Translation

My Childhood Years
Mayne kinderyorn

by Peretz Hirshbein

Introduction & translation by Nahma Sandrow

“Making the Mill Kosher”

hen a warm wind begins to blow from the southwest,

and a little warm shower takes the place of snow; when
the ice on the pond begins to split and the heap of snow
against the window shrinks and turns black — then we all feel
that around the mill, winter is letting go. Around Purim time,
the sun seems to shine more brightly in the daytime, warming
the ice on the water wheels. The people inside the house sense
the joy of the water under the ice and understand the secret of
every single mysterious crack sounding from the river at
night. Spring is near.

This is the time when Jews come down from the nearby
town to talk things over with Lipe the Miller about koshering
the mill for Passover. They bring along all sorts of wheat sam-
ples to show. The men sit around the table with serious faces.
Caretully, they unwind the Passover wheat from linen wrap-
pings and shawls. My father puts his glasses on and wrinkles
his forehead earnestly. Step by step, the children come closer

to the table. And the simple kernels of wheat, which
. looked just like every other grain of wheat grown at

any other time of year, now look strange: Jewish
kernels of wheat — thoughtful, somehow.
, At the table, my mother hands the men a
thimble to measure out the grain. They spill
the grains onto the table and examine each kernel
separately. They put aside any kernel with rootlets at its tip
or any other sign that it has sprouted. Sprouted kernels make
you suspect that it’s chometz, unfit for Passover. The crop was
probably rained on; the rain affected the kernels, and fermen-
tation grabbed them. That’s what sprouting shows.

So they count out a thimbleful of kernels, and if too many
grains have sprouted, that wheat is chometzdik. That's how
they measure out and count out all the samples until they
choose the very purest and the very driest kernels. In the
process, people show they’re experts by, for example, biting a
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kernel of wheat in two to see how white it is inside.

After the men decide which wheat to buy, they start dis-
cussing the koshering of the mill. They talk about how many
poods of grain need to be sifted this year. Once they come to
terms on a price for the sifting, finally the men drink a toast.
They wish us no lack of water before Passover, and we wish
for them that this year Jews can bake matzohs with a generous
hand. And Father and the men shake hands on it.

Once the people are gone, the ice cracks and splits even
harder; the heap of snow in front of the house shrinks even
more.

And sure enough, soon afterward, peasant wagons loaded
with sacks of wheat arrive at Lipe’s mill. The sacks are thor-
oughly covered, even though the sun is shining outside. They
don’t carry the sacks of wheat into the mill — the mill is still
chometzdik; they carry them into the house. Every one of us is
strong. Even the littlest children help hoist the sacks; they sup-
port the sacks from underneath while the grown-ups haul
them on their shoulders into the clean house.

They lay the sacks in rows in the second room of the house.
On the way into the house, one sack suddenly splits: wheat
pours out onto the ground — right into the mud. Chometzdik!
though the golden grains beckon to us from the black mud as
if they’re begging, “Gather us up; don’t let us be impure”

Then it’s time to start making the mill kosher. Now, there’s
a job for you! Though the mill has to be made kosher every
year, still, when it actually comes time to do the work, nobody
seems to have the faintest notion where to begin. Just think of
it. Go clean up a mill — clean out every tiny fleck of flour till
there’s no sign left of impurity. How much flour dust does a
mill shake out in the course of a year? In the hoppers where
the silken bags sift flour, the walls are hung with a curtain of
flour flakes. Wherever there is a little hole, a little crack, flour
crept in there in the course of the year, and now it’s impure.
From the threshold of the mill to the tip of the attic — every-
thing is floury.

Armed with knives, with goose-wing feather dusters, in
torn clothes and old rags, into the mill goes the crowd. All of a
sudden, everybody at Lipe the Miller’s has started to hate flour
dust; all of a sudden we distrust every kernel that has crept its
way into a crevice. The first swipe with the feather duster, the
first scrape with the knife — and a little bit of a board is clean.
Fragrant wood gleams. We scrape and scrape. The millers
themselves are covered in flour — not nice, even for a miller.
But the mill itself keeps getting cleaner and cleaner.

