she would contem
plate the back of her hand with atten t ion and satisfaction, 
l ike a pain ter after a brushstroke. 

Whi te Rokhele�-;pokc up, in a faint voice: "Worms are 
trayf precisely because t hey're dirty. Pigs arc dirty, too, 
and so they're trayf How can anybody not bel ieve in the 
kashrut? Might as well not be Jews." 

"If you ask me," jozek said, " this  is al l  ancien t history. 
Maybe pigs are dirty, but hares and horses are clean, and 
yet they're not kosher. Why not?" 

"Nobody can know everything, "  White Rokhelc an
swered, irked. "Maybe in the days of Moses they were 
dirty, or t ransmit ted some disease ."  

"That 's i t .  You said i t  yoursel f: ancient h istory. I f  Moses 
was here with us, in this mi l l ,  he wou ldn't think twice 
about changing the laws. He'd smash the tablets, the way 
he did that t ime he got mad about the golden calf, and 
he'd make new ones. Especially if he had seen the th ings 
we have." 

"Kosher-schmosher," Mattei said, yawning, exploit ing 
the ingenious Yiddish way of bel i t t l ing something by re
peating the word, distorted: "Kosher-schmosher, if I had a 
hare, I 'd eat i t .  In fact, tomorrow I 'm going to set some 
traps. When I was a boy, I was a good trapper; I ' l l  have to 
get back into pract ice." 

Piotr was l istening to all th is, gaping. He turned to 
Leonid, who was si t ting beside h im.  "Why can ' t  you cat 
hare?" 

"Don't ask me. I know we shouldn't ,  but I can 't tel l  you 
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why not .  I t 's a forbidden animal .  I t 's written m the 
Torah. "  

Dov spoke up: "I t 's forbidden because it doesn't  have a 
cloven hoof. "  

Isidor said, "Then i f  m y  worms had cloven hoofs, they 
could maybe be eaten?" 

Gedaleh had not iced the amazement on Piotr's face. 
' 'Pay no attention, Russian. If you stay with us, you 'll 

have to get used to these quest ions. All Jews are crazy, but 
we're a bit crazier than the others. That's why we've been 
lucky so far; we have the luck of the meshuggener. In fact, 
now that I th ink about it: we have an anthem but we 
don ' t  have a flag. You should make us one, Bella, instead 
of wast ing t ime on your toilette. A flag with al l t he colors, 
and in the center, i nstead of the sickle or the hammer, or 
the two-headed eagle, or the star of David, you can put a 
meshuggener with a cap and bel ls and a butterfly net . "  

Then he  spoke to  Piotr again :  "For that matter, you 've 
come with us, so you must be a l i t t le crazy yoursel f: there's 
no other explanat ion. Russians arc crazy or boring, and 
obviously you belong to the crazy branch. You'll get along 
fi ne, even if our laws are a bit compl icated. Don't worry, 
we observe t hem only when they don't in terfere with the 
partisanka. But we enjoy arguing about them. We're good 
at making dist inct ions, between t he pure and the impure, 
man and woman, Jew and goy, and we also dist inguish 
between the laws of peace and the laws of war. For exam
ple: the law of peace says a man mustn 't desire another 
man's woman . . .  " 

Piotr, who had stretched out beside Black Rokhele, 
moved away from her a b i t ,  perhaps unconsciously. 

"No, l ike I say: you needn' t  worry. Here all the men de
sire all the women."  

"Chief, you never talk seriously, " Line interrupted, she 
who always spoke seriously. Her sl ightly hoarse contralto 
voice wasn 't loud, but i t  had the power of being heard 
over the other voices. "When it comes to the business of 
other people's women, we have a lot to say. " 



Junf'-Jul�· 1 9-J.-J. , l 8 7  

"We? Who?" 
"We women. First of all :  why can a woman be one 

man's, or another man 's, when a man can 't be a woman 's? 
Does that seem fair  to you? For us it isn 't  fair: we can't ac
cept i t .  Not any longer. Nowadays women go in to exile 
l ike men do, they're hanged the same as men , and they 
shoot better than men. This alone would be enough to 
show that the Mosaic law is reactionary." 

Pavel had waked up;  he snickered and said something 
in a whisper to Piotr. Leonid remained silent ,  but  he was 
giving Line a worried, sidelong glance. There was a strong 
gust, rain mixed with hail spattered against the wall; the 
mil l  creaked and ttJ.rned, all of i t ,  l ike a carousel, on the 
gigant ic axle driven into i ts buried base. Isidor clung 
to White Rokhcle, who calmed him, stroking his wispy 
hair. 

"Go on, go on, Line," Gedaleh said . "A l i t t le wind 
won 't scare you.  Tell us what your law is ,  if i t  isn't too 
strict , we'll try to obey i t . "  

"It 's not the  wind that scares me, i t 's the  rest of you . 
You're cynical and primit ive, you men. Our law is simple: 
so long as they're not married, men and women can desire 
one another and make love as much as they want .  Love, 
unti l  marriage, should be free, and actually it already is 
free, always has been, and there's no law that can im
prison it. Even the Bible doesn't  say anything different; 
our fathers weren't  any different  from us, they made love 
l ike us, i n  those days the same as today ."  

"In those days more than today," Pavel said, " i t 's no ac
cident that the Bible begins with a fuck." 

" . . .  but after marriage i t 's not the same anymore," 
Line went on, paying no atten t ion to him. "We believe i n  
marriage, because i t 's a pact,  and pacts have to  be  re
spected. The wife belongs to the husband, and so the hus
band belongs to the wife." 

"Then we're not going to get married," Gedalch said .  
"Right ,  Bella?" 

"You shut up," Bella answered. ' 'Anyway, they all 
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know you 're a dirty p ig. And I never asked you to marry 
me. As a commander you may be al l  righ t ,  but as a hus
band-better not discuss that . "  

"Fine," Gedaleh said .  "You see? The two of  u s  never 
disagree. We have t ime to  th ink i t  over. First , the war has 
to end."  Then he turned to Leonid, who was huddled up 
beside Line and grim-looking. 

"You, Muscovite? What do you think of your woman's 
theories?" 

"I don't think anyth ing. Leave me alone. "  
"And I 'm not t he woman of anybody," Line added. 
"What a lot of fuss! " Jozek said from h is corner, ad-

dressing one of the Slonim men. "Our fat her Jacob, for 
example, had four  women, and t hey got along fine to
gether. " 

Motte! spoke up: "But t hey weren't the women of other 
men . Jacob was enjoying his rights, because he had had 
one by m istake, or rather because of a trick of Laban, and 
the other two were slaves. He real ly only had one proper 
wife: so it was all in order. " 

"Good for you,  Motte! ! "  Gedaleh said. "I didn't know 
you were so educated. Did you study in a yeshiva, before 
you started cutt ing throats?" 

"I  studied various th ings," Motte! repl ied smugly. "I 
also stud ied the Talmud, and you know what the Talmud 
says, about women? I t  says that you should never speak to 
a woman that's not your wife, not even in sign language, 
not with your hands or your feet or your eyes. You mustn 't 
look at her clothes, even when she isn't wearing t hem. And 
l isten ing to a woman sing is l ike seeing her naked. And i t 's 
a grave sin i f  an engaged couple embrace: the woman is 
then impure, as i f  she had her period, and she has to 
cleanse hersel f  in the ritual bath." 

"Al l  th is is in the Talmud?" asked Mendel, who hadn't 
spoken before. 

"In the Talmud and other places," Motte! said.  
"What 's the Talmud? " Piotr asked. "Is i t  your Gospel?" 
"The Talmud is l ike a soup, with all the th ings a man 
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can eat in i t ,"  Dov said.  "But there's wheat and chaff, fruit  
and pits, and meat and bones. It  isn' t  very good, but i t 's 
nourishing. I t 's ful l  of mistakes and contradict ions, but for 
that very reason i t  teaches you how to use your mind, and 
anyone who's read it al l-" 

Pavel interrupted h im.  " I 'll explain what the Talmud is 
to you, with an example. Now l isten carefully: Two chim
neysweeps fall down the flue of a chimney; one comes out 
al l  covered with soot, the other comes out clean: which of 
the two goes to wash h imself?" 

Suspecting a trap, Piotr  looked around, as i f  seeking 
help. Then he plucked up his courage and answered: "The 
one who's dirty go�s to wash. "  

"Wrong," Pavel said. "The one who's dirty sees the 
other man's face, and i t 's clean, so he thinks he's clean, 
too. Instead, the clean one sees the soot on the other one's 
face, bel ieves he's d irty h imself, and goes to wash . You 
understand?" 

"I  understand. That makes sense."  
"But  wait; I haven 't finished the  example. Now I ' l l  ask 

you a second quest ion. Those two chimneysweeps fal l  a 
second t ime down the same flue, and again one is d irty 
and one isn 't .  Which one goes to wash?" 

"I told you I understood. The clean one goes to wash." 
"Wrong," Pavel said mercilessly. "When he washed 

after the first fal l ,  t he clean man saw that the water in the 
basin didn't get dirty, and the dirty man realized why the 
clean man had gone to wash. So, this t ime, the dirty 
chimneysweep went and washed."  

Piotr l istened to th is, w i th  his  mouth open, half in fright 
and half in curiosity. 

"And now the th ird question. The pair falls down the 
flue a third t ime. Which of the two goes to wash?" 

"From now on, the dirty one wil l  go and wash." 
"Wrong again. Did you ever hear of two men fall ing 

down the same flue and one remaining clean while the 
other got dirty? There, that 's what the Talmud is l ike. "  

Piotr remained dazed for a few seconds, then he 
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shrugged, l ike a dog coming out of the water, laughed 
shyly, and said: "You made me feel wet behind the ears. 
Like a recrui t  who 's j ust arrived in the barracks. Very 
wel l ,  I understand what your Talmud is, but if you give 
me a second interrogat ion I 'm leaving, I ' l l  go back to Uly
bin .  This isn't my kind of th ing; I prefer fight ing." 

"Don't take i t  to heart, Russian," Gedaleh said.  "Pavel 
didn't mean any harm; he didn't want to make fun of 
you . "  

Line spoke up: " H e  only wanted to make you feel what 
i t 's l ike to be a Jew; I mean, how i t  feels to have your head 
made in a certain way, and l ive among people whose 
heads are made differently. Yes, now you 're the Jew, all 
alone in  the midst of goyim, who laugh at you . "  

"And you would d o  well t o  change your name," Geda
leh said, "because yours is too Christ ian: instead of Piotr 
Fomich call yourself Jeremiah or Habakuk or some other 
unobtrusive name. And learn Yiddish and forget Russian; 
and maybe get yourself circumcised, if  not, sooner or later, 
we'll make a pogrom." Having said this, Gedaleh yawned 
luxuriously, blew out the candle, said goodnight to every
body, and ret i red with Bella. The two or t hree other can
dles were also put ou t .  In the darkness, a voice was heard, 
hoarse with sleep, perhaps one of the Ruzhany men: 

"In my vi llage there was a Jew who had eaten a wild
boar sausage. The rabbi reproached him, but he said that 
the boar was a ruminant, and therefore was kosher. 'Non
sense; boars don't ruminate,' the rabbi said. 'They don't 
ruminate in general, but this one did. He ruminated in 
particular: he ruminated l ike an ox,' the Jew said; and 
since the boar was gone, the rabbi had to keep quiet . "  

"In my  vil lage," said another voice, "there was a Jew 
who had himself baptized fourteen t imes ."  

"Why? Wasn't once enough?"  
"Of course, i t  was enough; but  he l iked the  ceremony." 
Someone was heard hawking and spi t t ing, and then a 

third voice said, "In my village there was a Jew who got 
drunk." 
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"Well ,  what's so  strange about that? " another asked. 
"Noth ing. I didn't say it  was anything strange, but to

night i t 's strange to tell th ings that aren't strange, since 
everybody is tel l ing strange th ings."  

"In my vil lage . . .  " lsidor began; a woman 's voice inter
rupted him: "That 's enough for now. Sleep; i t 's late ."  But 
lsidor went on: "In my vi l lage there was a woman who 
had seen the devil .  H is name was Anduschas, he had the 
shape of a unicorn, and he was playing music ."  

"What d id he play?" 
"He played the horn."  
"How could he, i f  i t  was growing from h i s  forehead?" 
" I  don 't know," llsidor said .  "I didn't ask her." 
A deep voice, yawning, came from above: "Keep quiet 

now. I t 's t ime to sleep, we've walked a long way. We have 
to rest. Even the Lord needed six days to create the world, 
and on t he seventh he rested. "  

Gedaleh answered. "He  rested and said: 'Let's hope i t  
works. ' "  

In the darkness the faint  voice of White Rokhele was 
heard again, as she murmured the evening prayer, "Into 
Thy hand I entrust my spiri t ,"  and the blessing, "Let the 
Mercifu l  break the yoke that oppresses us, and lead us, 
heads h igh, i nto our land," and then there was silence. 

The downpour of the evening had dwindled to a fine, 
persistent drizzle; and the wind had fallen, too. The skele
ton of the old mil l  no longer groaned, but it crackled 
softly, as if hundreds of worms were gnawing i t ,  and Men
del, stretched out on the hard planks, couldn't get to sleep. 
Other confused sounds came from the attic floor, fast and 
light steps, perhaps of mice or martens, against the ground 
of breathing and grunting of his sleeping companions. 
The air was warm, heavy with nocturnal humors and the 
sharp and sweet odor of pollens, and Mendel fel t  �esire 
invade him. It was an adolescent's desire, without shape, 
soft and warm and white: he tried to describe it to himself 
and fai led. Desire for a bed, and a woman's body in  the 



192 1 If l'"ol l'"ow, When? 

bed; desire to dissolve inside another, a woman, and to be 
one flesh with her, a double flesh isolated in the world, 
away from roads, weapons, fears, and memories of the 
slaughter. 

Beside him Sissl was breathing peaceful ly. Mendel 
stretched out his hand in the darkness and felt her hip, 
enfolded in the roughness of the blanket. He  pressed, tried 
to draw her to h im,  but Sissl resisted, stony in sleep . On 
the vague screen of h is dozing, names and faces pursued 
one another, present and distant .  Sissl, blond and t ired. 
Rivke with her sad black eyes, but Mendel dispelled her at 
once, he didn't want her, he couldn't th ink about her. 
Rivke, Strelka, the grave:-go away, Rivke, please. Go back 
to where you came from, let me l ive. Mendel tried stub
bornly to fal l  asleep, and he realized that this very effort 
was the prod that kept him awake. His  mind was no 
longer so confused that i t  could ignore another face and 
another name, knocking at its door. A faceless name, the 
name of Rahab, the harlot of perverse power; the weird 
information was true: Mendel had only to utter that 
name, even in  his mind, and his flesh tightened. And a 
nameless face came, a haggard face, young and worn, with 
great , distant eyes. Mendel started: it wasn't nameless, 
that face. It  had a name, and that name was Line. 

He saw her as he had seen her a few hours before, fer
vent in the debate, with no areas of laziness or doubt, so 
serious she was almost absurd, vibrat ing like a tau t cable. 
He flung off the blanket, removed h is shoes, and sought 
her, groping, stumbling over the sleepers' l imbs. He had 
seen where she had gone off to sleep, and he found her eas
i ly,  under the steps leading to the loft: he touched her hair 
in the darkness, and his blood had a jol t .  Beside Line, 
Leonid was sleeping, and the two were wrapped in  the 
same blanket; the image of Leonid and that of Sissl for a 
moment occupied Mendel 's consciousness, then went off 
into the darkness, smal ler and smaller, more and more 
transparent, unti l  they vanished, as the terrible face of 
Rivke had vanished. 
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Mendel touched Line's shoulder, then her brow. The 
girl's hand, smal l but strong, freed i tself from the blanket, 
found Mendel 's arm, and groped up it, exploring i t .  The 
hand sl ipped into the open ing of his shirt ,  then grazed his 
i l l -shaven checks; the fingers found the scar on his fore
head, followed i t ,  alert and sensi t ive unti l  i t  d isappeared 
into his hair. The other hand joined i t ,  and pressed the 
back of Mendel 's head, drawing it  down. Mendel helped 
Line unwrap herself from the blanket without waking 
Leonid .  Together, they climbed to the loft :  the steps 
creaked under their weight ,  but the noise became mixed 
with the sound of the wind and the rain .  

The loft was clugcred. Touching i t ,  Mendel recognized 
a hopper, he touched a gear covered with axle grease; he 
drew his hand back in revu lsion and wiped it on the scat 
of his pants. With his  feet he found a free space, and drew 
Line there; she followed him obediently. They lay down, 
and Mendel undressed Line, removing her army clothing. 
The body that emerged was th in and nervous, almost 
mascul ine; the belly was flat, arms and thighs were s l im 
and muscular. The knees were square, hard, rough as 
chi ldren's; Mendel 's hand greedi ly searched the two dim
ples at the sides of the tendon, below the kneecap, then 
moved up the h ip. The breasts, small as they were, felt 
withered, sad l i t t le bags of empty skin beneath which he 
could feel the ribs. Mendel undressed, and immediately 
Line clung to him as i f  to wrest le. Crushed beneath the 
weight of the male body, Line writhed, a tenacious and re
silient adversary, to arouse h im and challenge h im.  It was 
a language, and even in the red blur of desire, Mendel 
understood it: I want you but I resist you;  I resist you be
cause I want you; I, sl im, lie beneath you but am not 
yours; I am the woman of no one, and by resist ing I bind 
you to me. Mendel felt  she was armed though naked, 
armed l ike the first t ime he had gli mpsed her in the Novo
selki dormitory. Nobody's and everybody's, l ike Rahab of 
Jericho: Mendel perceived th is and felt stabbed, as at  the 
last moment he tore himself from her. The effort was �o 
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lacerating that Mendel sobbed aloud, in the dark si lence 
of the mil l .  

\Vhen the fever had dissolved in the peace of the satis
fied body, sweet as a convalescence, Mendel pricked up 
his ear: the si lence wasn't complete, other st ifled voices 
could be heard, difficu l t  to ident ify. He glided into sleep 
beside Line, who was already sleeping serenely. 

He woke up a l i t t le later, at the fi rst l ight of day, when 
all the others were st i l l  asleep, and he could make out 
Gedaleh beside Bella, Pavel beside Black Rokhele, and 
White Rokhele next to lsidor. Line's pale, sharp face 
rested in the hollow of his_ arm. Why did I do i t?  What am 
I seeking in her? Love and pleasure. No, not only that .  I 
am seeking in  her another woman, and this is terrible and 
unjust .  I sought her in Sissl and I didn't find her. I seek the 
woman who is no more, and I won't find her. And now I 
am bound to this one: bound by this one, bound by the 
ivy. Forever, or not forever, I don't know: nothing is for
ever. And she isn't bound to me: she b inds and isn't 
bound, you should have realized that, Mendel, you 're no 
longer a child, untie yourself whi le there's st i l l  t ime, this is 
no t ime to bind yoursel f. Untie yourself or you 'll come to a 
bad end: bad l i ke Leonid. He looked around, and Leonid 
wasn 't there. Noth ing odd: he could have gone out .  He 
cont inued fraternally advising h imself to free himself of 
Line,  to order i t ,  impose it on himsel f, and he knew quite 
well that i f  another man had spoken to h im l ike that, he, 
Mendel, the meek clockmender, would have punched his 
face in. In half an hour everybody was awake, and Leonid 
wasn't there: his knapsack and his weapon had also disap
peared. 

Gedaleh grumbled in Pol ish, urging the devil to deal 
with Leonid; then he cont inued in Yiddish: · 'Nu, we're not 
the Red Army and I 'm not Ulybin,  and as part isans go he 
isn't worth much. He's not a man to betray us, but if he 
stumbles onto the Germans, that's another story. Let 's 
hope he doesn't make any trouble. On h is own he won 't 
get far: in three days we'll find him again, you ' l l  see ."  
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"Sti l l ,  he could have left the automatic rifle behind," 
Jozek said. 

"Yes, that's the bad th ing. If  he took it with him, then 
he plans to use i t . "  

Mendel suggested going to  hunt  for h im,  Dov added 
that they could try with the dogs, and Gedaleh said they 
should do what they could, but wi thout wasting t ime. Dov 
led one of the dogs to sniff the blanket Leonid had slept in,  
then took h im outside; the dog l ist lessly sniffed the 
ground, raised h is nose, and sniffed the air, turned around 
two or three t imes; finally he lowered his tail and his ears 
and pointed his nose towards Dov and Mendel, as if to 
say: "What do you 't.:ant from me?" 

"Let's be on our way," Gedaleh said.  "Get ready to 
leave. Going to hunt for him is out of the quest ion. If  he 
looks for us, he'll know how to fi nd us." Mendel thought :  
He's gone to shoot Germans, but maybe he wanted to 
shoot me. 

They resumed their march, between a shining sky and 
the rain-soaked ground. They skirted a few apparently 
deserted villages; the column proceeded slowly, led by 
Jozek, through patches of woods and fields invaded by 
weeds. The ground was fiat, but  to the west t here was a 
l ine of blunted h il ls. Mendel marched in  silence, and 
didn't feel pleased to be Mendel. In a s ingle night he had 
betrayed twice, perhaps three t imes, if  Sissl also coun ted. 
But Sissl didn't count: there she was, j ust ahead in the 
l ine, walking behind Piotr with her usual, serene gai t. And 
the dead shouldn't be counted, either, they are in their 
world of the dead, and they almost never leave it . You 
mustn't let them out of i t ,  i t 's l ike when typhus breaks out,  
you have to reinforce the cordon, keep them locked in 
their lazaret. The l iving have the right to defend them
selves. But with Leonid i t  was different .  Leonid wasn't 
dead . . .  and do you know, now, if  he is dead? If  you 
haven't ki l led him yourself, who were h is brother, and 
when they asked you to account for him, you answered 
with the insolence of Cain? Perhaps you've taken from 
him the only thing he had; you've cut the l ifel ine and he's 
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drowning, or has already drowned. No, you've done 
worse: you've unhooked the l ine and you've taken h is 
place. Now you're the one who's being pul led in .  By her, 
the obstinate l i tt le girl with the chewed fi ngernails. Take 
care what you 're doing, Mendel, son of Nachman! 

On the morning of the thi rd day of the march, they 
were at the side of a ravine. It was steep, nasty, marl-rich 
earth, made sl ippery by the rain; the opposite slope was 
also steep, and at the bottom, thirty meters below, i t  
ended in  a muddy torrent strangled between the two 
walks. 

"You may be good at  making fake dollars, Jozek, but 
you 're not worth much as a guide," Gedaleh said. "We 
can 't get across here. You picked the wrong path ."  

Jozek had good excuses. There were lots of trails, and 
after al l  these years, they couldn't expect him to remem
ber them all. It was the fault of the rain; in dry weather, 
he was sure of this, it was fairly easy to go down and cl imb 
up, and the stream was no more than a t rickle that didn't 
frighten anyone. Anyway, there was no need to retrace 
their steps. They could go on northwards, fol lowing the 
edge of the ravine; sooner or later they'd fi nd a way 
across. 

They set off again, along faint  h ints of paths overgrown 
with brambles. They soon saw that the stream, instead of 
running north ,  veered towards a northeast that was al
most an east, and Jozek's popularity waned: nobody had 
ever heard that to go west you had to head east. Gedaleh 
said this was exactly what Christopher Columbus had 
done, or rather vice versa, and Bel la, worn out, told h im to 
stop clowning. Jozek kept saying there had to be a cross
ing, not far away; and in fact, around midday they found 
a well -defined path that ran along the crest. They fol
lowed it for half an hour, and they saw that .Jozek must 
have been right: the ravine also turned left, westward, i n  
other words, a t  a n  acute angle, and the path, more and 
more trodden, descended obliquely towards the bottom. 
In spite of the rain that had fallen a few days before, they 
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could make out cattle tracks: perhaps the path led to a 
ford, or a bridge, or a watering place. They went down; 
they saw that beyond the curve the ravine opened out into 
a flat bed; the stream broke into various branches that 
flowed slowly over the pebbles. In the brief plain there 
were the ruins of a stone shed; in the doorway stood six 
men , and one of them was Leonid. Of the others, four  
were armed, wearing uniforms of the o ld  Polish army, tat
tered and faded; the sixth man, unarmed and naked to the 
waist, was off to one side, sunbathing. 

One of the armed men came towards the Gedalists. He 
slipped off the automatic rifle that  he wore over his  shoul
der, pull ing i t  ovet- his  head; he didn 't aim i t  at the new
comers, but  he held it l ightly, dangl ing, by the barrel , and 
said in Pol ish, "Stop."  Gedaleh, who had been born and 
raised in  Poland and who spoke Polish better than Rus
sian, stopped, signaled the l ine to halt ,  and said in Rus
sian to Jozek, "See what the Pan wants ."  

The Pan, the mister, in other words, understood (and for 
that matter Gedaleh had done his best to be sure he would 
understand) , and said with cold fury, "I want you to go 
away. This is our land, and you people have already 
caused enough trouble ."  

At the prospect of a quarrel , Gedaleh assumed an ec
static look that irri tated the Pole even more. He said to 
Jozek: "Tell the gentleman that, if we have caused trou
bles, it was no fault  of ours, or at least without any inten
tion of harming h im personally. Ask h im if he is referring 
to the Sarny locomotive, and i f  that's the case, tell him we 
won't do it  again. Tell him we have a great desire to go on, 
and we need no encouragement from him. Ask him-" 

It emerged that the gentleman understood Russian 
fai rly well ,  because he didn't wait for Jozek to translate 
and interrupted Gedaleh violently: "Of course I 'm speak
ing of the locomotive. That 's our terri tory, too, the Na
tional Armed Forces, and we were the ones who had to 
face the Germans ' reprisal . But  I 'm also talking about 
your man"-and here he indicated Leonid with a con-
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temptuous j ab of h is thumb--"this daredevil fool ,  this lu
natic with the red star who goes off by h imself to act the 
hero, without th inking that-" 

This t ime it was Gedaleh who interrupted, in good Pol
ish, abandoning, abrupt ly, the game of being interpreted: 
"What? What did he do? Where did you capture h im?" 

"\Ve didn't capture h im," the Pole snarled. "We saved 
him. And don 't go tel l ing this story: because i t 's the first 
t ime, goddammit ,  that the NSZ has saved a Jew, and 
what 's more, a Russian and a Communist ,  from the Ger
mans' bul lets. But he real ly must be a bit  looney: armed, 
in broad dayl ight ,  not even looking around, he was going 
straigh t  towards the Germans' sentry post . . .  " 

"Which sentry post?" 
"The one at the Z ielonka power station. He nearly 

caused all hel l  to break loose. To say nothing of the fact 
that the Z ielonka electricity serves us too. I f  you want to 
sabotage someth ing, go farther away, the devil take you. 
And enquire about the pol i t ical s i tuation. And, most of 
all ,  don't send fools l ike this  one." 

"We didn't send him. I t  was his  own idea," Gedaleh 
said. "We'll quest ion him and we'll punish h im."  

"That 's what he said, too: that  i t  was h is own idea. 
We've taken care of questioning him.  You surely don't 
think we're simple-minded. Or children. Since 'thirty-n ine 
we've been fight ing on two fronts, and we've learned cer
tain tricks. And you 've copied from the Nazis: everyth ing 
exactly l ike the t ime of the Reichstag fire: you pick some
one who's simple-minded, you send h im off on his own, 
and then the reprisal strikes l ike l ightning where it  suits 
your bunch best ."  

The Pole stopped to catch his breath. He was tal l ,  
skinny, no longer young, and h i s  gray mustache was shak
ing with wrath. Gedaleh glanced towards Leonid: he was 
sitt ing on the stone threshold of the barn, h i s  bound hands 
rest ing on his th ighs. He was only ten paces away, within 
earshot, but he didn't seem to be l istening. The Pole ob
served Jozek with attention: "But he looks l ike a Jew, too. 
We've seen some strange th ings, all right ,  but this beats 
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them all: Jews who wander around Poland, with weapons 
stolen from the Poles, and pass themselves off as part isans, 
sons of bitches ! "  

Gedaleh snapped. With h i s  left hand h e  snatched the 
gun from the Pole's hands, and with his right he gave him 
a violent blow to the ear. The Pole staggered, took a few 
uncertain steps, but didn't fal l .  The other three had come 
up, menacingly, but their leader said someth ing to them, 
and they withdrew a few paces, st i l l  keeping their weapons 
aimed, however. 

"I'm also a Jew, Panie Kondotierze, " Gedaleh said in a 
calm voice. "We didn't  steal these weapons, and we know 
fairly well how to1�se them. You've been fight ing for five 
years; and we, for three thousand. You, on two fronts; and 
we, on more fronts than you can count.  Be reasonable, 
Mister Condott iere. We have the same enemy to fight :  
let 's not waste our strength ."  Then he  added, w i th  a polite 
smile, "Or our insults ." Perhaps the Condott iere would 
have been less accommodat ing i f  he hadn't seen h imself 
surrounded by about twenty determined-looking Geda
l ists. He grumbled some mysterious curse having to do 
with thunder and cholera, then said gruffly: "We don't 
want to know anything about your bunch, and we want 
nothing to do with you. Take back your man. And take 
that other one, too, who says he's one of yours: we have no 
use for h im." 

At a signal from him,  his fol lowers grabbed Leonid by 
the arms, made h im stand up, and pushed h im towards 
Gedaleh, who immediately cut the rope that bound his 
hands. Leonid didn't say a word, didn't raise his eyes from 
the ground, and stepped into the band of Gedal ists stand
ing on the path .  The other man the Pole had mentioned, 
the one who was off to one side sunbathing, came forward 
spontaneously. He was as tall as Gedaleh , he had a bold, 
hawk-like nose and a majestic black mustache, but he 
couldn't have been much over twenty. His  body, l i the and 
muscular, would have been a good model for the statue of 
an athlete, if i t  hadn't been for a clubfoot that h indered 
one leg. He had collected a bundle from the ground and 
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seemed pleased to change masters. It was t ime to move on. 
Gedaleh gave the Pole his weapon back and said to him, 
"Mister Condott iere, I bel ieve we can agree only on one 
point :  we don't want to have anyth ing to do with you, 
ei ther. Tel l us what road we should take. " 

The Pole repl ied, "Keep clear of Kovel , Lukow, and the 
railroad. Don't provoke the Germans in our area, and go 
to hell . "  

"Nice character! "  Gedaleh said to Mendel when t hey 
had started on t heir way, without showing any residue of 
anger or any contempt. "A really fantast ic type, l ike a fi lm 
about Indians. I f  you ask me, he's got the century wrong. " 

"St i l l ,  you slapped him_! "  
" I  had to. But what's that got t o  do with i t?  I admired 

him, all the same: the way you admire a waterfal l  or a 
strange animal. He's stupid, and maybe also dangerous, 
but he put on quite a show for us." 

For that matter, Gedaleh seemed to fal l  in  love with 
every newcomer, beyond any moral or u t il i tarian consid
eration. He circled around Arie, the lame boy, as if he 
wanted to catch his smel l and observe h im from every 
angle. In spite of his handicap, Arie had no trouble fol low
ing the l ine; in fact he walked with easy agi l i ty, and soon 
made himself popular by ki l l ing a quail with a stone and 
offering it as a present to White Rokhele. He couldn't  
speak or understand Yiddish,  and he pronounced Russian 
very oddly: he was Georgian, Arie was, and proud of i t .  
H is mother tongue was Georgian, Russian he  had studied 
in school; but h is name, of which he was equally proud, 
was pure Hebrew: Arie means " l ion ."  

Few of the Gedalists had ever met  a Georgian Jew be
fore, and Jozek, half joking and half serious, actually 
dared express doubt about Arie's being Jewish: anyone 
who doesn't speak Yiddish isn 't a Jew, this  is almost an 
axiom, as the proverb goes: Redest keyn jiddisch, bist nit kejn 

jid. 
"If you 're a Jew, speak to us in  Hebrew: say a blessing 

in Hebrew. "  
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The boy accepted the challenge and recited t he blessing 
of the wine with a Sephardic accent, rotund and solemn,  
instead of the Ashkenazic, syncopated and fast . Many 
laughed. 

"Ha, you speak Hebrew the way the Christ ians do! "  
"No," Arie repl ied, nobly offended. "We speak like our 

father Abraham. You're the ones who speak i t  wrong. " 
Arie fit ted into the band with surprising speed. He was 

sturdy and wil l ing and good-naturedly accepted any job; 
he also accepted that small amount of partisan discipline 
that the band had retained. Whereas they were all curious 
about h im, he seemed very uncurious about the purposes 
of the band. "If yottJ-e going off to ki l l  Germans, I ' l l  come 
with you .  If you 're going to the land of Israel, I ' l l come 
with you ."  He was intell igent ,  good-humored, proud, and 
touchy. Proud of many things: of being Georgian (de
scendant of the Macedons of Alexander, he clarified, 
though he was unable to prove it in any way) , of not being 
Russian, but at the same t ime of being Stal in 's compa
triot; and of his surname, Hazansvi l i .  

"Of course, you even look l ike h im." Motte! laughed. 
"Not just the mustache, but your name, too." 

"Stal in's a great man, and you shouldn't make fun of 
him. I wish my name did resemble hi.>, but it doesn' t .  . . .  
He's a Dzugasvi l i ,  which means the son of Dzuga; and I 'm 
only Hazansvi l i ,  which means the son of Hazan, the can
tor of the synagogue." 

He was touchy on t he subject of his handicap, and he 
didn't l ike it to be ment ioned, but in all l ikel ihood it had 
saved his l i fe: "When I was called up, they declared me 
unfit for service, and in the vil lage they teased me, because 
serving as a soldier for us is an honor. But then, in 'forty
two, when they were taking everybody, they mobil ized me 
too, and they sent  me to the rear l ines beh ind Minsk, to 
bake bread in the army bakery. The Germans took me 
prisoner, but as a civil ian worker, and that was my good 
luck. They didn't not ice that I 'm Jewish . . .  " 

"It's all thanks to your mustache, believe me," Jozek 
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said.  "Too bad so few of us thought of that,  of growing 
one. " 

"My mustache and my height .  And also because I said I 
was a peasant, specializing in grafts ." 

"You were smart ! "  
"No, no, that really i s  m y  job, m e  and m y  father and 

my grandfather, we've always grafted vines. So they sent 
me to an agricultural stat ion, to graft trees I'd never seen 
before. We were left pract ical ly free, and i n  April I ran off. 
I wanted to join the part isans, and I came upon the ones 
you met. But I didn't get on well with them, t hey called 
me 'jew' and made me carry loads, l ike a mule." 

Gedaleh l iked to make sudden decisions, but in  the 
matter of Leonid he didn 't feel up to act ing hast i ly. He 
called jozck, Dov, and Mendel off to one side, and he 
wasn ' t  the usual , everyday Gcdaleh: he didn't digress, he 
weighed what he was saying, and he spoke soft ly. 

"I don't l ike punishments. giving them or receiving 
them. That 's Prussian stuff; and for people l ike us they're 
not much use. But this boy went too far: he took off with 
weapons, with no orders, no permission, and he did every
thing he could to get the whole bunch of us into trouble. I t  
was a stroke of luck that  the main body of the NSZ troops 
were far off, otherwise we'd have had a hard t ime. He 
acted l ike a fool ,  and he made us al l  look l ike fools: fools 
and i ntruders, muddlers and bunglers. We've never been 
much loved around here; after th is business we'll be loved 
even less, and we have a long road ahead , and we need the 
peopie's support. Or at least a si lent neutral ity.  Leonid 
must understand these th ings: we have to make him un
derstand them . "  

jozek raised his hand, t o  ask t o  speak. " I f  i t  was another 
man, I 'd say the best remedy would to beat h im up a bit 
and then make him do self-cri t icism, l ike t he Russians. 
But Leonid's a strange character; i t 's hard to figure out 
why he docs the things he does. You 're right, chief: we 
have to make h im understand certain th ings. Wel l ,  if you 



J un<·-J ul� 1 94-t- 1 20:-J 
ask me, at least for the moment that boy isn't capable of 
understanding anything. Since we've taken h im back, he 
hasn 't said a word: not one. He hasn 't looked me in the 
face once, and every t ime I take him his messtin he pre
tends to eat and then, the minute I go off, he pours it all 
away: I 've seen him clearly. I f  we were in peacet ime, I 
know what he would need ."  

"A doctor?" Gedaleh asked. 
"Yes, the lunatics' doctor. " 
"You two have known h im longer,"  Gedaleh said, to 

Mendel and Dov, "what do you think?" 
Dov spoke first, and this made Mendel happy. "At No

voselki he gave lTlf.. some trouble because he wasn't punc
tual on the job. I sent h im on a sabotage mission , to test 
him and to give h im a chance to look good in front of the 
others: he seemed to need that.  He brought i t  off, not 
badly and not wel l ,  with courage and haste: his  nerves got 
the best of h im.  In my opinion, he's a good boy with a 
nasty temper, but I don't bel ieve you can j udge a man by 
what he did at Novoselki . Or by what he does here, for 
that matter. " 

"I 'm not interested in j udging him," Gedaleh said.  ' ' I 'm 
interested in knowing what we must do with h im.  What 
do you say, watchmender?" 

Mendel was uneasy. Did Gedaleh know, or had he 
guessed the real reason for Leonid's suicidal act ion? If  he 
did, i t  was ch ildish and dishonest not to speak of i t .  I f  he 
didn't ,  i f  he hadn't guessed, Mendel would have preferred 
not to supply material for h is curiosity and for every
body's gossip. It was his private business, after all ,  wasn 't 
it? H is and Line's, a personal matter. He didn't have the 
heart to make Leonid's position worse, and tell that 
Leonid had deserted because of a story with a woman: 
that meant worsening his posit ion. And worsening your 
own. Yes, of course: worsening mine. He remained vague, 
feeling privately that he was a l iar, as contempt ible as a 
worm: 

"We've been together for a year, we met last July in the 
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Bryansk forests. I agree with Dov: he's a good boy with a 
difficult temper. He told me his story, his l i fe has never 
been easy, his suffering began much earl ier than ours. In 
my opin ion, punishing h im would be cruel and,  what's 
more, useless: he's punishing h imself. And I agree with 
Jozek, too: he would be a man to be treated ."  

