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THE FLAG

Children, I'm going to tell you a story about a flag: How a
poor boy like me got a flag for Simkhas Torah, how hard I
came by it, and how I was destined easily to lose it.

When I was a small boy like you I was called “Topele Tot-
trow”—that is, “Kopele Cock-crow.” Why? Because first of all
I had a thin squeaky voice, like a young rooster who has just
begun crowing, and secondly I could not pronournce “k” or
“g” And as if on spite, my father was named Kalman, my
mother Gitl, my Talmud Torah teacher Gershon the
Chicken-gullet from Galaganyevka—and I was known as
Kopel, Gitl-Kalman’s son.

“Sonny! What’s your name?”

“Who me? Topel, Ditel-Talman’s son.”

“Louder.”

“Topel, Ditel-Talman’s son.”

“Still can’t hear you.”

I yell out loud: “To-pel . . . Ditel . .. Tal-man’s son.”

“And who's your teacher?”

“My teacher? Dershon the Chitten-dullet from Daladan-
yevta.”

And everyone burst out laughing.

Everyone laughed—and I cried. ; _

I cried not because people laughed, but because they beat
me. Everyone under the sun thought it a good deed to beat
me: my father, my mother, my sisters, my teacher, my class-
mates. They all tried to get me to talk properly.

My teacher once- depressed my tongue with a stick and
ordered everyone in the class to shout down my throat in the
hope it would act as a medicine. But before they had a chance

to carry this out, Reb Zyama the joiner, my teacher’s neigh-
bor, intervened and said:

“Why are you tormenting this poor child? What has he
done? Just give him to me for a minute and I'll have him
talking properly in no time.”

. Reb Zyama then beckoned to me, held my chin and said:
Look me in the eye, my boy, and repeat after me, word for
word. A kid can’t catch a cat.” ,

I looked him in the eye and repeated after him, word for
word: “A tid tan’t tatch a tat.”

“Not like that,” said Reb Zyama. “Just watch my lips and
say: In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.”

I watched his lips and said: “In the bedinnind Dod treated
the heaven and the earth.”

“No, silly one!” said Reb Zyama. “Don’t say Dod, say God!
God! God!”

“Dod! Dod! Dod!”

_Reb Zyama threw up his hands. “You know what I've just
discovered? It’s a waste of time and effort. Even black magic
won't help him. He’s a hopeless case.”
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In those days, owning a flag for Simkhas Torah—I mean a flag
in_the full sepse of the word: a lit candle in an apple and the
apple on the flag—was such bliss, such joy, I hardly dared

dream about it. There were other treats a-plenty to dream
about! Why, there were some boys in school who had money
for penknives, purses and little canes. There were those who
ate candy and cracked nuts every single day. Not to mention
bagels and pancakes! My goodness, there were even those
who ate white-loaf not only on Sabbath, but on weekdays as
well. What luck!

Oh, children, I've never ever tasted white-loaf on week-
days. I was happy if I had my fill of black bread, for we
were—God spare you such a bitter lot—a bunch of impover-
;ghed paupers, despite the fact that everyone in the family
worked his fingers to the bone: Father, may he rest in peace,
was the assistant sexton of the basement prayer-room annex
of the Butchers’ Synagogue; Mother, God rest her soul, was
an expert at baking honey cakes; and my sisters mended

socks. Believe me, I never once had the feeling of-being full.
There wasn’t a meal which I couldn’t have begun all over
again.

I'm not even talking about having a kopeck in your
pocket, a kopeck to call your very own. Of that I never even
dreamed. But fancy thisl I, Kopel Cock-crow, suddenly be-
came rich and got forty-four kopecks to do with as I pleased.

You think a miracle happened? That some rich man’s loss
was my gain? Well, you've guessed wrong. Or perhaps you
suspect that I simply nabbed or swiped them from some
tharity box? God forbid! I swear I earned them honestly and
decently. I worked like a horse for them with my own two
o« .« feet.

This happened during Purim. Father sent me to distribute
the Purim sweet-platters among the members of the base-
ment prayer-room annex of the Butchers’ Synagogue. One of
my older sisters usually had this job, but now that I was
getting bigger my father said it was high time for me to make
myself useful. So I went from house to house carrying a
saucer and some fruit-cuts which I distributed among the
members of the basement prayer-room annex of the
Butchers’ Synagogue. I slogged through the cold slippery
muck with my bare feet and changed the small coins I was
given into a forty-kopeck silver piece—and I still had four
kopecks left over.