The great clean-up affects not only people, grown-ups
and children. Our yellow dog, Burtshik, is amazed, too. He
can’t understand why we’re scraping and scraping so hard
in the mill. He goes around smelling and licking and
sneezing. He wants a piece of the whole event too. He sees
how the people are more floury than usual, and he wants to



imitate the people. He bares his teeth, grins, and — Plop! — right into the
scraped-up mountain of chometz.

Our black cat envies Burtshik. Though she’s more cautious than the dog, all
the same she comes down to the mill, looks up at the people at work, sniffs
around in every corner where they’re scraping and cleaning, and starts to sneeze.
She does not understand what is happening to the millers in their mill.

Here comes Aryeh the Tailor, who sews crude coats for the peasants all year
long. Every spring, before Passover, as soon as we kosher the mill, he comes to do
a delicate job. He has to sew the silken bags for sifting the Passover flour. We buy
silk that is so transparent, white, and fine, if you double it over and hold it to the
light, shimmering circles ripple through it.

The usual work of trimming the millstones, turning the top one over
grinding-side-up — they do that now with a special, religious intensity. Using
pointy steel hammers and flat hammers, they cut ridges into the stones; they peck
little holes out of the stones and make the stones sharp so they’ll be really eager to
grind the Passover flour.

For three days and three nights, the whole mill family is submerged in chometz
because we’re koshering the mill. Till we begin to sight an end to the job. Then we
start cleaning the house, tidying up the house, because the young rabbi of the
town is supposed to come and say the word: “Kosher.”

My father gets the wagon ready. He repairs its ladder-sides, lays down fresh
straw on the floor, and creates a soft place to sit. My mother spreads a clean sheet
over that straw seat. As soon as the white horse is harnessed, my father, looking
serious and thoughtful, drives off to bring the rabbi.

In the house we feel the holiday spirit. We sprinkle yellow sand over the floor.
We even move the table from its usual place. We smooth down the curtains at
the windows.

Everybody’s eyes keep turning to the window. People keep going into the mill
to take another quick look, check here and there, take one more swipe here, one
more scrape there, or blow away the dust that is settling back onto the walls.

And here it comes, the wagon with the rabbi. Everyone jumps up, eyes fixed on
the window. The dog, the cat — they look at the window too. The wagon is at the
house. My father jumps down and helps the rabbi descend. The rabbi is still a
dayen, an assistant rabbi, for now, because our old blind rabbi is still alive. Of
course, we can’t bring him, the blind rabbi, to examine whether the mill is kosher.

The young rabbi is a tall, stringy fellow with a sparse black beard and long,
heavy peyess. He has black eyes and a pale face. The rabbi stands beside the wagon
for a while and observes the mill-world all around. Stepping carefully, he strides
right over the permanent pool of mud in front of the threshold and enters the
house. We all stay standing. We all look at him very respectfully. He takes off his
long black overcoat and stands before us in his shiny black satin coat.

We wonder, “How will the rabbi, in a black satin coat like that, creep into the
mill, crawl all the way into the hopper?” He must know that he’s going to kosher a
mill. He ought to understand that you can’t possibly dust all the flour out of a mill.

A clean, scoured knife with a sharp point is waiting, all prepared for him, and
we hand him a brand new, never-used feather duster — the entire wing of a goose.
We light a candle for him, and with dignified steps, he sets off into the mill.

The first thing he picks to do is crawl right inside the big hopper where the big
bag is going to sift the flour. A tall hopper on four strong legs — a whole house!
He’s going to have to climb up into it. All the men help. They boost him from
underneath: first one leg, then they pass his other leg over to him, and little by

Peretz Hirshbein, a major figure
in modern Yiddish literature, is
remembered for his many plays and the
creation of the first Yiddish art theater;
for travel sketches (an unusual genre
in Yiddish); and for stories and novels.
Born in 1880 in his father’s flour mill
near a tiny Lithuanian village, he trav-
eled all over the world, working as
laborer, lecturer, journalist, and the-
atrical director, until he settled at last
in California, where he died in 1948.
This memoir takes him from happy
childhood days, playing barefoot on the
riverbank, to Talmud study in several
towns; when it ends, he is eighteen and
living in Vilna and has just published
his first poem.