Gedaleh sprang to his  feet and began pacing up and 
down: "You are all fine advisers. Treat ing h im is impossi
ble. Punishing h im is a m istake. You might as wel l  come 
out and say i t :  your advice is to leave things the way they 
stand, and let the matter resolve i tself. You 're l ike the 
counselors of Job, to me. All right ,  for the present we'l l  
leave i t  at that; I ' ll see if the girl can give me a more con
crete suggestion: she knows h im better t han you ,  or at 
least from a different viewpoin t . "  

So he doesn 't know, Mendel thought w i th  rel ief, 
ashamed, at the same t ime, of th is rel ief. But  of the talk 
between Gedaleh and Line Mendel heard no more: either 
i t  didn't take place, or (more probably) Line said noth ing 
vitaL Gcdaleh's i l l  humor was short- l ived; in the days that 
fol lowed he regained h is usual humor, but, as before at 
Sarny, he vanished again at the beginning of July when 
the column was encamped near Annopol, not far from the 
Vistula. He reappeared the next day, with a new velvet 
jacket, a peasant 's straw hat , a bottle of ersatz perfume for 
Bella, and l i t t le presents for the other four  women. But he 
hadn't gone into the city for purchases; after that, various 
things changed. Precautions increased: again,  as in spring, 
they marched at night, and in the daytime the band made 
camp, t rying to remain inconspicuous, which became less 
and less easy, because the zone was covered with a th ick 
network of roads and dotted with vi l lages and farmhouses. 
Gedaleh seemed in a hurry; he demanded long laps, even 
twenty kilometers in a night, and he was heading in a spe
cific direction, towards Opatow and Kielce. He warned 
them all to st ick with the group and not to talk to any 
peasants they might encounter: with the local people only 
those speaking Pol ish could have deal ings, but even they, 
as l i t t le as possible. 
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Both on the marches and in their rest periods, Leonid's 
presence had become painful  for them all ,  and especially 
for Mendel. Mendel had to admit to h imself t hat he was 
afraid of Leonid: he avoided his vicini ty; when they 
marched in Indian file, he went to the head when Leonid 
was at the rear, and vice versa. But ,  as Mendel observed 
with dismay, Leonid, on the contrary, whether witt ingly  
or  not , maneuvered to be ncar h im,  s t i l l  wi thout ad
dressing a word to h im.  He confined himself to looking at 
Mendel , with those great black eyes charged with sadness 
and appeal, as if to afflict h im with his  presence, not let 
h im forget ,  and take revenge by th is afflict ion . Or was it 
perhaps also to f

_
eep an eye on h im? Perhaps: some of 

Leonid's actions suggested that he was overcome by suspi
cion. He would snap his head around, looking over his  
shou lder. During t heir rests, which took place in  the day
t ime, and mostly in abandoned peasant huts, he would 
l ie  down to sleep, choosing the place nearest the door, 
and he would sleep l i t t le; he would waken with a start , 
glance around uneasily, peering out of the door or the 
windows. 

One gray, cloudy morning, after a night t ime lap t hat 
had wearied t hem all ,  Mendel was gathering wood in the 
forest and saw Leonid at his side, also gathering wood, 
though nobody had ordered him to. He had grown thin 
and tense, his eyes glistened. He spoke to Mendel with an 
air of compl icity: "You 've caught on,  too, haven't you?" 

"Caught on to what?" 
"That we've been sold out .  We can't fool ourselves any 

more. We've been sold, and he sold us." 
"Who?" Mendel asked, dumbfounded. 
Leonid lowered h is voice. "Him, Gcdalch. But there 

was nothing else he could do: they were blackmail i ng him, 
he was a puppet in  their hands. " Then he signaled, his  
forefinger on his l ip ,  to be silent and went back to col lect 
ing wood. 

Mendel told nobody about the episode, but a few days 
later, Dov said to him, "That friend of yours has strange 
ideas. He says Gedaleh is working for the NKVD or some 
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other secret pol ice, I don't know which, and they're black
mail ing him, and we're all hostages in their hands." 

"He said something of the sort to me," Mendel said .  
"What should we do?" 

"Nothing," Dov said .  
Mendel remembered he had once compared Leonid to 

a watch clogged with dust; but now Leonid reminded h im 
of some other watches that they had brought h im to  
mend: perhaps they had had a blow, the  coils of the 
springs had become tangled, they ran a bi t  slow, then 
were wildly fast for a b i t ,  and all of them in the end were 
broken beyond repair. 

The summer was bright and windy, and the Gedal ists 
realized they h ad entered the land of hunger. Gedaleh 's 
warnings to avoid contacts wi th  the local people proved 
superfluous, if not i ronic. There weren't many people in 
that  countryside: no men , few women, at the doors of the 
destroyed farms, only old folk and children. They weren 't 
people to be feared; on the contrary, they themselves were 
branded by fear. A few months before, the partisans of the 
Pol ish Interior Army had unleashed an attack on the Ger
man garrisons in the zone, while south of Lubl in Soviet 
paratroops cut the German l ines of communication that 
were carrying ammunition and supplies to the front.  
Other Polish units had blown up bridges and viaducts 
and had attacked a village from which the Germans had 
forcibly driven away the peasants in 1 942 in order to in
stal l  settlers from the Thousand-year Reich . German re
prisal had been extended through the whole zone and had 
been ferocious. It hadn't been directed against the bands, 
virtually impossible to apprehend, who had taken refuge 
in the forests, but against the civi l ian population. The 
Germans had brought in reinforcements from the distant 
rear; at n ight they surrounded the Polish villages and set 
fire to them, or else they deported all the men and women 
of working age: they gave them half an hour to prepare for 
the journey, then they loaded them on to their trucks and 
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carried them away. In some towns they had devoted their 
at tent ion to the chi ldren: they deported to Germany t hose 
chi ldren who looked "Aryan" and ki l led the others. The 
villages, which had always been poor, were reduced to 
heaps of smoking ru ins and rubble, but the fields had re
mained intact ,  and the ripe rye wai ted in vain for some
one to harvest i t .  

I t  was Mottel who had the  idea. H e  had gone to ask for 
water at an isolated farm, perhaps a kilometer from the 
vil lage of Zborz, and he had found there only an old 
woman, lying on the straw in the barn, but there were no 
more animals in the barn. The old woman could hardly 
move, she had a b[oken leg, which nobody had treated. 
She told Mottel to go to the well and take all the water he 
wanted, and bring her a l i t t le,  too. But to bring her also 
something to eat: anyth ing. She hadn't eaten for three 
days; every now and then someone in the vi l lage remem
bered her and brought her a slice of bread. And yet in the 
field out there there was enough rye to feed a big family, 
but at the first rain it would rot ,  because there was no one 
to scythe i t .  

Mottel told Gedaleh,  and Gedaleh decided then and 
there: "We have to help these people. This is our war too. 
I t 's a good opportunity to show them that we come as 
friends and not as enemies ." 

Jozek grimaced. "They've never been fond of us around 
these parts; before the Germans burned their houses, they 
burned ours. They don't l ike Jews, and they don't l ike 
Russians either, and many of us arc both Jews and Rus
sians. They know what happened to the Russian peasants 
in the 'twenties, and they're afraid of collect ivizat ion. 
Let's help them, but let 's watch out, too ."  

Al l  the others, on the contrary, agreed without reserva
t ions: they were t ired of destroying, t ired of the negative 
and stupid actions t hat war forces on people. The most en
thusiastic were Piotr and Arie, who were experienced in  
farming. Mottel had reported that "his" old woman 's roof 
had collapsed, and Piotr said, "I ' l l  fix i t .  I 'm good at 
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mend ing thatch roofs, i t 's a job I did at home, and they 
paid me to do i t .  But now, to fix the roof of your  ol d 
woman, I 'd give all the rubles they used to give me. I f  I 
had them, mind you,  because I don't actually have any." 

The old woman accepted. Piotr, with the help of Sissl, 
went to work, and a few days later an old man with a 
drooping mustache was seen lurking in the area. He pre
tended to be interested in something else: he straightened 
stakes, checked the walls of locks of the di tches al though 
they were desperately dry, but from a d istance he ob
served the two at work. One day he introduced h imself to 
Piotr and, i n  Pol ish, asked him various quest ions; Piotr 
pretended not to unders!and and went looking for Geda-
leh. 

. 

"I 'm the Burmistrz, the mayor of the vil lage," the old 
man said, with dignity, though he looked l ike a beggar. 
"Who are you? Where are you going? What do you 
want?" 

Gedaleh had come to th is  conversat ion unarmed, in  
shirt sleeves, in torn and faded civilian trousers, and with 
the straw hat he had bought .  He  spoke Poli sh without any 
Yiddish accent ,  and it  would have been difficult for any
one to identify his cond it ion . At fi rst he was cautious. 
"We're a group of stragglers, men and women. We come 
from different countries, and we mean you no harm. 
We're passing through; we're going far off, we don't want 
to disturb anybody, but we don't want to be disturbed, 
either. We're t ired, but we have strong arms: perhaps we 
can be useful to you somehow."  

"For example? " the  mayor asked suspiciously. 
"For example, we could harvest the rye before i t 's 

spoiled. "  
"What d o  you want i n  exchange?" 
"A part of the harvest, whatever seems fair to you; and 

some water, a roof, and no talk about us." 
"How many are there of you?" 
"About forty; five of us are women ."  
"Are you their chief?" 
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"I am." 
"We are fewer than you: not even thirty, even counting 

the children . Mind you, we've never had any money; we 
don't have any more l ivestock, and there aren't even any 
young women."  

"Too bad about the  young women," Gedaleh said, 
laughing, "but that 's not the first th ing on our minds. I 
told you: we're content with water, silence, and i f  possible 
a roof under which we can sleep for a few n ights. We're 
tired of war and walking, we're homesick for the tasks of 
peacetime." 

"We're t ired of war, too," the mayor said; and he imme
diately added: "But- do you know how to reap?" 

"We're out of practice, but we can manage ."  
"At Opatow there's the mill , "  the mayor said, ' ·and i t  

seems to be working. There are scythes; they left us  those. 
You can begin tomorrow." 

All the men of Blizna and Ruzhany went to reap, and 
with them Arie, Dov, Line, and Black Rokhele, who were 
joined by Piotr when he had finished fixing the roof: 
about twenty of them in al l .  Arie was the most skilled, and 
he taught all the others how to prop the stooks erect and 
how to sharpen the scythe first with the hammer and then 
with the whetstone. Piotr also proved good and able to 
stand up to the toi l .  Line amazed everybody: slight as she 
was, she reaped from dawn to dusk without showing signs 
of fatigue, and she easily put up with the heat , thirst, and 
the swarm of horseflies and mosquitoes that had promptly 
assembled. I t  wasn't the first time she had done this job: 
she had done i t  a thousand years before, ncar Kiev, on a 
collect ive farm where young Zionists prepared for emigra
tion to Palestine, in the remote days when being Zionists 
and Communists hadn 't yet become an absurd contradic
tion. Dov also worked wel l ,  despite the weight of h is years 
and his wounds. For him, too, it was not an entirely new 
experience: he had harvested the sunflowers when he was 
confined at Vologda, where the summer days were eigh
teen hours long and you had to work every one of t hem. 
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The others of t he band, including Mendel, Leonid, 
Jozek, and Isidor, scattered through the village to perform 
the various jobs that the mayor had indicated: there were 
chicken coops to be restored; more roofs to mend, gardens 
to hoe. Once the first distrust was overcome, it turned out 
that t here were also potatoes to be dug, and i t  was these 
potatoes that acted as cement between the wandering 
Jews and the desperate Polish peasants, at evening, under 
the summer stars, when they were all seated in the farm
yard, on the packed hard earth still warm from the sun. 
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Whi le some of the potatoes were being 
boiled in the pot, and others were baking in the ashes, the 
mayor looked around, studyi ng the faces of the foreigners 
in the red l ight of the fire. Beside him, in t he circle, was his 
wife, broad-faced, with h igh cheekbones and an impassive 
express ion. She wasn't looking at the Gedalists, but at her 
husband, as if she feared for h im,  wanted to protect him, 
and at the same time prevent h im from saying rash th ings. 

"You are Jews," the old man said suddenly, in a calm 
voice. But his wife spoke rapidly into his ear, and he an
swered: 

"Calm down, Seweryna; you never let me speak." 
"This one's Russian," Gedaleh said, poin t ing to Piotr. 

"all the rest of us are Jews, Russian and Polish. But how 
did you recognize us?" 

"By your eyes," the mayor said.  "There vvere Jews here 
among us, too, and they had eyes l ike yours ."  
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"What arc our eyes l ike?" Mendel asked. 
"Uneasy. Like animals being hunted ."  
"We're not  hunted animals any longer, " Line said. 

"Many of us have died fighting. Our enemies are yours, 
the ones who destroyed your houses . "  

The mayor was si len t for a few minutes, chewing h i s  ra
tion of potatoes, then he said, "Girl, th ings here with us 
aren 't that simple. In this  vil lage, for example, Jews and 
Poles l i ved together for I don 't know how many centuries, 
but there was never any friendl iness between them. The 
Poles worked in the fields, the Jews were art isans and 
merchants, they col lected the taxes for the landowners, 
and in church the priest said they were the ones who had 
sold Christ and crucified h im.  We never shed their blood, 
but when the Germans came in nineteen th irty-nine, and 
the first th ing they did was strip the Jews, and mock them, 
and hit them, and shut them up in the ghettos, I have to 
say tru ly-" 

Here Seweryna interrupted again, whispering some
thing in to her husband's ear; but  he shrugged and went 
on: "I have to say truly, we were glad, and I myself was 
glad. \Ve didn't l ike the Germans either, but  we thought 
they had come to mete out j ust ice, in other words, to take 
the Jews' money away from them and give it to us ." 

"Were they so rich then, the Jews of Zborz?" Gedaleh 
asked. 

"Everybody said they were. They were badly dressed, 
but people said that was because they were t igh tfiHed. 
And people said other th ings, too: that the Jews were Bol
sheviks and wanted to collecti vize the land, l ike in Russia, 
and kill all the priests." 

"But that doesn't make sense ! "  Line interrupted. "How 
coul d  they be rich, st ingy, and Bolsheviks?" 

"But it does make sense. One Pole said that all the Jews 
are rich, another Pole said they're all Communists. And 
yet another Pole said that one Jew is rich and another is a 
Communist .  You sec i t 's not simple? But th ings became 
even more compl icated afterwards, when the Germans 
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gave guns to the Ukrain ians so they could help slaughter 
the Jews, and instead the Ukrainians fired on us and took 
away our l ivestock, and then when the Russian partisans 
began to disarm and carry off the Polish partisans. About 
you people I changed my mind later, when I saw with my 
own eyes what the Germans did to the Jews of Opatow." 

"What did they do to them?" 
"They pulled them out of the ghetto and shut them all 

up in the movie theater: even the children and the old 
people and the dying: more than two thousand people in  a 
theater with five hundred seats. They left them in there 
for seven days, not giving them anything to cat or drink, 
and they shot any1_of us who showed pity and tried to 
hand something in  through the windows; and they also 
shot some others of us who also took them water, yes, but 
in exchange wanted the last money they had. Then the 
Germans opened the doors and ordered them to come out. 
Only about a hundred came out alive, and they ki l led 
them in the square, and they ordered us to bury them all ,  
the ones in the square and the ones st i l l  inside the theater. 
Well, seeing children dead l ike that made me begin to 
think that the Jews arc people l ike us, and in the end the 
Germans would do to us what they had done to them; but 
if  I have to tell you the truth, not everybody has under
stood that yet . And I 'm tell ing you these things because 
when a man makes a mistake i t 's good for him to recog
nize his mistakes, and also because you 've harvested and 
you've dug the potatoes ." 

"Mayor," Gedaleh said, "the th ings you've told us arc 
not new to us, but we have some new things to tell you . 
Maybe we seem strange to you: you must realize that a 
live Jew is a strange Jew. You must real ize that what you 
saw at Opatow has happened wherever the Germans have 
set foot, in Poland, in Russia, in France, in Greece. And I 
also have to tell you that while the Germans, with their 
weapons or with hunger, kil l  one Pole out of five, they 
don't leave a single Jew l iving." 

"These aren 't new things you 'rc tel l ing me. \V e don 't 
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even have a radio, but news arrives all the same. We know 
what the Germans have done, and what they're st i l l  
doing, here and everywhere ."  

"You don't know everything. There are other things, so 
horrible you wouldn't bel ieve them: and yet they happen 
not far from here. The only ones of us who arc saved arc 
those who have chosen our way. " 

"I realized this at once, too. That you people are 
armed. "  

"Was i t  our eyes again?"  Gedaleh asked, laughing. 
"No, not the eyes; all your jackets have a shiny patch on 

the left shoulder because of the guns trap. Please, I beg you 
by your God, by ours, apd by all the saints, don't at tack 
the Germans here. Go farther on, go wherever you l ike, 
but don't cause t rouble here, otherwise there's no use in 
your h aving worked for us. But why don't you hide in the 
woods and wait for the R ussians to get here? They're not 
al l that far away now, maybe they're already at Lublin; 
when the wind's right you can hear the sound of their ar
t illery ."  

"Our th ings are not  simple either," said Gedaleh.  "We 
are Jews and we are Russians and we are partisans. As 
Russians, we would l ike to wait for the front to come by, 
and then rest and go back to look for our homes, but our 
homes don't exist any more, and neither do our fami l ies; 
and if we did go back, maybe nobody wou ld want us, l ike 
when you take a wedge out of a log and then the wood 
closes again .  As part isans, our war is different from the 
one the soldiers fight, and you know that: we don't fight it 
at the front, but behind the enemy's back. And as Jews, 
we have a long road ahead of us. What would you do, 
Mayor, if you were alone, a thousand kilometers from 
your village, and you knew that your vi l lage, and the 
fields, and your family no longer existed?" 

"I 'm an old man, and I believe I 'd hang myself from a 
beam. But i f  I were younger, I 'd go to America, the way 
my brother did, who was braver than I and more far
sighted ."  
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"You're right .  Among the jews, too, there are some who 
have relatives in America and want to go to them. But 
nobody in  th is band has relatives in  America; our America 
is not that distant .  We will fight unti l  the end of the war, 
because we believe that making war is a bad th ing, but 
that kil l ing Nazis is the most just thing that can be done 
today on the face of t he earth ;  and then we'll go to Pales
tine, and we'll try to bui ld the house we've lost, and to 
start l iving again the way all other people l ive. That 's why 
we won't stop here and wil l  go on again towards the west: 
to stay behind the Germans' back and to find the road to
wards our America ." 

After finishing th�-potatoes, Gedal ists and peasants had 
gone off to sleep; in the farmyard only Gedaleh, Mendel, 
Line, the mayor, and his wife remained. The mayor was 
staring pensively at the embers; then he said, "What will 
you go and do in  Palest ine?" 

"We'll farm,"  Line said, " there the land will be ours ."  
"You'll go there to be peasants?" the mayor asked. 

"You are right to go far from here, but you 're wrong to be 
peasants. Being a peasant is hard." 

"We'll go there and l ive the way al l  other nat ions l ive," 
said Line, who had put her hand on Mendel's arm. Men
del added: "We'll do all the jobs there'll be to do." 

"Except collect taxes for landowners," Gedaleh added. 
The wind had fal len, firefl ies could be seen dancing at the 
edge of the yard, and in t he s i lence of the night i t  was 
clear that the mayor had spoken the truth: in the distance, 
from some unspecified point ,  perhaps from many points, 
came the subdued grumble of the front, ful l  of hope and 
menace. The mayor pulled himself up with an effort and 
said i t  was t ime to go to bed. "I 'm glad I met you. I'm glad 
you harvested for us. I 'm glad I talked with you the way a 
man speaks with friends, but I 'm also glad you 're going 
away." 

I t  was easier to maintain contacts and receive news 
from the rest of the world in the marshes and forests of 



2 l6 1 1f Not Now, Wht>n? 

Polessia than in the densely populated country through 
which Gedaleh and h is band proceeded in August of 1 944. 
Moving at night and avoiding built-up areas had become 
a strict rule, but  even when they observed these obvious 
precaut ions, every road that had to be crossed and, espe
cially, every bridge, represented a danger and a problem. 
The area was crawl ing with Germans; no longer with their 
collaborators, more and more treacherous and disheart
ened, but with authentic Germans, army and police, in all 
the towns and vi l lages, and in a frantic traffic along the 
roads and the railways. The Russians had broken through 
at Lublin,  had crossed the Yistula near Sandomierz, and 
had established a strong bridgehead on the left bank, and 
the Germans were preparing a cou nterattack. 

Contacts with the peasants, necessary for revictualing, 
had been reduced to the indispensable minimum; Geda
leh didn't want any talk, nor for that matter did the peas
ants, terrified and bewildered, have any wish to talk. In 
these circumstances, paradoxically, the chief source of in
formation was the newspapers, found rarely in  farm
houses, more often salvaged, torn and soi led with garbage, 
and sometimes boldly bought by Jozek at the kiosks. From 
the newspapers they learned that the Allies had landed in 
Normandy and were advancing on Paris; that on 20 July 
there had been an unsuccessful attempt to assassinate 
Hit ler; that Warsaw had risen up (the Vijfkischer Beobachter 
played down the event ,  and spoke of "traitors, subversives, 
and bandi ts") . But they also learned other things, and not 
from the newspapers. Besides Germans, the rear l ines 
teemed with undefined people who, l ike the Gedal ists 
themselves, were not fond of daylight: they were Poles, 
Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Tatars of the German auxiliary 
corps, who had sniffed the wind, deserted, and were now 
l iving underground, as black marketeers or bandits; there 
were partisans from the various Pol ish formations who 
had lost contact with their units and had found refuge 
with the peasants; and further, there were professional 
smugglers, highway robbers, and spies of the Germans 
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and the Russians disguised as members of all the other 
mentioned categories. From these people Gedalch heard 
confirmation of the rumors he had heard before and had 
ment ioned to the mayor of Zborz: the Germans had dis
mant led their first slaughter camps, Trebl inka, Sobibor, 
Belzec, Maj danek, Chelmno, but only to replace them 
with one that took the place of them all ,  where t hey ex
ploi ted the experience gained through the others: Ausch
witz, in Upper Si lesia. Here they ki lled and cremated 
Poles and Russians and prisoners from all over Europe, 
but especially Jews; and now, one trainload after another, 
they were slaughtering the Jews of H ungary. From a 
Ukrainian desertef_ they learned finally a disturbing piece 
of news: the bands of Russian partisans, parachuted be
hind the l ines or escaped from the German Lagers, were 
not all behaving in the same way. Some commanders had 
l iberated Jewish labor camps, had saved and protected 
the survivors found there, and had invited them to join 
their uni ts. Others, on the contrary, had tried to disband 
by force groups of Jewish partisans they had encountered 
in the forests: there had been fight ing and some casualt ies. 
Other Jews had been disarmed or ki l led by more or less 
regular units of Polish partisans. 

"They accept us as martyrs: maybe afterwards they'l l 
put up monuments in the ghettos, but as all ies they won't 
accept us," Dov said. 

"We'l l  keep on our way," Gedaleh said. "We'll decide 
what to do, as the occasion presents i tsel f, moment by mo
ment ."  

The first moment to decide came soon. Mendel and 
Dov and Line had sensed that the passing of the Polish 
border had brought about a profound change in Geda
leh's plans, or rather in the nature of his i mprovisat ions. 
He fel t  farther away from Russia, and not only physically: 
more in the open, more au tonomous, more threatened, 
and at the same time freer. In other words, more responsi
ble. Once again, around 20 August , he had gone off on his 
own, but he had brought back no presents and had marie 
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no purchases. Contrary to his habit ,  which was to arrive at 
decisions in confused meet ings, he immediately drew Dov, 
Mendel, and Line aside; they had never seen h im so tense. 
He came straight to the point :  

·'Twenty kilometers from here there's a Lager, near 
Chmielnik. I t 's not one of the big ones, there are a hun
dred and twenty prisoners, all Jews except the Kapos. 
They all work in a nearby factory that produces precision 
instruments for the air force . . .  " 

"How do you know these th ings?" 
"I  know. Now the front is approach ing, the factory will 

be moved to Germany, and all the prisoners wil l  be ki l led 
because they know some ��crets. They don't know i f  they 
will be ki lled here or elsewhere: they've sent out a message, 
they would l ike to attempt an uprising, if they knew they 
would have some support . They say there aren't many 
German guards, ten or twelve." 

"Do the prisoners have weapons?" 
"They don 't mention any, so they don' t ."  
' ·Let's go have a look," Dov said. ' 'We can't do much, 

but we can have a look ."  
"Yes, but  not all of us ,"  Gedaleh said. ' 'We would be 

too visible. This is the fi rst t ime we've broken up; but here 
we have to break up. Six of us wil l  go: we'll have to count 
on the surprise element, i f  that fails we can't do any good, 
even if there are th irty of us. " 

·'Can we send an answer? '' Line asked. 
"\\'e can 't .  It  would be too dangerous, for them, too. 

We have to go there. \Ve have to leave now."  
"The four of us ,  and who else?" Line asked again; she 

seemed anxious to burn her bridges. 
Gedaleh hesitated: "Not Dov. Dov stays with the main 

group. \\'e don 't have ranks, but practically speaking he's 
second-in-command. And he's the most experienced one 
among us ." 

Dov betrayed no feeling, in words or in the expression 
on his face, but Mendel knew these weren't the reasons 
why Gedaleh was leaving h im out, and Dov had also un
derstood and was saddened. 
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"The three of us, with Piotr, Mottcl, and Aric ," Mendel 
suggested. 

"Not Aric. He's lame and he has no army experience," 
Gedaleh said. 

"But he's good with a knife !"  
"Mottel i s  better. Arie isn't mature yet . I don't want 

him. I want Leonid. "  
Mendel and Line, amazed, spoke a t  the same time: 

"But Leonid isn't . . .  Leonid isn't well .  He's not in condi
tion to fight. "  

"Leonid has to fight . He  needs it  the  way he  needs 
bread and the air he breathes. And we need him:  he was a 
German prisoner, y_e knows how a Lager works. He's a 
paratrooper, he fol lowed the course, he knows about sabo
tage and commando raids. And he's brave: he's showed 
that recent ly." 

"He showed it  in a strange way," Line said. 
"He only needs to be brought in l ine and receive clear 

orders," Gedalch said, with unusual harshness. "Bel ieve 
me. At Kossovo we had others l ike him, and I know what 
I'm talking about ." 

With this, he stood up,  to sign ify that the discussion was 
over. Dov and Line went off; to Mendel, who had stayed 
behind, Gcdaleh said:  "You go, too, and get ready, watch
mender. I have experience in these matters: for desperate 
missions you want desperate men ."  

"Desperate missions shouldn't be carried out," Mendel 
said, but he went off to get ready, as Gedaleh had ordered. 
Gedalch put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a l i t t le 
push, saying: "Ah, Mendel, I know that wisdom of yours. 
It 's the same as mine; but this isn't the right place for i t .  It 
applied maybe a hundred years ago; i t 'l l  apply in maybe 
another hundred years, but here it  docs as much good as 
last year's snow." 

They set off at night. All s ix were good walkers; they 
carried nothing except their weapons, and even these were 
not very heavy: if only they had been. Nevertheless, i t  took 
them five or six hours to reach the vicinity of Chmielnik, 
because none of them knew the area, and because t hey 
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again had to avoid roads and towns. In the l ight of dawn, 
this town seemed sad, blackened by smoke and coal dust, 
surrounded by a horizon of low h i l ls ,  piles of coal and of 
slag, of ch imneys and sheds. They lost more time finding 
the Lager; the direct ions given Gedaleh had been sum
mary, and the countryside seemed dotted wi th Lagers, or 
rat her with barbed-wire enclosures. "One big prison," 
Line murmured to Mendel, who was walking behind her. 
She had taken advantage of a moment when Leonid 
wasn't  between the two of them; whether by chance or by 
calculat ion, all during that  march to the place, Leonid 
had always found a way to get between Mendel and Line, 
though never addressing a word to them. He walked rap
idly, with a tense, resolute manner. 

They found the factory before they found the Lager; in
deed, it was the factory that put t hem on the right track. 
Among those old ki lns, dist i l leries of tar, sheds that cov
ered heaps of wreckage, blackened foundries, it stood out 
because it was new, big, and clean: they saw from a dis
tance that beside the gate there was a sentry box. The 
Lager couldn't be far away, and in fact they found i t  three 
kilometers away, nest led in a bowl of h ills . I t  was different 
from the other enclosures they had seen before. The fence 
was double, with a broad space between the  two squares 
of wire; the buildings were camouflaged: there were four 
of them, not very big, on the four sides of a yard. From t he 
cen ter of the yard rose a column of black smoke. Outside 
the fences there were two wooden guard towers and a l i t t le 
white house. 

' ·Let 's go closer," Gedaleh said:  the h il ly amphitheater 
around the Lager was covered with woods, and they could 
approach without danger. They moved down caut iously; 
they found a rusted barbed-wire barrier, t hey followed it 
for a stretch, and saw a plank sentry box. The door was 
open, and there was no one inside. ' 'Nothing but cigarette 
butts," said Mot tel , who had gone to see. I t  was easy to cut 
the wire; the six resumed their descent,  but then they 
stopped, frozen: the wind had sh ifted, the smoke was 
coming towards them, and they all caught its odor at the 
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same t ime: burned flesh. "I t 's over. We got here too late," 
Gedaleh said. From the place they had reached they could 
make out the details better: the column of smoke rose 
from a pile, around wh ich some men were stirring: not 
many, perhaps ten. 

Mendel let the gun he was holding in his hand slip to 
the ground, and he let h imsel f slip down, too, to sit among 
the bushes. He felt overwhelmed by a wave of weariness 
the l ike of which he couldn't recal l  ever having felt before. 
The weariness of a thousand years, and with i t ,  nausea, 
rage, and horror. Rage h idden and overcome by the hor
ror. Helpless rage, icy, with no more fire from which to 
draw warmth  and tkot_e wil l  to resist . A will not to resist , to 
dissolve in smoke: in that smoke. And shame and wonder: 
wonder that his compan ions had remained standing, 
weapons in hand, and found the voice to speak among 
themselves; but their voices reached him as if from afar, 
through the cushion of his nausea . 

"They're in a hurry, the bastards, " Gcdaleh said .  
"They've gone. They don't want to leave any traces."  

Piotr said, "They can 't a l l  of  them have gone. Some
body must have stayed behind, to take charge of this job. 
And we must kil l  him." (Piotr is the best, Mendel thought ,  
hearing his calm voice: the  only real soldier. I would l ike 
to be Piotr. Bravo, Piotr.) He felt Line looking at him, and 
he stood up. 

"There must be six of them left ,"  Leonid said, opening 
his mouth for the fi rst t ime since they had set ou t .  

"Why six?" Gedaleh asked. 
"Two towers, and three for each tower, taking shifts on 

guard. That 's how the Germans do. "  But Mottel and 
Line, who had the best eyes of the lot , said that the situa
tion migh t  be different :  they could sec clearly from this 
distance the l i tt le balcony on the top of the towers, and 
the machine guns aimed at the Lager were no longer there. 
Why would a guard remain, without the mach ine gun? 

"They'll be in the house. It  only takes one to supervise 
the pile," Mottcl said. 

"Certainly not many can have stayed, to guard a dis-
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mantled camp. Tonight we'll attack them, no matter how 
many they arc," Gedaleh said. "We'll see i f  the work goes 
on into the night; but  I don't th ink it wil l .  Then we'll de
cide. " 

Mendel said, "However we attack t hem, the first thing 
they'l l do is ki l l  those working at the pile. They are people 
who mustn 't  talk. " 

"It  doesn't matter if they die, " Line said. 
"Why?" Mendel answered, " they're people like us." 
"They're not l ike us any more. They'll never be able to 

look one another in the eye again. For them i t ' l l  be better 
to be dead ."  

Gedaleh said to Line that i t  wasn't up to them to decide 
the fate of those wretches, and Piotr said that all th is was 
meaningless talk. They l ist lessly ate the l i t t le  they had 
brought with them and set t led down to wait for night ;  at 
dusk the fire at the pile was put out,  but the prisoners 
weren't transferred to the house. 

They spent a few hours stretched out ,  in a restless wait
ing that was neither sleep nor rest .  Mendel fel t  a strange 
rel ief when Piotr said , "Let 's go." A double relief: because 
the waiting was over, and because the order had come 
from Piotr. Despite the official blackout ,  the house and 
the Lager were i l luminated by searchligh ts .  Leonid said 
that the Smolensk camp, from which he h ad escaped in 
January of 'forty-three, was i l luminated at night :  the Ger
mans were more afraid of escapes than of air raids. There 
was only one sentry, guarding both the house and the 
camp: he made a figure-eight t urn around both ,  at regular 
intervals, but  sometimes in one direction and sometimes 
in the other. "Go," Piotr said to Mat tei .  

Mottel slipped down the hi l l  silent ly and stationed 
himself in the shadow, around the corner of the house; the 
others also moved closer, to within thirty meters. The 
guard seemed sleepy; he advanced with a slow step unti l  
he was almost in fron t  of Mottel, then bent over to tie his  
shoe and resumed h is patrol in the opposite direction. He 
circled around the Lager, vanished behind the house, and 
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didn't reappear. Instead Mattei was seen; he had stepped 
from his hiding place and was signaling them to advance. 
They all looked at Gedaleh interrogatively, Gedaleh 
looked at Piotr, and Piotr also signaled to move down. 
Piotr advanced first: he had an Ital ian grenade in  his  
hand, one of those assault bombs that cause more racket 
than harm, but at that moment this  was all the Gedal ists 
had. Piotr approached the house; there were three win
dows on the ground floor, protected by grilles. Piotr 
moved to the first ,  and mot ioned Gedaleh and Line to go 
to the other two: he stat ioned Mendel and Leonid behind 
a hedge, facing the front door. Then , with the butt of his  
gun thrust through1!he bars of the grille, he smashed the 
window, threw in his grenade, and crouched down; Line 
and Gedaleh did the same at the other two windows. 
There were only two explosions: for some reason Gedaleh's 
grenade hadn't worked . Gedaleh tossed in a second, then 
he, Line, Piotr, and Mattei ran to take posit ions behind 
the hedge surrounding the house: i t  was a yew hedge, very 
low, forcing all of them almost to lie down. 

For an instant or two, noth ing happened; then the 
crackle of an automatic weapon was heard: somebody was 
firing in bursts, bl indly, along the corridor of the house 
and out of the door. Mendel flattened h imself on the 
ground, heard the bullets whist l ing in midair above his 
head, and out of the corner of his  eye he saw Leonid  jump 
to h is feet .  "Get down," he whispered, trying to restrain 
him: but Leonid eluded h im,  jumped over the hedge, fired 
a round in reply, and plunged, head down, in  the di
rect ion of the door. From the house came a single, isolated 
shot, and Leonid fel l  across the threshold. 

Two or three brief volleys then came from the door. 
Mendel, without standing up, shi fted along the hedge; i t  
was clear that  the German was firing from the end of the 
corridor, because the bullets pierced the hedge in  a nar
row arc. In the posit ion he had taken Mendel was out of 
range, but the German was also out of the range of his  
weapon. Mendel still had two hand grenades: he ripped 
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off the safety catch of one and flung it over h is head in the 
direct ion of the door. The grenade went off j ust beyond 
Leonid 's body, and the German came out with his  hands 
raised: he was an SS Scharfohrer. He didn't seem wounded, 
and he looked around with h is l ips contracted, baring h is 
teeth. "Don't move," Mendel shouted to h im in  German. 
"Keep your hands up. You 're wi th in range. " As he spoke, 
he saw Line cross the hedge, a ridiculous sight in her out
size army cloth ing; with a calm tread, showing no sign of 
haste or nerves, she came up behind the German, opened 
h is holster, took out h is ordnance pistol, pocketed i t ,  and 
joined Mendel. 

Gedaleh and Piotr ha? also stood up. Gedaleh spoke 
briefly with Piotr, then asked the German, "How many of 
you are there?"  

"Five: four inside, and one outside, on  guard ."  
"What happened to  the three left i nside?" 
"One is dead, for sure. I don't  know about the others ."  
"Let 's go see," Gedaleh said to  Piotr and Mendel. They 

left the German guarded by Line and Mattei and went 
around the house, to look in the windows. "Wait ,"  Piotr 
said: he  sl ipped off h is j acket, t ied the sleeves together, to 
make a bundle the size of a man's head, stuck i t  on the 
barrel of his gun and held it to the bars, shouting in a loud 
voice: "Who goes there?" Nobody answered; there was no 
sign of l i fe. "All right then," Piotr said. He put his jacket 
on again and went into the house. From inside they heard 
his footsteps, then a single p istol shot. Piotr came out 
a gam. 

"Two were already dead. The third, almost . "  
Leonid had been shot i n  the chest, h e  must have died 

immediately. The sentry kil led by Mattei was lying in a 
pool of blood, his throat cut.  Mot tel displayed his famous 
kni fe: " If  you want to make sure they don 't yel l ,  you have 
to do l ike this ," he said to Mendel with professional grav
ity, "cut immediately, here under the chin ."  I t  was only 
then that they realized the fight ing had been witnessed: 
about ten human forms had come out of the Lager build-
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i ngs at the racket of the shots and explosions, and now 
they stood there in silence, watching, beh ind the barrier of 
barbed wire. In the glow of the searchlights, they seemed 
haggard, their gray-and-blue-striped uniforms tattered, 
their faces black from smoke and unshaven beard. "We 
must free them, kil l  the German, and go," Piotr said .  
Gedaleh nodded h is assent .  Motte! went towards the 
fence, but Mendel restrained him.  "Wait :  i t  could be 
electrified ."  He moved closer and saw that between 
the stakes and the wire there were no isolators. He want
ed to be surer: he looked around, he saw a piece of an 
i ron rod on the ground. He drove it into the earth near 
the fence, then he ij�shed one end against the wires with 
a st ick. Nothing happened; Motte! and Piotr, with the 
butts  of their  guns, knocked down a stretch of the fence, 
making a breach . The ten prisoners hesi tated about com
ing out. 

"Come out," Gedaleh said. "We've kil led them all, ex
cept for that one." 

"Who are you?"  one of them asked, ta l l  and stooped. 
"Jewish part isans," Gedaleh answered. He nodded to

wards the pi le and added, "We got here too late. And who 
are you?" 

"You can see for yourself,"  the tall prisoner repl ied. 
"There were a hundred and twenty of us; we worked for 
the Luftwaffe. They took us out, the ten of us, and ki lled 
the others. They took us out to do this job. My name's 
Goldner: I was an engineer. I come from Berl in ."  The 
other prisoners had approached, but they stood behind 
Goldner and didn't speak. 

"What can you tell me about that one over there?" Ge
daleh asked, point ing to the German with his  hands up. 

"Kill him at once. No matter how. Don't let him talk. 
He was the chief; he was the one who gave orders, and he 
shot, too, from the turret. He enjoyed doing it .  Ki l l  h im 
right away. "  

"Do you want t o  ki ll h im?" Gcdalch asked. " 'No," 
Goldner answered. 
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Gedaleh seemed undecided. Then he went to the Ger
man, who st i l l  had his hands up, as Line and Mattei st i l l  
had t heir guns trained on him. Gedaleh quickly patted the 
man's pockets and h is clothes. "You can lower your hands. 
Give me your ident ification tag." 

