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From the New Yiddish Library
Summoned Home

(Ven Yash iz geforn)

by Jacob Glatstein
Translated by Maier Deshell / Introduction by Ruth Wisse

IN THE MORNING, when the ship’s newspaper
informed us that Hitler had done away with his closest asso-
ciates, in the so-called Night of Long Knives — apparently
taking to heart Mussolini’s advice never to share your rule
with the fellow revolutionaries who aided your rise to power
(by the same token, rather than pay back a debt owed to
good friends, it might be easier to slaughter them) — I went
looking for Jewish faces among the passengers.

The paper, attractively laid out, a miniature version of its
counterparts on land, conveyed the news simply, without
commentary, as if this were no more than a sensational
tidbit, the severed heads of a dozen or so Nazi pederasts
served up on a silver platter for the delectation of the pas-
sengers after their rich breakfast — yet another item on the
ship’s program to stave off boredom. It was a waste of effort.
The Gentile passengers seemed to be getting no thrill what-
soever from the news. They thumbed through the scant
pages, reading the jokes, the sports items, the announce-
ments of afternoon activities, barely pausing over Hitler’s
bloody purge. When I tried to elicit some reaction from
them about the particular report that had reached us at sea
from dry land, their responses were unremarkable. Many
admitted that they hadn’t seen the news at all, and those
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who had, offered up such remarks as: “Hitler’s a damn fool
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“Let them knock each other’s brains out!” “Hmm ... this is
just the beginning!” My Scandinavian friend gave me a
sharp lecture on Marxism, exclaiming, “By God, the Danes
hate the Germans! It’s high time Roosevelt said something
about this.”

None of these responses cheered me, lacking as they were
in Jewish understanding and feeling. It struck me that to the
Gentiles Hitler meant something altogether different than he
did to me. To my non-Jewish fellow passengers, whether this
fact evoked anger in them or not, Hitler was regarded as

nothing but Germany’s dictator. To me, however, as to the
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600,000 German Jews, and indeed to all seventeen million
Jews worldwide, Hitler was viewed as the embodiment of our
historic fear of hatemongers, the latest in a long line of perse-
cutors that stretched from Haman, Torquemada, and
Chmielnicki, to Krushevan and Joseph Haller, a beast with a
murderous paw, wielding a bloody pen that was writing a
woeful new chapter of Jewish history.

The casual reaction of my Gentile fellow passengers to
the Hitler-news was the first slap in the face I had received as
a Jew on this floating international paradise. I felt isolated,
even offended, by the fact that what for me was such prime
news, fell on such indifferent ears. I longed for a “warm
Jewish heart” to share my emotion. The boxer had com-
plained about the “bastards” trying to pass for Gentiles, but,
perhaps under the impact of the Hitler-news, I began to dis-
cern a few Jewish faces. It could be that they were coming out
of hiding and also looking for company.

My first such discovery was a dignified gentleman
wearing house slippers, a prosperous-looking man with a
trimmed beard, sitting on a bench, poring over a sacred text,
soundlessly mouthing the words. He was fine-looking, neat
in appearance, altogether an exemplar of Jewish aristocratic
bearing. His beautiful, delicate hands hesitated before
turning the page, as though it would be a pity to proceed
while the page he had just studied was still so full of immea-
surable wisdom. He had sought out the quietest corner of the
deck, apparently unwilling to let even his whispers reach the
ears of an alien, hostile world, not, God forbid, because he
feared that world, but because of its undying hatred of Jews.
“The whole world is our enemy,” he declared, when I button-
holed him for his reaction to the Hitler-news. The Nazi
bloodbath was no concern of his. He explained, with fine
Jewish humor, that such events were family squabbles, like
those at a wedding, but one to which we Jews were not a

party, on neither the groom’s side nor the bride’s. The moral
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of the Hitler purge was that they all hated us. How this fol-
lowed from the massacre of Nazi slaying Nazi he didn’t say,
but he assured me that all the enemies of Israel could be
made to disappear by studying a sacred Jewish text.