The period covered in the memoir
(1880-1898) brought ferment and
change for Eastern European Jews.
Hirshbein’s personal experience was
typical: expansion outward from a nar-
row and intimate sphere to a growing
consciousness of — and longing for —
the larger world. The memoir begins
with a pious family in preindustrial
Eastern Europe, in a village so rural
that in one episode an uncle gets his
first look at a railroad train. As a hun-
gry, lonely yeshiva hoy, living among
the poor in a series of towns and
cities, he discovered secular literature
— a friend hid a Russian grammar
under his Talmud - but still found exal-
tation in Jewish learning. By the end,
the young man is tutoring sophisti-
cated young ladies in rich Jewish fami-
lies and learning from them ahout
Goethe and Marx. Only a few years
after the memoir’s close, Hirshhein,
with the blessings of Bialik and I.L.
Peretz, organized and directed the first
Yiddish art theater. With that endeavor
he helped the Yiddish intelligentsia
participate in a major movement in
modern Western drama.

The recurrent themes and images of

33 PAKN TREGER



all Hirshbein’s subsequent writings
are foreshadowed in the memoir. His
symbolist dramas, for which critics
called him the “Jewish Maeterlinck,”
developed from his and his mother’s
shared delight in nature, as well as
their mystical, even superstitious, com-
munion with it. (One play in this style,
Tsvishn tog un nakht, was translated
in 2005 by Mark Altman and Ellen
Perecman for performance hy their New
Worlds Theatre Project, under the title
Twilight.) The memoir shows Hirshbein
as a yeshiva student living on “eating
days” and then in a room in Vilna, expe-
riencing poverty to the point of actual
starvation, and the work that eventually
came out of that experience won him
the nickname of “Cellar Poet.”

Hirshbein’s most popular works, his
rural plays about Jews in the country-
side, have particularly clear autohio-
graphical elements; one is even about a
miller. The most beloved of all is the
charming Grine Felder (Green Fields),
which is still performed onstage and
often seen in a film version. Its themes
reflect the questions he returned to
most often as a child: the divine mean-
ing of nature’s beauties, and the value
of labor versus Torah study. “Making
the Mill Kosher” is particularly rich in
material that will surface in Grine
Felder: the rabbi’s youthful shyness and
goodwill and the family’s piety and
humility, as well as the competence and
energy of their labors. And of course the
chapter is crafted like a suspenseful lit-
tle drama of its own.

This section comes early in the
memoir: simple language, simple story,
simple world, seen through the eyes of
a child for whom grown-ups, animals,
and even millstones are dramatic and
mysterious. The reader gets a sense of
the appealing boy who is the protago-
nist — and of the middle-aged man look-
ing back at him.
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little, the rabbi manages to crawl all the way into the hopper.

Never mind that the entire mill family has been scraping and wiping for three
days and three nights. It makes no difference. As soon as the rabbi in his black
satin coat crawls into the hopper, his black satin coat is immediately smeared
with flour. He doesn’t notice. With his candle in his hand, carefully, he starts
inspecting every single little crack, testing with his knife point and his feather
duster. And at last he manages to get a kernel of wheat out from a little crack. The
kernel falls down and lies there, embarrassed and silent. The rabbi picks it up,
and studies it, and smells it. And what he is thinking, nobody knows. Every
bystander, without saying a word, blames somebody else: “You're the one who left
the kernel in the crack.”

And then, sure enough, the rabbi finds a corner that we missed entirely and
never cleaned. He sets right to work in earnest. He looks like a big woodpecker.
He drills in with the knife, blows, wipes with the feather duster, and down fall
little flakes of dried flour.

Not nice. Here we cleaned for three days and three nights, and now the rabbi
comes and finds a whole nest of impure flour. Still, we realize that the rabbi
wanted something to show for all his trouble. The minute he catches the hidden
bit of impurity, he calms right down. He’s happy. He stops fussing and only gives
a once-over to the rest of the hopper’s walls. He signals to the men standing by
that he’s ready to crawl out of the hopper. They come help him again, with the
same reverence — even though now he doesn’t look like a rabbi any more. His
satin vest is floury. His skullcap is white. His black peyess have been dipped in
flour, and his black beard is all floured over.

