Leon Kobrin, pioneer of American-Yid-
dish letters, came to this country in 1892
at the age of 20. By 1910 a volume of his
collected stories, all written here, ran to
almost a thousand pages. In addition to
short stories, he wrote a number of suc-
cessful plays for the Yiddish stage, as well
as several novels. (His “Ora the Beard”
was one of the first full-length Yiddish
novels written in this country.) His mem-
oirs are a vivid record of a turbulent pe-
riod of American-Jewish experience. Much
of his time, in the early years, was spent
in translating Russian and French novels
into Yiddish; in this work he had the help
of his wife, Pauline, who was a translator
and critic in her own right.

His first literary attempts at the age of
15 were in Russian. Like many others of
his generation, Kobrin had to learn how
to use Yiddish as a literary instrument.
Here in America he found 'a large and
expanding audience for Yiddish and he
was soon writing about Jews in all walks
of life and in a great variety of situations.

A writer of the realist school, his stories
are filled with details describing the peo-
ple and places he came to know and ove.
A good many of his stories are concerned
with the conflicts and disappointments of
the young Jewish radicals who came to

is country imbued with revolutionary
ideals of building a new and just society.
Better than some of the other Yiddish
writers of his time, he succeeded in de-
picting the moments of intense love, anger
and passion which moved his characters;
gifted with a natural sense of drama, he
was able to reveal the clash of forces in
American Je through the experiences of
the individual Jews who peopled  his
stories.

Kobrin was more than a pioneer in
American Jewish literature. He laid a good
part of the foundation, too. He was among
the first of the intellectuals of his gener-
ation to note the emerging of a new Jew-
ish group entity in the United States and
he grappled with this phenomenon in his
work.,
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of the factory, Mr. McCarthy, an Irish gentleman, would al- ;

ways send a Jewish worker, if such would ever come looking
for a job, “to Jerusalem.” And at the same time he would
also remind him—the Jewish worker—to “take his whiskers
with him.”

Devil take that dear Mr. McCarthy, that’s the kind of
fanatical Zionist he was!

How did it happen, then, that he hired me? I can't give
you the real answer to that question. Most likely he took.me
for a Spaniard, because I do somewhat resemble one of Tor-

quemada’s lantsleit, and then again, I came in asking for
work on “Spanish cigars.” Whatever lshe case may be, Mr.
McCarthy hired me and that’s the main thing. )

So I sit between two Germans and I work. The work is
good; the material is outstanding. I am turning out fine
cigars . . . o '

Mr. McCarthy is a short, thick-set man in his forties, cle:iln-
shaven, with thin lips, a red nose and a massive mug, with
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a thick, powerful neck and a big, round head which looks
almost bald because the hair is clipped so close. He stands at
a separate table near the window, a leather shade over his
eyes, a short, black apron around his middle, his sleeves rolled
up, and packs the cigars into boxes. And as he packs the
cigars, his mouth keeps moving like a windmill, grinding
out one joke after another, at which the workers, naturally,
laugh hilariously, whether the joke is funny or not. Because
Mr. McCarthy, you understand, always laughs loudly him-
self at his own jokes, a boisterous laughter that reverberates

- through the factory like the braying of a jackass. And since

he himself thinks his jokes are sidesplitting, the workers, of
course, agree with him . .

Among the cigarmakers around me I recognize two other
“unofficial” Jews who have smuggled themselves into this
place. One of them is a slender young fellow with a long,
skinny neck, red hair and freckles, with a thin red moustache
over his lip, and with tiny clever eyes which dart here and
there from the board on which he rolls his cigars, to the pile
of finished cigars at his hand, to his neighbor’s pile, to the
pile of the worker across from him, and then to Mr. Mc-
Carthy. His eyes skip about ceaselessly as his skinny neck
turns in every direction and his narrow shoulders and his
arms move mechanically, as quickly and unceasingly as his
eyes.

With a flick of the knife on the wrapper, a turn of his neck

and shoulders, a glance of his leaping eyes around the work-
board, he slides the unfinished cigars from the paper, touches
it to his lips, slips it into the wrapper with two fingers, then
deftly rolls it. All the time his fingers are moving nimbly in
front of him as though he were playing a piano. Chop off
the end with the cutter, smooth down the head of the cigar
with his lips, toss it onto the pile of finished cigars, and his
fingers never stop their “piano-playing” and his eyes keep
skipping in all directions like the eyes of a mouse peering
out of its hole . . .

