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Dreyfus in Kasrilévke

‘ SHOLOM ALEICHEM

WONDER if the Dreyfus affair made such an impression anywhere
in the whole world as it did in Kasrilevke.
Paris, they tell me, boiled like water in an overheated kettle. News-
papers wrote, generals shot themselves, Frenchmen ran about the
streets like crazy people, throwing their hats in the air. One French-
man screamed, “Long live Dreyfus!” Another screamed, “Long live
Esterhazy!” And as for the Jews, while all this was going on, they were
smeared with mud by everyone, exactly as usual. But the agony, the
pain and despair that Kasrilevke lived through from all this, that, I
tell you, Paris will never match, not until the coming of the Messiah.
How, in Kasrilevke, did they ever find out about Dreyfus in the first

place? |Don’t ask me! How, for instance, did they find out about the

war of the English against the Boers? How do they know what’s going
on in China? What kind of an alliance does Kasrilevke have with
China? Are they drawn together because of the great commerce that

~ Kasrilevke carries on with China? No. Tea Kasrilevke imports, not
" from China, but from Wissotsky in Moscow, and as for the airy sum-

mer stuff that the Chinese call pongee, who in Kasrilevke could ever
find enough in his pocket to put silk on his back? Let’s thank God, if,
in summer, they can afford a shirt of cotton! For, if not that, they'd
have no choice at all, they’d simply have to walk around with nothing
on R

So the mystery remains: how, in Kasrilevke, did they find out the
entire story of Dreyfus? aou e L
{ From Zaidle, they found out, Zaidle, the son of Shem.

Zaidle is the only one in town who receives a newspaper, and every-
thing that goes on in the great world outside they discover from him.
That is, not from him but, truthfully, through him..Zaidle can read.
He reads to them, he translates to them, and through him they learn
the meaning of the pages with the black print; yes, he gives them ex-
actly what’s in the newspaper—and, do you know, they often give his
words exactly the opposite meaning! Why? Because they understand
everything better! o

One day Zaidle, the son of Shem, rose in the synagogue to tell a
story from his paper: how, in Paris, a certain Jewish captain, Dreyfus,
had been imprisoned because he had handed out some secret papers of
his country. This story, Zaidle will tell you, simply passed in one ear
and out the other. T

One of them said, shrugging his shoulders, “What a Jew won'’t do
for business!”

Another said bitterly, “It serves him right! A Jew who tries to crawl
all the way up there to the highest places and mix with the royalty!”

[But later on, when Zaidle came again to the synagogue and told
them a whole new story, that it was all a falsehood, that the Jewish
captain, Dreyfus, the one who had been imprisoned, was the soul of
innocence, and the whole business was just a plot of a bunch of gen-
erals who were fighting one another, then the entire little village in-
stantly took Dreyfus to heart. He became one of theirs, a Kasrilevker.

|

Wherever there were two, Dreyfus was the third,
“Did you hear?” one asks. SR
The other answers, “I heard!” ERCTNE
“Sentenced for lifel” SR L
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“For nothing! For nothing! For a lie!” :

And later on, when Zaidle came again to the synagogue and told
them that there was a possibility that Dreyfus might be given a new
wial and that somehow the world had turned up good, kind, decent

ople who took it upon themselves to prove that the whole thing was
a mistake, the whole entire thing—then Kasrilevke began to talk
again. '

. First of all they said, “Dreyfus is one of us.” And then they asked,
«“How is it possible that such a dirty business can happen there in Paris?
Pfuil I’s not one bit nice for the French people!” And it went on in
that way, discussion, disagreement, without end. They even made bets
on it. One said there would be another trial, another said no, there
wouldn’t, once such a trial was lost it was lost for good.

But after a while they didn’t have the patience to wait until Zaidle
got ready to come to the synagogue and give them news of Captain
Dreyfus; no, they had to go straight to Zaidle's house. And finally they
didn’t have the patience even to go to his house. No, they must go
straight to the post office, get the paper right there, read it right there,
and there discuss it over and over, scream, disagree, and argue, every-
one at the same time, exactly as usual. Every now and then the post-
master would give them just a hint, you understand, in a very nice
polite tone of voice, you understand, that the post office wasn't a place
for carryings-on, it wasn’t the synagogue.

“What,” they cried, “compare a post
lege!” ' ' .

And only then did the postmaster mutter in Polish, “Pfui, you dirty
Jews, so you really think the post office is your Jewish synagogue to
carry on your Jewish business in!”

Yes, they heard him and they paid no more attention to him than

ffice to a synagogue! Sacri-

“to a fly buzzing about their earlocks; yes, he insuited them, and they

went on reading the paper and discussing the affair of Captain Dreyfus.

But it wasn’t only Dreyfus that Kasrilevke discussed. Every minute,
it seemed, someone new came into the case. First General Esterhazy,
then General Mercie, then General Pely, then Gansy—or so Kasrilevke
heard it and gradually came to the conclusion that with the French
there must be a law that as soon as there’s a name ending in the sound
“e? jts owner becomes a general! .

