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nhr 
nupi

thi Tngrheg thz T 
nhbvd — ng nupy/ 
s†x vhhxy ng 
Pgeky zhl pui thhi 

shrv thi sgr Tbsgrgr/ pui thhi 
xyrhy thi sgr Tbsgrgr/ pui thhi 
chzbgx thbgo Tbsgri/ hgsgr thhbmhegr nuz nupi/ nupy gr bhy 
nhy żi duyi uuhkiw nTfy ngi thow gr z†k nupi/

s†x vhhxyw Tz thr m†ky bhy ehhi shrv-dgky )s† vhhxy gx 
Irgby"(  w dhy ngi t˙i tuh; t˙l tui ng uuTrpy t˙l Truhx/ 
uugry s†x †bdgrupiw Tz ng v†y t˙l Truhxdgnupy/ sgrhcgr 
y†ry thr zhl bhy uuUbsgriw Tz ng yuy t˙l T prgd : Iuugi nupy 
thr ?"/ tui Tz ng prgdy t˙lw nuzy thr gbypgri/ pTr bhy uugki 
gbypgri v†y n˙i crusgr tkhv dgfTPy T Pxe pui tubszgri 
T e†xy†ngrw uu†x dhy tubsz mu khhzi pTr Ingyagx" 
)auugcgkgl( / s†x vhhxy gr cTeuny pui tubszgr xygbs Tkg 
uu†l T cTexk ngyagx †i dgky/ s† dhy ngi auugcgkgl 
tunzhxy/ ng sTr; d†r bhy uuTryi chz ng uugy dgci/ ng dhhy mu 
tui ng bgny Tkhhi/

ILLUSTRATIONS BY DANIEL KRALL

By Sholem Aleichem, translated by Lawrence Rosenwald 

 
In America there’s a custom: you moofe. That is, you pack up from 
one apartment to the next. From one street to the next. From one 
biznes to the next. Everybody has to moofe. If you don’t moofe of 
your own free will, then they make it so you have to.

That is, if you don’t pay the money for your apartment (here it’s 
called “rent”), they make a complaint and then throw you out.  That’s 
called “moofing you out.” So you shouldn’t be surprised when they 
ask you, “When are you moofing?” And if they ask you, you have to 
answer. For refusing to answer, my brother Elye got such a scolding 
from a customer of ours, who comes in for matches (what we call 
shvebelekh). That is, every week he gets a box of matches at our stand, 
without paying. Here they give you matches for free. You don’t even 
have to wait till they give them to you. You just go over and take them.

“�We�Moofe”�
from�Motl the 
Cantor’s Son

t
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The customer I’m telling you about is a strange guy. Maybe I 
should draw him for you. Who he is, what he is—we don’t know. 
Where he lives and what his bizneses are—we don’t know that 
either. A rich man clearly he isn’t. That much you can see from 

his threadbare coat, which he never changes, from his worn-out hat, 
from the patches on his shoes. But he’s a very precise kind of man. He 
arrives every day at the same hour, the same minute. He picks up the 
morning paper, has a look at the first and the last pages, takes a look in 
the middle of the paper, and puts the paper back down. As for buying, 
well, he hasn’t bought anything at all from us. Except that every day 
he takes a box of matches for free. And that every day he reads the 
morning paper. Which probably 
annoyed my brother Elye. Once a 
joke, twice a joke, but not a joke 
forever. So one time Elye thinks 
it over and says to him:

“It costs a penny.”
The customer does what he 

does; that is, he reads the first 
and the last pages of the morn-
ing paper. My brother Elye raises  
his voice:

“It costs a cent.”
The customer takes a look 

at the middle, folds the paper, 
and puts it away, just where it  
was before.