‘The second “unofficial” Jew sits across from him on the
other side of the table. He is a stout young man with a round
smooth-shaven face and big round eyes always serious and
puzzled-looking, as though his black curly head was crammed
full of difficult world problems. This young man is a slow
worker, inspects every leaf of tobacco on all sides before he
starts to roll it, tries it carefully with his knife, and when
he rolls the cigar he leans his chest against the table and
barely moves his fingers. And all the while he sweats and
gasps like a goose.

These two unofficial Jews always avoid one another, never
look at each other, like that foolish bird which hides from
an enemy by sticking h’s head under ais wings, deducing
that since he does not see his enemy, his enemy will not see
him. Devil only knows why they refuse to recognize each
other! But apparently they think that once they exchange a-
word, Mr. McCarthy will know they are Jews and send them
both packing to Jerusalem. Naturally, they avoid me, too.
One Jew can always spot another even when he looks like a
Spaniard! '

At Mr. McCarthy’s jokes these two unofficial Jews laugh
even louder than the other cigarmakers. The redhead, the
skinny one with the tiny leaping eyes, squeaks in a thin little
voice and is always the first to laugh at the foreman’s joke.

And as he laughs he squeals out the word “Jesus.” The other

one laughs in thick gasps, in deep, hoarse tones, as though

the sounds were bursting out of his belly. And through it
all his eyes never change their expression of earnest puzzle-
ment. Often he laughs, not even knowing what he is laugh-
ing at. What's the difference? Everybody else is laughing,
he might as well get into the act. And sometimes it happens
that when all the others have finished laughing he realizes
he has not even started yet and he looks up at Mr. McCarthy

with an expression that says, “I swear, your Excellency, I

didn’t hear you!”

Often, Mr. McCarthy begins to spew out jokes about Jews,
silly jokes, stale jokes, unfunny wisecracks full of venomous
idiocy. Both of them laugh now, too, the red-headed young
man even harder than usual; you can hear his squeals all
over the factory, as he jumps out of his skin to make sure
everyone has heard him and seen him holding his sides and
stamping his feet. The laughter of the other one, the stout
one, at times like this sounds a little unnatural—“Excuse me,
I’'m laughing, but I don’t really feel like it . . .”
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Poor little souls, in their laughter they try to hide from
themselves!

Once a week they permit themselves to look at each other
—the half hour on Saturday morning between eleven-thirty
and twelve, when the Boss himself, “Brother” Weisberg, a
solidly-built individual with a prominent nose, comes to the
factory to distribute the pay envelopes. He strolls among his
workers with a pleasant smile on his unmistakably Jewish
face and lays an envelope beside each worker. Then the two
unofficial Jews look at each other and their faces light up
with a kind of ecstasy, as though they were signaling to
each other: “One of ours, a brother in Israell” At that mo-
ment they seem to look about them more boldly, more freely,
more proudly. They feel like relatives to the factory, close

relatives. But soon Brother Weisberg leaves the shop, and
that’s the end of it.

Day after day I sit and watch this tragi-comedy in the cigar
factory. Sometimes I feel sorry for these two unofficial Jews;
I try to excuse them—a man will do anything for his piece of
daily bread. Sometimes I feel only bitter anger—especially
when they laugh hysterically at Mr. McCarthy’s anti-Semitic
*“jokes.”

]Things went along that way for several months. A few
weeks before Christmas the place became extremely busy.
Mr. McCarthy needed more hands. He advertised in the
papers. Cigarmakers applied, but not as many as were needed.
Among those that answered the want-ad was a Jew with a
yellow, tangled beard and nearsighted eyes. He came into
the shop with his tools wrapped in newspaper under his arm,
took off his hat and remained standing at the door with a
woebegone look on his face, his eyes peering in the direction
of Mr. McCarthy.

The other workers took one look at the yellow, tangled
beard and the yellow disheveled hair on his head, and burst
into tumultuous guffaws.

And our “unofficial” ones? At first, when they saw him,
they were flustered, even frightened. But immediately, the
skinny one came to his senses and let out one of his squeals:

“Solomon Isaac, bejeezus!”