The German fiddled with the chain, but he couldn't 
open the clasp. Piotr stepped up, ripped i t  from h is neck 
with a yank, and handed it to Gedaleh, who put it in h is 
pocket .  Then he said, "We're Jews. I don 't know why I'm 
tel l ing you; i t  doesn't  change much, but we want you to 
know. I had a friend who wrote songs. You people took 
h im,  and you gave h im half an hour to write his last .  But 
you? You don't  write sol}gs, do you?" 

The German shook his head. 
"This is the first t ime I 've spoken to one of you," Geda

leh then said. "If we let you go, what would you do?" 
The German stood more erect .  "Enough of all of this. 

Do a quick, clean job . "  Gedaleh took a step back and 
raised his weapon,  then lowered it, and said to Mattei : 
"The uniform might come in handy. You take care of i t . "  
Motte! pushed the German into the house and took care 
of i t ,  quick and clean . 

"Let 's go," Gedaleh said, but  Line asked, "Aren't we 
going to leave a signature?" They all looked at her, puz
zled; the girl insisted: "We have to say it was us; otherwise 
it has no meaning." 

Piotr was opposed. "It would be foolish, and a pointless 
risk." Gedaleh and Mendel were uncertain .  "Us-who?" 
Mendel asked, " the six of us, or the whole band? Or all 
those who--" But Motte! cut the delay short . He ran to 
the pile, picked up a piece of coal, and wrote on t he white 
stucco of the house, five big Hebrew letters : "VNTNV." 

"What d id  you write?" Piotr asked. 
" V'nosnu. 'And they will pay back. '  You see? You can 

read it from left to right and from right to left :  it means 
that all can give and all can repay." 

"Will  they understand?" Piotr then asked. 
"They'll understand enough ,"  Mattei answered. 
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"Come with us," Gedaleh said to Goldner, but there 
was no convict ion in  h is voice. 

"Each of us wi l l  choose for himself," Goldner said, "But 
I won't come. We're not l ike you; we don 't feel right with 
other people. " 

The ten conferred for a moment ,  then told Gedaleh t hat 
they were of Goldner's opinion: all except one. They 
would wait for the Russians, h idden in the woods or in the 
rubble of the destroyed villages. The one who declared 
h imself ready to come with the Gedalists was a young man 
from Budapest .  He set off with the five, who, though 
weighted down with new weapons, marched briskly. But 
after half an hour,,!he boy collapsed and sat down on a 
stone. He said he would rather go back with the other 
nme. 

Mendel hadn't dreamed for a long t ime: he could no 
longer remember when it had happened last ,  before the 
war had broken out ,  he thought .  That night ,  perhaps be
cause he was exhausted by the tension and the march, he 
had a strange dream. He was at Strelka, in h is l i t t le 
watchmender's shop, which he himself had set up in a 
cubbyhole of his house: it was cramped, but in t he dream 
it was even more cramped. Mendel couldn't even stretch 
his elbows to work. Sti l l  he was working, he had dozens of 
clocks in front of him, all stopped and broken, and he was 
mending one, with his loup in his eye, and with a t iny 
screwdriver in his hand. Two men had come looking for 
him, and they ordered him to come with them; R ivke 
didn't want h im to go, she was angry and afraid, but he 
went with them anyway. They led him down a stairway, 
or perhaps it  was the pit of a mine, and then down a long 
tunnel : the ceiling was painted black, and there were 
many clocks hung on the walls. These were running: their 
t ick could be heard, but each of them marked a different 
t ime, and some were actually running backwards; for 
this Mendel felt vaguely responsible. Along the tunneL 
towards him, came a man dressed in civil ian clothes, 
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with a neckt ie and a contemptuous manner; he asked 
Mendel who he was, and Mendel couldn't answer, he 
didn't  remember his name anymore, or where he was 
born, nothing. 

Dov woke h im,  and he also woke Line, who was sleep
ing at Mendel's side. As often happens after deep dreams, 
Mendel had a hard t ime recognizing where he was; then 
he remembered, the previous evening the band had taken 
refuge in the cellars of a bombed-out glass factory: the 
cei l ing was black l ike the one in his dream. Bella and Sissl 
had cooked some soup, and they were distribut ing it . Ge
daleh was already awake, and was tel l ing Dov how the 
mission had gone: " . . .  i1_1 other words, t he best were Piotr 
and Motte! .  And Line, yes, of course. Here's the uniform, 
wi th chevrons and all: even i roned ."  

" Do you th ink we'll have any use for i t?" Dov asked. 
"No, that game's too risky. We'l l  sel l  i t :  Jozek wi l l  han

dle that ."  
Jozek was gulping his soup beside Pavel, Piotr, and 

White Rokhele. " . . .  but i t  was Saturday," Pavel said. 
"After sunset on Friday evening, i t 's already Saturday. 
And isn't ki l l ing on the Sabbath a sin?' '  

Rokhele was very distressed. "Kil l ing is a s in always ."  
"Even ki l l ing an  SS?" Pavel asked, to  provoke her. 
"Even that .  Or maybe not. An SS is l i ke a Phil ist ine, 

and Samson ki l led them. He was a hero because he ki l led 
the Phi l is t ines."  

"But maybe he didn't k i l l  them on t he Sabbath ."  Jozek 
said. 

"Well ,  I just don't know. Why are you tormenting me? 
My husband would have been able to answer you. He was 
a rabbi,  and the whole bunch of you are ignorant and un
believers ."  

·'What happened to your husband?" Piotr asked. 
"They kil led h im.  He was the first one t hey ki l led in our 

town. They forced him to spit on the Torah, and then 
they ki l led h im."  

"Wasn't i t  one of the  SS who ki l led h im?" 
"Of course. He had a skull and bones on h i s  cap." 
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"There, you see?" Piotr concluded. "If Mattei had 
kil led him fi rst, your husband would st i l l  be al ive ." Rok
hele didn't answer; she went off. Piotr looked at Pavel in
terrogat ively, and Pavel raised his arms a bit ,  t hen 
dropped them. 

"And nobody talks about h im" Mendel said to Line.  
"Who?" 
"Leonid .  Nobody th inks of h im any more. Not even 

Gedaleh; and yet he was the one who wanted Leonid 
along. Look at them: i t 's as if yesterday nothing had h ap
pened."  

The distribution of the  soup was over. In  one corner of 
the cellar, Isidor, with Bella's scissors, was trimming the 
hair and beard or'-anybody who asked. His  customers 
waited in  l ine, seated on piles of bricks. Last in l ine was 
Gedaleh; to pass the t ime, he had produced h is violin ,  and 
was scraping out a song, with a l ight hand so it  wouldn't 
be heard outside. It  was a comic song that they all knew, 
the one about the miraculous rabbi who makes a bl ind 
man run, a deaf man see, and a lame man hear, and in  the 
last verse steps fully dressed into the water and emerges 
miraculously soaked. Isidor, though cont inuing his work, 
laughed and hummed with the music; Black Rokhele also 
sang in a low voice. She had asked Isidor to cut her hair 
short l ike Line's, and she was seated under his scissors at 
that moment. 

"Gedaleh has many faces,"  Line said. "That 's why i t 's 
hard to understand h im; because there isn't just one Ge
daleh . He fl ings everything behind h im.  Today's Gedaleh 
flings yesterday's Gedaleh behind h im."  

"He's flung Leonid behind him, too," Mendel said. 
"But why did he want Leonid to go on the mission at al l  
costs, i nstead of Arie? Ever since yesterday I 've been ask
ing myself that ."  

"Maybe he meant wel l .  He wanted to  give Leonid a 
chance and thought that fight ing would do h im good, 
help him find h imself again .  Or he wanted to put h im to 
the test . "  

"I think i t  was something else," Mendel said. " I  think 
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that Gedaleh d idn't  know he wanted i t ,  but it was some
thing else he wanted. At the bottom of h is consciousness 
he wanted to be rid of h im .  Before we set out,  he almost 
told me." 

"What did he tel l  you?"  
"That for desperate m issions you want desperate men. "  
Line was silent, gnawing her nails; then she asked: "Did 

Gedaleh know why Leonid was desperate?" 
Mendel was also silent for a long t ime, then said ,  "I  

don't know i f  he knew. Probably he did ;  he must  have 
guessed. Gedaleh finds out th ings by sniffing the air; he 
doesn't need evidence and doesn 't have to ask questions ."  
He had sat down on a b_Jock of rubble, and with h is  heel 
he was making drawings on the packed earth floor. Then 
he added: "It wasn 't the German who k i l led Leonid,  and 
not Gedaleh,  either. " 

"Who then?" 
"The two of us. " 
Line said, "Let 's go and sing with the others. " 

Another three or four had collected around Gedaleh, 
and to the sound of the viol in they sang other jol ly songs, 
of weddings and of the tavern. Piotr t ried to follow the 
rhythm and to imitate the harsh Yiddish aspirat ion, and 
he laughed l ike a chi ld .  

" I  don't feel l ike s inging," Mendel said.  "I  don't feel l ike 
anything. I don't know who Gedaleh is anymore, I don't 
know what I want or where I am, and perhaps I don't 
even know who I am anymore. Last night I dreamed 
somebody was asking me that, and I didn't  know the an
swer. " 

"You mustn't take dreams too seriously," Line said 
curtly. At that moment ,  along the cone of rubble that de
scended from outside into the cel lar, Izu, the Gorin' fisher
man, came running down; he was on lookout duty. 

"Are you all crazy? Or are you drunk? You can hear 
everything up above; are you really trying to call the po
l ice down on us?" 
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Gedaleh apologized, l ike a schoolboy caught in  some 
mischief, and put h i s  viol in  away. "Come here, every
body," he said. "We have two or three things to decide. In 
June I said to you that we aren't orphans or stray dogs 
anymore. I can confirm what I said; but we're changing 
masters, or, if  you prefer, we're changing fathers. We're 
part of a huge family, fight ing the Germans, from Norway 
to Greece. In th is family there's some disagreement: 
there's much argu ing about what 's to be done after 
Hit ler's hanged, where the borders will be, who gets the 
land and who gets the factories. In this  family there's Josif  
Vissarionovich, yes, Arie's cousin .  Maybe he's the  first
born son, but he �oesn 't get along with Churchil l  on the 
question of what color to paint Poland; Stalin wants red; 
Churchil l  has another color in mind,  and the Poles yet 
another: that is, they have maybe five or six different 
colors among them. Not all the Poles are l ike those clowns 
of the NSZ; they're good partisans, fight ing the Germans, 
but they don 't trust the Russians, and they don 't trust us. 

"We are few, and weak. The Russians aren 't much in
terested anymore in what we do, now that we've crossed 
the border. They let us go on our way; but this way is ex
actly what we have to talk abou t . "  

"I 'm not Stal in 's cousin ," Arie said, irri tated. "We're 
just fel low countrymen. And for me there's only one way: 
shoot the Germans, as long as there arc any left ,  and then 
go to the land of Israel and plant t rees. "  

"I bel ieve we  all agree on  that point ," Gedaleh said. 
"Don't you ,  Dov? Wel l ,  I 'm sorry; we'll talk about i t  later. 
What I wanted to tell you now is that we have support, or 
at least a compass, an arrow point ing out the way to us. In 
these woods we're not alone. There arc men that every
body respects: the ones who fought in the ghettos, l ike us, 
in Warsaw, Vilna, in the Ninth Fort of Kovno, and those 
who had the strength to rebel against the Nazis at Trcb
l inka and Sobibor. They're not scattered any more: 
they're organized into the ZOB, the jewish Combat Orga
nizat ion, the first that has the courage to call i tself that, 
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before the whole world, since Titus destroyed the Temple. 
They're respected, but neither rich nor numerous; and the 
fact t hat they 're respected doesn't mean they're strong: 
they have no forts or planes or cannons. They have few 
weapons and l i t t le money, but wi th the l i t tle they have, 
they've already helped us and t hey'l l help us more. We'll 
go on being independent ,  because we've earned our inde
pendence, but  we' l l  pay attention to their suggest ions. 
The most important is th is: our way goes through Italy. 
When the front has passed us, i f  we're st i l l  al ive, and if 
we're st i l l  a band, we'l l  try to get to I taly, because Italy's 
l ike a springboard. But that isn 't to say our way wil l  be 
easy. "  

"When Hi t ler's dead, all ways wil l  be easy," Jozek said. 
"They'll be easier than now, but still not all that easy. 

The English wi l l  h inder us as much as they can, because 
they don't want trouble with the Arabs in Palest ine; but 
the R ussians wil l  help us, because in  Palest ine there are 
the English, and Stalin is trying to weaken them every 
possible way because he envies them their empire.  Already 
ships are leaving Italy i l legally for the land of Israel; some 
make i t ,  others don 't ,  and it isn't the Germans that stop 
them: i t 's the Engl ish." 

"And what if somebody tries to stop us?" Line asked. 
"That 's the point ," Gedaleh said. "Nobody can say 

when and how the war wil l  end, but it could be that we'll 
still need our weapons. I t  may be that t his band, and 
other bands l ike us, wil l  have to keep on with the war 
when all the rest of the world is at peace. That 's why God 
singled us out among all peoples, as our rabbis tell us. 
That 's what I had to say to you . Did you want to say 
something, Dov? I 've finished: speak up." 

Dov was brief: "Passing the front in the midst of the 
war is impossible, especially for a man alone; but i f  i t  were 
possible, I would have done it already. I ' l l  stay with the 
rest of you as long as I can be usefu l ,  but when the Rus
sians overtake us, I 'l l  go with them. I was born in Siberia, 
and I 'l l  go back to Siberia; there the war hasn't arrived, 
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and my house will st i l l  be standing. Maybe I ' l l  st i l l  have 
the strength to work, but I don't feel l ike fighting any 
more. And the Siberians don't say 'Jew' to you, and they 
don't force you to cry, 'Long l ive Stal in. ' "  

"You will do as you l ike, Dov," Gedaleh said .  "Hitler's 
still al ive, i t 's early to make certain decisions. And you 're 
st i l l  useful to us. What do you want, Piotr?" 

Piotr, to whom Gedaleh had entrusted the commando 
act ion against the Lager, and who had carried i t  out with 
intelligence and courage, stood up l ike a schoolboy being 
questioned; they all laughed, then he sat down again, and 
said, "I only wanted to know if in this land of Israel where 
you want to go, tffey'll take me, too ."  

"Of course they'll take you,"  Mattei said. "I' l l  give you 
a recommendation, and you won 't have to change your 
name or get yourself circumcised. Gedalch was joking, 
that night at the mil l ."  

Pavel's great voice was heard: "You l isten to me,  Rus
sian: the name doesn't matter, but get yoursel f circum
cised. Take advantage of the opportuni ty.  It isn't so much 
a question of the covenant with God: i t 's rather l ike apple 
trees. If they're pruned at the right moment ,  they grow up 
nice and straight and bear more apples . "  Black Rokhele 
let out a long, nervous laugh; Bella stood up, her face all 
red, and declared that she hadn't walked all these ki lome
ters and run all these risks to hear this kind of talk. Piotr 
looked around, int imidated and bewildered. 

Line spoke, grave, as always: "Of course they'll take 
you, even without Mattei 's recommendation . But tell me 
something: why do you want to come?" 

"Well , "  Piotr began, more embarrassed than ever, 
"there arc lots of reasons . . .  " He held up his hand, with 
the l it tle finger extended, as the Russians do when they 
begin to count. "First of all . . .  " 

"First of all?" Dov encouraged him. 
"First of all ,  I 'm a believer," Piotr said, with the relief of 

someone who has found a good reason. 
"Got, schenk mir an oysred, "  Mattei quoted, in Yiddish. 
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They all burst out laughing, and Piotr looked around, 
crossly. 

"What did you say? " he asked Motte!. 
" I t 's a saying of ours. I t  means: God, send me a good 

excuse. You surely don't want to persuade us you want to 
stay with us because you believe in Christ . You're a part i
san and a Communist, and you don't look as if you believe 
in Christ all that much; and besides, we don't believe in 
Christ, and not al l  of us even bel ieve in God ."  

Piotr the  bel iever cursed fervent ly in  Russian and went 
on: "You are all good at complicat ing things . Wel l ,  I don't 
know how to explain i t  to you, but that 's how i t  is . I want 
to stay with you because I bel ieve in Christ, and you can 
all go hang, with your quibbles ."  He stood up with an of
fended look, and strode towards the exit ,  as if he wanted 
to go away, but then he turned back: "And I have anot her 
ten reasons for staying with th is bunch of fools. Because I 
want to see the world. Because I quarreled with Ulybin. 
Because I 'm a deserter, and if  they catch me again,  I 'l l  
come to  a nasty end. Because I ' ve screwed your whore
mothers, and because . . .  " At th is point Dov was seen, 
running towards Piotr as if he wanted to attack him; but 
instead he embraced him, and the two men exchanged 
strong blows on the back with their fists. 



9 
September 1944-

January 1945 

The front  had stopped and summer was end
ing. The Polish earth ,  exhausted by five years of war and 
pit i less occupat ion, seemed to have returned to primordial 
Chaos. Warsaw had been destroyed: no longer just the 
ghetto, this t ime, but the ent ire city, and with it, the seed 
of a free and harmonious Poland. As the Poles had al
lowed the ghetto uprising in the spring of 1 943 to die out ,  
so now the Russians had allowed t he rebel l ion of \\1 arsaw 
to die, as it was prepared and directed by the Polish gov
ernment in exi le in London; let the Germans sec to pun
ish ing the hotheads, on this occasion as on the previous 
one. And the Germans saw to it; routed by now on all the 
war fronts, they were victorious, on the contrary, on the 
internal fronts, i n  their daily war against the part isans 
and the helpless peoples. 

From the capital swarms of refugees spread all through 
the country, without bread and wit hout shelter. terrified 
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by the German reprisals and their roundups. The Ger
mans hungered not only for revenge, but also for man
power: peasants and city-dwellers, men and women, old 
and young, children, hast i ly rounded up on all sides, had 
been put to work at  once, with spade and pick, to dig an
t i tank trenches in the earth that was wait i ng to be plowed. 
Fai thfu l  to t he Nazi destruct ive gen ius, squads of German 
troops dismant led and carried away anyt hing t hat might 
have been useful to t he advancing Red Army: tracks, 
cables, rol l ing stock; and trams, wood, iron, whole fac
tories. The Pol ish part isans of the Interior Army, t he old 
guard, who had fought t he Germans since their 1939 bl i tz, 
t he others who had chosen the l i fe of the forests out of love 
for their lacerated country or out of fear of deportat ion, to 
the last escapees from dying \Varsaw, cont inued fighting 
with desperate tenaci ty. 

Gcdaleh's band proceeded in  slow stages, al ternat ing 
their marches wi th caut ious harassment act ions. Gedaleh 
obtained money and ammunition fairly easily, but i t  be
came increasingly harder to trade the money for food. The 
virtually abandoned fields produced next  to nothing, and 
what l i t t le the peasants possessed was periodically sacked 
by the requisi t ions of the Germans and by those, no less 
feared, of genuine part isans and of bandits who declared 
themselves part isans. 

At the beginning of October, two of the Slon im men, 
who had gone ahead to spy out the land, brought back the 
news that on a s iding at the Tune! station a freigh t  train 
was standing, and probably i t  transported provisions. The 
train was long, so long that t he last cars were inside the 
tunnel t hat gave the village its name; i t  was guarded only 
by some "blues," the Polish police. Gedaleh had the band 
make camp at about a kilometer away, beside the rai lroad 
l ine, and that n ight he went to the station with Mendel, 
Motte!, and Arie. There were only two blues, one far off at 
the head of the train, and the other at the tail ;  but the lat
ter wasn 't inside the t unnel. He stood at i ts mouth, where 
he couldn't sec the last cars. Gedalch told the other three 
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to wait for him in silence, and he vanished into the dark
ness. He returned a few minu tes later. 

"No, Motte!, this t ime we don 't need your handiwork. 
A bit of cash did the trick. Go, hurry back to Dov, and 
bring four  st rong men . "  

Mot te! left ,  and returned in  twenty minutes with Pavel 
and three others: eight men in al l ,  n ine, counting the blue 
finally, who helped t hem uncouple the last car. He had 
seen i t  loaded: i t  contained potatoes and forage turnips 
and was dest ined for the German command in Cracow. 
When the car was uncoupled, all nine put their shoulders 
to it and pushed, but the car wouldn't budge an inch. 
They tried agairf; as Gedaleh gave the order in a low 
voice, so their efforts wou ld be simultaneous, but st i l l  
noth ing happened. "\Vait ," the blue whispered, and went 
off. 

"Did you put a spell on h im?" Mendel asked , with won
der. 

"No," Gedaleh said. "Besides the money, I promised 
h im some potatoes for h is fami ly, and I suggested he come 
with us. He li ves here in the vicin i ty ." 

The Pole kept them waiting. Uneasily Gedaleh's eight 
men watched out for his return, in the blu ish l i ght of the 
blackout headlamps. Opposite the station a field was vis i
ble: on the ground lay some unfami l iar, roundish forms. 
Motte!, h is curiosity aroused, went to see: they were 
pumpkins, nothing interesting or dangerous. The Pole 
came back silently, holding in his hand an instrument he 
called "the sl ipper." I t  was a long lever ending in a steel 
sole, wedge-shaped; when the lever was pressed, the sole 
rose a few mil l imeters. "I t 's used for pushing cars, in fact ," 
he explained. "They have them in all  the freight stations. 
You j ust have to budge them, then t hey move on their 
own . "  He bound the slipper with a rag so i t  wouldn't 
make any noise, thrust i t  under one of the wheels, and 
lowered the lever. The wagon budged, impercept ibly, 
then stopped. 

"Good," Gedaleh murmured. "How long is the tunnel?" 
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"Six hundred meters. A l i t tle farther on, there's an in
tersection; to one side there's a sidetrack that crosses the 
woods and leads to an abandoned foundry. You'd do best 
to send the car on to the sidetrack: you can unload it and 
nobody will  see you. Shall we go?"  

Bu t  Gedaleh had something in m ind. He sent four  men 
to collect a dozen pumpkins, and he had them set in the 
pylons that supported the overhead power l ine that ran 
the train, one pumpkin to each pylon . 

"What are they for? " Mendel asked. 
"Nothing," Gedaleh said. "They're there to make the 

Germans wonder why they're there. We've wasted maybe 
two minutes; they're methodical, they'll waste a lot more ."  

The b lue  told them a l l  to stand ready, and he resumed 
working with the sl ipper: "There. Now, push." The car 
moved again and went on, si lent and very slow. "I t ' l l  go 
better afterwards," the Pole said .  "The sidel ine is down
hi l l ."  Gedaleh sent Arie on ahead, to alert the band that 
the car was on its way: they were to come towards i t ,  along 
the siding, and be ready to unload . 

"But there's ten tons ! "  Motte! said. "How wil l  we man
age to unload it all ? "  

Gedaleh didn 't seem worried. "Somebody w i l l  help us. 
We'll only keep a part , and we'll give the rest to the peas
ants ." 

They came out of the tunnel and found themselves in  a 
fog bank, through which the first dayl ight was filtering. 
From the fog they saw human forms emerge, six, twelve, 
more st i l l :  too many for the vanguard of the band. A 
strong voice shouted in  Pol ish : "Stoj! ":  a dozen armed 
men, in uniform, were biocking the l ine. Exploit ing the 
moment's surprise, the b lue darted off and van ished into 
the fog; Gedaleh and the others did their best to restrain 
the course of the car, which st i l l  proceeded for another ten 
meters, unti l  Mottel cl imbed in to the cab and appl ied the 
hand brake. The same voice as before repeated "Stoj.'", 
underl ining the command with a brief vol ley of automat ic 
fire, and then added: "R�ce do gory.' Hands up ! "  



September 1 944-January 1945 1 239 

Gedaleh obeyed, and, after him, all the others: they were 
armed only with pistols and knives and had left their au
tomatic arms with the main body of the band: there could 
be no thought of putt ing up any resistance. 

A young man stepped forward, s l im, with a serious look, 
regular features: he was wearing steel -rimmed eyeglasses. 
"Who's your leader?" 

"I am," Gedaleh answered. 
"Who are you? Where are you taking that car?" 
"We're Jewish part isans; some Russian, some Pol ish.  

We come from far away. We've taken the car from the 
Germans ." 

"You 'll have to�'prove that  you 're part isans. Anyway, 
we're in control of th is zone." 

"Who are you?" 
"Armia Krajowa, the Polish Internal Army. Come with 

us .  If  you try to escape, we'll shoot ."  
"Lieutenant, we'll come with you and we won't run 

away; but in a l itt le while the Germans will be here. Isn't 
it a pity to leave them a carload of potatoes?" 

"The Germans won't come here. Not right away, at 
least .  They're afraid of us. They attack us if they find us 
isolated, but they won't  come into the woods. We'll take 
the car into the woods. What were you going to do with 
the potatoes?" 

"Keep some for ourselves, and distribute the rest to the 
peasants." 

"For the moment we'll take charge of them. Go on, keep 
pushing," Edek, the l ieutenant, said; but he sent six of his  
men to help and to accelerate the progress of the car. 
During the march he fell in beside Gedaleh and asked fur
ther, "How many of you are there?" 

"You can see for yourself: there're eight of us." 
"That's not true," Edek said. "You were seen, some 

days ago, while you were on the march, and there arc far 
mort of you. You don't have to tell me l ies; we have 
nothing against you, provided you don't trouble us. There 
are Jews in our force, too." 



"There are th irty-eight of us," Gedaleh said .  "About 
th irty arc armed and able to fight .  There arc five women ."  

"Don 't the  women fight?"  
"One woman fights, and one man-no, two--don't 

figh t . "  
"Why?" 
"One is too young and isn't very brigh t .  The other is too 

old and was wounded. "  
Even i f  Gcdaleh insisted o n  lying it  would have been 

useless: the car's progress was silent, the fog had th ick
ened, and the majori ty of the Gcdal ists, confidently ad
vancing to meet Gedaleh, found themselves with in  sight 
of Edek's vanguard before they could try to h ide. The Pol
ish partisans (there were about a hundred) surrounded 
them and had them go on, with their arms and baggage; 
Gedaleh explained to Dov what had happened. 

After an hour's walk they found themselves in the heart 
of the wood: Edck ordered them to hal t :  their quarters 
were not far.  He sen t a messenger, and quickly the un
loading of the car was organized. Jews and Poles worked 
wi th a wi l l ,  one sack per man, going back and forth be
tween the car and the camp. The empty car was pushed to 
the abandoned factory ,  the sacks piled up in t he camp 
storeroom, and all the Gedalists shut up in one of the 
half-buried wooden barracks that served as the base for 
Edck's uni t .  The Pol ish partisans were wel l armed, effi
cien t ,  cold, and correct .  They offered food to the jews, but 
after that busy n ight ,  they wanted to sleep instead. The 
main body of t he Pol ish platoon went out ,  armed, first 
thing in the morning; only some guards remained in the 
barracks, and the Gedal ists were left in peace, the women 
on army cots, the men on clean straw. But "temporari ly" 
they had to hand over their weapons, wh ich were inven
toried and stacked in another shed. 

Edek and h is men came back towards even ing, and ra
t ions were distributed: a cereal soup, t ins of beer, and t ins 
of meat with labels in English. 

"You 're rich people," Dov said, with awe. 
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"This is stuff that comes by parachute," Edek said .  
"The Americans drop i t  but i t  comes from England; our 
government in London sends it. The Americans are al
ways in a hurry and they drop the stuff hi t -or-miss: they 
come from Brindisi, in I taly, and th is is the l imit  of their 
range. They arrive, drop, and go off, so half the stuff ends 
up in the hands of the Germans; but there's always 
enough for us, because by now there aren't many of us 
left ." 

"Have a lot of your men been ki lled?" Mendel asked. 
"Killed and missing, and others have got t ired and gone 

home." 
"Why do they i.o home? Aren 't they afraid the Ger

mans will deport them?" 
"They're afraid, but they go off all the same. They don't 

know why we're fight ing anymore, or for whom." 
"And who are you fight ing for, you personally?" Geda

leh asked. 
"For Poland, for the freedom of Poland. But i t 's a des

perate war. I t 's hard to fight l ike this . "  
"But Poland will be free, the  Germans wi l l  leave, 

they've already lost, they're fal l ing back on every front . "  
Through the  eyeglasses, Edek trained his gaze on  the 

three men talking with him: Dov, Mendel, and Gedaleh . 
He was considerably younger than they, but he seemed 
burdened by a weight that the others didn't know. 

"Where are you going?" he asked fi nally. 
"We're going a long way," Gedaleh answered. "We 

want to fight the Germans unt i l  the end of the war, and
who knows?-maybe even afterwards. Then we'll try to go 
away. We want to go to Palestine; in Europe there's no 
place for us anymore. Hi t ler's won the war against the 
Jews, and even h is pupils have done a good job. Every
body has learned his gospel :  R ussians, Lithuanians, 
Croats, Slovaks." Gedaleh hesitated, then added, "Your 
people have also learned it; or perhaps you already knew 
it before. Tell me, L ieutenant: are we your guests or your 
prisoners?" 



"Give me t ime," Edek answered, "soon I 'l l be able to 
give you a reply. But I wanted to tell you , in the mean
t ime, that the pumpkins were a good idea." 

· 'How do you know about the pumpkins?" 
''We have friends everywhere around here. We also 

have friends among the rail road men, and t hey tell us that 
so far the Germans of the garrison haven't dared touch the 
pumpkins. They've blocked the line and have brought 
in a team of mine detectors from Cracow. They're more 
worried about the pumpkins than about the car you 
stole. " 

He opened two packs of Lucky Strikes and offered the 
cigarettes to everybody, .to the admi ring wonder of the 
Gedal ists; then he went on: "You mustn't be unj ust, even 
if some Poles have been unj ust to you . Not all of us have 
been your enemies . "  

"Not a l l ,  but many," Gedaleh said. 
Edek sighed. "Poland's a sad country.  I t 's a country 

that has always been unhappy, crushed by neighbors that 
were too powerful .  I t 's hard to be u nhappy and not hate, 
and we've hated everybody for all the centuries of our ser
vi tude and our part i t ion. We've hated the Russians, the 
Germans, the Czechs, the Lithuanians, and the Ukraini
ans; we've hated your people, too, because you had scat
tered over our country but didn't want to become l ike us, 
dissolve in us, and we didn't understand you . We began to 
understand you when you rose up in Warsaw. You 
showed us the way; you taught us that even in despera
tion, people can fight . "  

"But  i t  was late by then," Gedaleh said .  "We were all 
dead. " 

"I t  was late. But now you are richer than we are: you 
know where to go. You have a destination and a hope." 

"\Vhy shouldn't you Poles hope, too?" Dov asked. "The 
war wil l  end, and we'l l  bui ld a new world, without slavery 
and without inj ustice ."  

Edek said: "The war wil l  never end. From this war, an
other war will be born, and there will always be war. The 



Sepll•mbt•r 19-t-4-Januar�· 1945 1 243 

Americans and the Russians will never be friends, and 
Poland has no friends, even if  the All ies now arc helping 
us. The Russians would prefer for us not to exist, never to 
have been created. The Germans, when they invaded us in 
nineteen thirty-nine, im mediately deported and ki l led our 
professors, writers, and priests; but the Russians, advanc
ing from their border, did the same, and what's more, they 
handed over to the Gestapo any Polish Communists who 
hadn't taken refuge in R ussia. They didn't want Poland 
to have a soul ,  neither side did; they didn't want it when 
they were all ies; and they don't want it now, either, when 
they are enemies. The Russians were glad that the \Var
saw uprising fai leti and that the Germans exterminated 
the rebels: while we were dying, they were wai t ing on the 
other bank of the river. " 

Dov spoke up: "Lieutenant, I 'm Russian. A Jew, but 
Russian, and many of us were born in  Russia,  and that 
tall boy you sec over there is a Russian Christ ian who is 
fol lowing our way. This onc"-and he pointed to Mcn
del-"and many others who arc dead were soldiers in the 
Red Army: I was, too. Before beginning our journey, we 
fought as Russians first and as Jews second: as Russians 
for the Russians. I t 's t he Russians who arc l iberat ing Eu
rope. They arc paying with their blood, they died by the 
mil l ions, and the th ings you arc saying seem unfair to me. 
I mysel f, who was t ired and wounded, was treated in Kiev, 
and then the Russians brought me back to my compan
ions ."  

"The Russians wi l l  drive the Nazis out  of our country," 
Edck said, "but then they won't go away. You mustn't 
confuse wishes with reality; Stalin's Russia is the czar's 
Russia: it wants a Russian Poland, not a Polish Poland. 
That's why our war is desperate: we have to defend our
selves and the people from the Nazis, but we also have to 
look over our shoulder, because the advancing Russians 
don't want to hear of any Armia Krajowa. \Vhcn they find 
us, they stick us into their un its, here and there; if  we re
fuse, they disarm us and deport us to Siberia. ' '  
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"And why do you refuse?" Dov asked. 
"Because we're Poles. Because we want to show the 

world we still exist .  If necessary, we'l l  show it by dying. " 
Mendel looked at Dov, and Dov returned the look. 

Both had remembered the sentence Dov had shouted at 
Mendel at Novoselki, in the midst of the fight ing: we're 
fight ing for three l ines in the history books. Mendel told 
the story to Edek, and Edek answered: "I t 's stupid to be 
enemies. " 

Several days went by during which Edek tried in vain 
to establish contact with his superiors and get instructions 
about what was to be dope. The Poles had a radio trans
mitter, modern and powerful, but they used it very l i t t le: 
after the fal l  of Warsaw, the Armia Krajowa was in a cri ti
cal state, more for reasons of morale than for any material 
reason ;  contacts were destroyed, one after the other, and 
many of the leaders were dead or were being held by the 
Russians. Finally a messenger came back, and Edck, with 
a wan smile,  said to Gedaleh, "Everything's all right .  
You're guests, not prisoners; and soon you ' I I  become all ies, 
if you want ."  

Edek was a medical student, twenty-three years old .  He 
had barely enrolled in the first year, at Cracow, in 1 939, 
when the Germans called an assembly of the entire aca
demic body. Some teachers had got a whiff of the deceit 
and hadn't turned up; al l the others h ad immediately 
been deported to Sachsenhausen. "Then al l  of us, profes
sors and students, began to organize a secret university, 
because we didn't want Polish culture to die. In  the same 
way, during those years we had a government ,  a church, 
and an army, all secret :  al l of Poland was l iving under
ground. I studied, and at the same t ime I worked in an 
underground print ing shop; but even to study I had to go 
into h iding. H it ler and Himmler had decided that for the 
Poles four years of elementary school would be enough, 
they only had to learn how to count to five hundred and 
sign their name; i t  was point less for them to learn really to 
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read and wri te; in fact, it was harmful .  So my schoolmates 
and I studied anatomy and physiology out of books, never 
seeing a microscope, not even from a distance, never dis
secting a corpse, never visi t ing a hospi tal ward. But in 
Warsaw, in August, I was there, too, I saw more sick and 
wounded and dead than an army doctor has seen by the 
end of his  career. " 

"Not bad," Gedaleh said to him, "you had the pract ical 
part before the theoret ical . We learn to walk and to talk 
by practice, isn 't that right? Peace wil l  come, and you' l l  
become a famous doctor, I 'm sure of that ." The undis
criminating friendliness that Gedaleh displayed towards 
all human beings �eemed mult ipl ied by ten in the case of 
Edek. Mendel asked h im why, and Gedaleh answered that 
he didn't know. But then he thought again :  "Maybe i t 's 
the novel ty. I t 's been a long t ime since I came across any
body with a necktie and a pen in his breast pocket. There 
weren't any l ike that in the forest ."  

"But  Edek doesn 't wear a tic ! "  
"In spirit, h e  does. Everything is as i f  h e  did . "  
They spen t the long evenings of rain and wait ing in 

conversation, smoking; sometimes Gedalch also played the 
violin. But in the Poles' camp there was no drinking: Edck 
was a human and reasonable commander, but on some 
matters he was strict, and he had a number of l i t tle fixa
tions. After a brawl that had been caused some months 
earl ier by a drunken hanger-on, Edek had forbidden alco
hol, and he insisted on this veto with a puri tan 's severi ty. 
He had asked Gedaleh to do the same with his men , so 
they wouldn't set a bad example, and Gedaleh had reluc
tantly agreed. Edek was also afraid of dogs. He wanted 
nothing to do with the two poor Gedal ist dogs, the ones 
who had led the band among the mines of Turov and who 
knew the Gedalists individually. Edek h i t  on the excuse 
that the dogs might  reveal t he posi t ion of the camp by 
barking at night ,  and in spite of Gedaleh's protest he had 
them sold in a nearby vil lage. 

Edek was reserved and asked few quest ions, but he, too, 
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was curious about t he Gedalists, and especially about Ge
daleh and his past . 

"Eh, who knows what a great viol in ist I would have 
become ! "  Gedaleh said, laughing. "My father was very se
rious about i t :  the viol in , he used to say, doesn't take up 
much room , whatever happens you can take it with you 
everywhere; and talent takes up even less room and there's 
no duty on i t .  You can tour the world, give concerts, and 
make money; and maybe even become an American, l ike 
Jascha Heifetz. I l iked playing, but not studying; instead 
of going to my music lessons I would run off to go ice 
skating in the winter or swimming in the summer. My fa
ther was a l i t tle merchant, in 'twenty-three he went bank
rupt, so he began to drink, and he died when I was only 
twelve. We didn't have any money, and my mother put 
me in a shop; I was clerk in a shoestore, but I went on 
playing, j ust to console myself, after I had spen t the whole 
day with the customers ' feet in my hands. I used to write 
poems, too: sad, and not very good. I would dedicate them 
to the lady customers who had pretty feet; but then I lost 
all of them. 

"Playing has always kept me company. I would play 
instead of th ink; in fact, I must say that th inking has never 
been my strong suit: I mean thinking seriously, arriving at 
conclusions from premises. Playing was my way of think
ing; and even now, when I 'm in  a different l ine of work, 
wel l ,  my best ideas come to me when I play the viol in ."  

"The idea of the pumpkins, for example?" Edek asked. 
"No, no," Gedaleh answered modestly. "I got the idea 

of the pumpkins when I was looking at the pumpkins . "  
"And how did you get th i s  idea of taking up your new 

l ine of work? " 
"It came to me from heaven: a nun brought i t  to me." 

As he was speaking, Gedaleh took up his viol in;  and with
out actually playing it ,  he stroked the strings with the 
bow, drawing idle and subdued notes from i t .  "Yes, a nun .  
When the  Germans came to B ialystok, my mother man
aged to get herself taken in by a convent. At the beginning 
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I was against being shut in; I was going with a girl, I slept 
every night in a different place. I must say: by that t ime I 
was already twenty-four, but  I l ived as i f  I were asleep, 
from day to day, the way an animal would. I didn't realize 
anything, the danger or my duty. 