He goes up into the attic, too, where the heavy millstones lie upside down,
with their faces up. The heavy stones lie cold and silent — they don’t notice the
rabbi’s approach. And he himself doesn’t know what to do with them. Scrape at
the stone with his knife? That doesn’t seem right. He smiles and says to the
bystanders, “You must have made sure the stones are kosher.”

“Kosher, Rabbi. Like every year, Rabbi. Kosher.”

The rabbi starts down the stairs. He hands over the candle, knife, and feather
duster. His part is over. When he comes into the house, smeared with flour, he
smiles and doesn’t know what to do. Everyone in the house gathers around him.
They dust the impure flour off him, brush him, shake out the skirts of his coat.
Now you can see how tall and pale he is. His satin coat has gotten back its satiny
importance.

When the rabbi has cleaned his peyess for himself, and his beard, and wiped
his face around with his big red handkerchief, and when someone has wiped
down the flour off his boots with a rag — then, as if concluding deliberations, he
gives a smile and says, “May you have no lack of water this year. And may salva-
tion come to the Jews. Kosher.”

Then he takes a little whiskey that was prepared for him in a little jug, and he
says once more, “Kosher.”

Again they fluff out the straw in the wagon and air it. Mother arranges the
sheet neatly back over it. Father helps the rabbi climb into the wagon. The rabbi
goes away back into town for a whole year. For us at the mill, he leaves just one
single word:

“Kosher.”

Nahma Sandrow is the author of Vagabond Stars: A World History of Yiddish
Theater and Surrealism: Theater, Arts, Ideas.
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How much flour dust does a mill shake out in the course of a year?

In the hoppers where the silken bags sift flour, the walls are hung with a curtain

of flour flakes. Wherever there is a little hole, a little crack, flour crept in there

in the course of the year, and now it's impure. From the threshold of the

mill to the tip of the attic — everything is floury.

IR LT3 YOI YOR IWORIYE DX DTIYNYR YOI YOX
— JOINT TIX KT JUIXRTIOKI ,PIP X 1OKI 271 PR 0K X3
7 TRP2Y3 IR L IROYI YIRIPO X XD, IROYR W K IR
.20 115 LIYN T VRYTYIT YT JART OXN , YOV IOV

*7.0°5 *7T IR YK ,37 Jon MB 77 P PR LY PR
— DIWT W, TRP 7T ;YOXIYD 0P DXBWYAR JAMN
YOIV PR PP

DXTIX DAIIBY YOXD T .2WW YT ¥ P PR N5 7
IR X OXM ,37 OYT (9MIPEXIX LBYY IR JARM B
;I3 027 37 YTV, WK WT OON LT R PRIy
DXT Y ,IYAIYI2 LWL XTIV IXp .30 7702 oy, oK
X TX 37 79317 YT WD PR M 0T X, JOKRIUXI
DT WO, PIRNY K VIR WIYIIZYIONR IR,V
TOXD2 X IR T3 YXINW DX 5 MIRD YAIRD YN PR
7 DIXTLXI LJARN OP2 YOON X LPVY 37 WT .00
7Y LIPIBY VIV YPILITIRD VIR ;O LIYN YYIYITN
DPIP TIX DYNMW YT IRD YOYPLRYA YR TIYOW 7T YN
DN 1% TPIP YR 50°5 7T {7IR YUY YOX L2WW PR 12N
TN ,JAIR? OYT OMIX LW W .TAITNRI’ N
JRIRMYPIRIRDA 1PT PR 0APHI IR TAITIWIATR
L0170 OYIYOY PO