The man looked to be about seventy, on the border of the
allotted span of years. He radiated a serenity that could not
be bought for all of a king’s treasure. He seemed to be in no
hurry, not even to gain his share in the world-to-come. The
rabbinic dictum, “The day is short and the task great,” didn’t
seem to concern him. He went about his leisurely way,
studying the sacred texts for the sheer intellectual pleasure
this gave him, engaging in the holy activity for its own sake.
The reward of the world-to-come was secondary in his
mind, and besides, the world-to-come was still far off. It was
refreshing to find an American Jew who fit Lao Tse’s apho-
ristic descriptions of wisdom, in sharp contrast to the more
general type of American Jew, one who didn’t question the
average life span cited in actuarial tables positing that one
would drop dead like an exhausted horse in one’s fifties, and
who consequently believed that it was necessary to speed
things up, to discharge one’s responsibilities with dispatch, to
gulp down the bit of pleasure that life affords. Such a person
also believed that one shouldn’t get excessively wrapped up
in one’s own children. What was the point of forming close
relationships with them, if real parental duration didn’t
exceed their first — fleeting — twenty years?

This slipper-clad Jew emitted the same aura of Sabbath
calm that hung over our house like a secret, when Mother
and Father would shut their bedroom door for a nap fol-
lowing the Sabbath-afternoon meal, a stillness that would
prevail until darkness fell and it came time for Father to take
down the iron bolts and bars from his shop. The smell of the
rusted metal, the clanking of the frozen keys, and the appear-
ance of the first customer of the new week — these were the
signals that the God of Abraham had relit all the lamps,
marking the end of the holy Sabbath and the start of another
week of care. All of a sudden, the gentle Jew studying his holy
texts on the ship’s deck, appeared to me as a bridge, linking
my first seventeen-eighteen years at home with the present
journey back — a voyage of return, to see my dying mother.
“Her ears are as yellow as wax,” my aunt had written. “Pack
your things and come immediately, and may God help us all
and bring you here in time to find her still alive.”

The ship seemed to be carrying me back to my childhood,
as though it were sailing backward in time. The two decades I
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IN JUNE 1934, twenty years after he had arrived solo
in New York City, Jacob Glatstein was summoned back by the
family to the bedside of his dying mother in Lublin. Had he
not been called for, it is unlikely that he would ever have
returned to his birthplace. Glatstein at thirty-seven was then
in the “middle of life’s journey” — precisely in the middle as
it later turned out — married and the father of three children,
employed in the editorial and news departments of the
Yiddish daily Morgn Zshurnal (Jewish Daily News), and hotly
involved in Yiddish literary initiatives. First and foremost a
poet, a Yiddish modernist
with a growing reputation,
he was at work on his fourth
book of verse. Even less con-
ducive than his personal cir-
cumstances to a transatlantic
crossing was the turbulent
international climate. With
Hitler newly installed as
chancellor of Germany and
Jacob Glatstein
anti-Semitism on the rise in
Poland, Jews were frantically trying to get out of Europe
rather than the other way around.

The voyage turned Glatstein prophetic. Initially buoyed by
his release from daily routine, he became increasingly aware
at every stage of the trip of the political drift of Europe toward
Fascism, Communism, and anti-Semitism. By the time he
returned to the United States he had assumed responsibility for
the Jews trapped on the Continent. For the next four years he
sounded the alarm in a weekly newspaper column that warned
alike against Hitler and Stalin and against the political apathy
of Western democracies that allowed murderous regimes to
prevail. “Who is crazier,” he asked (August 9, 1935), “the
maniac Hitler driving the 600,000 Jews of Germany to their
death at 90 miles an hour, or the impassive bystanders
watching it happen?” With the nations engaged in constant
swordplay over Jewish heads, “the Yiddish writer feels like a
strategist maneuvering invisible armies in legendary lands. No
one has chosen him, but he speaks into the wasteland where
he hears only the echo of his own voice.”

The most obvious literary outcome of the trip was the work
before us — the personal account of a Yiddish poet who trav-
els back to his native Poland. The first installments of Ven
Yash iz geforn (published in English as Homeward Bound in

1969) hegan appearing in the little magazine Inzikh (In the
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had passed in America crumbled to dust between my fingers.
Suddenly, all that mattered were the first years of my life, now
straining to relink themselves with the home that was
awaiting me, like the two parts of a toy that need to be joined.
I was awash in a flood of memories. Hitherto, I had strongly
resisted the temptation to submit my early years to the
scalpel. I thought I should wait twenty years and postpone
any autobiographical exercise until I was sixty, by which time
the fortunes of Yiddish letters would probably sink so low as
to preclude any great interest in serious literature and all that
remained for a writer to do was to become a purveyor of old
gossip, satisfying the curiosity people have about other
people’s lives. Nevertheless, I now made some concession to
the evil impulse and began to root around in my memories
in a way that I hadn’t done in all the time since I'd left home.