"Then the Germans sealed the jews into the ghetto. My 
mother sent word that the convent would take me, too, so 
I went .  My mother was Russian; a strong woman, she 
knew how to take command, and I l iked having her com
mand me. No, I didn't have to dress as a nun; the nuns hid 
me under a stairway. They didn' t  try to bapt ize me, they 
housed us out of compass ion, with no ul terior purpose, 
and at risk to therhselves . They brought me food, and I 
was getting along fine in  the conven t: I wasn't a warrior, I 
was a twenty-four-year-old child good for sel l ing shoes 
and playing the viol in .  I wou ld have waited under the 
stairs t i l l  the end of the war: the war was other people's 
business, the Germans' and the Russians'; it was l ike a 
hurricane, when a hurricane comes, sensible people look 
for shel ter. 

"The nun who brought me food was young and good 
humored, the way nuns are good humored. One day, i t  
was March of 'forty-three, along with my bread she 
handed me a note: it came from the ghetto, it was written 
in Yiddish, was s igned by a friend of mine, and i t  said: 
Come join us, your place is here. I t  said that the Germans 
had begun deport ing the children and the sick from the 
ghetto to Treblinka, and soon they would wipe out every
body, and it was t ime to prepare some resistance. While I 
was reading, the nun was looking at me with a very serious 
expression, and I realized that she knew what was wri t ten 
there. Then she asked me if there was any answer: I told 
her I would think about i t; and the next day I asked her 
how she got the note. She answered that in the ghetto 
there were a number of baptized Jews, and the sisters had 
been given permission to take medicines to them. I told 
her I was ready to go, and she said I should wait t i l l  night. 
She came before matins and told me to follow her; she led 
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me to a storeroom, carrying a lantern in her hand. She 
gave it to me to hold and said, "Turn your back, Panic. " I 
heard her habit rust l ing and some profane thoughts erne 
to me; then she al lowed me to turn around; and she gave 
me two pistols. She gave me the contacts to get into the 
ghetto and wished me good luck. In the ghetto the armed 
young men were few, but determined: they had learned 
how a gun was made from an encyclopedia, and they 
learned to shoot on the spot. We fought together for eight 
days; t here were two hundred of us. Nearly all died. Five 
others and I opened the road as far as Kossovo and we 
joined up with the rebels in  the ghetto there. " 

The group around Edek and Gedaleh had gradually 
been increasing. Not only the Poles, but also a number of 
the Jews had l istened to that story that not all of them 
knew. When Gedaleh had finished, Edek uncrossed his 
legs, sat erect on the stool , smoothed his hair, pulled at his 
trousers and asked st iffly, "What are your pol it ical opin
ions?" 

Gedaleh drew from the viol in the equivalent of a burst 
of laughter. "Speckled and spotted and brown , l ike the 
sheep of Laban ! "  He  looked around: at the table, in the 
harsh l ight of the carbide lamp, mixed with the broad, 
blond faces of the Poles, he pointed out to the l ieutenant 
the Caucasian mustache of Arie; the white, well -combed 
mane of Dov; Jozek, with his sly eyes; Line, fragile and 
taut;  Mendel, with the weary, haggard face; Pavel ,  half 
shaman and half gladiator; the savage faces of the men of 
Ruzhany and Bl izna; Isidor and the two Rokheles, asleep 
on their feet .  "As you see, we're assorted goods. " 

Then he picked up his viol in and continued: "All joking 
aside, Lieutenant, I understand the reason for your ques
tion, but I feel some embarrassment in answering i t .  We're 
not orthodox, we're not regular, we're not bound by oath. 
None of us has much t ime to medi tate and clarify his 
ideas; each of us has a grim past behind him,  different for 
each. Those of us who were born in Russia sucked com
munism with their mother's milk: yes, their mothers, and 
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their fathers made Bolsheviks of them, because the Octo
ber Revolution had emancipated the Jews, made them 
cit izens with ful l  rights. In their way they've remained 
Communists, but  none of us loves Stalin anymore, not 
since he signed t he pact with H i tler; and for that mat ter 
Stal in has never loved us much. 

"As for me, and the others who were born in  Poland, 
our ideas vary, but we have something in common, we 
and the Russian Jews. All of us, some more and some less, 
some sooner and some later, have felt l ike foreigners in our 
own country. We've all wanted a different homeland, 
where we won't feel l ike intruders or be pointed at as out
siders; but none o�-us has ever thought of fencing off a 
field and saying, 'This land is mine. '  We don't want to be
come landowners: we want to make fert i le the steri le land 
of Palestine, plant orange trees and olive trees in the des
ert and make it fruitfu l .  We don't  want Stal in 's kolkhozes: 
we want communit ies where all are free and equal, with
out force and without violence, where you can work dur
ing the day and, in the evening, play the viol in ;  where 
there's no money, but everybody does what work he can 
and is given what he needs. It sounds l ike a dream, but it 
isn 't : this world has already been created by our brothers, 
more farsighted and courageous than us, who emigrated 
down there before Europe became a Lager. 

"In this sense you could call us  Social ists, but we didn't 
become part isans because of our pol it ical beliefs. We're 
fight ing to save ourselves from the Germans, to get re
venge, to clear the way for ourselves; but most of all-and 
excuse the solemn word-for dignity.  And finally I have to 
say this to you:  many of this bunch had never enjoyed the 
taste of freedom, and they learned it here, in the forests, in 
the marshes and in danger, along with adventure and fra
terni ty. " 

"And you 're one of them, isn't that right?" 
"I 'm one of t hem, and I don' t  regret anything, not even 

the friends I 've seen die. If I hadn 't found this job,  maybe 
I would have remained a child:  now I 'd be a twenty-
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seven-year-old child, and at the end of the war, if I were 
saved , I would have started writ ing poems again and sel l
ing shoes . "  

' 'Or you would have become a famous viol inist . "  
' 'That's difficult ," Gedaleh said. "A child doesn't be

come a viol inist .  Or if he does, he remains a ch i ld-viol in
ist . "  

Edek, who was twenty-three, looked gravely a t  Gedaleh , 
who was twenty-seven. "Are you sure you haven 't re
mained a bit  of a child?" 

Gedaleh set down the viol in .  "Not always. Only when I 
want. Not here ."  

' 'Who do you take orders from?" Edek asked further. 
"We're an autonomous group, but we follow the sug

gestions of the Jewish Combat Organization, when and 
where we manage to maintain contact ,  and their instruc
t ions are these: destroy German l ines of communication, 
ki l l  the Nazis responsible for the slaughter, move west
wards, and avoid contacts with the Russians, because 
though they've helped us so far, that doesn't mean they'll 
want to help us in the fu ture ."  

Edek said: "That suits us ,  too ."  

The war seemed far away. For several weeks i t  had 
rained uninterruptedly, and the Poles' camp was besieged 
by mud; but also at the front it seemed that operations 
were suspended. The rumble of art i l lery could no longer 
be heard, even the hum of planes was heard rarely: un
known planes, unreal, perhaps friendly, perhaps hostile, 
inaccessible in their secret routes above the clouds. There 
had been no more drops, and food was beginning to grow 
scarce. 

At the beginning of November, the rain let up, and a 
l it t le later Edek received a radioed message. It was a re
quest for help, urgent, from headquarters in the Moun
tains of the Holy Cross, eighty kilometers to the northeast; 
an Armia Krajowa company had been surrounded by the 
Wehrmacht ,  and their situation was desperate. Edek's 
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men were to set out at once to lend a hand. He ordered 
seventy of his platoon to prepare themselves; and as Ge
daleh, a long year before, had invited Dov to a dire hunt
ing party, now Edek invi ted Gedaleh and his band to take 
part in the expedit ion. Gedaleh accepted at once, but not 
gladly: it was the first t ime that his men and he were asked 
to face the Germans in the open; not to harass an isolated 
garrison, as in Lyuban in Apri l ,  but to fight against the 
German infantry and art i l lery, with all their experience 
and organization: and yet even at Lyuban the Jews had 
been killed by the dozen. On the other hand, th is t ime 
they weren't alone: Edek's Poles were resolute, expert, wel l 
armed, and drivenlby a hatred of the Germans that sur
passed even the Jews' hatred of them. 

Gedaleh chose twenty of his people, and the mixed pla
toon set off. The fields were soaked with rain .  Edek was in 
a hurry, and he chose the most direct route, against every 
partisan orthodoxy: they marched along the rai lroad, in 
threes, on the wooden t ies from sunset to dawn, and even 
past dawn. No patrols protecting the flanks of the colum�, 
no rear guard: a vanguard of only six men, which in
cluded Mendel , as wel l as Edek himself. Mendel was 
amazed at the temerity of the behavior, but Edek reas
sured him: he knew this country, the peasants wou ldn't 
turn them in,  they were favorable to the partisans and 
anyone who wasn't favorable feared their reprisals. 

On November 1 6th they came within sight of Kielce: at 
Kielce there was a German barracks ful l  of Ukrainian 
auxiliaries, and Edek was forced to give the city a wide 
berth ,  losing valuable t ime. Just beyond it, they encoun
tered the first roll ing country: grim, wooded hi l ls, s triped 
by bands of fog, which dri fted slowly in the wind, shred
ding at the tops of the firs. According to the information 
Edek had received, the battlefield should be close, in the 
val ley between Garno and Bieliny, but they found no 
trace of battle. Edek ordered them all to rest for a few 
hours, until first l ight .  

At first light the fog had th ickened. Some isolated shots 
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were heard, brief volleys of machine-gun fire, then silence, 
and in the si lence the voice of a loudspeaker. It  was faint ;  
i t  came from a distance, probably from the other s ide of 
the encirclement. They could hardly make i t  out; the 
words came in  patches, at the whim of the wind: they were 
Polish words, the Germans were urging the Poles to sur
render. Then the shooting was resumed, weak and scat
tered: Edek gave orders to advance. 

Halfway up the slope, they positioned themselves be
hind the bushes and trees and opened fire in the direction 
where they presumed the Germans were. It was a bl ind 
batt le;  the fog was so thick that, strictly speaking, i t  would 
have been superfluous to..take cover, but precisely because 
of this vei l  that surrounded them and l imited visibi l i ty to 
about twenty meters, the feeling of danger was all the 
more acute: the offensive could come from any side. The 
Germans' reaction was angry, but brief, and i l l  coordi
nated: a heavy machine gun opened fire, then a second, 
both to the left of Edek's deployment. Mendel saw bark 
ripped off the trees in front  of h im,  sought cover, and fired 
his submachine gun in the direction the volley seemed to 
have come from. Edek ordered a second round, longer: 
perhaps he wanted to give the Germans the impression 
that the unit  that had arrived was stronger, but it was a 
waste of bullets. A few minutes later outgoing art i l lery 
rounds were heard; these, too, distant and to the left ,  and 
a l i tt le later the incoming shells: they fell at random, be
fore and behind; these were closer, one fel l  not far from 
Mendel, but it burrowed into the soft earth, without ex
ploding; another landed to his right; Mendel saw the flash 
through the curtain of fog. He ran there and found 
Marian, Edek's second-in-command, on the spot : the shel l 
had cut down a l i tt le tree, and two dead Poles lay in the 
turned earth. "They're not firing from above," Marian 
said, " they're on the Gorno road. There can 't be that 
many of them." 

The shell ing stopped abruptly, there were no more 
shots, and around ten they heard a muffled hum of en
gmes. 
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"They're going off! " Marian said. 
"Maybe they think we're stronger than we are," Men

del answered. 
"I don't believe so. But  they don 't l ike the fog either. " 
The hum of the German vehicles became fainter, unt i l  

i t  died away. Edek ordered them to advance in  si lence. 
From tree to tree, the men began climbing up, encoun
tering no resistance and no sign of l i fe .  A bit h igher, the 
trees th inned out, then disappeared: the fog, too, had 
l ifted, and the battlefield became visible. The top of the 
hi l l  was a bare heath, furrowed by traces of paths and by a 
single dirt road that led to a massive building, perhaps an 
old fortress. The grdllnd was full of bodies, some already 
cold and stiff, many muti lated or torn by horrible wounds. 
Not all were Poles of the Armia Krajowa: one compact 
group, which must have held out to the end, was made up 
of Russian partisans; others, at the edges of the field, be
longed to the \Vehrmacht .  

"They're all dead. I can't understand who they were 
asking to surrender," Gedaleh said: without real izing i t ,  he 
was speaking in a low voice, as if they were in church. 

"I don't know," Edek answered. "Perhaps the shots we 
heard coming were fired by the last who remained." 

Mendel said, "The fog was very thick before, and they 
were asking the dead to surrender. "  

"Maybe," Marian said, "the loudspeaker's words were 
on a record: the Germans have done that before. "  

They explored t h e  ground, examining the bodies one by 
one: someone might perhaps be still al ive. No one was 
alive; some showed the sign of the coup de grace at their 
temple or nape. Even inside the fort there were only dead 
men, Russians and Poles, mostly shut up inside the tower, 
which had been shattered by an art i llery shell .  They no
ticed that some of the corpses were extremely thin .  Why? 

"Then the rumor is true," Marian said. 
"What rumor?" Mendel asked. 
"That on the Mountains of the Holy Cross there was a 

prison, and the Germans starved the prisoners to death . "  
I n  fact, i n  the cel lars o f  the fort they found corridors and 
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cells, whose wooden doors had been stove in .  Mendel 
found words scrawled on a wall with charcoal , and he 
called Edek to decipher them. 

"They are verses by a poet of ours," Edek said. "They 
say: 

Mary, don't give birth to Poland, 
Unless you want to see your son 
Nailed to a cross the moment he's born." 

"When did he wri te these words, th is poet?" Gedaleh 
asked. 

"I don 't know. But  for my country, any century would 
have done ."  

Mendel was silent, and he fel t  h imself fi l led wi th con
fused, boundless thoughts. Not only us. The sea of grief 
has no shores, no bottom; no one can sound its depths. 
Here they are, the Poles, the fanat ics of the cross, those 
who knifed our fathers and who invaded Russia to stifle 
the Revolution. And Edek, too, is Pol ish . And now they 
are dying l ike us, with us. They've paid: aren't you 
pleased? No, I 'm not pleased, the debt hasn 't been re
duced, i t 's grown, nobody wil l  ever be able to pay i t  now. I 
wish that nobody would die anymore. Not even the Ger
mans? I don 't know. I ' l l  think about it afterwards, when 
i t 's al l over. Maybe kil l ing Germans is l ike when a surgeon 
performs an operation: cutt ing off an arm is horrible, but 
it has to be done and i t  is done. Let the war end, Lord, in 
whom I don 't bel ieve. I f  you exist, make the war end. 
Quickly and everywhere. Hi tler is already defeated; these 
dead are no use to anybody any more. 

Beside him, standing as he was, in the heather stained 
with  blood and soaked with rain ,  Edek, his face ashen, was 
looking at h im.  

"Are you praying, Jew?" he asked, but on Edek's l ips 
the word jew had no venom. Why? Because everybody is 
somebody else's Jew, because the Poles are the Jews of the 
Germans and the Russians. Because Edek is a gentle man 
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who has learned to fight; he has chosen as I did and he's 
my brother, even if he's a Pole and is educated, and I am a 
village R ussian and a Jewish watchmender. 

Mendel didn't answer Edek's quest ion, and Edek went 
on: "You should. I should, too, and I can't anymore. I 
don 't believe i t  does any good, for me or for the others. 
Maybe you 'll l ive and I 'l l die, and then tel l what you have 
seen on the Mountains of the Holy Cross. Try to under
stand, tell ,  and try to make others understand. These men 
who died with us are R ussians, but  the Russians are also 
the ones who tear the guns from our hands. Tel l  i t ,  you 
who sti l l  await t he Messiah: maybe he wil l  come for you , 
but for the Poles h��ame in vain ."  

I t  really seemed that Edek was answering the  questions 
that Mendel was asking h imself, that he read in the 
depths of Mendel 's brain,  in that secret bed where 
thoughts are born . But it isn't so strange, Mendel thought ;  
two good clocks mark the same hour, even i f  they are of 
different make. They only have to start together. 

Edek and Gedaleh cal led the rol l ;  four of the Poles were 
missing, and one of the Jews, Jozek the counterfei ter. He 
hadn't died a counterfei ter's death .  They found h im at the 
bot tom of a gully, his bel ly ripped open: perhaps he had 
called at length and nobody had heard him.  Bury the 
dead? "All or none," said Edek, "and all is i mpossible. 
We'll just collect the papers and the tags, from those who 
have them."  Many young boys were without documents; 
and Edek and Marian recognized them as members of the 
Polish Peasant Battal ions. They went back to the camp in  
silence, their heads bowed, l ike a defeated army. There 
was no hurry now, and they proceeded in open order, at 
night, through fields and woods. In  the Sobkow wood they 
realized they had lost their bearings: the only compass the 
platoon possessed had remained in the pocket of Zbig
niew, one of the dead Poles: nobody had remembered to 
salvage i t .  Reluctantly, Edek decided to wait til l dawn, 
and then follow one of the trai ls to some village; they 
would ask directions of the peasants. But in the foggy 
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dawn, among the roots of an ash tree, Arie found a half
frozen bird, and i t ,  he said, would show them the way. 
Arie p icked the bird up, warmed i t  holding it under h is 
shirt against his chest, handed i t  some breadcrumbs he 
had softened with sal i va, and when the bird had perked 
up, he let i t  fly away. The bird vanished i nto the fog in a 
clearly defined direction, without hesitation. "Is that 
south?"  Marian asked. "No," Arie answered, "i t  was a 
starling, and starl ings, when winter comes, fly to the 
west ."  " I 'd like to be a starl ing," Mattei said. They 
reached the camp without any mistakes, and Arie gained 
prest ige. 

Weeks of inertia and .tension followed. The cold had 
begun, and the frost had hardened the mud, and all the 
roads, large and smal l ,  had fi l led with German convoys 
heading for the front or returning towards the rear of the 
l ines. Motorized art i l lery u nits went by, Tiger tanks al
ready camouflaged in white, in expectation of the snow, 
German troops in armored trucks, Ukrainian auxi l iaries 
in wagons or on foot. There were mi l i tary police or Ge
stapo offices in all the vi l lages, and the partisans' contacts 
had become more difficult .  German patrols stopped all 
young men and sent them to dig tank traps, make em
bankments and trenches: scouts, men and women, moved 
only at night .  The only communicat ion route between 
Edek's unit and the outside world was the radio, but the 
radio was silent, or broadcast d isturbing, contradictory 
news. 

Radio London was triumphant and sarcastic .  It  as
sumed the Germans and the Japanese were defeated, but 
at the same t ime i t  admitted that the Germans had at
tacked in  strength in  the Ardennes. Where was the Ar
dennes? Is it going to start all over again, with the 
Germans spreading out in France? The German Radio 
was triumphant too; the Fuhrer was invincible, the real 
war was only j ust beginning, the great Reich possessed 
new, secret, total weapons against which there was no de
fense. 

Christmas went by; and New Year's, 1 945. In the Polish 
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camp uncertainty and dejection , the part isans' two great 
enemies, were increasing. Edek felt abandoned: he re
ceived no orders or information; he no longer knew who 
there was around h im.  Some of his men had vanished; 
they had gone off, j ust l ike that ,  in si lence, with their 
weapons or without .  Inside the camp, too, d iscipline had 
relaxed; quarrels sprang up and often degenerated into 
brawling. For the moment ,  there wasn't any frict ion be
tween Poles and Jews, but h ints and sidelong glances in
dicated it was imminent.  Despi te Edck's orders, vodka 
had reappeared, first h idden, then in broad dayligh t .  Lice 
had also spread: a bad sign: combat t ing them wasn't easy, 
there was no powdtA:, no medicines, and Edck didn't know 
what measures to take. Marian, sanguine and taurine, 
formerly top sergeant in the Polish army, held a public 
demonstration: he kindled a li t tle wood fire inside one of 
the barracks, on a sheet of metal ,  and showed how to hang 
your clothes at a certain distance from the flames: the l ice 
explode withou t harming the cloth. But i t  was a vicious 
circle: l ice arc born from demoralization, and they create 
further demoral ization. 

Line separated from Mendel. I t  was sad, l ike all part
ings, bu t i t  didn't surprise anyone: i t  had been in the air 
for a long t ime, ever since the at tack on the Chmielnik 
Lager. Mendel suffered, but his  suffering was gray and 
slack, without the stab of despair. Line had never been his ,  
except in the flesh, nor had Mendel been hers. They had 
sated themselves with each other, often, in pleasure and 
rage, but they had spoken l i ttle, and almost always their 
talk had been impeded by incomprehension or discord. 
Line never had doubts, and couldn't put up with Men
del's doubts: when they surfaced (and they surfaced al
ways at the moment of fat igue and of truth, when their 
bodies were detached from each other) , Line turned 
harsh , and Mendel was afraid of her. He wa� also, ob
scurely, ashamed of himself, and i t 's diflicul t  to love a 

woman who inspires shame and fear in you .  In  con fusion , 
vaguely, Mendel felt that Line was righ t .  No, it was not 
that she was right ;  she l ived in rightness, on the side of t he 
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right .  A partisan, Jew or R ussian or Pole, a combatant 
must be l ike Line, not like Mendel. He  mustn 't doubt :  
your doubt turns up in  the sight of the gun, and i t  spoils 
your aim worse than fear. That was i t :  Line kil led Leonid 
and doesn't suffer. She would ki l l  me, too, i f l  were skinless 
the way he was: i f  I didn't have a callused hide on me, an 
armor. Not gleaming and resonant, but opaque and resis
tant; blows strike me, but arc blunted. They dent but 
don't wound. And yet Line reawakened his desire, and 
Mendel was wounded when he learned that Line was 
Marian 's woman. Wounded, and at the same time, of
fended, and maliciously content and hypocri t ically indig
nant.  So she was a .rhikw, who goes with everyone, even 
with Poles. Shame, Mendel, this isn't why you became a 
part isan. A Pole is as good as you arc; in fact, better than 
you ,  since Line prefers Marian. R ivke wouldn't have done 
i t .  True, she wouldn 't have done i t ,  but R ivke doesn 't exist 
anymore, R ivke is in Strelka under a meter of l ime and a 
meter of earth ,  Rivke i s  not of this  world. She belonged to 
order, to the world of the right th ings done at the right 
t ime: she cooked and kept the house clean, because in 
those days men and women l ived in a house. She kept ac
counts, including mine, and encouraged me when I 
needed i t :  she gave me courage even on the day the war 
broke out and I left for the front.  She didn't wash that 
much, modern girls in Strelka washed more than she did, 
she bathed once a month,  as is wri t ten, but we were one 
flesh . She was a ballebusteh : a queen of the house. She com
manded, and I wasn't aware of i t .  

Wi th  a slothful eye, Mendel watched other bonds form 
in the camp, distracted and ephemeral .  S issl and Arie: 
fine, good for them, in gaiety and heal th; let 's hope that he 
doesn't beat her, the Georgians beat their wives, and Arie 
is more Georgian than Jew. They have sol id bones, and 
not only their bones: they wil l  make handsome babies, 
good chalutzim, good set t lers for the land of Israel , if we 
ever get there. Let 's hope that no Pole looks too close at 
Sissl , because Arie is fast with his knife. 
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Black Rokhele and Piotr. This, too, was fine: it had 
been ripening for qui te a while. Among the Poles, Piotr 
was even more isolated than the Jews, and a woman is the 
best remedy for loneliness. Or even half a woman: the situ
ation wasn't clear, and for that matter Mendel didn't feel 
l ike investigat ing, but it seemed that Black R. also had 
Mietek, the radio operator, tail ing after her. Too bad for 
Edek; more than all the others, Edek wou ld have needed a 
woman, some company, someone to share his suffering: 
but Edek, on the con trary, tried to isolate h imself, to dig a 
hollow, to build a wall between h imself and the world. 

Bella and Gedaleh: abou t this couple nobody had a 
word to say. They l-tad been a couple forever, an incredi
bly steady couple, though the reason wasn't clear. Geda
leh, so free in words and deeds, so unpredictable, seemed 
bound to Bella by a now fi rm anchorage, l ike a ship t ied 
up at the dock. Bella was not beaut iful ,  she seemed con
siderably older than Gedaleh, she didn't fight, she took 
part in the band's daily jobs lazily, reluctantly, cri t icizing 
the others (especially the women) , rightly or wrongly. She 
carried with her incongruous remnants of her previous, 
bourgeois l ife, of which no one knew anything; awkward 
leftovers, encumbering even physical ly, habits that all had 
given up and that Bella had no intention of giving up. It 
often happened, almost ritually, that Gedaleh would get 
carried away by an idea, a plan, or even simply a far
fetched, l ighthearted story, and Bella wou ld bring h im 
back to  earth again wi th  a flat, trite remark. Then Geda
leh would address her with simu lated irri tat ion , as if the 
two were play-acting: "Bella, why do you clip my wings?" 
After almost eight months of living together, and after so 
many shared experiences, Mendel never stopped won
dering what kept Gedaleh bound to Bella: for that mat ter, 
Gedaleh was hard to interpret not only in this respect ,  and 
his actions were impossible to predict . Perhaps Gedaleh 
knew he had no brakes, and he needed to find some out
side himself; perhaps he felt beside him, embodied in 
Bella, the virtues and joys of peacetime: security, common 
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sense, economy, convenience. Modest ,  faded joys, but 
everyone, consciously or not, regretted them and hoped 
to fi nd them again ,  at the end of the slaughter and the 
way. 

Gedaleh was restless, but he hadn't given in to the 
backwash that, beginning with the Poles, had swept with 
i t  to a greater or lesser degree also the Gedal ists. He re
minded Mendel of the starl ing that Arie had found: l ike 
that bird, he was impatient to resume his way. He roamed 
around the camp, he tormented the radio operator, he ar
gued with Edek, with Dov, with Line, with Mendel him
self. He st i l l  played the viol in,  but no longer with 
abandon: according to _the moment, with ennui or with 
frenzy. 

White Rokhele was neither restless nor disheartened. 
She was no longer alone: ever s ince the band had found 
refuge in the Polish camp, i t  was unusual to come upon 
her separated from Isidor. At the beginning no one was 
amazed; Isidor tended to get into trouble, or at least to 
behave foolishly, and i t  seemed only natural that White 
R .  should act a bit as h is mama. Before, S issl had looked 
after Is idor, and in fact, between the two women a hint  of 
rivalry had arisen, but now Sissl had other th ings on her 
mind. As for White R. hersel f, she seemed to need some
one who needed her. She kept her eyes on the boy, made 
sure he dressed up warmly and washed regularly, and 
when necessary she scolded him, with maternal authority. 

Now, since the beginning of December, both the couple 
and the relationship between them had undergone a 
change, hard to define but clear to all .  Isidor spoke less 
and better; he no longer raved of impossible vendettas, no 
longer carried the knife in his bel t ,  and instead had asked 
Edek and Gedaleh to let h im take part in target practice. 
H is gaze had become more alert, he tried to make h imsel f 
useful ,  his stride had become quicker and more confident ;  
and even his shoulders seemed to have broadened slightly. 
He asked questions: few, but not futile or childish. As for 
Rokhele, she seemed at once more mature and more 
youthful .  Or rather, whereas, before, she had no age, now 
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she did; i t  was surprising, cheering to see her return ,  day 
by day, to her age of twenty-six, t i l l then repressed by shy
ness and mourn ing. She no longer kept her eyes on the 
ground, and all realized that her eyes were beaut i fu l :  big, 
brown, affectionate. Elegant she wasn 't ,  to be sure (none 
of the five women was) , but she was no longer a shapeless 
bundle; she could  be seen, in the lantern l ight ,  using her 
needle to al ter the army clothes that for months she had 
worn without paying attention, now making them suit her 
size. Now, White R.  also had hair, legs, a bosom, a body. 
When you came upon the couple together, among the 
camp buildings, Isidor no longer walked behind White 
Rokhele, but at hertside; tal ler than she, he bent h is head 
very slightly in the woman 's direct ion, as if to protect her. 

One evening when Isidor was on duty cleaning up, 
White R .  called Mendel aside: she wanted to speak to h im 
in  confidence. 

"What is i t ,  Rokhele? What can I do for you?" Mendel 
asked. 

"You must marry us, " White R. said, blushing. 
Mendel opened his mouth, then shut i t ,  and said, 

"What are you thinking of? I 'm not a rabbi , or even a 
mayor; you don 't have any papers, you could even be 
married already. And Isidor is only seventeen. And does 
this seem to you a t ime to get married?" 

White R.  said: "I know very well that this isn't the regu
lation. I know there are difficult ies. But  age doesn't count :  
a man can marry at the age of thirteen, the Talmud says 
so. And I 'm a widow, as everybody knows."  

Mendel couldn't find any words. "It 's nonsense, a 
narishkeit! A whim, and tomorrow you 'll get over i t .  And 
why did you come to me part icularly? On top of every
thing else, I 'm not even a devout Jew. It makes no sense: 
it 's as if you asked me to fly or cast a spel l . "  

"I 've come to  you because you're a just man, and be
cause I 'm l iving in s in ." 

"If you're l iving in s in,  there's nothing I can do about i t :  
that's something that concerns the two of you. And be
sides, in my opinion sins aren 't what you two are doing, 
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they're something else, they're what the Germans are 
doing. And whether or not I 'm so j ust remains to be seen." 

Rokhele wouldn't give up.  "It 's l ike when people are on 
a ship or an island: i f  there's no rabbi ,  anybody can per
form the marriage. I f  he's a just man, that 's better; but  
anybody is good enough to do i t .  In fact, he must do i t .  I t 's 
a mitzvah. "  

Mendel drew o n  memories that had been dormant for 
centuries: "For a marriage to be val id you need the ketu
bah, the contract: you must pledge yourself  to give Isidor a 
dowry; and he has to guarantee that he can support you .  
Support you? Him? Isidor? Does that seem serious to 
you?" 

"The ketubah is  a formal ity, but marriage is something 
serious; and Isidor and I love each other. " 

"Let me think i t  over at least t i l l  tomorrow. This is a 
business that doesn't cost me any effort or money, but i t  
seems a fraud to me: i t 's as  i f  you said to me :  Dear Men
del, deceive me. You understand me? And if I do what 
you ask, I 'm the one commit ing the s in .  Couldn't you wait 
till the war ends? You 'd find a rabbi ,  and you could do the 
thing properly. I wouldn't even know what words to say: 
they have to be said in Hebrew, don't they? I 've forgotten 
my Hebrew, and if I get i t  wrong, you 'll bel ieve you 're a 
bride and instead you'll remain single ."  

"I 'l l  dictate the words to you, and i t  doesn 't matter if  
they're in  Hebrew or not: any language wil l  do, the Lord 
understands them all . "  

" I  don't believe in the Lord," Mendel said. 
"That doesn't matter. I t 's enough for lsidor and me to 

believe in h im."  
"Well, I j ust don't understand why you 're in such a 

hurry. " 
White R .  said: "I 'm pregnant ."  
The next day Mendel reported the conversat ion to Ge

daleh. He expected the chief to burst out laughing, but 
Gedaleh, very grave, answered that Mendel had to accept ,  
of course. "I must te l l  you:  I have something to do with 
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this. Isidor had never been with a woman. He told me 
some t ime ago, one day when I was teasing h im a bit: it 
was the day of the windmil l .  I saw that he was suffering; 
he told me he'd never had the courage. He was only thir
teen when he had to h ide under the barn, he was there 
four years, then you know what happened. 'He has to be 
helped, '  I thought; in a sense i t  seemed to me a mitzvah, 
and in  another sense the experiment made me curious. So 
I talked about it with Rokhcle, who had also been left 
alone, and I suggested she look after him. And she looked 
after him. But I never bel ieved the business would proceed 
so quickly and turn out so wel l . "  

"Are you sure it� turned out  wel l?" Mendel asked. 
"I don't know, but I think so. To me it seems a good 

sign; even if they're a couple of nebbishes . Or rather, pre
cisely because they're two nebbishes ."  

Somewhat ashamed of himself, Mendel married Isidor 
and White Rokhele as best he could. 
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I t was a good sign. The Gedalists, and same 
Poles who had asked to be invited, celebrated the wed
ding, with l i tt le food but much merriment .  Gedaleh , natu
rally, played the viol in ,  which should never be absent 
even at the humblest weddings. He had a vast and varied 
repertory, which ranged from Kreutzer to the most trivial 
l i ttle songs. It was already well into the evening, and Ge
daleh was playing and singing the "Song of the Foolish 
Boy"; the others were accompanying him in low voices. 
Gedaleh didn 't necessari ly  mean to refer to Isidor; or if he 
did, it wasn't a nasty reference, but an innocent, if some
what coarse, joke, the kind that is customary at wed
dings. Maybe the song just came into his  head, through an 
association of ideas, but for that matter i t 's so popular 
that if you don't sing i t  at a wedding i t 's not real ly a party. 
The song, too, is foolish, but at the same t ime it is  t inged 
with a strange tenderness, l ike a dazed and t imid dream 
that has blossomed in the warmth of a l it t le wooden house, 
beside the great t i le stove, u nder the smoke-blackened 
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beams of the cei l ing; and above the ceil ing you picture a 
dark and snowy sky, where perhaps a great si lver fish is 
swimming, a bride dressed in white veils , and an upside 
down green bi l ly goat. 

The foolish boy of the song, the narische bucher, is one 
who can't make up h is  mind: al l  through the night he 
thinks and th inks again about which girl to choose, be
cause he is a respectful fool ,  and he knows that by choos
ing one, he will humil iate all the others. How the choice is 
made isn't told, but then, to the meidele the boy asks (all 
night long?) absurd and pathetic quest ions: who is the 
king who has no country? what water doesn't wash away 
sand? what is fastllr than a mouse and higher than a 
house? And finally, what can burn without a flame, and 
what can weep without tears? These riddles aren't gratui
tous, they have a reason: they are the tortuous way the 
boy had chosen in order to declare himself, and the clever 
girl has realized this. 

"Fool ish boy," she answers him melodiously, "the king 
who has no country is the king of cards, and the water that 
has no sand is the water of tears. Faster than a mouse is a 
cm, and higher than a house is i ts chimney. And love can 
burn without flame, and a heart can weep without tears ." 
This inconclusive skirmishing ends badly: while the boy is 
stil l tormenting h imself, whether this is really the girl of 
his heart, another youth brutally comes and takes her 
away from him. 

I t  was a holiday for everyone, Poles and Jews: a truce, a 
relief of their tension and wait ing. Even the austere Edek 
beat time on his messtin with his knuckles, and the Poles, 
though they understood no Yiddish, joined in the almost 
meaningless refrain:  

Tumbala -tumbala-tumbalalaika, 
Tumbala-tumbala-tumbalalaika, 
Tumbalaika, schpd balalaika, 

Tumbalaika, Jra ilich sol sa in! 

Others stamped their feet on the floor or pounded on 
the table; the closest ones gave the bridal pair friendly 
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nudges in the ribs and asked them lewd quest ions. lsidor 
and Rokhele, glistening with sweat and flushed with emo
tion, looked around, embarrassed. 

First a few, then all of them succumbed to the hypnotic 
rhythm of the song and began to dance; holding hands, in 
a circle, smil ing obliviously, nodding from s ide to s ide and 
raising their heads, stamping their feet in cadence: frailich 
sol sain, let happiness reign ! Even the white-haired 
Dov, even the bride and groom, even the overconfident 
Line, even the Slonim weavers with their clumsy move
ments, even Mottel the throat-cutter. Let happiness reign ! 
In no t ime, the l i t tle space among the benches and the 
walls of the barrack was-full  of dance and fest ivity. 

All  of a sudden the earth shook and they all stopped. It  
wasn't an earthquake, i t  was a round of heavy art i l lery; a 
moment later they heard squadrons of planes fil l ing the 
sky with their racket. There was a great turmoil ;  they all  
rushed for their weapons, but nei ther Gedaleh nor Edek 
knew what orders to give. Then Marian was heard shout
ing: "Don 't go outside! Stay under cover! "  The walls of 
the barracks, made of sol id logs, cou ld, in fact, offer a cer
tain protection. The explosions became more frequent ,  
deafening; Mendel l istened carefully; his experience in the 
art il lery told h im that the outgoing rou nds were to the 
cast and the shells were exploding to the west ,  near 
Zarnowiec; they went howl ing over their heads. So it was 
a Russian attack, no doubt about that: a large-scale 
attack, maybe the defini t ive one. Over all the racket 
Dov's voice was heard: "I t 's t he front !  I t 's the front mov
ing past ! "  At that same moment Bogdan came into the 
shed, the Pole who was on guard outside. He was push
ing ahead of him a man covered with mud, unshaven, 
bundled up in a long, tattered coat. "You find out who 
this character is ! "  he said to Edek and Marian; but the 
two paid no attention to him, they were having an agi
tated quarrel between themselves, and with other Poles 
standing around them. Bogdan repeated his request; then, 
out of pat ience, he turned to go back to his post ,  but Edek 
recalled him: "No, you stay in here, too; we have to de-
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cide. " Bogdan turned to the Gedalist group: "You people 
deal with th is one; he must be one of yours. He's un
armed. "  

The man was looking around, dazed, confused by the 
explosions and the excited voices, dazzled by the carb ide 
lamps. Mattei asked him, "Who are you? Where do you 
come from?" At the sound of the Yiddish words, he 
started, amazed; he didn' t answer, but asked in his turn, 
"Jews? Jews here?" He seemed a trapped animal .  H is eyes 
sought the door, Mendel stopped h im with a gesture; and 
he drew back in a jerk of defense: "Let me go ! What do 
you want from me? " In the barracks they had to shout to 
make themselves IJeard; nevertheless, Mendel finally fig
ured out that the man, whose name was Schmulek, had 
been stopped by the guard as he was running past the sen
try post: in the darkness, he had been taken for a German . 
At the same t ime, he realized that the Poles were discuss
ing whether to wait on the spot for the Red Army or to 
disperse. 

When Schmulek understood that the Jews were not 
prisoners of the Poles, nor the Poles of the Jews, and that 
nobody wanted to arrest him or harm him,  he exploded 
with speech: they should all fol low him, qu ickly, at once . 
He had escaped a bomb by a miracle, he had remained 
buried by the loose dirt .  As i f  to confirm his words, there 
was another deafening explosion, very close: the door 
of the barracks caved in, then was sucked outside by 
the blast . The l ights went out ,  and the din became deaf
ening: now the shells were fal l ing thickly, far and near, 
and the walls of the barracks were creaking, threatening 
to shatter. I t  wasn't clear whether the bombs came from 
planes or the art i l lery. Everybody went outside in disor
der, i nto the freezing air i l luminated by the flashes: with 
the authority of his terror, Schmulek shouted that they 
should follow him, he had a shelter, nearby, secure. He 
graLbed, at random, Bella by one arm and dragged her 
off, in jerks; Mendel and some others fol lowed them, 
more than a dozen, perhaps; the others scattered ia  the 
woods. 