XTX DR 37 97 Oy LYM AR N, YD VIR
19IPT L T2IR 201 PR 197IR T3 IR OYIYOYILN
?27129% TOORPYYN X

DO WEK .7 X WD L3 W IR VO ,O%IBK Y

36 SUMMER 2006

.TRM TOYARTIPOYAIN 3N OYT PX TR

WOXD LJPPWDMI XIPA YRR YIWNW T PR
PR BXIX TR °T LR AYMOOYTND , VI 115 WP VI TIND
YOX DR DPYRY ,wLIYR YT X PR vpIp PN
TR ,UPYRY LRI TIX LYIRIPO T¥H OXN ,TYoYRIN
71 JIRNYA PR OXN, LW VP OWIRD 7 570°3 18 IX V77
. PR I

T PIRD X DI O, PTRIW T IR DR 0BIp
YR 21X ,M0B XD L3195 JIYOR LOYIMIYO YwIyNe
YOYTOR X XD TTIN X W vmp P 07 W1 vwd
12911 ORM L Y2022 YIYTRT 0T 1YPNIDNN KT W L0V
,TO2N TRV TIMT XIR VEP ¥R . 5Yn YR INOD OXT 197
TIR 2T OYT I3 JYONT PR DINY YN IR LT TYOY
2P IR DK PX 1270 — 02°% AYPLIX VORI YN
YT ITRY X DY YIYOLITNYR YT YA yIyosm
DID OB LY JOWIYATR OYT WP ,WIN0Y
LTIND WIPTINND R DO IWORR JYN VW OXT — AW
DIYMRT YIXDD L IR DIYART YIVOXLY ,YPUXBY 1N
YOIV OMXR YN VRD ;10W PR TYIYIT 0NN YR UPXI
YT 19RM IORT T IR WITDY 0T JVIRD LPVY PN
PN YR von PN YR oD

ANBYNMYIPM YRIXA 7T PR LIYI PIT IR YD M7 R
"3 — 917 PYIN0D LIRN YR DN, AN PR LPILYIOMR
VORNYT LUYIIW WT X 0 X YN0 IR VI Y0
T 0N, 2W0W PR 1A2OPIX, 20V 7T 1P X 1Y 1A



TXD 1% OXM LW VO PR W L AITYVIYYIYT 037
"R DXITD 277°0W OYT IYOYR O IXY YIRIPO X T LM
SYPITIN T IR VANT IR 37N X Y 00 LW 071D

2WD 2T ORT WIPOW 7T, IYIVA TRT TR DX NDAOD —

23,727 ,K0 YOR N LLL030,WD —

,02°9 7 YK ©°3 ;5Y7V ¥ 115 IABXIX 37 YT vHY3
T IX RLYIBX DIVT ORI W — WIMIWIYDD PN Woyn
— Dyn PR WOTHUYIONN X MWW PR IR P
WY PR YOX LIXD X OXN LY°I YO PR Y 0IINY
VR YRR OyT oK NB vYURB YR 0K DR YA
;D70 727 118 OYORD YAIRD 7T V207D JYN 00K LYK
T2T. 1K Y ORI TIX Y2717 X XD OX1 1Y1 LYT WORR
YIYOYOLR 12T JYMIPRI PR DX DITNO WIYOYILN
.m3wn

,2TIY2 OXT, MN®D T VIRNAY 177 ORT 179K 37T IR
TX3 IR, 0738 OXT DYNYIIR Y2WORE WYY YT 0N
115 5y7 DXT LY NYIDRIN YORNY X L1 ORI 1Y N ,0¥7
927nw X ,NYTTIW? K IR N LY ORI, DWW YIPw
SDANTYA TIX TR0V

TORT TIX X2 19YD LWL WORN PP JOX ONT —
LTTOD LT IR NI YR

DX YR OXN ,IPwR 0% X YUY JRIWT ORI Y
X DTKR DRI YPYPIBRIA R PR DPYNR AYNOYIRT 115
W3 SLARTYR PRM K NI IR IXLYA B

7 LIYVBIPYIINT IR VIOTIOYIDIX YT 1Y VXTI
OYT AMIYTIX PR DIXIIYI DRI YARM 7T 5138 X 0w
DX YURL YT M0V 0T WK JY0D uriswxd
PR 37 7 1ARN JBMR 19MPETR 37 Oy JBYNAYA
TR I PIRD X IR DIR LROW PR OJIRBYIAPYIR
DR TN 1192 200 PR TTIR 22 DIRDY IR