And the stout one bent his face until it almost touched the
table, as though he were afraid the tangled-bearded Jew
would notice his presence, and laughed his thick, grating
laugh, and his big round eyes, as usua, filled up with a look
of intense concentration. _

McCarthy assigned the newly-hired hands to their places
and when he finished with them he fixed his eyes on the Jew
with the yellow tangled beard, who was still standing at the
door with a beseeching look on his face. Mr. McCarthy

rubbed his hand across his massive mug and bellowed:
“Hollo, viskers! You vunt verk? Not here! Go to Jerusalem!”
And he exploded with laughter at his own joke, he doubled
up in hilarity, and his big body shook all over, and his coarse
red face grew redder and redder, and his eyes teared and he
neighed lustily and wildly like a well-fed stallion in heat.

‘The workers, naturally, supported him with a laughing
chorus of their own, and the two “unofficials” did not stint
their support either, and the whole shop resounded with such
merriment that the bearded Jew at the door who had evoked
all this fun smiled, too—a pitiful, sorrowful smile. Finally he
put his hat back on his head, bowed low, said goodbye,
bowed again, and backed out of the door like a thief,

“Don’t forget to take your whiskers with you!l” Mr. Mc-
Carthy yelled after him. Again a gale of laughter.

The next morning Mr. McCarthy’s want-ad was in the
papers again, again a few hands responded, and again the yel-
low-bearded Jew was among them. Mr. McCarthy again
dispatched him cheerily to Jerusalem.

‘The fourth time around he hired him. He couldn’t help
himself. The Christmas orders had to be filled, even if the
devil himself had to make the cigars!
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~ But still, he couldn’t resist the opportunity for one of his
jokes.

“What’s your name?”

“Nochem Treitle,” replied the Jewish cigarmaker with a
low bow.

“Nokim Treylik!” repeated Mr. McCarthy and his jowls
shook in silent laughter. “Nokim Treylik! I ought to send
you to Jerusalem to wash your hands, but I'm too busy!”

Nochem Treitle understood only enough English to know
that Mr. McCarthy had said something about being “busy”
and he said: “I make a cigar—a tsatske!” And afraid that the
foreman might not have understood him, he began to roll his

fingers. “First class cigar!”

When the two “unofficials” saw that he had been hired,
their faces froze and they stared at him in helpless defeat.

It was my fate that Nochem Treitle should be seated next
to me. He sat down to work and worked with such fervor,
with his near-sighted eyes so close to the table, that his face
was hardly visible, only his head of tousled yellow hair, the
back of his yellow-fuzzed neck and the dirty collar of his shirt.
All morning he worked without letup, in one breath, without
even taking a moment to straighten his back.

Not until twelve o’clock, when all the workers stopped for
lunch, did he also put down his tools and pick up a paper
bag from beneath his chair. He put his old, begrimed hat on
his head, opened up the bag, murmured the blessing and
began to eat. He ate quickly—a piece of cake with cheese
filling—and washed it down with milk from a little bottle.
All the time he never moved his eyes from the pile of cigars
he had completed. You could see him counting them in his
mind. Then he looked around at his neighbors and recog-
nized at once that I was a “brother in Israel.” His eyes lit
up and when I answered in the affirmative he asked me other
questions about the shop and the cigarmakers who worked
there.

I gave him straight answers and he was very pleased. At
that point he took a good look at the skinny, redhaired young
fellow who was sitting near us eating his lunch. Almost leap-
ing from his chair, he called out excitedly: “Bentzil You
here, too!l How are you, Bentzi?”

Bentzi shivered like a man in fever and the food dropped
out of his mouth. His leaping eyes darted around the room.
But nobody had noticed; the others were too busy with their
newspapers and their conversation. Except the stout young
man. He hid his head behind the table and scratched the
back of his neck. The red-head regained his composure,

stared at Nochem Treitle blankly and asked in a low voice:
“What did you say?”

“Don’t you recognize me?” demanded Nochem, speaking
Yiddish. “You've gone crazy, or what? Don't you know me,
Bentzi?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Talk United States|”

“My! My!” said Nochem Treitle, turning to me. “Listen
to the clever onel Talks English like he was born to it My
lantsman—we came over on the same ship!” He turned back
to Bentzi. “Remember, Bentzi, how you ate up all my lemon-
drops! Oh, were you seasick!”