268 1 If l'iot i'\o .. -, Wh .. n? 

Schmulek darted along, bent over, from tree to tree, 
and the others came behind h im in Indian fi le, holding 
hands l ike the blind. Some t rees were ablaze. Mendel 
caught up with Schmulek and shouted into his ear, 
"\Vhere are you taking us? ",  but the other man just kept 
on running. He led them to a bunker of logs, half under
ground; next to it was a wel l .  Schmulek cl imbed over the 
edge, went down unt i l  only h is head was sticking out ,  then 
said: "Come, this is how you get in . "  In the reddish glow 
of the fires, Mendel and the others also cl imbed down. In
side the wel l ,  rusted i ron hooks were set in to the wal l .  
About two or  three meters down, a hole opened in  the 
wal l ;  they groped their  way inside and found t hemselves 
in a sl ight ly descending passage; farther on,  there was a 
hollow dug out of the clayey earth ,  its cei l ing supported 
by stakes. Here Schmulek was wait ing for them, out of 
breath ,  a l ighted torch in his hand. "I l i ve here ,"  he said to 
Mendel. 

Mendel looked around. There were Dov, Bella, Mattei , 
Line, Piotr; Gedaleh wasn 't there, but  there were six or 
seven of the survivors from Ruzany and Bl izna, and four  
Poles he didn't know. Down here, the roar of the  explo
sions was muffled; the air was damp and smelled of the 
earth .  In t he walls some niches had been dug, and there 
you could see vague obj ects, rol led-up blankets, pots, 
pans. A bench ran along one wall; on the floor of packed 
earth there were boughs and straw. "Sit down," Schmulek 
said. "How long have you been here? " Oov asked. "Three 
years ,"  he answered. 

Line spoke. "Are you alone?" 
"I 'm alone. Before, there was my nephew, a boy. He 

went out to look for food and never came back. But six 
months ago there were twelve of us, last year there were 
forty, and two years ago, more than a hundred." 

"All in here?" Line asked, incredulous and horrified. 
"Look down there, "  Schmulek said, raising his torch. 

"The passage cont inues ,  forks, and there are other caves. 
There are also two other ex its ,  inside two oaks hollowed 
by l ightning. We l ived badly, but we were alive. If we 
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could have stayed underground all the t ime, they 
wouldn't have found us, and only the ones who caught 
spotted fever would have died. But we had to go out, to 
find food, and then they shot us." 

"The Germans?" 
"Everybody. Germans, Hungarians, Ukrainians. Some

t imes also the Poles, though we were all Pol ish.  We had 
escaped from the ghettos around here. There was never 
any tell ing: somet imes they would let us by, sometimes 
they would shoot us l ike rabbits, and other t imes they 
even gave us food. The last who came weren 't partisans: 
they were bandits, they only had knives. They came by 
surprise. They cut- the survivors' bell ies open and took 
away what we had ."  

"How d id  you save yourself?"  
"By chance," Schmulek said. " In  civi l ian l i fe I was a 

horse dealer, I went around the vi l lages in this zone, I 
knew all the trails in the woods. Several t imes I acted as 
guide for t he partisans. In September I guided a group of 
Russian soldiers who had escaped from a German Lager; 
they wanted to go up in the Mountains of the Holy Cross, 
and I led them out of the forest. That 's when t he bandits 
came and slaughtered everyone. The boy was also outside 
by chance." 

"We found those Russian soldiers," Mendel said. "They 
were surrounded by the Germans; they're al l  dead. But 
now the war's about to end." 

"I don't care whether the war ends. When t he war ends, 
there won't  be any Jews left in Poland. I don 't care about 
anything anymore. What I care is t hat you people had the 
courage to take up guns; and I didn't have that courage." 

"That doesn't mean anyth ing," Mendel said. "You 
made yourself useful in a different way. Fight ing isn't a 
job for older people." 

"How old do you think I am?" 
"Fifty," Dov ventured, though he thought seventy. 
"I'm thirty-six," Schmulek said. 
Outside, the battle cont inued; in Schmulek's den only a 

dull rumble arrived, broken at t imes by louder explosions 
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that shook the ground and were heard not so much with 
the ears but with the whole body. Nevertheless, halfway 
into the night, they were all asleep, though they knew 
these hours were decisive: anxiety i tself and their waiting 
had worn them out. 

Mendel found himsel f awake late in the morning, and 
he realized that he had been wakened by the si lence. The 
earth no longer shook; there was no sound except for the 
heavy respirat ion of the sleepers. The darkness was abso
lute. He groped at his sides; to his left, he recognized the 
thin body of Bella, to h is right the rough cloth and car
tridge bel t of a Pole. It could be only a respi te; or else the 
R ussians could have drawn back, and this refuge could be 
in no-man 's land. But then his ear, sharpened by the si
lence, caught an improbable, chi ldish sound, not heard 
for years. Bells: yes, those were bells, a faint tolling, deli
cate, fi l tered through the earth that buried them; a toy 
music box playing fest ively, and it meant t hat the war was 
over. 

He was about to wake up his companions, but  he re
strained himself: later, there was t ime, now he had some
thing else to do. What? H is accounts, he had to do h is 
accounts. He  fel t  as i f  he had escaped a raging storm at 
sea, and had landed on a deserted and unknown land. Not 
ready, not prepared, empty; calm and unwound, the way 
an unwound watch is calm .  Calm and not happy, calmly 
unhappy. Swollen with memories: Leonid, the Uzbek, the 
Venya band , rivers and woods and marshes, the battle of 
the monastery, Ulybin, the return of Dov. The l i ttle girl of 
Valuets with her goats, Line, Sissl. Mendel the womanless. 
He saw again, beyond h is eyel ids, Rivke's sharpened face, 
with the eyes sealed, the hair twisted l ike snakes. Rivke 
underground l ike us. She's the one who snatches away the 
other women from around me, l ike blowing the chaff from 
the grain. Ballebusteh st i l l :  who said that the dead have no 
more power? 

Crammed with memories, and at once fi lled with for-
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gett ing: h i s  memories, even recent ones, were faded, they 
had hazy outl ines, they overlapped in this effort of his ,  as 
i f  someone were making drawings on the blackboard, then 
only half erasing them, before making new ones on top of 
the old. Perhaps th is is how a man remembers his l ife 
when he is a hundred, or how the patriarchs, who were 
nine hundred, remembered. Perhaps memory is l ike a 
bucket; i f  you want to cram into i t  more frui t  than i t  will 
hold, the fruit is crushed. 

The bells meanwhile went on ringing, no tel l ing where: 
in some vil lage the peasants must have been celebrat ing; 
for them the Nazi nightmare was over, the worst was over. 
I should celebrat� too, and ring my bells, Mendel 
thought ,  cl inging to sleep to prevent it from leaving h im.  
Our war, too, is over, the t ime of dying and kill i ng i s  over, 
and yet I am not happy, and I wish my sleep would never 
end. Our war is over, and we are sealed in a dirt cave, and 
we have to go out and start walking again .  This is the 
house of Schmulek, who has no house, who has lost every
thing, even h imself. Where is my house? It is in no place. 
I t 's in the knapsack I carry on my back, i t 's in the shot
down Heinkel, i t 's at Novosclki ,  i t 's in the camp of Turov 
and in Edek's camp, i t 's beyond the sea, in fai ry-tale land, 
where milk and honey flow. A man enters h is house and 
hangs up his clothes and his memories; where do you hang 
your memories, Mendel, son of Nachman? 

One by one, they all woke up and all asked questions, 
but nobody could answer. The front had gone by, there 
was no doubt of i t :  now what was to be done? Wai t  some 
more, as Schmulek urged them to? Go out to meet the 
Russians? Look for food? Send somebody up fi rst to spy 
out the situation? 

Dov offered to go; he was well suited, he spoke Russian, 
was wearing a Russian uniform, with Russian papers: he 
was R ussian, in other words, more in order than Piotr. He 
started up the passage, but came back i mmediately: they 
would have to wait ,  someone was lowering a bucket into 
the wel l .  The bucket rose, full ; Dov could go out,  and he 
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found h imself in the midst of a platoon of soldiers, 
stripped to the waist, joyously wash ing in the water they 
had poured into a drinking trough. On the ground there 
were a few inches of snow, trampled and half-melted by 
the night's fires. Not far off, some other soldiers had 
l ighted a fi re and were drying out their clothes. They re
ceived Dov with good-natured indifference: 

"Hey, Uncle! Where did you pop up from? What regi
ment are you?"  

"We almost pulled you up in the bucket ! "  
"I 'l l  tel l you where h e  comes from: h e  got drunk and fel l  . " In. 
"Or else they threw him in .  Say, Uncle: did the Ger

mans throw you into the well? Or did you go down to take 
shelter?" 

"You see strange th ings in this country," a Mongol 
soldier said pensively. "Yesterday, in the midst of the 
fight ing, I saw a hare: instead of running off, he sat 
there, spellbound. And the day before I saw a beaut i fu l  
girl in a barrel . . .  " 

"What was she doing in the barrel?" 
"Nothing. She was hidden there ."  
"And what did you do?" 
"Nothing; I said to her: Good morning, panienka, sorry 

to bother you; and I closed the l id again ."  
"Either you 're a l iar  or a fool, Afanasij ;  you roast a hare, 

and with a girl, you make love." 
"Well ,  all I wanted to say is that this is a strange coun

try. Yesterday, the hare. The day before, the girl. And 
now a soldier with white hair comes out of the well .  Come 
here, soldier: if you're not a ghost, have a drop of vodka; 
and if you're a ghost ,  go back where you came from." 

The corporal of the platoon came over to Dov, touched 
him, and said, "But you 're not even wet ! "  

"There's a passage in the wel l ,"  Dov said. "I 'll explain i t  
t o  you ."  

The corporal said, "Come wi th  me to  headquarters. 
You can explain everyth ing there ."  
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Half an hour later Dov and the corporal came back, 
with a l ieutenant who was wearing t he NKVD band on 
his arm; seeing him, the soldiers stopped their chatter and 
resumed washing. The l ieutenant told Dov to go back 
down in the wel l and have everybody who was hidden 
there come out. They came out one by one, i nto the white 
l ight of the sky t hat threatened more snow, to the silent 
amazement of the Russians. The lieutenant ordered two 
soldiers to get dressed and col lect the weapons, and he had 
the group escorted along the road in the opposite di
rection, retracing the way they had come in the nigh t ,  
guided by  Schmulek; he  led t hem, i n  other words, back to 
the barracks of thi- Polish camp. Here they found Edek 
and Marian and almost all their men; there was also Ge
daleh wi th the Gedalists who hadn't followed Schmulek. 
Both the Poles and the Jews were disarmed, and the shed 
where they were shut up was guarded by two Russian 
sentries. 

All that day nothing happened. At noon two soldiers 
came, bringing bread and sausage for everybody; at eve
ning came a pot with a steami ng soup of mi l let and meat.  
There were more than a hundred prisoners, and t hey were 
cramped i n  the bui lding: they complained to the sentries, 
the corporal came and divided them into two groups, one 
per barrack, so the guard had to be doubled. :\'either the 
corporal nor the soldier showed any host i l i ty; some 
seemed curious, others annoyed, and others looked as if  
they wanted to apologize. 

The Poles were restless, and humi liated at having had 
to turn in their weapo:1s. 

"Cheer up, Edek," Gedaleh said. "The worst is over. No 
matter what happens, these Russians won't t reat us the 
way the Germans did.  You can see: you can talk things 
over with them." Edek didn't answer. 

In the morning a can of ersatz coffee arrived, and a l i t tle 
later the l ieutenant came, accompanied by a clerk. He 
seemed in a bad humor, and he was brisk. He transcribed 
the vital statist ics of them all in a schoolboy's copybook, 
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and he had them all show h im their hands, palms and 
backs, which he examined carefully. When he had fin
ished, he divided the confined party into three groups. 

The first  group was made up of the majority of t he 
Poles. 

"You arc soldiers, and you wi l l  cont inue to be soldiers. 
You will  be given uniforms and arms, and wil l  be ab
sorbed into the Red Army. " There were comments, mur
muring, some protests; the sentries lowered t he barrels of 
their guns, and the protests d ied out .  

"You wil l  be useful to us in another way," he said, 
turning to the second group. This was very smal l :  it in
cluded Edek with half a dozen former students and clerks. 

" I 'm the commander of th is uni t ,"  Edek said, pale as 
snow. 

"There is no uni t  any more and no commander," the 
l ieutenant said. "The Armia Krajowa has been disbanded ."  

"Disbanded by whom? Disbanded by you people! " 
"No, no, it was disbanded on its own; it no longer had 

any reason to ex ist .  We are l iberat ing Poland. Haven't 
you heard the radio? No, not ours: Radio London. For 
t hree days they've been broadcast ing a message from your 
commander in chief. He greets you ,  thanks you ,  and says 
t hat your war is over. "  

"Where will you send us?" Edek then asked. 
"I don't know, and i t 's not my concern. I have orders 

only to send you to area HQ there you wi l l  be given all 
the information you wish. "  

The th ird group comprised the Gedal ists plus Schmu
lek; or, in other words, all t he Jews plus Piotr. Mendel 
hadn 't not iced before, but he not iced now that Piotr had 
taken off his tat tered partisan uniform, the one he had 
seen Piotr wear since the Turov camp. He was tall and 
slim l ike Gcdaleh, and he was wearing the c ivi l ian clothes 
that Gedaleh had flaunted after the Sarny coup. 

"As for you others," the l ieutenant said, "for t he present 
there are no orders. You 're not civil ians, and you're not 
soldiers, either. And you're not prisoners of war. You 're 
men and women, and you have no papers . "  
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"Comrade l ieutenant, we're partisans," Gedaleh said.  
"Partisans belong to partisan units. Nobody has ever 

heard of Jewish part isans: that's something new. You 
don't belong to any category. For the present, you stay 
here. I 've asked for instructions. You wil l  receive the same 
treatment as our soldiers. Then we'll sec. " 

Gcdalch's band, having returned after more than three 
months to i ts  original pure composi t ion, experienced days 
of inert ia and suspicion . Toward the end of January, from 
the l i tt le window of the shed they saw the Poles of the sec
ond group go off through the snow that was fal l ing heav
i ly. For the occasfon, the l ieutenant had had the doors 
barred; Gcdaleh 's band had to be satisfied with waving 
goodbye to Edek from inside the window. Climbing into 
the truck, Edck waved his hand towards them; the vehicle 
set off with a jolt, and Sissl burst into tears. 

Unlike the others, Dov, Mendel, Arie, and Piotr had 
belonged to the Red Army and wou ld have had no diffi
culty in  clarifying their posit ion. Piotr had no doubts. 

"They didn't make any distinct ions, and that suits me 
fine. I t 's obvious that for the moment the NKVD is in
terested only in the Poles; Stal in doesn't want Polish par
tisans in his way ."  

"They've taken you for a Jew! " Gcdalch said, amused. 
"For that matter, you 'vc earned i t . "  

"I  don 't know. The lieutenant asked me  two or  three 
questions; he saw I was answering in Russian, and that 
was enough for h im."  

"Hm," Gedalch said. "If  you ask me,  your case isn't 
closed yet . "  

" I t  i s  for me," Piotr answered. " I 'm staying w i th  you " 
Dov had no doubts, either, but in t he opposite di

rection. He hadn't changed his decision; on the contrary, 
i t  had been strengthened by the most recent adven tures; 
he was t ired of fight ing and roami ng, t ired of the uncer
taint ies of the precarious l ife; he wanted to go home, since 
he had a home. A home far away, untouched by the war, 
in a country whose distance in t ime and space had m ade i t  
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legendary: the land of t igers and bears, where they were 
all l ike him, stubborn and simple. In that land, which Dov 
never tired of describing, the winter sky was violet and 
green: the aurora borealis shimmered there, and when he 
was a boy the terrible comet had exploded nearby. Mu
toraj ,  with its four thousand inhabitants, deportees, Nihil
ists and Samoyeds, was a vil lage unique in  the world. 

Dove went off in  si lence, sad without despair. He re
ported to the Russian command, stated h is army posit ion 
and his record; at their request he wrote out in a neat 
hand a report on the circumstances under which he had 
been taken from Turov, treated at the Kiev hospital , and 
taken back to the part isan zone; then he waited. Two 
weeks later he took his leave of them all ,  and made a dig
nifed exi t .  

As for Mendel and Arie, they conjured up no problems 
for themselves on this score, and the Russians made no 
problems for them either. The front  had rapidly moved 
on, westwards; the NKVD l ieutenant didn't show up 
again,  and the guard around the barracks became more 
and more relaxed unti l  it disappeared completely. Geda
leh 's band, complete, was transferred at the beginning of 
February to a schoolhouse in the town of Wolbrom, not 
far away, and here i t  was left to its own devices: the Rus
sian garrison, which for that matter consisted only of an 
elderly captain and a few soldiers, paid no attention to 
them, except to bring them suppl ies from the quartermas
ter stores: potatoes, turnips, barley, meat, salt .  The bread 
arrived already baked, from a requisit ioned bakery; but 
the cooking operations had to be performed on the spot,  
and there was no equipment in  the school ,  nor had the 
Russians suppl ied any. Gedaleh fi l led out a proper requi
s i t ion,  the captain promised, and nothing arrived. "We'll 
go into the city and get ourselves what we need," Gedaleh 
said. 

The enterprise proved easier than they had foreseen. 
The l i t t le city was deserted and sin ister: it must have been 
bombed, and then looted several t imes, but always in 
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haste. In the half-destroyed houses, in the cellars, the 
attics, in the air raid shel ters, they found everything. Not 
only pots and pans, but also chairs, qui l ts, mattresses, fur
niture of every description. More furnishings appeared 
every day in the market that had spontaneously sprung up 
in the main square. Pi les of half-smashed furniture were 
sold for firewood; there was a great supply and prices were 
low. Soon the school was transformed into an inhabi table 
shel ter, though hardly cozy; but there were no stoves, in 
the rooms or in the vicinity, and the soup had to be 
cooked on fires out in the open, in the courtyard, next to 
the sandy pit for the long j ump. In compensat ion, in one 
of the classrooms, die Gedal ists set up a regal nuptial bed 
for White Rokhele and lsidor, surmounted by a canopy 
they had run up from army blankets. 

The Russian captain was a melancholy, weary man. 
Gedaleh and Mendel went several times to talk with h im,  
to get from h im some information about the intent ions of 
the Russian authorities as far as they were concerned. The 
man was polite, absent, and evasive; he knew nothing, no
body knew anyth ing, the war wasn't over, they would 
have to wait ti l l the end of the war. In the war he had lost 
two sons, and he had had no news of his wife, in Lenin
grad. Gedaleh and his men had food to eat, they were 
warm; they should wait, as everybody was waiting. He, 
too, was waiting. Maybe the war wouldn't end all that 
soon; nobody could say. Maybe it  would go on: who could 
know? Against Japan, against America. Permit to leave? 
He couldn't issue permits; that was another department ;  
and for that matter, where would they go? In what di
rection? There were bands of Pol ish rebels and Germans 
in circulation: on all the roads, the Russians had set up 
checkpoints. They were not to t ry to leave the city: t hey 
wouldn't get far, the checkpoints had orders to  shoot on 
sight .  He himself avoided moving about, except on duty; 
i t  wouldn't be the first t ime that Soviet soldiers had fired 
on one another. 

But Gedaleh had l i t t le patience with being shut up. To 
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him,  and not only to h im,  this way of l i fe seemed empty, 
humil iat ing, and ridiculous. Men and women took turns 
cooking and cleaning, and yet avalanches of free t ime re
mained; paradoxically, wi th  a city around them, a roof 
over their heads, and a table at wh ich they ate, they fel t  
an undefined malaise, which was homesickness for the  for
est and the open road. They felt useless, alien: no longer at 
war, not yet at peace. Despite t he captain 's warnings, they 
went out often, in l i t t le groups. 

At Wolbrom, the war was over, but it continued, 
furiously, not very far away. Through the city, and on the 
dirt road around i t ,  ceaselessly day and night,  Soviet army 
units went by, heading for the S i lesian front.  During the 
day i t  seemed not so much a modern army going by but a 
horde, a migrat ion: men of every race, Viking giants and 
squat Lapps, tanned Caucasians and pale Siberians, on 
foot, on horseback, in trucks, tractors, great ox-drawn 
wagons, some even riding camels. There were soldiers and 
civil ians, women dressed in every possible way; sheep, 
cows, mules, and horses: at evening the squads stopped 
where they were, set up their tents, slaughtered the ani
mals, and cooked the meat on makeshift fires. These im
provised camps were teeming with children, bundled i n  
too-big army clothing; some wore p istols and knives i n  
their belts, all had the red star sewn o n  their enormous fur 
hats. Who were they? Where did they come from? Mendel 
and h is companions stopped to question them: they spoke 
Russian, Ukrainian, Pol ish, even Yiddish; others refused 
to speak. They were uneasy and wild, war orphans. The 
Red Army, in its advance through the devastated lands, 
had collected them by the thousands, amidst the rubble of 
the cit ies, lost in the fields and woods, hungry and vaga
bond. The Soviets hadn't  had the t ime to set tle them in 
the rear or the vehicles to transfer them farther back: and 
so they were dragged along, everybody's ch ildren, soldiers 
themselves, also in search of loot. They wandered around 
the fires; some of the soldiers gave them bread, soup,  and 
meat; others, annoyed, drove them off. 

Surprisingly different were the troops that crossed the 
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city in the hours of darkness. Mendel, who retained the 
searing memory of units  surrounded and cut to pieces in 
the great annihi lat ing batt les of 'forty-one and 'forty-two, 
could hardly bel ieve his eyes. Here, this was the new Red 
Army that had broken the spine of Germany: different, 
unrecognizable. A m ighty machine, ordered, modern , that 
filed almost soundless along the main street of the blacked
out city. G igant ic tanks mounted on trai lers with rubber 
t ires; self-propelled cannons never seen or dreamed of be
fore; the legendary Katyushas, covered by tarpaul ins that 
concealed their features. Mingled with the art i l lery and 
the armored uni ts there were also marching companies, on 
foot, in closed order, s inging. Theirs were not warl ike 
songs, but rather melancholy and subdued; they didn't 
express thirst for war, as the German songs did, but the 
mourning accumulated during four years of massacre. 

Mendel, art i l leryman Mendel, witnessed this  passage 
with his  spirit shaken. In spite of everything, in spite of the 
disastrous and culpable defeat that had forced him un
derground, despite the contempt and the wrongs he had 
suffered in other days, despite Ulybin, this was, neverthe
less, the army whose worn , faded uniform he was wearing 
yet. A krasnoarmeetz: so he was st i l l  a soldier, even if  he was 
a jew, even if was heading for another country. Those sol
diers who marched by, singing, mild in peace and indomi
table in war, those soldiers built l ike Piotr, were his 
comrades. He fel t  h is chest swel l  in a flood of confl ict ing 
emotions: pride, remorse, resentment, respect ,  grat i tude. 
But one day he heard groans coming from a cel lar; he 
went down there with Piotr, and he saw ten soldiers of the 
Waffen SS lying on their stomachs, half-naked: some were 
pull ing themselves along with their arms, all had a bleed
ing slash halfway down their backs. "That 's what the Si
berians do," Piotr said, "when they find them, they don't 
kill them, but they cut the marrow out of their spine." 
They climbed back up to the street, and Piotr added: " ' l  
wouldn't want to  be a German. No, no ,  these next months, 
I really wouldn't want to be a Berl iner. " 

One morning they woke up and found on the facade of 
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the school a swast ika painted with tar; under i t  was writ
ten: "NSZ-Death to the Bolshevik Jews. " A l i tt le later, 
from the window of the second floor, they saw three or 
four youths down in the street, talking among themselves 
and looking up. That same evening, while they were 
seated, eating, the w indow pane was shattered, and, be
tween the legs of the table, a bottle fel l ,  with a burning 
fuse. P iotr was quickest: in  a flash he grabbed the bottle, 
which hadn't broken, and flung i t  back into the street. 
There was a thud, and on the pavement a burning puddle 
formed, which went on burning for a long t ime: the smoky 
flame rose all the way to their window. Gedaleh said, "We 
have to get some arms a_Dd go. "  

Finding arms, too, was easier than they had expected: 
in different ways, Schmulek and Pavel took care of i t .  In 
his cave there were weapons, Schmulek said :  not  many, 
but in good condit ion, buried under the hard earth .  He 
asked Gedaleh for someone to come with h im;  they went 
out at sunset and came back at dawn with various pistols, 
hand grenades, ammuni t ion, and a submachine gun .  
After Jozek's death,  Pavel had succeeded h im a s  quarter
master, and he reported that buying weapons at the mar
ket was easier than buying butter and tobacco. Everybody 
was offering them, in broad dayl ight; the Russians them
selves, both passing soldiers and the civi l ians following the 
troops, sold German sidearms found in  warehouses or on 
the batt lefields; other stuff was sold nonchalantly by Poles 
in the mil i t ia that the Russians had hasti ly established. 
Many of these Poles, the moment they had signed up, de
serted with their weapons to join bands that were prepar
ing for guerrilla fighting; others sold or bartered the 
weapons at the market. Within a few days the Gedalists 
found themselves possessors of numerous knives and a 
dozen i l l-assorted firearms. I t  wasn 't much, but it would 
suffice to keep off the Polish rightist terrorists. 

At the end of February the Russian capta in summoned 
Gedaleh and held h im for more than an hour, talking. 
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"He offered me cigaret tes and drink," Gcdalch reported 
to his companions. "He isn't as absen tminded as he seems, 
and if you ask me, he's been prompted. He's heard about 
the Molotov, he says these arc difficult t imes, and he's 
worried about us. And that they aren't able to guarantee 
our safety, and that we would be wise to protect ourselves 
on our own: in other words he knows about the weapons 
and i ts all right with him for us to have them. I t 's only 
natural; he must be about as fond of the NSZ as we arc. 
He kept saying this is a bad place. He said that the other 
t ime, too, but then he said it was dangerous to leave the 
city; and instead, today, he asked me why we're staying 
here. 'You could move on ahead, the front is far off by 
now: farther ahead, towards the Allies . . .  ' I told him we 
would l ike to go to I taly, and from there we would try to 
get to Palest ine, and he said we had the right idea, 
England is going to have to leave Palest ine, and also 
Egypt and India: the colonial empires have their days 
numbered. And Palestine is where we must go, to build 
our state. He told me he has many Jewish friends and has 
even read Herzl 's book: but  I don 't bel ieve this is true, or 
else he didn't read it careful ly, because he said to me that, 
bas ically, Herzl was also a Russian, whereas really he was 
Hungarian . But I didn't contradict him. In other words, 
the captain is a man who knows a thing or two: i t 's conve
nient for the Russians if we bother the English, and for us 
it 's time to leave. But no official permits: on that subject 
he immediately backed away." 

"We'll go away without permits," Line said, shrugging. 
"When did we ever have permits?" 

Bella's nasal voice was heard: "Those NSZ people arc 
Fascists and cowards, but there's one thing that we agree 
with them and the Russians about: they want to send us 
away, and we want to go. "  

Pavel had got into the habit o f  leaving the school early 
in the morning, then not showing up again unti l  even ing. 
In the space of a few days the atmosphere in \Volbrom 
had changed: now, the t ide of troops flowing towards Gcr-
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many was overwhelmed by the tide in the opposite di
rection, of soldiers coming back from the front .  Some were 
on leave, but  the majori ty were wounded or muti lated 
soldiers, leaning on makeshi ft crutches, seated on the pi les 
of rubble that flanked the roads, with the pale, beardless 
faces of adolescents. From his exploratory rounds Pavel 
never came back empty-handed: on the black market by 
now anything could be found. He brought coffee, pow
dered milk, soap and razor blades, powders for puddings, 
vi tamins, treasures that the Gcdalists hadn' t  seen for six 
years or had never known before. One day he brought 
with h im a lanky, sandy-haired character, who spoke no 
Russian or Pol ish or Gc�man, and only a few words of 
Yiddish: Pavel had fouri d him on the ruins of the Wol
brom synagogue, chanting the morn ing prayers; he was a 
Jewish soldier from Chicago that the Germans had taken 
prisoner in Normandy and that the Red Army had l ib
crated . They celebrated together, but the American was 
no good at expressing h imself and even less good at drink
ing; after the vodka had gone around the first t ime, he 
ended up under the table, he slept unt i l  noon the next 
day, and then went off without saying good-bye to any
one. Along the roads wandered ex-prisoners of every coun
try and every race, and swarms of prost i tutes. 

On February 25th Pavel came home with five pairs of 
silk stockings, and t here was great , excited talk: the 
women quickly tried them on, but they were a size that 
could j ust do for Sissl and Black Rokhele; for the other 
Rokhcle, Line, and Bella they were too big. Pavel silenced 
the chat ter: "That 's all right . No matter. Tomorrow I ' l l  
exchange them or I 'l l bring some more. I have something 
else to tell you. I 've fou nd a t ruck ! "  

"Did you buy i t ? "  Isidor asked. 
No, he hadn 't bought i t .  It emerged that behind the 

rai lroad station the Russians had set up a yard for junk 
and discarded material, and you could find everything 
there. Pavel wasn't knowledgeable, somebody had to go 
there with him tomorrow. Who knew about trucks? Who 
knew how to drive them? The band had covered more 
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than a thousand kilometers on foot: wasn't it t ime now for 
them to travel by truck? 

"It ' l l  have to be paid for," Motte! said. 
"I don't th ink so," Pavel said. "The yard isn't fenced in; 

there's only a ditch around it , and only one guard . The 
important thing is to act fast: there are lots of people com
ing and going, th is morning I saw two kids taking away a 
motorcycle .  \Vho's coming with me tomorrow morning?" 

They would  all have l iked to go, for the diversion if  
nothing else. Line and Arie declared they had driven trac
tors; Piotr and Mendel were licensed army drivers, and 
further, in his village, Mendel had had occasion to repair 
tractors and trucks . Qedaleh, with an unusual abuse of au
thority, said he would go because he was the commander, 
but the most insistent was Isidor, who could advance no 
claim at all. He wanted to go with Pavel at all costs :  for 
vehicles, for all vehicles, he had a selfless and childish pas
sion, and he said that he would learn to drive the truck in 
a moment . 

Mendel went ,  and he saw that Pavel hadn 't exag
gerated: in the junkyard there really was everything, not 
only wrecks. The Russians, suppl ied by the All ies with 
war material of every kind, didn't spl i t  hairs: as soon as a 
machine or a veh icle began to give them some touble, they 
discarded it and col lected a new one. More damaged ma
terial arrived daily from the war zone, on trucks or by rail ;  
nobody examined i t  or checked i t ,  i t  was flung into the 
yard and left there to rust. In the lugubrious metallic 
graveyard the curious, the experts wandered around, and 
packs of kids played hide-and-seek. 

There were trucks: of every brand and in every state of 
preservat ion. Mendel 's attent ion focused on a l ine of Ital
ian trucks; they were three-ton Lancia 3RO's, and they 
looked l ike new: maybe they came from some German 
depot. While Pavel was t rying to distract the guard. offer
ing h im tobacco and chewing gum, Mendel took a closer 
look at the vehicles. They actually had the keys in the 
dashboard and seemed ready to go; Mendel tried the igni
tion, but nothing happened. The reason \Vas soon c lear: 
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the t rucks had no batteries, and never had had any; the 
lugs of the electric system were still covered with grease. 
When Pavel came back, Mendel said to h im,  "Go back to 
your man and keep h im occupied. I 'm going to look 
around for a charged battery. " 

"But what'll I tell h im?" 
"Invent something; te l l  h im about when you were an 

actor. " 
While Pavel was straining his memory and his imagina

tion to amuse the guard without arousing his suspicions, 
Mendel began methodically exploring the other vehicles. 
Soon he found what he was looking for, a Russian truck of 
the same capacity as tl_le Lancias, in relat ively good con
di t ion: it must have arrived a short t ime before. He raised 
the hood and touched the poles of the battery with the 
blade of his knife. There was a crackle and a blue flash :  
the battery was charged. He went back to  the school with 
Pavel ,  the hours passed slowly; i t  seemed that night would 
never come. 

When it was dark, they collected their weapons and 
went back to the junkyard. There was no sign of the 
guard: either he was sleeping nearby or had calmly gone 
back to the barracks. Instead, among the dark outl ines of 
the vehicles and the wreckage, swarmed a furt ive popula
tion : l ike termites, they dismantled or demolished any
thing that might prove useful or salable: scats, cables, 
t ires, auxil iary motors. Some were siphoning off the fuel 
from the tanks; Pavel borrowed a tube, did the same, and 
poured some gas into the tank of the first 3RO in the l ine. 
Then Mendel took out the good battery and, with Pavel 's 
help, dragged it to the truck. He remounted i t ,  connected 
i t ,  they cl imbed into the cab, and Mendel turned the key. 
He groped for the headl ights switch, and the l ights came 
on. "And there was l ight ,"  he thought to h imself. He 
turned them off and started the engine. It started 
smoothly and responded obediently to the gas pedal. Per
fect. 

"We're all set ! "  Pavel whispered. 
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"We'll see about that ,"  Mendel answered . "I 've fixed 
several of these animals, but I 've never driven one." 

"Didn't you say you had a l icense?" 
"Yes, I have it, all right ,"  Mendel muttered. "In those 

days they passed them out to everybody. The Germans 
were at Borodino and Kaluga. Six half-hour lessons, and 
you were on your way. But then I 've only driven cars and 
tractors; and at nigh t i t 's a different matter. Now shut up, 
please ." 

"Just one more th ing," Pavel said .  "Don't drive out the 
gate. There's a sentry box there, and there could also be 
somebody around. And now I'l l shut up. " 

Frowning, as intoot as a surgeon, Mendel pressed the 
clutch in, shifted into gear, and raised his foot: the truck 
started off with a wild jerk. He turned the headl ights on 
again, and, gunning the engine, he headed very slowly to
wards the end of the yard, along a cleared passage. 

"You needn't hope I 'm going to shift gears. I ' l l  shift to
morrow. For the present we proceed l ike this ." 

The truck proceeded to the ditch,  dipped forward, and 
aimed majestically towards the sky. "We're out ," Pavel 
said, breathing in the rainy air: he realized that for per
haps a full minute he hadn't taken a breath .  A voice be
hind them shouted: "Stoj'.' Halt ! "  Pavel leaned out of the 
window and fired a brief volley into the air, more out of 
high spirits than for int imidat ion. When they reached the 
road, Mendel summoned all his courage and shifted into 
second: the roar of the engine dropped a bit, and the speed 
increased sl ightly. Nobody followed them, and they 
reached the school in a few minutes . 

Gedaleh, also armed, was wait ing for them in the street . 
He hugged Mendel, laughing and recit ing the blessing of 
miracles. Mendel, h is forehead beaded with sweat in spite 
of the cold, answered him, "The other blessing would be 
better, the one for escape from danger. We mustn't waste 
time; we're leaving right now." 

Wakened abruptly, the Gedal ists brought down bag
gage and arms and crammed into the back of the tmck. 
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Mendel started the engine again. "Towards Zawiercie ! "  
Gedaleh shouted a t  h i m ,  having taken t h e  seat a t  h is s ide 
in  t he cab. Following the signs that the R ussians had set 
up at the crossroads, Mendel left the city and found him
sel f on a s ide road full of potholes and puddles. Gradually, 
scraping the gears qui te a few t imes, he learned to shift 
into h igh, and they picked up a fair  speed. The jolts also 
increased, but nobody complained. He cl imbed a h i l l  and 
started t he descent :  t he brakes worked and he fel t  reas
sured, but the tension of driving was u ndoing h im.  

"I  can't take much more of t his. Who'll spell me?" 
"We'll see ! "  Gedaleh shouted, over the racket of the 

motor and the metal. "J!:!st think about get t ing away from 
the town."  

H alfway down the h i l l  t hey came to  a roadblock, an 
unstripped log rest ing on two gasol ine cans at the s ides of 
the road . 

"Now what do I do?"  
"Don 't stop! Accelerate! " 
The log flew off l ike a straw, and they heard bursts of 

au(omatic fi re; from the back somebody returned the fire 
wi{h scattered shots. The truck went on its way in the 
night, and Gedaleh shouted, laughing, "If not th is way, 
how? And if now now, when?" 
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They were comfortable up front,  but the men 
and women crammed into the back, along with the first 
air of freedom, were breathing the icy winds of the night: 
they were numb from the cold and the discomfort and 
aching from the jolts. Some complained, but Gedaleh 
paid no attention. 

"How much gas do we have?" he asked Mendel .  
"Hard to say. Maybe enough for another thirty-forty 

kilometers, no more than that." 
They made a stop at dawn, on a side road. At the edges 

a mass of wreckage was pi led up, incredible both in its va
riety and its quantity: the only weal th that war produces. 
Shattered and overturned, there were trucks, armored 
cars, half-tracks, boats and pontoons used for bridging 
rivers. There was a German cook truck, intact : it would 
have been valuable, but they had no more room.  Too bad . 

"We have to find gas," Gedaleh said, · 'otherwise our ex-
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cursion is soon over. Spread out,  open the tanks, see i f  
they're empty." Isidor had the most luck; h e  found a n  up
right armored car, without wheels, but wi th  its tank al
most full .  

"Wil l  i t  be the right kind?" Mattei asked. 
"The only thing is to try i t ,"  Mendel said .  ' 'But in war

t ime engines get used to anything." 
"Like us," Black Rokhele said, sighing and stretchi ng 

like a cat . 
Gedaleh was impatient to get the truck off the road: in 

dayl ight i t  was too visible, and he wasn't sure that  the 
theft and their running the roadblock hadn't  been re
ported. He paced up and..down nervously: "Hurry up with 
the tranfusion ! "  But i t  wasn't s imple, there was no rubber 
tube: nobody had one. Somebody suggested overturning 
the armored car, but Isidor said: " I 'l l do i t . "  Before any
one could stop h im,  he grabbed a jerrican, whipped out a 
Luger that had been issued h im,  and fired at the bottom 
of the tank. A spurt of yellowish gasol ine came out. 

"What if i t  had exploded?" Pavel asked, with retrospec
tive fear. 