0D —

B TRINA X 127 0WER DY IDIX DWW YR IRP PR R IR,
WOIWTWYABR , TP K DAY DX KD IR0 Loyn
IN3, 0¥ X DK DAIRDIYT YR 5 TOBY IDIRY X L Tyoyn
OYIYTTIYA JRIRD X — WOMWIYDD 03Uy PP Lwl
X 0277 W IR, 077 X JAyN0YIT B IR IPR YN .90
PR D0 PR TR D0 YRTIIIRYIA LN

TOORP TO™M73 PX 197IPIRITIR OMXR Y LITYR NN
W R LOYR T 1B BYM PO YO YT M L 1YW
VYN Y ... YIINAR 2WW X — DB YPIRLY 5 77X JYORP
9P 537 0YT DYy 19°20I8N YOX L]WOYIPEMIX 15T
YR DAIRDIYT INRITWT ,018 UK YD ,IYVIN O°K 0271
TY'T I7PIRD Y2072 I IR 018 YIWTIX 7T WW X
,O¥7 IR PUTIRPIP WS LR JVORP TR PUITMYIR 39
MBWR™MIYIIM YXIXA T LRI VOYI 7T IR AYD 277 OXN
YI7IP 37 WT XL JAYNVOYIND ,VYINYA PIX DYIRIPOYA
YUXBRP YIVOYOLXTIRNY 12T LIYN ,JVORP PR 12
YT LM DY OY LIBY W .OYN PR DIPRYYI0NN 72°N
TTYK PR 127 PTI2 IR Y 0277, P 0IIRD , DINT IR 02
SOPMYTYRD 0on Yoy TOBY J0h DINID L YOyuyEw
X PB PTYR X YMIPRIIOMIX DX DAPOYR DY IR
1% vIP53 X BRI LOXD PTIWP OXT .YOYvLYEW
VIOXIOXI TIX AN O 0277 37 WT D0 IR DAYYIRD
7 10PN — 22T VIR Y OXN X 0¥ LPYHY 0¥
TWITR OPTIAWRI WM IR, YPIITIR 0T O3 YRR
PR D739 X UINDYAIYIR OY VONT 17, :JIYTIR OY7
X DPYTYIS”N 37 Y7 LT YPRL TOXI X ...700hyEw
VLI IR TIRPYIINT JRIXD PX W LRI IR M, YOYpIem
TWOMA R N HYAIN T VOIY X LIV W LLPAIIWA
,DIXD2 ,Y0yn 1071 BIYIA Y L0IR Y VYT WYPBIORT
YOIPIWLIRD  JPXB'D IR LWOMIYIYYE joon pwm
.. YOYBIREOYN

TR ,DR°I7IYA DIYI DI ,AYD PIT POV DY LN
TN 0 DOYI YRIRA X WA DIBYA TIX 37797 0PIP WORR

YOUNYA X DINYA ORI 37 WT X ,IWIAR LIYPIWT YN
OYT LPROY VXTI IR N .MV 12T IRD AP TIBXR
YIRN ,TTIBIX LIRNYA PN Y PR — PN OYIYIINIIND
VIOXIORI PUBINITZINX IR TIYN JOOTIA TPOP LW YR P Y
71X 7978 X VIONM W LJUOXP 71 LIYM T WLEN W
TB 1970 PN W IR ,PITWT YTLY ORN L WIYN
OYIYATR OYT 07 9277 18 WTN 0K [y LEP L JYORP
PIX TY2IY LWL PW LIOXR PR W WO — TITNRIY
7 ,UPPYRIRD IR YRUDWT YIYOYOLXR 12T :31 7P
VPIWVYIOIN TYIVT MIR'D YN YI27 ;02N PR yponIN°
DTy PRI 12T PR 0RYPYRIRD IR, YN PR

YIWNY Y7 M ,0¥TI2 DN PN XD vR WY
YWY > AR 0218 J0°N DIYPYIIYIR 1200 WIvwn
OYT DW3 TTBY T — PUTIYARIIY IR DOXP 107 IO

37 PAKN TREGER