But Bentzi had no intention of understanding him, even
if you killed him for it. The end of the lunch period saved
him from further danger, but he went back to his work with
a kind of despair in his face and kept his eyes turned away
from Nochem Treitle. Nochem didn’t say another word
either—just scratched his tangled yellow beard, bent over
the table with a puzzled look in his nearsighted eyes and
worked away at his cigars.
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Every day was now an event. Every day, Mr. McCarthy
and the workers had a free comic show. First of all, McCarthy
picked on Nochem’s cigars. Not made right. Not finished
right. Actually, they were better shaped and better finished
than the cigars being turned out by the other workers. And
when Mr. McCarthy kept telling him that his cigars were
only good enough for Jerusalem, Nochem could only stare
at him with a hapless expression on his face, like a criminal
caught redhanded and expecting the worst.

The workers naturally laughed at his terror-stricken look,
and Mr. McCarthy, to frighten him still more, would mock-
ingly challenge him to “fight” as he waved his powerful fists
under Nochem’s nearsighted eyes. And the laughter would
grow louder and louder. And Bentzi would squeal and hold
his sides and the stout young man with the look of wonder-

ment in his eyes would nearly choke laughing.

And Nochem Treitle? He would,look confusedly 2t Mr.
McCarthy’s hammerlike fists and tremble and blink his eyes
and smile with a smile that was akin to silent weeping.

Whenever this happened I could barely sit still. I felt
personally insulted for this Jew, for this human being, for
this fellow-worker, who was being so humiliatingly degraded
in the unfortunate person of Nochem Treitle. When I ad-
vised him once not to let people spit in his face this way,
he said: “Eh! I should feel insulted because of a Gentile
pig? What can I do? A Jew is in Exile.” He shrugged his
shoulders. “Let him do whatever he wants, as long as he
lets me work here . . .”

But the longer he worked there the more they laughed at
him. One day at lunch-time a German worker stuck a piece
of ham into Nochem’s hand. The shop became a real circus
when the other workers noticed how Nochem Treitle hurled
the ham away from himself violently as though it were a
hot coal.

Every once in a while the foreman would pull Nochem’s
beard and say in mock politeness: “How do you do, Nock
Treylik!” And then one day Mr. McCarthy came back from
lunch drunk. Gleefully he patted Nochem on the shoulder
and said, “How do you do, Nock!” and grabbed hold of his
yellow, tangled beard and pulled Nochem down to his knees.
And Nochem, going down to the ground, looked up at Mr.
McCarthy out of his nearsighted eyes and said nothing. His
whole face contorted as he tried to smile.

“Look at whiskers, boys, he’s laughingl” Mr. McCarthy
was enjoying himself. :

I'leaped from my chair half-crazed with anger and humilia-
tion. “Bentzil Moishe!” I cried out in Yiddish. “Say some-
thing! Who cut out your tongues! They're hurting a Jew!
You're Jews yourselves!”

The shop grew suddenly still. McCarthy let go Nochem’s
beard. The cigarmakers all turned to look at me. Bentzi and
the other one sat paralyzed, their faces burning, their eyes
frantic. Only Nochem Treitle moved, looking around at
everyone and grinning grotesquely.

“What the hell are you jabbering about?” Mr. McCarthy
asked me.

“Leave the poor man alone!”

“Oho! So you're a Jew, tool”

“Yes! a Jew!” And I hit him full force in the face.
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Taken completely by surprise, he looked at me dumbly,
but then came charging at me with his fists up. I braced my-
self, but suddenly he turned on Nochem Treitle and picked
him up bodily.

“Get out, godammit! And don’t come back till Saturday
for your pay!”

Nochem’s face grew white as chalk as he packed up his
tools. He kept looking at Bentzi. His lips and his yellow
tangled beard trembled as he whispered: “Bentzi, put in a
good word for mel”

Bentzi, of course, didn’t even hear him.

With his bag of tools under his arm, Nochem Treitle left
the shop as though in a drunken stupor.

I sat down and packed my cigars, counting them calmly,
and then picked up my tools.

“I want my pay now,” I said to McCarthy, trying to keep
my voice steady.

And Mr. McCarthy, to my surprise, as though someone
were holding a gun at his side, walked across the room with
me, told the girl in the office to pay me, and returned to the
shop without another word to me or anyone else.

But as I stepped out of the building—crack! something
heavy hit me across the shoulders, once, twice. I whirled
around. It was Nochem Treitle, swinging his pack of tools,

his face twisted in anger, his whole body shaking in fury.

“Nochem! What—"

“You bastard!” he cried between his clenched teeth.
“Damn you! Such a good job! Who asked you to worry about
my beard? Damn you! Couldn’t stand to see another Jew
making a living! Such a goad job! You bastard!”