"It didn 't explode," Isidor said. 
The sky was growing l ight ,  and from the south a distant 

thunder of art i l lery could  be heard: the road to the west 
was free, the Germans had fallen back even beyond Leg
nica (but Breslau, besieged, was sti l l  holding out); i nstead, 
all along the Czechoslovakian border, the fighting had 
never stopped. Driving by n ight and hiding the t ruck in  
the daytime, they traveled for several days. Mendel got 
t ired of driving, but nobody, not Piotr or Arie or Line, 
showed much enthusiasm about relieving him. Isidor, on 
the other hand, was asking for nothing better; he had 
fal len more in love with the truck than with Rokhele, and 
he spent all his free hours cleaning the mud and dust off i t ,  
and he never missed a chance to st ick his nose under the 
hood. Mendel gave h im a couple of driving lessons, and he 
learned wi th incredible speed, after which i t  was impossi
ble to wrench h im loose from the wheel . He was an excel-
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lent driver, and everybody-Mendel, most of al l-was 
pleased. 

Nobody knew the area; at every crossroads Isidor 
slowed down and asked Gedaleh, "Where do we go?"  Ge
daleh conferred with Schmulek, then decided by instinct. 
Almost by chance they reached Rawicz, on the border be
tween Great Poland and Silesia: when they had h idden 
the truck in some woods they entered, in l it tle groups, the 
town, the first they had encountered on their way that 
hadn't been destroyed by the war. Life was not yet back to 
normal, but  some shops were open , newspapers were on 
sale at the stat ion kiosk, brightly colored posters an
nounced a romanti�-fi lm that was being shown in the only 
theater. In the main street, a lady in furs and high heels 
was leading a dog on a leash, so t iny it seemed l ike a cat. 
The Gedal ists fel t  dirty, wild, and shy, but there were 
many refugees, and nobody paid any attention to them. 
Gedaleh invi ted Bella, White R.  and Isidor into a cafe for 
some coffee; they accepted, but they seemed to be seated 
on pins. Schmulek wouldn't come into the city; he volun
teered to stay in the truck with three other men, to guard 
it and the weapons. 

They bought various humble wonders for which they 
had long fel t  a need or a desire: stockings, toothbrushes, 
underwear, pans. Pavel ,  though he read Polish with diffi
culty, found in a stall an old i l lustrated edition of Les 
Miserables. He had to give i t  to Bella, who asked to borrow 
it, but Piotr made Bel la give it to him on some pretext .  
Piotr didn't keep the book long, either: not only was he 
totally unable to understand Pol ish , but  he couldn't even 
make out the let ters. The volume, in the days that fol
lowed, went from hand to hand, and in the end was con
sidered collective property. 

They all had a great yen to go to the movies, Gedaleh 
perhaps most of all, but he had read in the papers that the 
Americans had crossed the Rhine at Remagen and had 
taken Cologne. "We'll go meet them: with t hem we'll be 
safer. I t 's time to move on ." Reluctantly they tore t hem-
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selves away from the lures of the city; at Rawicz, the refu
gees, from whatever part of the world they came, had an 
easy l ife. In the streets there were English soldiers walking 
about, and Americans, Australians, New Zealanders, all 
former prisoners of war; and also French, Yugoslavs, Ital
ians, who had worked (voluntarily or not) in the German 
factories. The people were kind and hospitable with them 
all, also with Gedaleh and his Jews, who blended into the 
varicolored background. 

They set off late in the evening in the direction of Glo
gau; they stopped and rested for a few hours on a l i tt le 
road among the fields. \Vrapped in their blankets, they 
stayed in the back of the truck, which by now was their 
home. A l i t tle before dawn they set off again.  Just after a 
curve the truck's headl ights framed another vehicle, 
stopped, headed towards them, and lsidor was forced to 
put on the brakes. "Turn ! Drive into the fields! " Gedaleh 
shouted at h im, but it was too late. A squad of armed 
Russian soldiers had surrounded the truck: they were all 
forced to get out.  Those Russians were in a very bad 
humor, because their truck had become stuck in the mud: 
its t ires were so threadbare that they got no traction on 
the snow. The corporal was furious. He was covering the 
driver with insults, and when he got his hands on the Ge
dalists he poured out al l  h is wrath on them. He asked: 
"\Vhere are you going?"  

"To Glogau," Gedaleh answered. 
"No Glogau. Come on, all of you out: lend us a hand. 

Don 't you understand? Get moving, you parasites, you 
do-nothings, you damned foreigners ! "  

Speaking i n  Yiddish, Gedaleh said rapidly, "Hide the 
weapons under the blankets. And obey without making 
any fuss. "  Then, to Pavel and Mendel: "You two speak, in 
Russian. Poles, be quiet ." 

In the interlocking beams of the headlights of the two 
vehicles a frightful  confusion ensued. Fifty men, all the 
Russians plus all the Gedalists, l iteral ly couldn't find 
room around the stuck vehicle, but the corporal, with in-
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suits and curses, drove back into the scrimmage anyone 
who drew aside. All at tempts were useless: the rescuers' 
boots sl ipped in the mud, and anyway, the truck was so 
heavy that it cou ld never be got going again simply by 
pushing. 

Mendel said to Gedaleh, "Shall we offer to tow i t  out? 
Our t ires are new." 

"Try. Maybe he'll calm down and let us  go."  
"Comrade Corporal ," Mendel said, " if  you have a stout 

rope or a chain we can try to pull you out . "  
The Russian looked a t  h im as i f  a horse had talked. 

Mendel had to repeat his offer, after which the corporal 
immediately resun!ed insult ing his men because they 
hadn 't had the idea fi rst .  There was a rope, in fact there 
was a steel cable, strong but a bit  short. The maneuver 
succeeded; Gedaleh's truck, in the first l ight of dawn, set 
out in reverse, slowly towing the Russians' veh icle, nose to 
nose: the road was too narrow for the Lancia to try to turn 
around, and driving into the fields meant getting stuck al
most certainly. Isidor, forced to drive with h is body half 
thrust out of the window, succeeded in a praiseworthy 
fashion, but the corporal ,  instead of showing grat i tude, 
continued cursing and shouting: "Faster, faster! " 

Finally, after about a ki lometer, the s ide road arrived at 
the highway of the province. They stopped, and Mendel 
got down to unhook the tow cable. From the cab, Gedaleh 
said to him: 

"Say good-bye to them and wish them a good journey: 
be as polite as possible, so they won 't get the idea of 
searching us." 

"And what i f  they do get the idea?" 
"We'll let them do i t .  Surely you don't want to start 

fighting the Russians. We'l l see what happens and what 
lies we must tell them."  

What happened was bad, and prompt; and there was 
no chance to tell l ies. The minute he was on the ground, 
and without saying a word, the corporal signaled to his 
men, who again surrounded the truck. They made the 
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whole band get out, and they searched the back, immedi
ately finding the weapons hidden under the blankets: but 
not the pistols and knives that the Gedal ists were carrying 
on them. There was no use protest ing and pleading; the 
corporal wouldn't l isten to reason, he divided them, heav
i ly guarded, between the two trucks, put one of his men at 
the wheel of the Lancia, and gave the signal to leave. 

"Where are you taking us?" Pavel ventured to ask. 
"Didn't you want to go to Glogau?" t he corporal an

swered. "Wel l ,  we're taking you there. You should be 
pleased. " All the way to Glogau he kept his mouth shut 
and answered none of their quest ions. 

Glogau, dominated by a gloomy fortress, was the first 
German city the band had encountered. I t  was (and is) a 
mining center, and to them it seemed squalid, black with 
l ignite dust, surrounded by dozens of pits, each of which 
the Germans had transformed into a l i ttle Lager. The 
Russians had occupied Glogau only a few weeks before; 
they hadn't changed its appearance or its purpose, but  in 
the l ignite pits, instead of the slave laborers of the Nazi 
Lagers, now German prisoners of war went down, trans
ferred in a few hours from the front to the mine. In the 
miniature Lagers the R ussians jumbled together all the 
stragglers or suspect people that the Red Army came upon 
in the zone. 

With the Gedal ists they didn't go into detail .  It was all 
over in five minutes: they didn't search them, didn't even 
quest ion them: the Lancia vanished, and for the first t ime 
the fighters of Kossovo, Lyuban, and Novoselki knew the 
humil iat ing siege of barbed wire. The enclosure to which 
they had been assigned contained already about fi fty in
ternees, Polish Jews, German, French, Dutch, and Greek 
Jews that the Russians had l iberated from the Lager at 
Gross-Rosen . The buildings were heated, the Russians 
supplied food i rregularly but ahvays abundantly, the 
front was moving away, and the days were now rapidly 
growing longer, but these former prisoners wouldn't 
emerge from their isolation . They spoke l i t tle and in whis-
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pers, and they rarely raised their eyes from the ground. 
The Gedalists tried in vain  to establish contact with them: 
once their primary needs were satisfied, they seemed to 
have no further desires or interests or curiosi ty. They 
asked no quest ions, and when questioned, they didn't an
swer. There were also women: they were st i l l  wearing the 
striped dress, the wooden clogs on their feet ,  and their hair 
had just begun to grow again .  At the end of the second 
night ,  Mendel came out of the barracks to go to the la
trine. The moment he stepped across the threshold he 
bumped into a human body and fel t  i t  swaying, inert ; i t  
was st i l l  warm, hanging from the beams of the ceil ing. 
This act was repeated in the next days, l ike a silent ob
session. 

Schmulek parted from the Gedal ists and joined the ex
prisoners. Instead, l i ttle by l i ttle, first Sissl, then the other 
women of the band, and finally all the Gedalists managed 
to overcome the resistance of one of the women of the 
Lager. Her name was Francine, and she came from Paris, 
but a long way round: she had been deported first to 
Auschwitz, from there to a l i tt le Lager near Broslau, and 
finally, when the Russians were close, and when the Ger
mans had evacuated all the Lagers of the area, forcing the 
prisoners on an insane march towards a new prison, she 
had managed to escape. Francine was a doctor, but in the 
Lager she hadn't been able to practice her profession be
cause she didn't know German well; st i l l ,  she had p icked 
up enough to be able to tell what she had seen. She had 
been lucky: every living Jew was a lucky person. But she 
had been lucky in other ways, too: she st il l had her hair, 
since she was a doctor they hadn't cut it off; the Germans 
have very precise rules. 

Francine declared herself a Jew, but she didn't resemble 
any Jew the Gedalists had ever encountered. On the con
trary, they wouldn't even have bel ieved i t ,  if they hadn't 
thought that there's nothing to be gained by declaring 
yourself  a Jew when you aren 't one. She didn't speak Yid
dish, didn't understand it ,  and told them that when she 
was in Paris she didn't even know what language i t  was: 
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she h ad vaguely heard it ment ioned, she thought it was a 
kind of corrupt Hebrew. She was thirty-seven; she had 
never married, she had l ived fi rst with one man, then with 
another; she was a pediatrician, she l iked her work, she 
had an office right in the center of Paris, and in her day 
she had taken wonderful vacations, Mediterranean 
cruises, trips to I taly and Spain,  ski ing and ice skating in  
the  Dolomites. To be sure, she  had been in  Auschwitz, but  
she preferred to talk about other things, about her l i fe be
fore. Francine was tall and sl im, her hair was reddish 
brown, her face was stern, haggard . 

Her meeting with Gedaleh 's band was full of reciprocal 
amazements. Yes, in the Lager she had come to know the 
Jewish women of eastern Europe, but they weren't l ike the 
five women of the band. She had never loved her com
panions, she h ad felt they were foreign, a hundred t imes 
more d istan t than her French Christian women friends. 
She had felt irritation and compassion for their passivity, 
their ignorance, the dumb resignation wi th  which they 
went to the gas . . .  

To the gas? The expression was new. Francine had to 
explain, and she did i t  with a few words, not looking into 
the faces of the Jewish combatants who were questioning 
her, almost l ike j udges. To the gas, yes, of course: how 
could they fai l  to know about it? By the thousands, the 
mill ions: she didn't know how many, but the women of 
the Lager melted around her, day after day. At Auschwitz 
dying was the rule; l iving was the except ion. She was an 
exception, in fact :  every l iving Jew was lucky. And what 
about her? How had she survived? 

"I don't know," she said. Even Francine, l ike Schmulek, 
like Edek, when she spoke of death, lowered her voice. "I 
don't know: I met a French woman who was a doctor in 
the infi rmary, she helped me, she gave me food, for a l i t t le 
while she had me work there as a nurse. But  that wouldn't 
have been enough; many women ate more than I did and 
they died all  the same, they let themselves go under. I held 
out: I don't know why; perhaps because I loved l ife more 
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than they did, or because I bel ieved l i fe had a meaning. 
I t 's strange: i t  was easier to believe that back there than i t  
is here. In the  Lager nobody kil led h imsel f. There wasn't 
t ime, there were other th ings to think about, bread, boils. 
Here there's t ime, and people kil l  themselves. Also out of 
shame. ' ' 

"What shame? " Line asked. "You're ashamed when 
you 're guilty of something, and they aren't gui l ty of any
thing." 

"Ashamed of not being dead,"  Francine said.  "I feel i t ,  
too. I t 's stupid, but I feel i t .  I t 's hard to explain. I t 's the 
impression that the others died in your place, that you 're 
al ive gratis, thanks"-to a privilege you haven't earned, a 
trick you've played on the dead. Being al i ve isn't a crime, 
but we feel it l ike a crime."  

Gedaleh couldn't keep away from Francine, Bel la was 
jealous, and Gedaleh paid no attention to Bella's jealousy. 

"Yes, yes," Bella said, "he always acts l ike this, i t 's natu
ral with him. Foreign women interest him; he always runs 
after the latest one he's met . "  

To the quest ions o f  Gedaleh and the others, Francine 
replied with nervous volubi l i ty. She had been a nurse, yes; 
she fel t  compassion for the sick women, but sometimes 
she h i t  them. Not to hurt them, only to defend hersel f, she 
didn't know how to explain, to defend herself from their 
demands, their lamentations. She knew about the gas, all 
the old prisoners knew, but she didn't tell the newcomers, 
it wouldn't have done any good. Run away? Madness: 
where to? And how could she, who spoke German badly 
and no Polish? 

"Come with us," Sissl said to her, "now i t 's all over; 
you'l l  be our doctor." 

"And in a few months a baby will be born, too. My 
son," Isidor added. 

"I 'm not l ike the rest of you,"  Francine answered, "I 'm 
going back to France; i t 's my country ." She saw the novel 
in Bella's hands, she read "Victor Hugo,"  and she seized 
on it  with a cry of joy. "Oh ! a French book ! ", but she i m -
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mediately saw the Pol ish t i t le ,  undecipherable, and she 
handed the volume back to Bella, who resumed reading it 
with cold ostentation. For a few days Pavel did his best to 
court Francine, with the charm of a bear; but she laughed 
at his French, picked up by ear in cabarets, and Pavel re
t ired without any fuss, indeed with some grumbled boasts: 
"She wasn 't my type, I made that clear to her. Too re
fined, too delicate: a b i t  meshuggeh, probably the effect of 
the t roubles she's had, but all she th inks of is eating. I saw 
her myself, she col lects all the crumbs she can find and 
puts them in her pocket . And she bathes too much, any
way ."  

Time, in the Glogau camp, passed strangely. The days 
were empty, but all the same, they trickled by, long and 
boring. In memory they flattened out, became short , and 
were all mixed together, one with another. The weeks 
passed, the R ussians were absentminded, often also drunk, 
but they gave no passes to go out. Inside the fence there 
was a constant bustle: prisoners arrived, of every nat ional
i ty and condi t ion; others were released on the basis of in
scrutable criteria. The Greeks left ,  then the French, and 
Francine with t hem; the Poles and t he Germans re
mained. The camp commander was kind, but he 
shrugged: he knew nothing, i t  didn't depend on him, he 
j ust carried out the orders he  received from the High 
Command. Kind, but firm; in  fact ,  the war was won, but 
they were st i l l  fight ing, and not far away: around Breslau, 
and also in the Western Sudeten mountains. Orders were 
strict: nobody was to clutter the roads. 

"Just be patient for a few more days, and don 't ask for 
th ings we can't grant you . And don't t ry to escape: that 's a 
favor I ask of you ."  

Kind, fi rm,  and curious. He called Gedaleh into h i s  of
fice, then all the others , one by one. He h ad lost his  left 
hand, and on his chest he wore a s i lver medal and a 
bronze one; he looked about forty, thin and bald, dark
skinned; he had thick, black eyebrows, he spoke in a calm 
and educated voice, and he seemed very intel l igent. 

"If  you ask me, Captain Smirnov hasn't been called 
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Smirnov for very long," Gedaleh declared, coming back 
from h is questioning. 

"What do you mean?" asked Motte!, who hadn't yet 
been called. 

"I mean that he's managed to have his name changed. I 
mean he's a Jew, but he doesn't want i t  known. You see 
for yourselves, when your turns come. But be careful ."  

"What should we say, or not say?" Line asked. 
"Say as l i ttle as possible. That we're Jews, that's obvi

ous. That we were armed-we can't deny that. If he asks, 
admit  that we were partisans, i t 's always better than pass
ing for bandits. Insist on the fact that we fought against 
the Germans: say where and when . Not a word about 
Edek and about our contacts with the Jewish Combat 
Organization. Not a word about the truck, either, if pos
sible, because we went a b i t  far there. I f  worse comes to 
worst ,  say that we found i t  broken down and we fixed it .  
I t 's best to be vague about everything else: where we're 
going and where we come from. Anybody who was in the 
Red Army keep i t  to h imself; especially you, Piotr: make 
up a story that wil l  hold water. But I don't think he be
longs to the pol ice; he's j ust curious on h is own, and we 
interest h im."  

Mendel 's turn came at the  end of Apri l ,  when the 
birches were already budding and the insistent rain had 
washed the dark l ignite dust off the roofs of the barracks. 
The war news was triumphal: Bratislava and Vienna had 
fallen, the troops of the First Ukrainian Front were al
ready fight ing on the outskirts of Berl in .  Also on the west
ern front Germany was in i ts death throes, the Americans 
were in Nuremberg, the French in Stuttgart and Bcrch
tesgaden, the English at the Elbe. In Italy, the Allies had 
reached the Po, and in Genoa, Milan, Turin, the partisans 
had driven out the Nazis even before the liberation troops 
had arrived. 

Captain Smirnov was elegant in his wel l -pressed uni
form, he spoke Russian without any accent, and he kept 
Mendel for almost two hours, ofl"ering him Irish wh isky 
and Cuban cigars. The fairy talc that Mendel had made 
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up about himself, rather implausible for that matter, 
proved superfluous: Smirnov knew a great deal about 
him, and not only his fi rst name, patronymic, and sur
name. He knew where and when he had been listed 
as missing, he knew what had happened at Novoselki 
and Turov. Instead he asked h im many questions about 
the meeting with the band of Venjamin.  Who had in
formed him? Ulybin h imself? Pol ina Gelman? The two 
messengers in the plane? Mendel was unable to figure i t  
out .  

"So i t  was th is Venjamin who didn't  want you people? 
And why not?"  

Mendel remained vag_ue: "I don't know. I couldn't say: 
a part isan chief has to -be suspicious, and there were all 
sorts of people roaming around those woods. Or perhaps 
he didn't consider us suited to join his band; we didn 't 
know that zone . . .  " 

"Mendel Nachmanovich, or rather Mendel ben Nach
man," Smirnov said, underl ining the Jewish patronymic, 
"with me, you can speak. I would l ike to convince you 
that I 'm not an inquisi tor, even if I collect information 
and ask quest ions. No, I would l ike to write your story, so 
it isn 't lost .  I wou ld l ike to write the stories of all of you , of 
the Jewish soldiers of the Red Army, who made your  
choice, and who remained R ussians and Jews even when 
the R ussians informed them, whether with words or 
deeds, that a decision had to be made, a man couldn't be 
both .  I don't know i f l 'l l  succeed, and if  I write th is book, I 
don't know if  I 'l l be able to publ ish i t :  t imes can change, 
perhaps for the better, perhaps for the worse." 

Mendel remained silent ,  dazed, torn between respect 
and suspicion. Out of old habit ,  he distrusted anyone who 
showed benevolence and asked questions. 

Smirnov went on: "You don't trust me, and I can't say 
you're wrong. I know the th ings you know; I ,  too, t rust few 
people, and I often force myself to resist the temptation to 
confide. Think it over: but there's one thing I want to say 
to you:  I admire you and your companions, and I also 
envy you a l it t le ." 
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"You envy us? We're not to be envied. We haven't had 
an easy way. Why do you envy us?" 

"Because your choice wasn't imposed on you. Because 
you invented your dest iny. " 

"Comrade Captain," Mendel said, "the war isn't over. 
and we don' t  know that this war may not give birth to an
other. Maybe i t 's early to write our story ."  

"I  know." Smirnov said, "I know what part isan warfare 
is. I know also that a partisan may happen to have done, 
seen, or said th ings that he mustn't tell about .  But I also 
know that what you learned in the marshes and the forest 
mustn 't be lost; and it isn't enough for it to survive in a 
book." t_ 

Smirnov had u ttered these last words, separating each 
syllable and looking straight into Mendel's eyes. 

"What do you mean?" Mendel asked. 
"I know where you are going, and I know your war isn't 

over. I t  wil l begin again, in a few years, I couldn't say 
when, and no longer against the Germans. Not for Russia, 
but with the help of Russia. There will be a need for peo
ple like you, for example; you could teach others the 
things you 've learned on the Kursk front, at Novoselki, at 
Turov and perhaps elsewhere, too. Think about i t ,  art i l 
leryman: think also about that . "  

Mendel felt as if  an  eagle had clutched h im and borne 
him high in to the sky. 

"Comrade Captain," he said, "this war isn't yet finished 
and you 're already talking to me abou t another. We're 
tired people, we've done and undergone many things, and 
many of us have died. " 

"I can't say you 're wrong. And i f  you were to tell me 
you want to start being a watchmender again, I couldn't 
say you were wrong about that, either. St i l l ,  think about 
i t ." 

The captain poured whisky for Mendel and for h imself, 
raised his glass, and said "L 'khaylm! " Mendel jerked his 
head up: this expression is the Hebrew equivalent of 
"Your heal th ! "  and is said, in  fact, when you drink: but it 
has a deeper meaning, because li terally i t  means "To 
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Life ! "  Few Russians know i t ,  and as a rule they pronounce 
it wrong; but Smirnov had got the harsh aspirated kh 
sound j ust right .  

In  the  days that followed, Smirnov cal led a l l  the  Geda
l ists for a talk, one by one, some more than once. With all 
of them he was extremely poli te, but about h im  and about 
his real ident i ty endless arguments sprang up. A converted 
Jew, a disguised Jew, a Jew who pretends he's a Christian, 
or a Christ ian who pretends he's a Jew. A h istorian. A 
busybody. Many considered h im ambiguous, at the very 
least; others came right out and said he was an NKVD 
agent, only a bit more clever than the norm; but the ma
jori ty of the Gedal ists, including Mendel and Gedaleh 
h imself, trusted h im and -narrated the band's exploits and 
their personal stories, because, as the say ing goes, "lberge
kumene tsores iz gut tsu dertseyln"; i t 's good to tell your past 
troubles. The proverb holds true in all the languages of 
the world, but in Yiddish i t  sounds part icu larly appropri
ate. 

In the tumultuous and memorable days that ended the 
Second World War on the European fronts, at the begin
n ing of May 1 945, the Russian command responsible for 
the constellat ion of l i t tle camps in Glogau vanished as i f  
b y  magic. A t  night ,  with no farewells, no good-byes, they 
all went away, i ncluding Captain Smirnov: no one knew 
whether they had been transferred or demobi l ized or sim
ply absorbed by the collecti ve frenzy of the Red Army, 
drunk with victory. There were no more guards, the gates 
were open, the stores looted; but nailed to the outside door 
of their barracks, the Gedalists found a hast i ly scrawled 
note: 

\Ve have to leave. Dig behind the kitchen chimney; there's a 
present for you. We don't need it any more. Good luck. 

Smirnov 

Beh ind the kitchen they found some hand grenades, 
three p istols, a German machine pistol, a l i t t le supply of 
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ammunit ion, an army map of Saxony and Bavaria, and a 
l i tt le roll of eight hundred dollars. Gedaleh 's band set off 
once again: no longer at n ight ,  no longer by furt i ve paths 
or in desert and wild country, but over the roads of Ger
many once prosperous and haughty and now devastated, 
between two hedges of sealed faces, marked by their new 
impotence, which gave new nourishment to their old ha
tred. "First rule: keep together, " Gedaleh said: they pro
ceeded mostly on foot, occasionally asking a l i ft from 
Soviet army vehicles, but only if they had room for all .  
White Rokhele was now in her seventh month of preg
nancy: Gedaleh gave only her permission to ride in an oc
casional horse-drawn wagon, but then the whole band 
was deployed as escort. 

Against the indifferent background of the springt ime 
countryside, those roads were swarming with a divided 
humanity, distressed and rejoicing. German cit izens, on 
foot or in wagons, were reentering their shattered cit ies, 
blind with fatigue; on other wagons the peasants flowed 
in, to feed the black market. In contrast, Soviet soldiers, 
on bicycles, motorcycles, in army vehicles, and requisi
t ioned cars drove madly in both direct ions, singing, play
ing music, shoot ing into the air. The Gedalists were nearly 
run down by a Dodge truck on which two grand p ianos 
had been loaded: two uniformed officers were playing, in 
unison, with gravi ty and commitment, the 1812 Overture 
ofTchaikowsky, while the driver wove among the wagons 
with brusque swerves, pressing the siren at full volume, 
heedless of the pedestrians in his way. Former prisoners of 
every nationality moved in groups or isolated, men and 
women , civil ians in tat tered everyday clothes, Allied sol
diers in the khaki uniforms with the big letters "KG" on 
their back: all were on their way home or in search of 
some place to rest .  

Towards the end of May the band camped at the gates 
of the vil lage of Neuhaus, not far from Dresden. Ever since 
they had advanced into German land, they had realized 
that it was almost impossible to buy food in the larger 
cities, half-destroyed, half-empty, and starving. Pavel, 
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Black Rokhele, and two other men on a foraging mission 
knocked at the door of a farmhouse two or three t imes; 
nobody answered . "Shall we go inside?" Pavel suggested. 
The shutters on the windows had been freshly painted, 
with brightly colored paint .  They gave way at once, but 
beyond them there was no glass: a compact wall of rei n
forced concrete, and inside where the window should have 
been, a funnel-shaped end of an air vent .  It wasn't a 
farmhouse, but a camouflaged bunker, now abandoned 
and empty. 

But the village was teeming with people. It was girdled 
by walls, and through the gates women and old men en
tered and left, looking furt i ve and ravenous, dragging 
carts with food or bric-a�brac. At either s ide of the main 
gate stood two guards, grim-faced, in  civi l ian clothes, evi
dently unarmed. "What do you want?" they asked the 
four, whom they had recogn ized as foreigners. 

"To buy food," Pavel answered, in his best German. 
One of the guards nodded that t hey could enter. 

The vil lage was intact . The l it t le cobbled streets were 
st i l l  l ined with picturesque facades, bright ly colored, criss
crossed by exposed beams painted black. The sett ing was 
peaceful, but the human presence was d is turbing. The 
streets were crammed with people walking in all direc
t ions, apparently without goal or purpose: old people, 
chi ldren, the maimed. No able-bodied men were to be 
seen. Even the windows were fi lled with frightened, suspi
cious faces. 

"It seems a ghetto," Rokhele said, who had been at 
Kossovo. 

"It is," Pavel said. "These must be refugees from Dres
den. Now i t 's their turn ."  They had spoken in Yiddish, 
and perhaps in too-loud voices, because one heavyset 
woman, wearing a pair of men 's boots, turned to the old 
man with her and said, in a tone meant to be overheard: 
"Here they are again, more shameless than before. "  Then, 
direct ly addressing the four Jews, she added, "This isn't 
your place." 
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"Where is i t ,  then?" Pavel asked, in good fai th .  
"Behind barbed wire," the woman answered. 
Impetuously, Pavel grabbed her by the lapels of her 

overcoat ,  but he i mmediately let go of her because out of 
the corner of his eye he had seen that a crowd was gath
ering around them. At the same moment he heard a sharp 
report over h is head, and at his side Rokhele staggered 
and fel l  prone. The people around them vanished in an 
instant; even the windows emptied. Pavel knel t beside the 
girl :  she was breathing, but her l imbs were l imp, inert. She 
wasn't bleeding, he couldn't sec any wounds. "She's 
fainted. Let's take her away," he said to the other two. 

At the camp, Silisl and Mendel examined her more 
closely. There was a wound, almost invisible, h idden be
neath her thick black hair: a neat hole just above the left 
temple; there was no exi t  hole, the bullet had remained in 
her skull. Her eyes were closed; Sissl raised the l ids and 
saw the white of the sclera, the irises were turned upwards, 
hidden in the sockets. Rokhele was breathing more and 
more faintly, i rregularly, and she had no pulse. While she 
l ived, nobody dared speak, as if for fear of snapping that 
thread of breath; at evening the girl was dead. Gedaleh 
said,"Let's go, with all our weapons. " 

They went off at night ,  all of them; at the camp only 
Bel la and Sissl remained, to dig the grave, and White R. 
to recite the prayer of the dead over the body of her black 
companion. The weapons were few, but the Gedalists' 
rage drove them as a storm drives a ship: a woman, twenty 
years old, not even a combatant, a woman who had sur
vived the ghetto and Trcblinka, now kil led in peacetime, 
treacherously, for no reason, by a German hand. A 
woman unarmed, hardworking, lighthearted, and care
free, the one who accepted everything and never com
plained, the only one who didn't know the paralysis of 
despair, Mendel 's stoker, Piotr's woman. Piotr was the 
most enraged, and also the most lucid. 

"To the Rathaus," he said curtly. "The ones who count 
will be there." Rapid and silent ,  they reached the gate of 
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the vi l lage; there were no guards now, they burst running 
into the deserted streets, while to Mendel 's mind distant 
images returned, faded and importunate, images that 
block you instead of driving you. Simon and Levi who 
avenge with blood the Schechemites' insult to their sister 
Dinah. Had that revenge been j ust? Does a j ust revenge 
exist? I t  doesn't exist, but you're a man, and vengeance 
cries out in your blood, and then you run and destroy and 
kill . L ike them, l ike the Germans. 

They surrounded the Rathaus. Piotr was right :  in Neu
haus t here was st i l l  no electricity, the streets were dark, 
and so were most of the windows, but those on the second 
floor of the city hall were faint ly i l luminated. Piotr had 
asked for and been given-the automatic pistol given them 
by Smirnov; from the shadows where he had h idden, with 
two single shots, he ki l led the two men on guard outside 
the entrance. " Hurry, now !"  he cried. He ran to the door 
and tried furiously to break it open, fi rst with the butt of 
his pistol, then with his  shoulders. I t  was heavy and i t  re
sisted, and already exci ted voices could be heard inside. 
Arie and Mendel moved away from the facade and, simul
taneously, each threw a hand grenade against the l ighted 
windows; fragments of glass rained down in the street, 
three very long seconds went by, then they heard the two 
explosions: all the windows of the floor caved in and vom
ited out pieces of wood and papers. Meanwhi le Mattei 
was trying in vain to help Piotr open the door. "Wai t ! "  he 
shouted: he climbed in a flash to the ground-floor window, 
smashed the glass with a b low of his hip, and j umped in
s ide .  A few seconds later they heard h im fire three, four 
shots with his pistol, and then the lock of the door was im
mediately opened from the inside. "All of  you stay out 
here," P iotr ordered four of the Ruzany men,  "and don't 
let anyone escape." He and all the others rushed up the 
stairs, stepping over the body of an old man lying across 
the steps. In  the counci l chamber were four men with their 
arms raised; two others were dead, and t he seventh was 
moaning in a corner, weakly wri thing. "Who is the Burger-
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meister?" Gedaleh cried; but Piotr had already pressed the 
automatic t rigger and mowed them all down. 

No one had in tervened, no one had escaped, and the 
four men put on guard hadn't seen anyone approach.  In 
the cellars of the Rathaus the Gedal ists found bread, ham, 
and lard, and they came back to the camp laden and un
harmed, but Gedaleh said, "We've got to get away from 
here. Bury Black R . ,  strike the tents, and we're off: the 
Americans are thirty ki lometers away."  

They walked in  the  night, w i th  haste, and remorse for 
the easy vendetta, and rel ief because i t  was all over. White 
R .  marched bravely, assisted in  turns by the others, so she 
wouldn't remain btt�ind. Mendel found himself marching 
at the head of the column, between Line and Gedaleh. 

"Did you count them?" Line asked. 
"Ten," Gedaleh answered. "Two at the door, one Mot

tel killed on the stairs, seven in  the big room." 
"Ten against one, " Mendel said .  "We did what they 

did: ten hostages for one German killed." 
"You're count ing wrong," Line said. "The ten of Neu

haus don't go on Rokhele's account. They go on the ac
count of the mil l ions of Auschwitz. Remember what the 
Frenchwoman told you."  

Mendel said, "Blood isn't paid for with blood. Blood i s  
paid for with  justice. Whoever shot Black R.  was an  ani
mal ,  and I don't want to become an animal. I f  the Ger
mans ki lled with gas, must we kil l all the Germans with 
gas? If the Germans killed ten for one, and we do the same 
as they, we'll become like them, and there will never be 
peace again." 

Gedaieh intervened: "Maybe you 're right, Mendel. But 
then how do you explain the fact that now I feel bet ter?" 

Mendel looked inside h imself, then admitted, "Yes, I 
feel better, too, but this doesn't prove anything. In Neu
haus they were refugees from Dresden. Smirnov told 
about it :  in Dresden a hundred and forty thousand Ger
mands died in a s ingle night .  That night ,  i n  Dresden there 
was a fire that mel ted the cast iron of the street lamps." 
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"We weren't the ones who bombed Dresden ,"  Line said. 
"That 's enough of th is, " Mendel said .  "I t  was our last 

battle. Let 's walk. Let 's get to the Americans."  
"We'll go sec what they look l ike," said Gedalch, who 

didn't seem too concerned by the problems that were 
worrying Mendel. "The war is over: i t 's hard to under
stand,  we'll understand it l i ttle by l i t t le; but i t 's over. To
morrow day wil l  break, and we won't  have to shoot 
anymore or hide. I t 's spring, and we have food to eat, and 
all the roads are open. We're going to look for a place in  
the world where he can be  born in  peace ."  

"He? Who?" Line asked. 
"The baby. Our son, _the son of two innocents ." 

They ventured into the no-man's land with mixed feel
ings. They were uncertain and hesitant ,  they felt freshly 
cleansed, l ike blank pages, chi ldren again.  Adult ,  wild 
children, who had grown up in hardship ,  isolation, in 
camps and warfare, unprepared at the threshold of the 
West and of peace. There, under their boots, patched and 
repatched twenty t imes, was the soil of the enemy, the ex
terminator, Germany-Deutschland-Dajclamd-Niemcy: a 
t idy countryside, untouched by the war. But wai t :  th is  is 
only the appearance, the real Germany is i n  the cities, the 
Germany gl impsed at Glogau and Neuhaus, that of Dres
den, Berl in ,  and Hamburg, whose stories they had l istened 
to with horror. That is the real Germany, that had been 
drunk on blood and had been made to pay: a prostrate 
body, mortally wounded, already rott ing. Naked. Along 
with the barbaric joy of revenge, they felt a new d isgust: 
they felt indiscreet and shameless, l ike one who uncovers a 
forbidden nakedness. 

At either s ide of the road they saw houses with the win
dows barred, l ike spent eyes, or eyes refusing to see; other 
houses were covered with roofs of straw, st i l l  others were 
roofless, or the roof was charred. Lopped spires, playing 
fields where weeds were already growing. In the towns, 
piles of rubble on which there were signs reading: "Don't 
trample: human bodies"; long l ines outside the few open 
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shops, and Citizens busy erasing and chipping away the 
symbols of the past ,  those eagles and hooked crosses that 
were to have lasted a thousand years. From the balconies 
strange red flags flapped: they st i l l  bore the shadow of the 
black swastika that had been unstitched in great haste; 
but soon, as they progressed on their way, the red flags 
became rarer and finally vanished. Gedaleh said to Men
del , "If your enemy falls, don ' t  rejoice; but don't help h im 
to h is  feet ." 

The l ine of demarcation between the two armies was 
not yet consol idated. On the morning of the second day of 
walking they found themselves in a gentle countryside, 
green and brow�- hi l ly, dotted with farms and l itt le 
houses; in the fields the peasants were already at work. 
"Americans?" The peasants shrugged with d istrust and 
nodded vaguely to the west. "Russians?" No Russians; no 
Russians here. 

They found themselves in the midst of the Americans 
without being aware of the passage. The first patrols they 
came upon glanced without interest at the Gedal ists' tat
tered caravan: in  Germany there was nothing but refu
gees; these Americans had seen worse. Only at 
Scheibenberg a patrol stopped them and escorted them to 
the local HQ. The l ittle office, set up on the ground floor 
of a requisitioned villa, was swarming with people, almost 
all Germans, evacuated from the bombed cities or fleeing 
before the Red Army. The men of the band left their bag
gage (their arms h idden in the baggage) in the safekeeping 
of Motte! and stood in an orderly l ine. 

"You speak for us al l ," Gedaleh said to Pavel . 
Pavel was intimidated: "I don 't speak English . I pre

tend to, but I just know a few words, the way actors do, 
and parrots." 

"That doesn 't matter; he'll question you in German. 
You answer in bad German, say we're I tal ians and we're 
going to Italy ."  

"He won 't bel ieve me; we don 't look l ike Italians ."  
"Try i t .  I f  i t  works, fine; i f  i t  doesn't work, we'll see. 

We're not risking much. Hitler's gone now." 
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The American seated behind the desk was sweat ing, in  
h is shirt sleeves, bored, and he questioned Pavel in sur
prisingly good German, so that Pavel had a hard t ime in
vent ing a language that sounded credible for an Italian. 
Luckily the American seemed completely indifferent to 
what Pavel was saying, to how he said it , to the band, to 
its composit ion, its intent ions, its past and its future. After 
a few moments he said to Pavel , "Please, be more con
cise. " After another minute, he interrupted h im,  told h im 
to wait ou tside the house, with his  companions. Pavel 
came out ,  all the others put their packs on t heir backs, and 
they left Scheibenberg with heads h igh . 

Gedaleh said: "This doesn 't mean that all the Ameri
cans are so distracted, and we don' t  know what agree
ments the R ussians and the Americans have made. To be 
on the safe side, anybody wearing a Soviet uniform or 
chevrons or carrying any in the pack, had better get rid of 
them. If they were to ship us back, i t  wouldn 't be very 
funny."  