Imagine a place with no dragons, no scorpions, no buf-
falo or bison, no lions or leopards, not even a ram or a deer.
Who can fathom the misery of a child in a town devoid of
such fauna? Elsewhere in the wide world there must be many
blessings of this kind, but not in Lublin, which contains
nothing but a town clock and a fire warden who, every fifteen
minutes, sounds the hours until midnight, when all are
asleep except for the shadows moving across the synagogue.
My Lublin didn’t even appear on small maps, and on the
larger ones, only as a faint marking, barely legible. On really
big maps, however, not only did Lublin finally show up but
so did a tiny squiggle indicating the Bystrzyc rivulet (known
to us by its Yiddish equivalent, Bitshitse), a minor tributary
of the Vistula River that flowed through Warsaw, home of the
big-city branch of our family.

Long before I was conceived, there was a paternal great-
grandfather with the German-sounding name of Enzl, and a
grandfather called Yosl Enzl’s, neither of whom I knew. Enzl
was just a name to me, and it sounded more like a nickname.
The family archivists, that is to say, my older uncles and
aunts, described him as a soft-spoken, sweet-tempered man
who earned his meager living as a sexton and who had a rep-
utation as being one of the thirty-six secret saints by whose
grace the world is sustained. Grandfather Yosl Enzl’s was a
more fleshed-out figure in my consciousness. He ran a work-
shop that sewed ladies’ garments for well-to-do customers —
the high-born daughters of the gentry and of the governor,
as well as wealthy women in general. A soft-hearted exploiter
of the working class, he employed thirty or so girls, who ate

and slept on tables in the shop, where they also warbled their
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Self) in 1935 and the hook was published three years later.
Book Two (Ven yash iz gekumen, published in English as
Homecoming at Twilight in 1962) appeared in 1940. The
narrator Yash, nickname for Jacob, is the central figure and
consciousness of the two books. Whatever he tells about
himself corresponds to what we know of the author; in fact,
we learn more about Jacob Glatstein from these novels than
from any other autobiographical source.

In boarding the ship, Yash hopes to leave his everyday
life behind. “Maybe here | might succeed in ridding myself
of the miasmas that had accrued to my being as a social
animal, as a writer-for-hire, as Jew in a bloody world that —
pace Shakespeare — demands only my pound of flesh.”

He is delighted by how easily English trips from his tongue
and listens so intelligently to his fellow passengers that by
the end of the voyage one of them compliments him on his
“golden ears.” He seems the perfect cosmopolitan. Yet
these encounters also set off patches of memory, setting

up a counterpoint between the journeys through space and
time, between travelogue and autobiography. In this excerpt
a Jew in slippers reminds Yash of childhood Sabbaths when
he was initiated into the mysteries of life.

The third rail of the book is history itself. On the second
day at sea, the ship’s bulletin carries the news that Hitler
conducted a massive purge of the Nazi stormtroopers (SA,
or Sturmabteilung) and their leader Ernst Rohm. This would
make it June 30, 1934. The news suddenly sets Yash apart
from the other Americans and Europeans he has been hob-
nobbing with and sends him in search of fellow Jews who will
understand the menace to their tribe. Yash’s outhound voyage
leads him inward, to the self that originated in Lublin. The
American passport does not displace the imprint of a Jewish
childhood in Poland.

Jacob Glatstein never completed the third book of what
was to have been a trilogy. The destruction of European
Jewry and the entire world of his youth changed the scheme
of his project beyond recovery. The two hooks he completed
will be published as Summoned Home: Two Novels by Yale
University Press in the New Yiddish Library series. The trans-
lation here is by Maier Deshell.

—Ruth Wisse

Ruth Wisse is the Martin Peretz Professor of Yiddish
Literature and Professor of Comparative Literature at
Harvard University.
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love songs and collected their dowries, courtesy of the
employer, when they left to get married.