sgr e†xy†ngrw uu†x 
thl sgrmhhk t˙lw thz 
T n†sbgr ngbya/ 
gx thz FsTh thl 

z†k t˙l tho †Pn†ki/ uugr gr 
thz tui uu†x gr thz — uuhhxi nhr 
bhy/ uuU gr uuuhby tui uu†x zgbgi 
żbg chzbgx — uuhhxi nhr tuhl 
bhy/ ehhi r˙fgr nTiw uu̇zy tuhxw 
thz gr bhy/ s†x zgy ngi b†l żi 
tuhxdgrhcgbgo Ie†uy"w uu†x gr 
c˙y tho ehhi n†k bhy thcgrw 
b†l żi †PdgcTrgy eTPgkhuak 
tui b†l żbg dgkTygyg ahl/ 
sgrpTr thz gr †cgr zhhgr Ti 
TeurTybg ngbya/ gr euny mu 
Tkg y†d thi sgr zgkcgr agv 
tui mu sgr zgkcgr nhbuy/ gr bgny sgo n†rdi-PhhPgrw yuy thi tho T 
eue Tr˙i tuh; sgr graygr tui tuh; sgr kgmygr IPhhsza "w fTPy T 
eue tuhl thi sgr nhy pubgo PhhPgr tui khhdy tho Tuuge murhe/ euhpi 
v†y gr b†l ehhi thhbmhe n†k c˙ tubsz bhy dgeuhpy ehhi zTlw Tju. 
uu†x gr bgny Tkg uu†l T cTexgkg Ingyagx" tunzhxyw tui tju. 
uu†x gr khhgby Tkg y†d sgo n†rdi-PhhPgr/ v†y s†x n˙i crusgr 
tkhvi nx≤nt pTrsr†xi/ thhi n†k T jfnv  w muuhh n†k T jfnv/ †cgr 
bhy Tkg y†d/ thz zhl nhaç tkhv thhi n†k tui yuy tho T z†d:

— gx e†xy T Pgbh///
sgr e†xy†ngr yuy zhl żbx/ s†x vhhxy gr khhgby sh grayg tui 

sh kgmyg Phhsza pubgo n†rdi-PhhPgr/ n˙i crusgr vgfgry s†x euk:
— gx e†xy T Pgbh///
sgr e†xy†ngr yuy T eue Tr˙i thi nhyiw khhdy mubuh; sgo PhhPgr 

tui khhdy tho Tuuge tuhpi zgkci †ryw uuU gr thz dgkgdi/

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –    
– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –   
– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 

]tuh; sgo †ry uugri thcgrdgrhxi n†yk Phhxg 
sgo jzbx ngåhu, pui Tngrheg/ Inhr nupi" thz 
dguugi sh kgmyg zTlw sh kgmyg auru,  w uu†x akuo-
gkhfo v†y dgarhci gykgfg ygd pTr żi Tuugedhhi 
pui tubszw auhi khdbshe tuh; żi yuhybcgy/ gr v†y 
b†l Tuugedgaygky T druhxi dgF,hçvyi tu, 
Id"w b†r b†fi dhnk dhhgi thi nTbuxerhPy khhsheg 
uuhhxg ckgykglw Tzuh Tz sgr tuncTeTbygr 
Ie†xy†ngr" †i T b†ngi ck˙cy tuncTeTbyw 
tui sh Tkg uu̇ygrsheg chksgr tui yhPi pubgo 
hHsha-TngrheTbhai dgy†-kgciw uu†x v†ci dgrgdy 
sgo aygbshe uuTfbshei snhui pui tubszgr druhxi 
ahksgrgr thi żbg kgmyg ygd w ck˙ci pTrak†xi 
tui pTrzhdky pTr sgr hHshagr khygrTyur/[
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At this point the text of Motl the Cantor’s Son 

breaks off. “We Moofe” was the last thing, the last 
lines, that Sholem Aleichem ever wrote, a few days 
before he departed from us, already lying on his 
deathbed. He had also put down a large, block-print 
gimel [indicating a part 3], but after the gimel there 
are only empty white pages, so that the unknown 
customer, without a name, is still unknown to us, 
and all the other images and types of Jewish-Ameri-
can ghetto life that may have aroused the ever-alert 
imagination of our great portraitist in his last days 
remain locked and sealed away from Yiddish liter-
ature forever. 

Lawrence Rosenwald is Anne Pierce Rogers Profes-

sor of English at Wellesley College. 

“Who he is, 
what he is—

we don’t know. 
Where he lives 
and what his 

bizneses are—
we don’t know 
that either.” 
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