But there were two other men whom the Kasrilevkers really came

to love. They gave themselves up completely to them, they rejoiced in

them: Emil Zola and Lambori. For Zola everyone in the village would

have laid down his life. What happiness it was just to speak out those
two words: Emil Zola! If Emil Zola would only have come to Kasrilevke
the whole town would have turned out with a wild weicome, they
would have carried him on their backs through the dirty, muddy streets!
“What do you think of Emil Zola’s Jetters?” one asked the other.
“Pearls! Diamonds! Rubics!”
As for Lambori, they counted out to one another his virtues, they
gave thanks for him, they found happiness in the very thought of him,

. they devoured, they smacked their lips over his oratory. Of course no

one in Kasrilevke could actually hear him make his speeches but they
knew anyway that his must be voice of gold.

I wonder if Dreyfus’s own family in Paris looked forward to his re-
turn from the island with as much joy as did Kasrilevke. I tell you that
from the moment he left that island in the middle of the sea, each one
of them was swimming alongside him. Ah, now a storm arises and
shakes the sea to pieces . . . the terrible waves rise higher and cast
his boat about like a piece of wood . . . higher the waves rise . . .
higher and higher . . . higher and higher! Merciful God!
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open the :;e(jc;(fi,t;h €Y prayed, bring him sarely back there to ms rri;

find the 2ty one e _!judges and clear out thejr brains so that they m:
(On the grez A anh the whole world behold our vindication! Ame;

over the coen Ié' when the news came that Dreyfus had arrived safe]

been ashamed?; t;:rl}s\g:' edelclar:;d a feast day. And if they hadn
“Did you hear? Hg, hae arri(\:,r :jle” down all their busmesses‘._'&
“Safely!”

“I'I_;hanks be to God and His name!”
“How I would have wanted to be rj e
. H ¢ right there in the
hov‘v I—;t wa}s at that first meeting with his wife!” oom fo s
“How I would have wanted to be ri k
i | ght there to see how it

the Vlétﬂe children were told, ‘Your father is here)’ » s wher
hid ﬂc;n.ler; who,. at thgt holy moment, were sitting here in Kasrilevke,

€Ir Iaces in their aprons so that they could blow their noses in
peacei.and 1o one lsnow that they were crying. Kasrilevke is a ver
pc;cc)ir 1.ttle village; still, .I tell you, there wasn’t one who wouldn’t have
sold his very last rag if that could only have bought him a ride to

Paris and i i
o nd he could have looked upon all those joyous sights, even from

When the trial began a frenzy
Zaidle’s newspaper to pieces;

broke out in Kasrilevke, They tore
they choked over their food; at night

they couldn’t sleep—would they live through the night to see the next
morning, and the morning after that, and still the morning after that!
And so it went, day by day.

And then, all at once, a fearful cry went up from Kasrilevke, a
clamor, a lamentation: “Holy! Holy!” The lawyer Lambori had been
shot; the outcry of Kasrilevke should have been heard around the -
world. '

“Why? What for?”

“Suth a brutality, and for nothing! For nothing at all

“Worse! Worse! Worse than any sin ever sinned in Sodom!”

That same gun had been pointed at their breasts, that same bullet
had penetrated their own hearts, that assassin had laid low each
Kasrilevker!

Almighty God, Kasrilevke prayed, show Your wonders now. You
know very well how to make a miracle if only You want to. Perform
the miracle now that Lambori may live! And God, ali blessings unto
Him, performed the miracle and Lambori lived! '

And so, at last, the trial came to its final day, and this final day
worked upon Kasrilevke like a seizure of epilepsy. They quaked, they
shook, they twitched. If only they could have fallen asleep and slept
through a whole twenty-four hours, and waked up exactly at that mo-
ment when Dreyfus, with God’s help, would at last be free. But as
though out of spite, not one of them could close an eye. All night they
tossed from side to side, quarreled with the bedbugs, waited in agony
for the first light of dawn to show.

And when at last that first light showed, they leaped from their beds
and ran to the post office, but it was still closed; even the gate was
locked. They gathered, one after another, around the post office until
the street overflowed. They paced back and forth, yawned, stretched,
scratched their earlocks, murmured, “Hallelujah!”

TWhen Yarmo, the janitor, unlocked the gates of the post office they
all rushed inside at once. Yarmo became very angry—he’d show them
who was boss here—-and he drove them, with curses and insults, out
into the street, And there in the street they waited and waited for Zaidle
to make his appearance. And when at last Zaidle appeared, and when
at last he picked up the paper and read aloud to them that nice passage
about Dreyfus, there arose such a roar, such a protest, that the very
heavens must have split. And this protest was not against the judge
who had judged so badly; it was not against the generals who had
sworn so falsely nor against the Frenchmen who had covered them-

"’
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192
selves with so much shame. No, this protest was agamst Zaidle, who
read to them.

“It can’t be!” Kasrilevke screamed with one voice. “It can’t be' The
heavens and the earth have promised that the truth must always come
out on top, just as oil comes to the top of water! What w1ll you tell us
next? What lies? What stories?”

“Idiots!” shouted poor Zaidle with all the strength of his lungs, and
he pushed the newspaper nght into their faces. “Here! See what it says
here in the paper!”

“Paper!” cried Kasrilevke. “Paper' And 1f you stood here thh one
foot in heaven and one foot on earth we still wouldn’t believe you. Such
things cannot be! No, this cannot be! It cannot be! It cannot bel”

Well, and who was nght’m) '

A TREASURY OF YIDDISH STORIZS

Translated bhv Hilde Ahel :