By now they were no longer in  any hurry. They contin
ued westwards in easy stages, stopping to rest often, in 
scenery that was always new, idyll ic, and tragic. Fre
quently they were passed by American army units, mo
torized or on foot, marching towards the heart of 
Germany; or they would encounter endless columns of 
German war prisoners escorted by American soldiers, 
white or black, with their automatic rifles id ly slung over a 
shoulder. At the Chemnitz station, on a s iding, there was a 
freight train of fi fty cars standing, headed towards the l ine 
of demarcat ion; i t  contai ned all the machinery of a paper 
mi l l ,  including supplies, enormous rol ls of paper just pro
duced, and the office furniture. Guarding t he t rain there 
was only one soldier, very young and blond, i n  Soviet uni
form, sprawled on a sofa, j ammed in  the midst of the ma
chinery. Piotr greeted him in R ussian, and the soldier 
explained that the paper plant was going to Russia, he 
didn't know where: i t  was a present from the Americans to 
the Russians, because al l  the Russian factories were kaput. 
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The soldier asked Piotr no questions. A l i t tle farther on 
there was a bombed-out factory, perhaps a mechan ics 
shop; a team of prisoners of war was shovel ing the rubble, 
under the surveil lance of American officers and experts. 
They weren't working as diggers, but rather as archeolo
gists: with the t ips of their spades, often with their bare 
hands: and at every metal finding, the Americans would 
bend over, alert, to examine it, tag i t ,  and carefully put i t  
aside. 

Rokhcle never complained, but she was t ired, and her 
condit ion worried everyone. She had a hard t ime walking: 
her ankles became more swol len every day; she had to give 
up wearing her bobts, and awkwardly cut the uppers of 
the shoes that  Mottel had procured for her, then finally 
she was reduced to walking in sl ippers. For short stretches 
they carried her on a l i t ter, but i t  was clear that some so
lution had to be found. In mid-J une they reached Plauen , 
on the Berl in-Munich-Brenner railway l ine, and Gedaleh 
sent Pavel and Mottel to study the situation. The si tua
tion was confused; trains went by irregularly, with unpre
dictable schedules, packed beyond any reasonable l imit .  
The Gedalists camped in the wait ing room, wh ich had 
taken on the appearance of a public dormi tory. In their 
reserve fund there was no longer enough money to pay the 
whole band's way to the Brenner, as Gedaleh would have 
l iked; money also had to be spent on a gynecological ex
amination of White R., who was put in a hospital and 
came out enthusiast ic at the cleanliness and order she had 
found there; she was healthy, a normal pregnancy, she was 
just a bit t ired. She could walk, yes, but not too much. In 
the meanwh ile, most of the members of the band roamed 
around the city, l ike tourists, but also looking for some 
barter that would bring in money. "We can get rid of our 
heavy clothes, because we're heading south and towards 
summer," Gedaleh said. "The cooking th ings only if you 
get a good price. Not the weapons, not at any price ." 

None of the Gedalists had any experience of city l ife; 
only Leonid had had that, and many missed h im.  At 
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Plauen they were int imidated and surprised by the con
tradictions: through the streets st i l l  c luttered with rubble 
the milkman made his rounds with his l i tt le cart and 
bugle, prompt, every morning at the same hour. Coffee 
and meat commanded wild prices; but si lver was cheap. 
For a few marks Motte! bought a fi ne camera already 
loaded; they formed a group, some standing, others 
crouched in the front  row, all with their weapons clearly 
in sight .  Nobody wanted to m iss being in the picture, so 
they h ad to ask a passerby to snap them, against the back
ground of crumbled houses. The trains were working 
badly, but the Reiseburo, the on' y  t ravel office in the city, 
was working well :  the telephone line had been restored, 
and they knew more than the station people did. Never
theless, Gedaleh never went very far from the station . He 
was often not iced in the company of one of the railway
men, a worker; Gedaleh was generous with him, bought 
h im beer at the tavern, and one day they were seen to
gether, off to one side in a l i t tle garden of the station: Ge
daleh was playing the violin and the German, the flute, 
both serious and intent. Without giving any explanation, 
Gedaleh insisted that nobody stray: maybe they would be 
leaving soon ,  they should all be within a few minutes' 
call . 

Instead they spent several more weeks in the stat ion , in 
an atmosphere of laziness and unfocused waiting. I t  was 
hot; in the station a Red Cross bureau was working, and 
every day it handed out soup to anyone asking for i t :  refu
gees and stragglers of every race and national i ty trickled 
in and out constantly. Some of the citizens of Plauen es
tablished caut ious relat ions with the encamped Gedalists: 
the Germans were curious but asked no quest ions. Dia
logue was impeded by the l inguistic friction; anyone who 
speaks Yiddish can understand German fairly wel l ,  and 
vice versa, and further, nearly all the Gedalists could 
manage to speak some German, more or less correct ly, and 
with a stronger or less strong Yiddish accent ,  but the two 
languages, h istorically sisters, appear to their respect ive 
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humans, monkeys seem our caricatures (as we surely seem 
to them) . Perhaps th is fact has something to do with the 
Germans' ancient resentment of the Ashkenazic Jews, con
sidered the corrupters of High German. But other, deeper 
factors intervened to block reciprocal comprehension. To 
the Germans, these Jewish foreigners, so different from the 
local bourgeois Jews who had, with discipl ine, al lowed 
themselves to be rounded up and slaughtered, seemed sus
pect: too quick, too energet ic, dirty, tattered, proud, un
predictable, primit ive, too "Russian." The Jews found it 
impossible, and at the same t ime necessary, to distinguish 
the headhunters thry had eluded and on whom they had 
taken passionate revenge from these shy, reserved old peo
ple, these b lond, polite chi ldren who looked in at the sta
tion doors as i f  through the bars of the zoo. They aren't 
the ones, no; but i t 's their fathers, their teachers, their 
sons, themselves yesterday and tomorrow. How to resolve 
the puzzle? It can't be solved. Leave: as soon as possible. 
This land, too, is searing under our feet , th is neat , trim 
town, loving order, th is sweet and bland air of full  sum
mer also scorches. Leave, leave: we haven't come from the 
depths of Polessia in  order to go to sleep in the Wartesaal 
of Plauen-am-Elster, and to while away our wait ing with 
group snapshots and the Red Cross soup. But on July 20th 
suddenly the signal came, in the heart of the night, to ful
fil l  their collecti ve, unexpressed wish. Gedaleh rushed into 
the wait ing room, among the sleepers: 

"Everybody on your feet, now, packs on your back. Fol
low me, but keep quiet . We're leaving in fifteen minutes ."  
In  the confusion that  followed there was a flurry of q ues

t ions and hasty explanations: all were to follow h im ,  not 
far, along the siding. H is friend the flautist , the worker, 

had performed the miracle. There it  was, pract ical ly new, 

good as new, the coach that would take them to l talv :  
bought ,  yes; bought for a few dol lars, not all that legally: a 
damaged car, recently repaired, st i l l  to be tested: orga

nized, in other words. Organized? Yes, that's what you 
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say, that 's what they said in the ghettos, in the Lagers, i n  
all of Nazi Europe; a th ing you procure i l legally is cal led 
organized. And the train would soon arrive; the stat ion 
bell was already ringing. 

They were all ready in a moment,  but Pavel was miss
ing. Gedaleh cursed in Polish (because there are no curses 
in Yiddish) and sent one of the fol lowers running to look 
for h im;  he was found, not far off, with a German prosti
tute, and brought back to the stat ion whi le he was sti l l  
buttoning up his trousers. He was also cursing, in Russian, 
but  he made no obj ections. They all c l imbed into the car, 
making no noise. 

"Who's going to couple i t  to the train?"  Mendel asked. 
"He wil l ,  Ludwig. He promised me. If necessary, we'll 

also lend him a hand. "  
"How d i d  you manage t o  make such a fri end of h im?" 
"With  the  viol in .  L ike that character, in  ancient t imes, 

who tamed t igers with his lyre. Not that Ludwig's a t iger: 
he's kind and ful l  of talent ,  it was a pleasure playing with 
him; and to do us th is favor he asked for very l it t le. " 

"He's st i l l  a German, though," Pavel grumbled. 
"Well, so what? He didn't  go to war; he's always worked 

on the railroad, he plays the flute, and in ' thirty-three he 
didn't vote for H itler. Do you know what you would have 
done if you 'd been born in Germany, from purebred fa
ther and mother, and if  they h ad taught you in  school all 
those bubkes of theirs about blood and soi l ?"  

The women, in a corner of the car, were preparing a 
pallet for White R . ,  with straw and blankets. Bella turned 
to Gedaleh and said: "Tell the truth ,  though: you 've al
ways been fond of trains. I believe that if it hadn't been 
for that business of the nun in Bialystok, you wouldn't 
have become a violin ist but a rai lroad man ."  

Gedaleh laughed happily and said i t  was the  absolute 
truth ,  he did like trains and all veh icles. "But this t ime the 
game was profitable, we're going to Italy in  a car all our 
own, in style. Only heads of state t ravel l ike th is ! "  

"Nu," Isidor said, pensively, "you're sti l l  young enough. 
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Now that the war i s  over there's no  use for part isans. Why 
shouldn't you be a rai lroad man? I 'd l ike i t  myself, down 
there in the land of Israel . "  

At that moment they heard a clang o f  wheels, they saw 
the glare of a headl ight on the tracks, and a long freight 
train entered the station. I t  braked, with a shriek, stood 
sti l l  for half an hour, then maneuvered slowly: perched on 
the buffers of the last car, a man waved h is lantern in 
greet ing: i t  was Ludwig. The train backed up very slowly, 
there was an impact, then the scrape of the couplings was 
heard. The train set off again, drawing the Gedalists to
wards the Alps, in their private car. t_ 
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They had never traveled l ike this :  not on foot 
but in a car hooked up to a t rain; not in the cold, exposed 
to shooting, not hungry, not straggl ing. Papers in order, 
no, not yet , and God knows when t hey would be; but on 
the side of the car was a sign with i ts i t inerary: Munchen
lnnsbruck-Brenner-Verona. Ludwig had thought of 
everyth ing. "Leave the car as l i t t le as possible," Gedaleh 
said, " the less we show our faces, the less l ikely somebody 
will have the idea of checking up." 

Nobody checked up; along that whole l ine, and on the 
majority of European railroads, there was sti l l  plenty of 
other work to do: repairing tracks, removing rubble, put
t ing the signals back into operation. The train traveled 
slowly, almost entirely at night; during the day it re
mained endlessly on sidings, roast ing in the sun to al low 
other trains, with precedence, to go by. The passenger 
trains were few: these were convoys of freight cars carrying 
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human beings, but packed in l ike freight ;  the hundreds of 
thousands of I talians, men and women, soldiers and civil
ians, employees and slaves, who had worked in the fac
tories and the camps of the destroyed Third Reich . 
Mingled with t hem, less noisy, less numerous, anxious to 
avoid not ice, other passengers were t raveling, Germans 
swarming from occupied Germany to elude the Allies' 
just ice; SS men; functionaries of the Gestapo and the 
party. Paradoxically, for t hem, as for the t ransient Jews, 
I taly was the land of least resistance, the best j umping-off 
place for more hospi table countries: South America, 
Syria, Egypt. Openly or in disguise, with documents or 
without, t his varicdlored t ide headed south, towards t he 
Brenner: the Brenner had become the narrow neck of a 
vast funnel. Through the Brenner you gained Italy, t he 
land of the mild c l imate and notorious, open il legality; the 
affect ionate mafioso land whose double reputat ion had 
reached even Norway and the Ukraine and the sealed 
ghettos of eastern Europe; the land of evaded prohibi t ions 
and anarchic forbearance, where every foreigner is wel
comed l ike a brother. 

When the train stopped in stat ions, they kept the doors 
shut, but they opened t hem when the train was moving, 
and during the frequent stops in open country. Sitt ing on 
the floor, his legs hanging down, Mendel witnessed the 
solemn unfolding of the landscape: the fert i le fields, the 
lakes, the woods, the farms and towns of the Upper Pala
t inate, then of Bavaria. Nei ther he nor any of his compan
ions had ever inhabited a land so rich and civil ized. 
Behind them, as if  dotted by their count less footsteps, 
stretched the trai l of their march, endless, as in a tor
mented dream, through marshes, fords, forests fi l led with 
ambush, snow, rivers, death suffered and inflicted. He felt 
t ired and al ien. Alone, now; without women, wit hout des
t inat ion, without homeland. Without friends? No, he 
couldn't say that; the companions remained, and would 
remain: they fi lled his emptiness. He didn't care where the 
train pul led him; he had fulfi l led, he had done what he 
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had to do, not easily, not always will ingly, but  he had 
done i t .  That was over, fin ished. The war was over, and 
what docs an art i l leryman do in peacetime? What is he 
capable of being? A watchmcndcr? Who knows? Perhaps 
never again .  Shooting st iffens the fingers, makes them in
sensi t ive, and the eyes become used to looking into the 
d istance, through the sight .  From the promised land he 
received no summons; perhaps there, too, he would have 
to march and fight .  Very well, i t 's my dest iny, I accept i t ,  
but  i t  doesn't warm my heart . I t 's a duty ,  and you do i t ,  
l ike when I ki l led the Ukrainian in the auxil iary police. 
Duty isn't a wealth .  Nei ther is the future.  They, yes. They 
are my riches; they remain to me. All of them: with their 
roughness and their faults, even those who have offended 
me, and those I have offended. The women, too, Sissl , 
whom I stupidly left, and Line, who knows what she 
wants, who wants them all, and who left me; even Bella, 
who is t i resome and slow-wi t ted, even White Rokhele 
with her bold belly, ripening l i ke a frui t .  

He looked at his  sides and behind h im.  There was Piotr, 
innocent as a baby and awesome in battle, crazy l ike all 
respectable Russians. Would you give your l ife for Piotr? 
Yes, I would, without hesitat ing: as anyone who knows 
he's making a good trade doesn't hesitate. On the face of 
the earth he is better off than I am. He is coming into 
Italy wi th  us, lighthearted and confident l ike a child get
t ing on to a carousel . He chose to fight with us and for us 
l ike the knights of old, because he's generous, because he 
bel ieves in that Christ we don't believe in ;  and yet the 
priest must have told him too that we were the ones who 
nailed Christ to the cross. 

There is Gedalch. I t 's funny he should be named Gcda
lch; the Biblical Gcdaliah was a good-for-nothing. Nebu
chadnczzar the Chaldean had appointed h im governor of 
Judah, of the few Jews left in Judah after the exile: then, 
as now, l ike the governors H it ler appointed. He was a col
laborator, in other words. And he had been killed by Ish
mael, a part i san, a man l ike us. If we're right ,  Ishmael was 
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right ,  and he  d id  wel l t o  ki l l  that Gedal iah . . . .  What stu
pid thoughts! A man isn't responsible for the name he 
bears: I 'm called the Consoler and I don't console any
body, not even myself.  Anyway, Gedaleh should real ly 
have a different name; Jubal, for example, the one who 
inven ted the flute and the gu itar; or Jabal, his brother, 
who was the fi rst to roam the world and l ive in a tent; or 
Tubalcain, the th ird brother, who taught everyone how to 
work brass and i ron. They were all sons of Lamech. La
mech had been a mysterious avenger, nobody knows any 
more what the offense was that he avenged. Lamech at 
Ljuban, Lamech at Chmielnik, Lamech at Neuhaus. Per
haps Lamech had afso been a j olly avenger, l ike Gedaleh; 
in the evening, in the tent ,  after the vendetta, he played 
the flute wi th his sons. I don 't understand Gedaleh, I 
couldn't predict any of h is acts or his decisions, but Geda
leh is my brother. 

And L ine? What could he say of Line? She's not my sis
ter: she's much more and much less, she's a mother-wife
daughter-friend-enemy-rival-teacher. She was flesh of my 
flesh, I entered inside her, a thousand years ago, on a 
windy night inside a windmil l ,  when the war was st i l l  on, 
and the world was young; and each of us was an angel 
holding a sword. She isn't l ighthearted, but she is sure, 
and I am neither l ighthearted nor sure, and I 'm a thou
sand years old and I carry the world on my back. There 
she is beside me, she isn 't  looking at me: she's staring at 
th is German landscape, and she always knows precisely 
what must be done. A thousand years ago, in the marshes 
I also knew, and now she knows st i l l ,  and I no longer 
know. She doesn't look at me but I look at her, and I feel 
pleasure in looking at her, and unrest ,  and lacerat ion; and 
coveting my neighbor's woman. Line, Emmeline, Rahab: 
the holy sinner of Jericho. Whose woman? Everyone's, 
which is l ike saying no one's; she forms t ies and she 
doesn't. I don't care whose woman, but when I sec her 
body again in memory, when I sense it under her clothing, 
I feel lacerated, and I would l ike to s tart again, and I 
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know it can't be done, and for that very reason I am lac
erated. But I would feel lacerated in any case, even with
out Line, even without Sissl .  E ven without Rivke? No, 
Mendel, that you don't know, that you can't say. Without 
Rivke you 'd be a different man, th inking God knows how: 
a non-Mendel. Without Rivke, without t he shadow of 
Rivke, you would be ready for the future. Ready to l ive, to 
grow l ike a seed: there are seeds that sprout in al l  lands, 
also in  the land of Israel, and Line is a seed of that kind, 
and so are al l  the others. They come out of the water, and 
they shake themselves l ike dogs, and they dry away their 
memories. They have no scars. Come now, how can you 
say that? They have scars, but they don't talk about them; 
perhaps each of them, at this moment, is th inking the way 
you are. 

The train had passed l nnsbruck, and was toi lsomely 
cl imbing towards the Brenner and the Ital ian border. Ge
daleh, seated in a corner of the car, his back against the 
wooden wal l ,  was playing in  h is fashion, softly, absently. 
He was playing a zigeuner tune, or Jewish, or Russian: 
people mutually alien often touch one another in  their 
music, they exchange music, through music they get to 
know one another, not to be suspicious. A humble tune, 
heard a hundred t imes, commonplace, cheaply nostalgic; 
and then, suddenly, the rhythm turned fast ;  and the tune, 
accelerated in  this way, became something else: l ively, 
new, noble, fi l led with hope. A dancing, happy rhythm 
that i nvited you to fol low it, swaying your head and clap
ping your hands; and many of the band, with straggly 
beards, skin baked by the sun, bodies hardened by their 
toil and their war, fol lowed i t  l ike that, enjoying the 
racket, oblivious and wild. The traps were over, the war 
was over, the way, the blood and ice; the satan of Berl in 
was dead, the world was empty and vacant ,  to be re-created, 
repopulated, l ike after the Flood. As they cl imbed, in their 
jol ly climb towards the pass: the climb, the alia , th is was 
the word for the road when you are coming out of exi le, 
out of the depths, and you cl imb towards the light. The 



rhythm of the violin also climbed, more and more rapidly, 
became wild, orgiastic. Two of the Gedalists, then four, 
then ten, cut loose in the car, dancing in pairs, in groups, 
shoulder to shoulder, stamping the heels of their boots on 
the resonant flooring. Gedaleh, too, had risen to his feet, 
and was dancing as he played, spinning around, l i ft ing h is 
knees high. 

All  of a sudden a sharp click was heard, and the violin 
fel l  silent. Gedaleh held the bow sti l l  in midair; the violin 
had snapped. "Fidl kaput ! "  Pavel snickered; others also 
laughed, but Gedaleh didn't laugh. He looked at the vet
eran viol in; the instrument that had saved his l ife at Lun
inets, and perhaps talso other t imes, unnot iced, keeping 
him afloat above boredom and despair; the viol in 
wounded in battle, p ierced by the bullets meant for him, 
that he had decorated with the Hungarian's bronze 
medal . "I t 's noth ing: we'll have it mended," \'\lhite Rok
hele said, but she was wrong. Perhaps the sun and the ele
ments had weakened the wood, or perhaps Gedaleh 
h imself had forced it too far in the witches' sabbath he 
had been playing: in any case, the damage was beyond re
pair. The bridge had sunk, breaking the delicately convex 
belly of the instrument and penetrat ing it ;  the strings 
dangled, loose and ignoble. There was nothing to be done. 
Gedaleh held his arm out of the door, opened his fingers, 
and the violin fell on the gravel of the railroad with a fu
nereal sound. 

The train reached the Brenner at noon on 25 July 1 945. 
During the stops at the preceding stations Gedaleh had 
never neglected to close the doors, but now he seemed to 
have forgotten: and yet i t  was important, this was a border 
station, there would almost certainly be a check. Line 
dealt with it ,  even before the train stopped; she made 
those sitt ing in the opening get up, slid the two leaves 
shut, bound them on the inside with bits of wire, and told 
everybody to keep quiet . On the platforms there was at 
first a certain amount of bustle, but then there was si lence 
outside; too, and the hours began to pass and their impa-
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t ience began to grow. The heat grew, too, in the closed 
car, motionless under the sun. The Gedal ists, th irty-five 
people packed into a few square meters, fel t  once more 
trapped. Whispers were heard: 

"Are we already in  Italy? Have we passed the border 
barrier?" 

"Maybe they've uncoupled the car." 
"No, no, we would have heard the noise ." 
"Open up, let's get out and see. "  
"Let's all get ou t  and con tinue on  foot . "  
B u t  Line ordered silence; o n  the deserted platform they 

heard footsteps and voices. Pavel peeked through the 
crack of the door: "Soldters. They look English ." 

The voices approached: there were four or five people, 
and they stopped to talk, right beneath this car. Pavel 
pricked up his ears: 

"But  they aren 't speaking English," he said, in a whis
per. Then somebody tapped twice on the door with his 
knuckles, and asked an incomprehensible quest ion . But 
Line understood, pushed through the crush, and an
swered. She answered in Hebrew: not in the l i turgical , 
embalmed Hebrew of the synagogues, which all had ears 
trained to hear; but in the flowing, l iving Hebrew that has 
always been spoken in Palest ine and that,  of them all ,  only 
Line understood and spoke: she had learned i t  from the 
Zionists in Kiev, before the sky closed over, before the 
deluge. Line opened the door. 

On the platform there were four  young men in neat,  
wel l-pressed khaki uniforms. They wore comical, broad 
shorts, low shoes, wool stockings to their knees; on their 
heads they had a black beret with British insignia, but on 
their short-sleeved shirts a six-pointed star was sewn, the 
shield of David. Engl ish Jews? English disguised as Jews? 
For the Gedal ists, the star on your chest was a sign of slav
ery, it was the brand imposed by the Nazis on the Jews in  
the  concentrat ion camps. The puzzled Jews on the  train 
and the calm Jews on the platform faced one another in 
si lence for a few moments. Then one of them spoke, a 



stocky young man with very fair  skin, a rosy, jolly face. In 
Hebrew he asked: "Who knows Hebrew?"  

"Only me," Line answered. "The others speak Yiddish, 
Russian; and Pol ish . "  

"Then let 's speak Yiddish ," the boy said, but h e  spoke i t  
with effort and with frequent hesi tations. H is three com
panions showed signs of understanding, but they didn' t 
speak i t .  "You mustn 't be afraid of us. We belong to the 
Palestinian Brigade, we come from the land of Israel, but 
we belong to the British Army. We've fought our way up 
through I taly, along with the English, the Americans, the 
Poles, the Moroccans, the Indians. Where do you come 
from?" t_ 

It wasn't an easy question; they ar.swered in  confusion, 
all of them more or less: they came from Polcssia, from 
Bialystok, from Kossovo, from the ghettos, from the 
marshes, from the Caucasus, from the Red Army. The 
young man, whose companions cal led h im Chaim, made 
the gesture of one calming things down. ' 'You speak, girl ," 
he said. Line, before speaking, had a whispered conference 
with Gedaleh and Mendel: tell them everyth ing? tell the 
truth? These arc strange soldiers: Jews, but wi th Brit ish 
uniform. Who do they take orders from? London? or Tel 
Aviv? Could they be trusted? Gedaleh seemed hesitant, or 
rather, indifferent :  "You decide," he said, "stick to gener
ali t ies ."  Mendel said: "What gives them the right to ques
t ion us? Wait before answering, and try to question them. 
Then we'll see what line to take." 

Chaim was waiting. He smiled, then laughed openly: 
"The wise man hears one word and understands seven: I 
told you, this uniform is British, but the war's over now. 
and we act on our own init iat ive. We're not here to block 
your way: on the contrary. We, and all our company, arc 
moving around Germany, Hungary and Poland: we're 
looking for Jews who have survived the IAr;ns. the ones 
who were h idden, the sick, the chi ldren . "  

"And what do you do with them?" 
"We help them, we treat them, we collect them, and we 
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escort them here, to I taly. My squad was in Cracow two 
weeks ago; tomorrow it will be at Mauthausen and Gusen, 
and the day after tomorrow in Vienna." 

"And do the English know what you 're doing?" 
Chaim shrugged. 
"There are wise men among them, too, who understand 

and let us do what we want .  There are also some fools, 
who don't notice anything. And there are st icklers: they're 
the biggest trouble, the ones who get in  the way. But we 
weren't born yesterday, and we know how to deal with 
them, too. Where do you all want to go?" 

"To the land of Israel, but we're t ired and we have no 
money, and that woman js going to give birth soon,"  Line 
said. 

"Are you armed?" 
Caught off guard, Line said no, but in such an uncon

vincing tone that Chaim had to laugh once again .  "Nu, I 
told you we weren 't born yesterday. Do you think that, 
with the job we've been doing for the past three months, 
we can't tell a veteran from a refugee, and a refugee from 
a partisan? I t 's wri t ten al l  over you what you are: and why 
should you be ashamed of i t?" 

Motte! spoke up: "Nobody's ashamed, but  we're keep-. " mg our arms. 
"We surely won't take them away from you. I told you :  

we're only passing through here. Bu t  you should be  rea
sonable. A bit below the pass there's our brigade HQ: I 
don't know if they'll handle you, but the most sensible 
th ing would be for you to present yourselves there and 
turn the weapons over to them. Farther below, at Balzano, 
there's the British command, and they wi l l  surely check 
you . So better to hand the stuff over to us than have i t  
requisit ioned by them; am I right?" 

Pavel said, "You have your experience, but we also 
have ours. And our experience is that weapons arc always 
handy. In war and in peace, in Russia and in Poland, in 
Germany and in I taly. Two months ago, when the war 
was over, the Germans killed a girl, one of us, and we 
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avenged her; how would we have managed if we hadn't 
had our weapons? And in Poland, under the Russians, the 
Polish Fascists threw a bomb at our feet . ' '  

Chaim said, "Let's not behave l ike enemies: we're not 
enemies. Come down from that car, let 's go sit on the 
grass. They've detached the locomotive; your train won't 
leave for at least two hours. You see: there's something 
i mportant to discuss ." They all got out of the train and sat 
in a circle on the grass, in the resin-scented air, under a sky 
swept clear by a high wind. "We call this a kum-sitz, a 
come-and-sit -down," Chaim said, then he went on : "It 's 
the story of the l ion and the fox .  You come from a terrible 
world. We know i t  (..cry l i t t le: from the stories of our fa
thers, and from what we've seen on our missions; but we 
know t hat each of you is alive through some miracle, and 
we know you've left Gehenna behind you. You and we 
have fought t he same enemy, but in two different ways. 
You had to do it on your own : you had to invent every
thing, defense, arms, all ies, strategy. We were luckier: we 
were trained, organized, part of a big army. We didn't 
have enemies at our s ides, but only facing us; we didn't 
have to conquer our weapons, they were issued to us. and 
we were taught to use them. We have had hard battles, 
but behind us there were the rear l ines, kitchens, inll.r
maries, and a country that hai led us as l iberators. In th is 
country your weapons will be of no use to you anymore. " 

"Why won't they be of use to us?" Mot te! asked. "And 
how is this country different from other countries? \\'e're 
foreigners here, the same as everywhere else; in fact we're 
more foreign here than in Russia or Poland. and a 
foreigner is an enemy." 

"Italy is an odd country ,"  Chaim said .  "lt  takes a long 
t ime to understand the Italians, and not even we. who've 
come all the way up Italy,  from Brindisi to the Alps. have 
yet managed to understand it clearly; but one thing is cer
tain, in Italy foreigners aren't enemies. You 'd th ink the 
Italians arc more enemies to one another than to 
foreigners: i t 's strange, but i t 's true. Maybe this comes 
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from the fact that the I tal ians don't l ike laws, and since 
Mussol in i 's laws, also h is pol icy and his propaganda, con
demned foreigners, for th is very reason the I tal ians helped 
them. The Ital ians don't l ike laws: in fact ,  t hey l ike dis
obeying them: i t 's t heir game, l ike the Russians' game is 
chess. They l ike to cheat; they disl ike being cheated, but 
only up to a point: when someone cheats them, they think: 
look how smart he is, smarter than me. And they don't 
plan their vengeance, but at most another game, to get 
their own back. Like chess, in fact . "  

"Then they'll cheat us, too," Line said. 
"That 's probable, but i t 's the only risk you run. That's 

why I said your weapons won't be of use. But  at this point  
I must tell you the strangest th ing of a l l :  the Ital ians have 
proved to be the friends of all foreigners, but they haven't  
been as friendly with any as with the Palest ine Brigade. " 

"Maybe they didn't real ize you were Jews," Mendel 
said. 

"Of course, they real ized, and for that matter we made 
no secret of it. They helped us not in spite of the fact we're 
Jews, but because of it. They also helped their own Jews; 
when the Germans occupied I taly,  they made every effort 
they could to capture the Italian Jews, but they caught 
and ki lled only a fifth .  All the others found refuge in  
Christ ians' houses, and not only the Ital ian Jews, but 
many foreign Jews who had sought refuge in  I taly. " 

"Maybe this happened because the I tal ians are good 
Christ ians, " Mendel ventured again. 

"That may be, too," Chaim said, scratching h is brow, 
"but I 'm not sure of i t .  Even as Christians, the I tal ians are 
odd. They go to Mass, but they curse. They ask favors of 
the Madonna and the saints, but they don 't seem to be
l ieve much in God. They know the Ten Commandments 
by heart, but at most t hey observe two or three. I believe 
they help those in need because they're good people, who 
have suffered a lot, and who know that those who suffer 
should be helped. "  

"The Poles have also suffered a lot, but . . .  " 
"I don't know what to say to you: there could be a 
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dozen reasons, all good and all bad. But there's one thing 
you should know: I talian Jews are as odd as the Cathol ics. 
They don't speak Yiddish, in fact they don't even know 
what Yiddish is. They only speak I talian; or rather, the 
Jews of Rome speak Roman, the Jews of Ven ice speak 
Venet ian, and so on . They dress l ike everybody else, they 
have the same face as everybody else . . .  " 

"Then how can t hey be told from the Christ ians when 
they walk along the street ?"  

"They can't :  that 's the point .  Isn't that an  unusual 
country? For that matter, there aren 't very many of them; 
the Christians don 't give them any thought, and they 
themselves don 't t�ink much about being Jews. In Italy 
there's never been a pogrom, not even when the Roman 
Church told the Christ ians to despise the Jews and ac
cused t hem all of being usurers, not even when Mussolini 
decreed the racial laws, not even when northern Italy was 
occupied by the Germans: nobody in I taly knows what a 
pogrom is, they don 't even know what the word means. 
I t 's an oasis, th is coun try. I tal ian Jews were Fascists when 
all the I tal ians were Fascists and applauded Mussolin i ;  
and when the Germans came, some escaped to Swi tzer
land, some became partisans, but the majority remained 
h idden in t he city or the countryside; and very few were 
discovered or reported, even though the Germans prom
ised a lot of money to anyone who collaborated. There, 
this is the country you're entering: a country of good peo
ple, who don't much l ike war, who l ike confusing issues; 
and since, to get to Palest ine, we have to cheat the 
English, th is is really the ideal place: i t 's l ike a dock just 
in the right place, as if it had been put there specially 
for us. " 

Crouched or lying on t he grass of the Brenner, the Ge
dalists didn't much rel ish the idea of handing over their 
arms to anybody or for whatever reason; bu t to  t he four 
men from Palest ine, wearing the uniform of t he All ies and 
apparently so sure of what they were saying, they didn't 
dare display their disagreement. They remained silent for 
a bit ,  then they began debat ing among themselves in 
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whispers. Chaim and his three companions showed no 
signs of i mpat ience; they went off a few steps and began 
strol l ing on the grass. They came back a few minutes later, 
and Chaim asked, "Who's your leader?" 

Gedaleh raised his hand . "I suppose I am. I'm the one 
who led the band, for better or worse, from White Russia 
to here; but you see, we don't have ranks, we never have 
had. I 've almost never needed to give orders. I would sug
gest something, or somet imes another person would,  and 
we wou ld discuss it and come to an agreement; but most 
of the t ime we found we already agreed, wi thou t discuss
ing. We l ived and fought like t hat,  for eighteen months, 
and we walked for two thousand kilometers. I was their 
leader because I i nvented th ings, because I had the ideas 
and thought of the solutions; but why should we have a 
leader now, when the war is over and we're entering a 
peaceful  country?" 

Chaim turned to his  companions and said something to 
them in  Hebrew; they answered, showing no scorn or im
patience in their faces, but rather forbearance and respect .  
Chaim said, "I understand you,  or think I do.  You 're 
strange birds, too, stranger than the I tal ians; but every
body seems strange to somebody else: that's the way 
things are, and the war st irs everything up. Wel l ,  as far as 
your leader is concerned, do as you please: elect one or 
confi rm h im (and he pointed to Gedaleh, who waved the 
notion aside) , or do without one. But the weapons are an
other matter. We understand you wel l ,  but the English 
and the Americans won't understand you at all .  They're 
fed up with part isans; partisans were convenient as long as 
there was fighting, but now nobody wants to hear them 
even mentioned. The all ies actually wanted to reti re them, 
the I talian partisans, this past winter, even before the war 
ended; and now, they're given all the medals and di
plomas anybody could want, bu t no weapons. I f  they 
find one with a weapon on him, or in his  house, they put 
him in  jai l .  So you can imagine how t hey'll feel about 
foreign partisans, especially comi ng from Russia. So you 
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should be reasonable and hand over the arms to us; 
we' l l  know what to do with them . In other words, keep 
whatever you can hide on you, and give the rest to us. All 
right?" 

Gedaleh hesi tated a moment ,  then he shrugged, and 
said crossly, "Well , my dear companions, we're back to 
law and order now." He cl imbed into the car, then came 
down with Smirnov's machine pistol and a few other 
weapons. The four soldiers didn't act strict, asked nothing 
else, and pi led everyth ing into the jeep they had parked 
nearby. 

"Good. Now what's to become of us?" Gedaleh asked, 
when they had come back. 

"I ' . I b I' .  " Ch . 'd ' '\.T h t s a  s1mp e us-mess, aim sa1 . ·.'ljow t at you're 
disarmed, or almost, you're no longer so strange. You've 
become DPs ."  

"What have we become? " Line asked suspiciously. 
"What's a DP?" 

"A DP is a 'displaced person ' :  a refugee, a straggler, a 
homeless person." 

"We're not DPs," Line said . · '\Ve had a homeland, and 
i t 's not our fault  if we don 't have one anymore; and we'l l  
bui ld ourselves another one. I t  l ies before us, not behind. 
We've met lots of stragglers along our way, and they 
weren 't l i ke us. We're not DPs, we're partisans, and not in 
name only. We've built  our future with our own hands ."  

"Calm down, girl ,"  Chaim said. "This isn't the moment 
to fuss about definitions; you mustn 't give words too much 
weight. You all have to be flexible, instead. Here, now, 
there are the All ies; sooner or later you'l l  run into the mi l i 
tary police. They're not l i ke the Nazis, but  they're a nui
sance, and they'l l shut you up God knows where and God 
knows t i l l  when . They'll give you food and drink, but 
you'l l  be caged, perhaps unti l  the war with Japan is over. 
and provided, too, that in the meanwhile a war bet ween 
Americans and Russians hasn 't broken out . They won't 
ask you so many quest ions; for them a partisan is a Com
munist, and if he comes from the East he's a Communist 
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twice over: have I made myself clear? In other words, the 
fraternity of arms is over. Would you like to end up in a 
camp, now, of all t imes?" 

The Gedalists answered th is question with a confused 
mut tering, in which Chaim could make out a few shreds 
of words. 

"Go underground? Don 't even think about  i t :  I taly isn't 
l ike the countries you 've come from, especially northern 
I taly. I t 's as populated as a chicken yard. Thee are no for
ests, or marshes ei ther, and you don't know the land.  The 
peasants wouldn't understand you , they would take you 
for bandits, and you 'd end up becoming bandits. Be flexi
ble: turn yourselves in ."  � -

"Where? How? To who?" Gedaleh asked. 
"Try to get to Milan without at tract ing too much at

tention, and in Milan go to th is address ."  
He wrote a few words on a s l ip of paper and gave it  to 

Gedaleh,  then added, "If  we ever meet again,  you ' I I  tell 
me I gave you good advice. Now get back into your train; 
they're hooking up the locomotive ." 

When they climbed down from the car in the Central 
Stat ion of Milan, under the h igh roof of glass and steel 
peppered by bombs, t hey thought another war had bro
ken out .  There were people camped everywhere, between 
the t racks, on the platforms, on the big staircases leading 
down to  the square, on the escalators (out of order) , and in 
the square itself. There were I talians wearing rags, coming 
back to t heir country, foreigners in rags waiting to leave 
for God knows where; there were All ied soldiers, with 
white skin or black, in their elegant uniforms, and I talian 
civil ians, well dressed, with suitcases and rucksacks, leav
ing for their vacat ions. In the square in front of the ugly 
stone facade a few trams were circulat ing and a few rare 
automobiles; there were ftowerbeds that had been trans
formed into victory gardens, then looted and abandoned, 
and now overgrown with weeds. Tents had been set up, in 
fron t  of which wretched-looking women were cooking on 
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makeshift fires . Other women pressed around the drinking 
fountains with cans, pots, and improvised receptacles. On 
every side there were buildings maimed by bombs. 

Only Pavel knew a few words of I talian, learned in the 
days when he traveled around Europe as an actor. He 
showed the address to a passerby, who looked at h im sus
piciously and answered, with irritation, "No longer 
exists ! " What no longer existed? Was the address wrong? 
Or had the building collapsed? The conversation was 
painful ,  h indered by reciprocal incomprehension: "Fascio, 
fascism, fascist i :  nothing, finished," the passerby kept re
peating. Pavel finally understood that this address had 
been an important#'}'ascist headquarters, which now no 
longer existed: however, the Milanese explained as best he 
could the way to get there. They would have to walk three 
kilometers: what were three kilometers? A laughable dis
tance. They set off, shy and curious; never, in all their very 
long march, had they fel t  so foreign. 