This grandfather was no great scholar, but he scrupu-
lously observed all the laws of Israel and attended daily
prayer services. He prayed with even greater fervor when he
knew that there were carriages pulled up outside the shop
with customers waiting for him to return and personally fit
them for a wedding dress — and wait they would, he was sure.
Those who knew about such matters claimed that he wasn’t
much of a craftsman, just an ordinary tailor, who got by on
personal charm and his winning ways with people. He left
behind seven sons, as sturdy as oaks, and for all his apparent

success, left no inheritance, unless you count poverty a

The ship seemed to be carrying me
back to my childhood, as though it
were sailing backward in time. The two
decades | had passed in America

crumbled to dust between my fingers.

bequest. When he died of a stroke — brought on by the grief
of seeing my father, his sixth son, go off to serve in the tsar’s
army — all that remained was an empty, decrepit workshop.

My mother’s side boasted a line of small-town Polish
rabbis, and a great-grandmother Drezl, also the wife of a
rabbi, who was widowed young. Drezl was six weeks preg-
nant when her husband died. Since this might have led to
ugly gossip, she announced her condition before the open
grave, to forestall any dirty rumors that — God forbid! —
might be spread about her. For added insurance, she named
the daughter born to her, Bine, after her late husband,
Binyomin.

As a respected rabbi’s widow, my great-grandmother was
given an important community appointment, attendant at
the mikve, the women’s ritual bath. I have clear memories of
the meticulous way she would go about fulfilling her duties.
My mother must have regarded my prepubescent mas-
culinity as of no moment when she took me along to the
mikve and sat me down on a wet bench, while the women,
young and old, splashed in the water, performing their ritual
ablutions under my great-grandmother’s stern and compe-

tent supervision. During a break from her duties, she would
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press a coin into my hand, with the wish that my little heart
be as open to Torah as was God’s Holy Temple.

When she died at the age of one hundred, her son, my
grandfather, poor soul, was left an orphan at seventy.
Grandfather Avrom was a widower, who, for as long as I can
remember, lived with us. He was as much a fixture of the
household as my father, mother, and brothers. He had a
beautiful white beard that had become slightly stained from
all the snuff he had pushed up his nose, and he owned a
number of snuff boxes, all of them plain, proletarian ones,
made of wood or bone, not silver, let alone gold. It took
Grandfather longer than a prima donna to perform his toi-
lette. Before going out, he would polish his boots, comb out
his beard, and look himself over in the mirror. When he was
already standing in the doorway, he would call me over for a
final inspection, to make sure that no bit of feather still clung
to him. Every Friday afternoon he went to the bathhouse,
returning home with time to spare for a nap, before going to
welcome in the Sabbath at his Hasidic rabbi’s synagogue. It
was our custom never to touch the braided Sabbath loaf, the
hallah, until Grandfather had come home to recite the kid-
dush blessing over the wine.

Grandfather was a goldsmith. He had all sorts of strange
tools, the strangest, a bellows used in the melting of gold, that
left a coating of soot over the whole house. He made his ser-
vices available, gratis, to all in the family, repairing and
cleaning their rings, earrings, and brooches — the only excep-
tion being Mother, who had to hound him for weeks before
he would attend to her jewelry. Sometimes, he would set out
with his tools to nearby villages, returning with a deficit that
took several glasses of brandy and a hearty meal to over-
come. After such indulgence, his cheeks turned red as beets,
his blue, carefree eyes started to blink, and soon he would be
stretched out on his bed, snoring rhythmically into his lower
lip, his beard rising and falling on his chest. The children of
the house were ordered to walk on tiptoe, because, as Mother
loudly declared, as much to provoke him as to command our
attention, “Grandfather, the great breadwinner, has returned
from afar and is taking a nap.”

The ship was barely rocking. The slipper-clad Jew had
dozed off. The air grew sharper, and a wondrously cool fra-
grance was rising from the sea, of salt water long warmed by

the sun.



Loyal Sins

My loyal sins,

I never really sinned you.

I never even did you

as one does good deeds.

I babbled you through like a duty,
you never pervaded me,

teased me to the bone,

like mitzvas that flutter

their meaning in the memory

like a good, apt Bible verse.

Blessed be your dear eyes

which mitzva’d me

pieces of raw life, leaves of grass
on which my head now rests

and dreams sharp dreams.

You were fated to me.

You were blessed to me.

—Translated by Catherine Madsen
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—by Jacob Glatstein

Fun mayn gantser mi

(Of All My Labour:

Collected Poems 1919-1956).
New York, 1956.