I t  was early afternoon. They proceeded in an untidy 
file, careful not to lose sight of Pavel , who was marching at 
the head; but often they held him back so they cou ld take 
a look around. Blackened ruins alternated with tall , in
tact, pretent ious buildings; many shops were open, the 
windows crammed with tempting goods under the incom
prehensible signs. Only around the station were there rag
ged people; the passersby they encountered in the 
downtown streets were well dressed and cordially an
swered their questions, trying to understand and to make 
themselves understood. Via Unione? Straight ahead, an
other two kilometers. One ki lometer. Duomo. Duomo:' 
Capeesh? Piazza del Duomo, then straight on . In front of 
the bulk of the Duomo, pockmarked by the shelling, they 
stopped, suspicious, dirty, and int imidated, laden with 
their sun-faded bundles; furt ively, Piotr blessed himsel f 
with three fingers joined, Russian-style. 

In via Unione they found again an atmosphere that was 
more famil iar to them. The Assistance Center was teeming 
with refugees, Poles, Russians, Czechs, Hungarian:; :  a!-
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most all of them spoke Yiddish; all of them needed every
th ing, and the confusion was extreme. There were men, 
women, and children encamped in  the corridors, famil ies 
that had built  themselves shel ters with sheets of plywood 
or strung-up blankets. All along the halls and behind the 
windows there were women of every age, busy, breathless, 
perspiring, t ireless. None of them understood Yiddish 
and only a few, German; improvised interpreters yelled 
in an effort to establish order and discipl ine. The air was 
torrid, with odors of latrine and kitchen. An arrow and 
a sign, written in Yiddish, indicated the window the new
comers should report to; they got in l ine and waited pa
tiently. 

The l ine moved slowly, and Mendel was pondering 
shapeless and contradictory thoughts. He, too, had never 
been so foreign: Russian in Italy, Hebrew facing the 
Duomo, village watchmender in a big city, part isan in 
peacetime; foreigner in language and in  spiri t ,  foreigner 
alienated by years of savage l i fe. And yet, never before, in 
none of the hundred places they had crossed, had he 
breathed the air he was breathing here. Foreigner, but ac
cepted, and not only by the kind lad ies of the Assistance 
Center. Not tolerated, accepted; in the faces of the Ital ians 
they had spoken to, from the Brenner on, there was some
t imes a flash of distrust or slyness, but never that murky 
shadow that separates you from the Russian or the Pole 
when he recognizes you as a Jew. In th is country they are 
all l ike Piotr; perhaps less brave, or more sly, or only older. 
Sly the way old people are, who have seen a lot. 

Mendel and Pavel presented themselves at the window 
side by side; beh ind the window there was a l ady of about 
th irty, in a neatly pressed white blouse, t iny, pretty, pol i te, 
with brown hair fresh from the hairdresser's. She was per
fumed, and beside the wave of her perfume, Mendel per
ceived uneasi ly the heavy, goat ish odor of Pavel's sweating 
body. The lady understood German and spoke it  fai rly 
wel l :  t here were no great difficult ies of understanding, but 
Pavel made a point of speaking I tal ian ,  thus compl icat ing 
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instead of simpl i fying the situat ion. Name, once again:  
age, where from, nationality. Three or four of t hem an
swered at the same t ime, and there was some confusion. 
The lady realized they were a group, and showing no signs 
of impat ience, she asked Pavel to answer for all of them: 
she addressed him formally, as Sie, and th is, too, was 
pleasant,  embarrassing, and had never happened before. 
It really was an assistance center: they were trying to as
sist , to be helpful, not to get rid of them or to shut them up 
in a box of barbed wire. 

The lady wrote and wrote; th irty-five names are a lot , 
and the list was growing longer. Exot ic first names and 
surnames, brist l ing with consonants; she had to stop, 
check, ask for a word to be repeated, the spel l ing. There, 
done. The lady leaned from the window to look at them. 
A group, a strange group; refugees different from usual , 
different from the human flotsam that for days and days 
had been fi l ing past her in that office. Dirty and t i red, but 
erect: different in their eyes, i n  their speech , their behav
IOr. 

"Have you always been together?" she asked Pavel , in 
German. 

Pavel didn't miss th is opportunity to cut a figure. He 
summoned up all the shreds of Ital ian he had collected 
years before in his travels, picked up backstage, in cheap 
hotels and brothels. He swelled h is chest . 

"Gruppo, lovely signora. Group. Sempre together. Russia, 
Polandia. March. Forest ,  river, snow. Dead Germans. 
Many. We partizani, all of us, porca miseria. No DP. \Ye, 
war, partizanka. All soldiers, madosha. \\'omen, too ."  

The lovely signora was puzzled. She asked the Gedalists 
please to step aside and wait ,  and she picked up the tele
phone. She spoke at length, in an excited voice, but cover
ing her mouth with her hand to avoid being overheard . In  
the  end, she told Pavel to be  pat ien t: they would have to 
spend another night camping, here in the corridors, too, as 

best they could. But the next day she wou ld  fi nd a bet ter 
arrangement for them. Wash up? It  wasn 't  easy. There 
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were no baths, not even any showers; the build ings had 
been reactivated only recently. But t here was water, lava
tories, soap, and even three or four towels. Not many for 
all these people, of course, but what was to  be done? I t  
wasn't her fault ,  or her colleagues'; they were al l  doing 
their best ,  even making personal contribut ions. In her 
words and in  her face Mendel read reverence, pity,  sol i
darity, and alarm. 

"Where arc you sending us?" he asked her, in h is best 
German. 

The lady smiled beaut i fu l ly, and with her hand she 
made a complicated and allusive gesture t hat Mendel 
didn 't understand. 

"We're not sending you to the refugee camp, but to an
other place more suitable for you. "  

In fact , t h e  next morning two trucks came to load t hem 
up; the signora reassured them, t hey wouldn't be going 
far, to a farm on the outskirts of M ilan, half an hour's t rip 
at most; they would get along well there, better than in 
the city, more comfortable, more relaxed . . . .  So she'll be 
more relaxed, Mendel thought .  He asked her how she 
happened to speak German: arc t here many Ital ians who 
speak it? Very few, t he lady answered, but she was a Ger
man teacher; yes, she had taught it in a school, unt i l  
H itler came and she escaped to Switzerland. Switzerland 
is forty kilometers from Mi lan. She had been interned in 
Switzerland with her husband and her l it t le boy; it wasn't 
bad t here; she had come back to Milan only a few weeks 
ago. She watched the spectacle of t he Gedal ists cl imbing 
into the trucks with their gypsy baggage; she said she 
would be in touch with them, then said good-bye, and 
went back into the office. 

The farm had been damaged during the last days of the 
war, then patched up again. They found about fi fty Pol ish 
and H ungarian refugees there, but the rooms were spa
cious, enough for at least two or three hundred people, 
and well equipped with cots and bunks. They looked 
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around: no, no sentries, no barbed wire, for t he first t ime. 
I t  wasn't a house, but almost; no restrict ions, i f  you want 
to come in, come in; if you want to go, go. Food at the 
proper t imes, water, sunshine, grass, a bed: pract ically a 
hotel , what more do you want? But you always want 
something more: noth ing is ever as beaut iful as you ex
pect; but then nothing is ever as ugly as you expect , either, 
Mendel thought ,  recall ing the days of industrious fervor 
at Novoselki, in the midst of the fog and the swamps, and 
the obl ivious intoxicat ion of t he battles. 

There was a second regist rat ion at a second window: a 
thin,  brisk young man, who spoke Yiddish wel l but came 
from Tel Aviv. HJ-signed them in without too much pa
perwork, but when he came to Bella and White Rokhelc 
he stopped: no, no, not them, they have to go back to 
Milan, they're not suited to farm work; especially this 
woman here: what arc they up to in via Unione, have they 
gone crazy? What 's come over them, sending a pregnant 
woman here to us? Line intervened, Gedalch, Pavel, and 
Isidor, who shouted loudest of all :  we won't spl it up, we're 
not refugees, we're a band, united. I f  White R .  goes to 
Milan, then all of us go to Milan. The young man made a 
strange face, but he didn't insist . 

But he had to insist the next day. There was some work 
to be done, an urgent job: the Gcdalists realized that th is 
was a strange farm, where farm work counted l i t t le, and 
instead there was a great traffic of merchandise. There 
were crates of food and medicines, but some were too 
heavy for you to believe what was printed on them, in 
English . The young man said everybody had to lend a 
hand to load the crates onto the trucks. Three or fo ur of 
the Ruzany men grumbled that they hadn't cleared 
themselves a path, fight ing, from Byelorussia into I t aly,  t o  
become porters, and one even mut tered, " ' Kapo . "  Z\'i , the 
young manager of the farm, didn't heed the insu l t ,  
shrugged, and said: "When your ship comes, this st ufr wil l 
be useful for you, too ."  And t hen, with the help o f  two 
Hungarian boys, he fell to loading the crates h i msel f w i t h  
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a wi l l .  Then all of them stopped complaining and went to 
work. 

At  the farm there was a great movemen t  of people, too: 
refugees of every age came and went ,  so it was difficult to 
pursue acquaintances. All t he Gedalists soon real ized that 
certain of the residents were permanent: they avoided at
tracting atten t ion, but they must have performed some 
essent ial function. Two, in particular, aroused Mendel 's 
interest .  They were about th irty, athlet ic, agile; they spoke 
l i tt le, and between themselves they spoke Russian. Often 
they went out in to the farmyard wi th  a team of young 
men, carrying sickles, pitchforks, and rakes, and t hey van
ished towards the river. 'J.:hey would come back only at  
evening; from the wood that  flanked the river at t imes iso
lated shots were heard. 

"Who are those two?" Mendel asked Zvi. 
"Instructors. They're from the Red Army: smart boys . 

I f  any of you . . .  " 

"We'll talk about i t  another t ime," Mendel said, with
out commit t ing h imself. "We've just arrived; give us t ime 
to breathe. And anyway, I don't bel ieve our bunch has 
much to learn ." 

"Nu, I didn't  mean that .  On the contrary, I meant that 
you have a lot to teach," Zvi said, underl in ing h is words. 
Mendel remembered the proposal that Smirnov had 
made him at the Glogau camp, and that he hadn't ac
cepted because of his weariness. No, he fel t  no regret. In  
all conscience, no. We have done our part, me and a l l  the 
others. Not now, in  any case; we're st i l l  catch ing our 
breath, we haven't yet learned to breathe the air of th is 
country. 

After a couple of days a letter arrived at the camp from 
Milan: i t  was wri tten in German, addressed to Herrn 
Pavel Yurevich Levinski, signed by S ignora Adele S.; i t  
gave off the same perfume as  the  pretty lady in  via Un
ione, and i t  carried an invi tat ion for tea, Sunday after
noon, at five, in her house in via Monforte. The invitation 
wasn't l imi ted to Pavel , but said vaguely, "You and some 
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of your friends"; not too many, in other words, not the 
whole band: only reasonable. This stirred up a great ex
ci tement ,  and the band was divided into three fact ions: 
those who wanted to go to the tea party, those who didn't 
want to go at  any price, and the uncertain and indifferent .  
Pavel h imself wanted to go, and so did Bella, Gedaleh, 
Line, and a good number of the others, impelled by vari
ous mot ives. Pavel , because he considered h imself indis
pensable as in terpreter, and because it was h is name on 
the envelope; Bella and Gedaleh out of curiosity; Line for 
ideological reasons, namely because she was the only one 
in the band who had had a Z ionist education; and the 
others because thef-hoped to find someth ing good to eat . 
Piotr and Arie didn't  want to go out of shyness and be
cause they didn't understand German; White R .  because 
for several days she'd been having abdominal pains; Isidor 
didn't want to be separated from her; and Motte!, because 
he said the signora's goyische ways made h im i l l  at ease, 
and he didn't see h imself in a drawing room. 

So Pavel, Bella, Line, Gedaleh, and Mendel went .  
Mendel, t o  tell t he truth ,  was among the uncertain, but 
the other four insisted t hat he come: i t  was a unique op
portunity to see how the I talians l ive, they would enjoy 
themselves, have fun ,  they would have a chance to hear 
useful news; but above all, whether he l iked it or not, he 
was the key man of the band, the one who represented 
t hem best and had taken part in all their ventures; and 
hadn't he belonged to the Red Army? Certainly for the 
Italians th is would be important,  or at least interest ing. 

They put on their best clothes. Line, who owned noth
ing but the clumsy army clothing she had worn since No
voselki ,  said she would go to the party just as she was: "If  I 
put on something else, it would be l ike wearing a disguise. 
Like I was telling a lie. If they want me, they have to take 
me as I am." 

But t hey all t ried to convince her to dress a bit bet ter. 
especially Bella and Zvi. From the farm's s torerooms Zvi 
produced a white silk blouse, a pleated ivory cot ton skirt , 
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a leather belt, a pair of nylon stockings and some cork
soled sandals. Line let herself be convinced and she with
drew, carrying the trousseau; a few minutes later, from the 
dressing room, a total ly unfami l iar creature sprang forth ,  
l ike a butterfly from the cocoon. Almost unrecognizable: 
t inier than the Line they all knew, younger, almost a 
chi ld ,  clumsy in  the skirt, since she had worn none for 
years, and in  the high orthopedic sandals; but her dark, 
steady eyes, widely set, and the th in ,  straight snub nose, 
had remained the same, and so had the tense pallor of her 
cheeks, that sun and wind were unable to tan. The fi lm of 
nylon lent grace to her slender legs and ankles; Bella 
grazed them with one _hand, as if to make sure they 
weren't bare. 

In the l iving room of S ignora S. there were many guests, 
all Ital ian. Some were dressed elegant ly, others in thread
bare clothes: s t i l l  others wore Al l ied uniforms. Only two or 
three understood Russian, and none spoke Yiddish, so the 
conversation immediately became compl icated. The five 
of the band, as i f  to defend themselves against attack, 
tried to st ick together, but this succeeded only for a few 
minutes: soon each of them found himself isolated, sur
rounded by curious guests and subjected to a hai l  of ques
t ions, melodious and incomprehensible. Pavel and the 
signora were kept busy translating, but with scant resul ts; 
the supply was too inferior to the demand. Through a gap 
between two backs, Mendel glimpsed Line, assai led by 
fi ve or six elegant ladies. "Like animals in the zoo," the 
girl murmured to h im in Yiddish. 

"Fierce animals," Mendel answered. "If they knew 
everyth ing we've done, they'd be scared of us. " 

The hostess was anxious. They were hers, those five: a 
trouvaille, a discovery of hers, and she cla imed her monop
oly. Every word spoken by them belonged to her, should 
not be lost; she went to great lengths to pursue them 
through the press of her guests, making them repeat to her 
the remarks she hadn't heard. But she was anxious also for 
another reason: she was a refined, properly educated lady, 
and certain things that the five were tel l ing offended her 
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ears. Pavel and Gedaleh, especial ly, had no reticence. One 
knows, these th ings exist ,  they happened, war is no joke, 
and even less of a joke the war that these poor people had 
fought ;  but in a l iving room, really, in her l iving room . . . .  
Yes, feats of valor were all right, reprisals against the Ger
mans, sabotage, marches in the snow; but they needn't 
talk about l ice, and the way they bound their feet, and the 
people hanged in the latrines . . . .  She almost regretted 
having invi ted them: chiefly because of Pavel , who unfor
tunately knew a few words of I talian, but, for some un
known reason, seemed to have a distinct preference for 
curses and dirty words. She couldn't deceive herself: her 
friends would havla good laugh and would tell the story 
all over Milan. After half an hour she took refuge on a cor
ner sofa, beside Bella, who seemed less rough ,  spoke l i t tle, 
and ate chocolates, admiring the pictures on the wal ls. 
Every now and then the signora glanced at the grandfa
ther clock; her husband was late. If only he would hurry 
up and get there! He wou ld help her hold the reins of the 
party, so that every guest , exotic or local, wou ld receive his 
due and not transgress. 

Signor S. arrived a l i t  t ic before six and apologized to 
everybody: his train had left Lugano on t ime, but he had 
been held up at the border for the usual checks. He kissed 
his wife and apologized to her, too. He was stout, cordial, 
noisy, bald, with a crown of blondish hair around the · 
back of his head. He also spoke German, but hit-or-miss, 
without grammar; he had picked it up in his travels. He 
was in business; he went abroad often. He found h;msel f 
facing Mendel and immediately began describing his 
business as if he had always known him, the way people 
do when they have great scl f-�steem and l itt le in terest in  
t he person they are addressing. How uncomfortable t ravel 
was, how hard it was to reestablish contacts . . . .  l\1endel 
thought of the way they had traveled and of trading salt 
for the Uzbck's rabbi t; but he said nothing. The ot her 
man finally broke off: "But you must be t h i rs t y .  Come. 
come with me! " 

He grasped Mendel 's wrist and pul led him t o  t h e  re-
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freshments table. Mendel, dazed, went along: he was feel
ing an i ntense sensation of unreality, as in the dreams you 
dream when your stomach's too full .  He took advantage 
of the moment when S. was raising a glass to his mouth 
and found the courage to ask h im the quest ions that had 
been buzzing in his head since t he beginning of the party. 
Who were all t hese people? Were he and his wife really 
Jews? Was this house t heirs? Hadn't the Germans come 
here too, to Milan? How had they saved themselves, and 
all t he beaut iful th ings he could see around him? Were all 
Ital ian Jews rich l ike them? Or all the Italians? Did they 
all have beautiful  houses l ike this? 

H is host looked at him_ with a strange expression, as if 
Mendel's questions were stupid or inopportune; and he 
answered patiently, as i f  talking with a not very bright 
child. Why, of course, t hey were Jews, anybody with the 
name S.  was Jewish . Their guests, no, not all of them; but 
was i t  that important? They were friends, t hat 's all ,  n ice 
people, wanting to know them, who have come from far 
away. And the house was his: why not? He had made good 
money, before the war, and even during the first years of 
the war, until the Nazis came. Afterwards, t hey had req
uisit ioned the house and installed a high Fascist official 
in it, but he, S., t he moment he got back from Switzer
land, had moved a few pawns and had got the Fascist out. 
No, no, not everybody had a house l ike his: neither Chris
t ians nor Jews. Not everybody, but many: Milan is a rich 
city. R ich and generous, many Jews had remained in the 
city, hidden or with faked documents; their neighbors and 
friends that they met pretended not to know them, but se
cretly brought them food. 

The two were interrupted by a big man with a light ,  
youthful voice, who neither spoke nor understood Ger
man, but acted extremely friendly with Mendel . He asked 
to be introduced: S. made the introduction, mispronounc
ing the name of Mendel , and he said to Mendel, "This is 
Signor Longo, the lawyer." The lawyer proved more tact
ful than t heir host; he l istened in respectful silence to the 
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story t hat Mendel told, in an abridged form, and that the 
host translated sentence by sentence, and in the end he 
said to him, "These friends of yours must be t i red: they 
need rest .  Ask them i f  they would l ike to be my guests at 
Varazze. There's room in  my vil la, and perhaps they have 
never seen the sea ! "  

The invi tation caught Mendel by  surprise. He hesi
tated, stalled for t ime, then tried to reach his companions 
and consult them. He wouldn't have accepted, h imself; he 
fel t  distant, different ,  unpleasant, wild; he felt he carried 
on him the sepulchral smell of Schmulek's cave. St i l l ,  i f  
the others said yes, h e  would agree. Bella, Line, and Ge
daleh also tended/'(0 refuse: t hey i nvented vague excuses, 
the fact was that they were int imidated, they didn't feel 
up to the role being thrust on them. Pavel, on the other 
hand, would have l iked to accept ,  but not alone; so he fel l  
i n  w i th  the  majori ty opinion, and they a l l  thanked and 
decl ined, happy that their awkward words were being 
translated into the harmonious Ita lian of Signora S. "All 
the same, I wouldn't have minded seeing the sea," Bel la 
murmured to Gedaleh . 

Their hostess exploited the moment when the five were 
together and introduced them to another friend, a tall and 
bony young man with an energetic look, who was wearing 
shirt and trousers of a mil i tary cut, but without insignia or 
chevrons. "This is Francesco, a col league of yours," she 
said, with a sly smile; Francesco, on the contrary, re
mained serious. "He was also a part isan," the signora 
went on. "In maltel l-ina, in the Alps, in these mountains 
you see down there, in other words. A young man with 
nerve: too bad he's a Communist . "  

With the  signora interpret ing, the  conversat ion pro
ceeded with difficulty, contorted; but when Francesco 
learned that Mendel had belonged to the Red Army, he 
came over and embraced him: "From the day Germany 
attacked you, I never doubted for a moment t h at Ger
many would be defeated. You tell him, Adele. Tel l  him 
that we fought,  too, but if the Soviet U n i o n  hadn't  held  
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out, it would have been the end of Europe. " The signora 
translated as best she could, and added, on her own; "He's 
a dear boy, but hardheaded, and he has strange ideas. I f  i t  
was up to h im,  he wouldn't th ink twice: dictatorship of  
the proletariat, the  land to the  peasants, the factories to  
the workers, and that  wou ld be that .  At most, for us ,  for 
his  friends, a l i t tle job at the local soviet . "  

Francesco only half understood and didn't go i nto i t ;  
st i l l  grave, he made her say that h i s  party had  been the 
backbone of the Resistance and the t rue voice of t he I tal
ian people; then he had her ask Mendel why he and h is 
friends were leaving their country. Mendel was embar
rassed. He had some vagll.e ideas about what had hap
pened i n  I taly during the war, he was amazed that the 
signora said so openly that her friend was a Communist: 
was i t  a joke perhaps? And was she also joking when she 
referred to her fear of communism? Or was she really 
afraid  of it? And if she was, was she right to be afraid? But 
now he had to answer this Francesco's quest ion. How to 
explain to him that being a Jew in  Russia or Poland 
wasn't l ike being a Jew in Swi tzerland or in Mi lan, in via 
Monforte? He wou ld have l iked to tell the young man 
their whole story. He confi ned h imsel f  to saying that he 
and his companions had nothing against Stal in; on the 
contrary, they were grateful to him for h aving destroyed 
Hitler; but their homes had also been destroyed, they had 
the void beh ind them, and they were hoping to fi nd a 
home in Palestine. The signora translated, and Mendel 
had the impression that the translat ion was longer than 
the text; Francesco looked unconvinced, and went off. To 
Mendel, the faces of the I tal ians weren 't clear, either; t heir 
expressions, their grimaces: he was unable to read them, or 
was afraid  he read them wrong. Francesco. A partisan, a 
fel low fighter. How long did you fight ,  Francesco? Sixteen 
months, eigh teen: after Venjamin 's radio on the shore of 
the Dnepr announced that Mussol ini was in prison, after 
Dov learned that Italy had surrendered. How far did you 
walk, Francesco? How many friends did you lose? Where 



Jui)·-August l 9 t-5 , 34 l 

is your home? In  Milan, perhaps, or on these mountains 
whose name I can't say; but you have a home, a home you 
fought for, as well as for your ideas. A home, a land be
neath your feet, a sky above your head that is yours and 
always the same. A mother and a father; a girl or a wife. 
You have someone and something that makes you want to 
live. If I spoke your language I could try to explain to you.  

Behind him, Signora Adele talked with Line: " . . .  but 
now they are the ones who help us most. The arms come 
from t hem, through Czechoslovakia. I t 's the Italian 
Communist party that declares the strikes; when the 
English t ry to stop a refugee ship, all the workers in the 
port go out on str&e, and the English have to let i t  sai l  

" 

Mendel felt disoriented: in a l iving room fil led with 
beaut iful things and polite people; and he felt also l ike a 
pawn in a gigantic, cruel game. Perhaps always, always a 
pawn, and he had been a missing person, since he had met 
Leonid: you think you 're making a decision and instead 
you are following the destiny someone else has already 
wri t ten . Who? Stalin, or Roosevelt, or the Lord of Hosts. 
He turned to Gedaleh: "Let's go, Gedaleh . Let 's say good
bye. This isn 't our place. " 

"What?" Gedaleh asked, amazed: perhaps he was 
afraid he hadn't understood, or was following another 
train of thought .  At that moment the phone rang in the 
corner where Bella was sitt ing, and the signora went to an
swer it. A l i t t le later she put down the receiver and said to 
Mendel, "It 's Zvi, at the farm. Your friend, the one you 
call White, isn't wel l .  They had to bring her into town . 
She's in a hospital, not far from here ." 

They reached the matern ity hospital, all five of them, 
packed into the car of Longo the lawyer. It was a private 
hospital, neat and clean, but many of the windowpanes 
had been replaced with plywood panels, and st rips of 
paper were glued across the others. Rokhele was in a room 

with three other women; she was pale, calm, and moa n i ng 
faint ly: perhaps they had given her a sedat ive. In  t he cor-
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ridor, outside the door of the room, there was lsidor, ner
vous and frowning, along wi th lzu, the one who went fish
ing barehanded, and three others from B l izna, the 
roughest in the band. lsidor paced up and down, and had 
a pistol thrust into his  bel t .  Two of his  companions were 
s i t t ing on the floor and seemed drunk; the other two 
talked among themselves at t he window. Mendel could 
see through the worn leather of their boots the bulge of 
t heir knives. On the windowsi l l  there was a bottle of red 
wine and two peasant loaves. 

"How is she?" Bella whispered to lsidor. 
Without lowering his voice, lsidor replied, "She's not 

wel l .  It hurts. She was yell ing, before. Now they gave her 
an inj ection . "  At the end of t he corridor two nuns peeked 
in, exchanged a few words, and promptly disappeared. 

"Come away; she's in good hands," Mendel said, "what 
arc you all doing here?" 

" I 'm not moving," lsidor said. The other four  said 
noth ing: they simply gave Mendel and the rest a host i le 
look. 

"You 're not helping, and you 're get ting in the way," 
Line said.  

" I 'm not moving," Is idor repeated. ''I stay here; I don 't 
trust them." 

The fi ve went off to one side.  "What arc we going to  
do?" Gedaleh asked. 

"There are too many of us here ," Mendel said. "I ' l l  stay 
and see what happens; I ' l l t ry to calm them down. You go 
back to the farm: the lawyer is wait ing below. If  th ings 
look bad, I ' l l  telephone you . "  

" I 'm staying, too," Line said, unexpectedly. "A woman 
can be useful ."  Gedalch, Bella, and Pavel went off; Line 
and Mendel sat in the armchairs in the wait ing room. 
Through the half-open door t hey could keep an eye on the 
five men camping in  the corridor. 

"Is lsidor drunk, too?" Line asked. 
"He doesn't seem drunk to me," Mendel answered. 

"He's act ing up because he's afraid. " 
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"Afraid about the birth .  For Rokhele?" 
"Yes, but maybe not only for that.  He's a boy, and he 

needs to feel important .  Gedaleh was wrong to let him 
drive the truck ." 

Line, in her unfamil iar feminine clothng, seemed also 
changed on the inside. She answered soft ly, · 'When was 
that? In February, wasn 't i t?  There was st i l l  snow." 

"It was the beginning of March, when we left Wol
brom; yes, i t  must have been just at the beginning of 
March." 

"It 's hard to keep memories straight ,  isn 't  i t?  Doesn't i t  
happen to  you, tooJ" 

Mendel nodded, -wi thout speaking. A nurse came and 
said someth ing to them in Ital ian; Line and Mendel 
didn't understand, the nurse shrugged and went off. Line 
entered Rokhele's room and came out again at once. 
"She's sleeping," Line said .  "She seems calm, but her 
pulse is fast ."  

"Maybe that's how i t  is  with al l women in childbirth ." 
"I  don't know,"  Line answered. She was silent, then 

wen t  on: "We're not made right .  Does i t  seem right to you 
that a man should become a father at the age of seven
teen?" 

"Maybe i t 's never right to become a father, " Mendel 
said. 

"Shut up, Mendel . Don 't think those thoughts. Tonight 
a baby must be born ."  

"Do you think our thoughts can touch h im? Make him 
be born different?" 

"Who knows?" Line said. "A newborn baby is such a 
delicate th ing! Where was he conceived?" 

Mendel made a mental calculation. "\Vhen we were 
with Edek, near Tune!. In November. \Vi ii he be a Pol ish 
baby? Or Ukrainian, l ike Rokhele? Or I tal ian?"  

"Narische bucher, vos darst dufregen?" Line sa id, laughing, 
and quoting the song that had marked the passage of t h e  
front :  "Foolish boy, why must  you ask:'" Strangely, :\1en
del was not in the least offended at being cal led t hat : on 
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the contrary, he was moved. This new Line was no longer 
Rahab, but the pitying, clever meidele of the song. 

"Why must you ask?" Line repeated, putt ing her hand 
on Mendel 's forearm. "A baby's a baby; he becomes some
thing else only later. Why are you worrying? Anyway, he's 
not even our chi ld." 

"True. He's not even our chi ld ."  
"We were also born," Line said abruptly. Mendel ques

t ioned her wi th a look, and Line tried to clarify her 
thought: "Born ,  expel led. Russia conceived us, nourished 
us, made us grow in her darkness, as in a womb; t hen she 
had labor pains, contractions, and threw us out; and now 
here we arc, naked and new, l ike babies just born. Isn't  i t  
t h e  same for you?" 

"Narische meidele, vos darst du fregen?" Mendel rebutted, 
feel ing on his l ips an affect ionate smile and a light vei l  
over h i s  eyes. 

There was movement in the corridor, footsteps, whis
pers. Mendel stood up and went to peer i n  at the door: 
vVhitc R. was breathing heavily and moaning at intervals. 
All of a sudden she writhed and cried out ,  twice, three 
t imes. The four Blizna men sprang to their feet ,  bel l icose 
and sleepy; Isidor knel t beside the bed, then strode out 
into the corridor. He came back a minute later, dragging 
a nun and the doctor on duty after h im.  All three were 
frightened, for different reasons. Isidor was shout ing in 
Yiddish, "This woman must not  die ,  Doctor, you under
stand me? She's my wife, we've come all the way here 
from Russia, we fought ,  we marched. And the baby is my 
son, he has to be born. He mustn 't die, you understand? 
God help you if the woman or the baby dies: we're part i 
sans. Go on, doctor, do what you have to do,  and be care
ful about i t ."  

L ine went over to Isidor, to calm him and reassure h im,  
but Isidor, who kept his hand on the grip of the p istol 
stuck into his belt ,  pushed her violently away. The doctor 
didn't understand Yiddish, but he understood the mean
ing of a pistol in the hand of a terrified boy; he spoke rap-
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idly with the nun, then he took a step towards the tele
phone at the corner of the corridor, but Isidor blocked h is 
path .  Then the doctor and the nun took the l i t ter, on roll
ers, t hat was nearby and shifted White R. on to i t ,  and she 
cont inued screaming; t hey headed for the del ivery room. 
Isidor signaled to his friends and followed. Mendel and 
Line followed Isidor. 

Isidor didn't dare force his way into the del ivery room. 
The seven sat down outside the door, as the hours began 
to go by. Several t imes Mendel tried to calm Isidor and 
make h im hand over the pistol . He would even have tried 
to tear it away from him, if he hadn 't seen the other four 
at his  back. He dian't achieve anything. Isidor was facing 
him, without l istening: first arrogant ,  then completely 
concentrated on the muffled sounds that came from the 
room. 

S i t t ing beside Line, Mendel looked at her knees that 
protruded beneath the skirt. He was seeing them for the 
first t ime: never before, except with his clairvoyant fingers, 
trembl ing with desire, in the darkness of their pallets, dif
ferent  every night ,  or through the dull fabric of her t rou
sers. Don't give way. Don't give way to her. Don 't start 
again, be wise, hold out. You wouldn't l i ve a l i fe at her 
side, she isn't a woman for a l ifetime, and you 're not yet 
th irty. At th irty l i fe can begin again .  Like a book. when 
you've finished the first volume. Begin again from where? 
From here, from today, from this Milanese dawn t hat is 
breaking beyond the frosted glass: from t h i s  morn i ng. T h i s  

is a good place to start l iving. Perhaps you shou l d  have 
done as they did, they were righ t, the two nebb ishes ; t hey 
didn't act l ike you with Line, they closed t heir  eyes a n d  

abandoned themselves, and the man 's seed was n o t  
spil led, and a woman conceived. 

A nun went by push ing a trolley. Liw·. t i red and doz

ing, st irred and said, ' ' I t 's been a long t i me si nce I spen t a 

night awake." 
"It 's been a long t ime s ince we spent a n i g h t  toget her." 

Mendel answered. No, I wou !dn ' t l i ve a l i fe t i me w i t h  
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Line, but I can't leave her, and I don 't want to leave her. I 
wi l l  carry her inside me always, even if we are separated, 
as I was separated from Rivke. 

They could hear the city waking, the t rams shrieking, 
the shutters of the shops being pul led up. A nurse came 
from the delivery room, then the doctor h imself came out 
and went back in a moment later. Is idor, no longer arro
gant but suppl icating, asked quest ions that were under
stood despite the language: the doctor made reassuring 
gestures, showed his wristwatch: in two hours, an hour. 
They heard repeated cries, a motor hum, then silence. Fi
nally, in  broad daylight, a nurse came out with a happy 
face, carrying a bundle. "A boy, a boy ."  She was laughing. 
Nobody understood; she looked around, found the hairy 
lzu at hand, and gave his beard a tug. "Male-like h im ! "  

They all stood up. Mendel and Line hugged Isidor, 
whose eyes, reddened from lack of sleep, had become 
shiny. The doctor also came out,  slapped Isidor on the 
shoulder, and started down the corridor, but he encoun
tered a col league coming with an unfolded newspaper and 
stopped to discuss th ings with him.  Around t he two, other 
doctors gathered, nuns, nurses. Mendel also went over and 
managed to see that the newspaper, consisting of a single 
sheet , bore a very big headl ine, whose meaning he 
couldn't understand. That newspaper bore the date of 
Tuesday 7 August 1 945 and carried the news of the first 
atomic bomb, dropped on Hi roshima. 



AUTHOR'S NOTE 

Tms BOOK WAS BORN from things told me many years ago 
by a friend of mine, who in the summer of 1 945, in Milan, 
had worked as a volunteer at the assistance center de
scribed in the final chapter. At that t ime, along with a 
great t ide of repatriated Ital ians and refugees, some bands 
similar to the one I have aimed to portray really did arri ve 
in Italy: men and women whom years of suffering had 
hardened but not humi l iated, survivors of a civil izat ion 
(almost unknown in I taly) that Nazism had dest royed to 
i ts roots. Exhausted, these survivors st i l l  were aware of 
their digni ty. 

My purpose has not been to wri te a t rue story . b u t  

rather to  reconstruct the  i t inerary, inven ted bu t  p lausib le ,  
of one of t hese bands. For the most part , the cH·nts I de
pict really did take place, even i f  not al ways on t he s i tes 
and dates I have given them . I t  is true that Jn,· ish part i 
sans fought the Germans, almost always i n  dcspcra lt' con-
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dit ions, sometimes as members of more or less regular 
bands under the Russians or the Poles, and at other t imes 
in u nits composed ent irely of Jews. There were wandering 
bands l ike Venj amin's, which, depending on the si tuation, 
accepted or rejected (and somet imes disarmed or ki l led) 
the Jewish fighters. It is t rue t hat groups of Jews, amount
ing to a total of ten or fi fteen thousand people, survived 
for a long t ime, some of t hem unt i l  the end of the war, in  
fortified camps l ike t he one I have arbitrarily si tuated in  
Novoselki, or even (incredible as  i t  may seem) in  cata
combs l ike the one where I have placed Schmulek. Actions 
of harassment ,  such as sabotaging rai lroads and mis
direct ing parachute drops, are amply documented in the 
l i terature on part isan warfare in eastern Europe. 

With t he sole exception of Polina, the girl pilot,  all the 
characters are imaginary. In  part icular, the figure of Mar
t in Fontasch is imaginary; but it is true that many Jewish 
poet-singers, famous and obscure, in cities and in remote 
vil lages, were kil led as this Martin is, and not only in  the 
years 1 939- 1 945, and not only by the Nazis. So the song of 
the "Gedalists" is also invented, but i ts refrain,  which is 
also the t i t le of this book, was prompted by some words I 
found in the Pirki Avoth (The Maxims of the Fathers ) ,  a col
lection of sayings of famous rabbis, edited in the second 
century A . D .  and a part of the Talmud. In the first chap
ter, verse thirteen, it says: "He (Rabbi Hi llel) also said: ' If  
I am not  for myself, who wi l l  be for me? And even if I 
think of myself, what am I? And i f  not now, when? '  " Nat
ural ly, the interpretat ion of this saying that I attribute to 
the characters is not the Orthodox one. 

Since l had to reconstruct a period, a set t ing, and a lan
guage that I myself knew only marginally, I relied consid
erably on documents, and many books proved valuable 
for reference. I list the main ones: 

Ainsztein R. Jeu•ish Resistance in Nazi- Occupied Eastern Europe. Lon
don : P. Elek, 1 974. 

Armstrong, J.  A .  Soviet Partisans in World War II. Madison: The 
University of \Visconsi n Press, 1 964. 
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Artuso, A. Solo in un deserto di ghiaccio . Torino: Tipografia Bogliani, 
1 980. 

Ayalti, H. J. Yiddish Proverbs. New York: Schocken Books, 1 963. 
Eliav A., Tra il martello e Ia falce. Roma: Barulli, 1 970. 
Elkins, M. Forged in Fury. New York: Ballantine Books, 1 97 1 .  
Kaganovic, M .  Di milkhomeh fun di Jiddische Partisaner in Mizrach-

Europe. Buenos Aires: Union Central lsraelita Polaca, 1 956. 
Kamenetsky, J. /Iiller's Occupation of Ukraine. Milwaukee: Mar

quette University Press, 1 956. 
Karol, K. S. La Polonia da Pilsudski a Gomulka. Bari: Laterza, 1 959. 
Kovpak, S. A., Les Partisans Sovietiques. Paris: La jeune Parque, 

1 945. 
Landmann, S. Jiidische Witze. M iinchen: DTV, 1 963. 
Litvinoff, B. La lunga strada per Gerusalemme. M ilano: I I  Saggiatore, 

1 968. t .  
Minerbi, S .  Ra.ffaele Cantom·. Roma: Carucci ,  1 978. 
Pinkus, 0. A Choice of Masks. Englewood Cliffs, N.J. :  Prentice-

Hall, 1 969. 
Sereni, A .  I clandestini del mare. Milano: Mursia, 1 973.  
Sorrentino, L. Isba e Steppa. Milano: Mondadori, 1947.  
Vaccarino, G. Storia della Resistenza in Europa 1938- 1945. Vol. I .  

Milano: Feltrinelli, 1 98 1 .  

I thank these authors, as I thank all those who en
couraged me with their views, and whose crit icisms were 
my guide. I owe a special debt of thanks to Emilio Vita 
Finzi, who narrated to me the kernel of the story and 
without whom the book would not have been written; and 
to Giorgio Vaccarino, who followed my work affection
ately and placed his remarkable archive at my disposal .  
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