3

Having come by such a fortune, I strolled about wondering
what to do with so much money, knock wood.

Then suddenly my_Good Impulse and my Bad Impulse
appeared and began to torment me.

Said the Bad Impulse: “Why hold on to those few kopecks,
you dummy? Buy yourself something. Buy sweet poppy-seed
squares. Pironditchky’s stall has real delicious ones. Or buy
yourself some good fruit-cuts sprinkled with honey crumbs.
Or at least a frozen apple. And you'll be as happy as can
be.”

“What? Tater to my belly?” I said. “Then in one day I'll
eat up all my money. No sir!”

“Right you are,” said my Good Impulse. “It'd be much

\
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"6 Old Country Tales

nicer to lend those few kopecks to your mother. She can
certainly put them to good use.”

“Some brain you arel” I said. “Then it’s as dood as lost.
How will she ever repay me?” '

“She works her fingers to the bone, poor thing,” said the
Good Impulse, “and pays for your schooling.”

“What do you care about schooling?” interrupted the Bad
Impulse. “You'd be better off buying yourself a red polka-
dotted whistle, a sharp two-blade penknife in a brass box, or a
purse with a neat little lock.”

“What'll you keep in the purse,” asked the Good Impulse,
“your poverty?”’

“Buttons!” said the Bad Impulse. “You'll stuff your purse
with buttons. Everyone will think it's money and then all the
kids'll be jealous of you.”

“What good’ll that do you?” said the Good Impulse.
“Listen to me. Distribute the money among the poor. Give it
to charity and you'll get credit for a pious deed. Some of the
paupers are starving, poor souls.”

“Paupers?” The Bad Impulse turned to me. “You yourself
are a pauper’s son. You yourself are always hungry. Every-
body’s always generous with the next fellow’s cash. Why
didn’t anyone ever give you anything when you were broke?”

-4

One time the Bad Impulse nearly got the best of me. At
school T had a friend%mmHis pockets
were always full of goodies. But he hated sharing them with
‘anyone. You could stretch out and croak in front of him and
he still wouldn’t give you a whiff. One day Yulik began
worming his way into my good graces. He buddied up to me,
all smiles. Became a bosom pal.

“You know what?” he said to me. “I swear you're a good
kid. You hate to beg like the others. I like you for that alone.
They're always saying, ‘Gimme a piece! Gimme a hunk!’ I
can’t stand the sight of those grubbers. . . . Wanta piece of
candy?” .

“A piece of tandy?” I said. “Why not?”

“How about cracking a couple of nuts?”

“Nuts? Sure!” I said. “I'd love to trat a touple of nuts.”
Yulik put his hand into his pocket. I thought he was
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getting ready to give me the treats. Instead, he said: “I'll also
give you some jam and three more nuts if you swap with me.
Would you like to swap?”

“Swap!” I said. “Swap what?"”
“I’'ll also give you my penknife,” he said. “You know my

white knife, don’t you? It’s the best there is. There’s none
better to be had.”

What a question! Did I know Yulik’s knife? Who didn’t?
I'd been envious of it long enough. How often had I seen it
in my dreams! '

“Well, but what about me?” I said. “What do you want me
to div you?” '

“You,” said he, “give me that silver forty-kopeck piece.”

“Do it,” said my Bad Impulse. “It’s a dream of a knife. All

the kids’ll be green with envy.”
T was about to take out the coin, but caught myself at the

last minute.
“You’re some wise duy,” I said. “For forty topets I tan buy

a brand-new knife.”
“Like mine?” said Yulik. “Nonsense! Wait a minute. You
know what? I'll throw in half a dozen pure-bone buttons.”
“For money,” I said, “one tan buy ten thousand dozen

bone buttons.”
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“And aren’t candy and nuts worth money? I swear I'll. give
them to you any time—all you got to do is ask. Here, I've also
got an iron nail. See? I'll give it to you free. See what sort of
nail this is?”

“What do I need nails for?”

“It’ll come in handy, silly,” Yulik said. “You can nail it
down wherever you like. You can dig little holes with it.”

“Why do I have to did little holes for?"

“I'll let you use my prayerbook.”

“Why do I have to use other people’s prayerboots for?”

“I'll let you try on my Sabbath hat.”

“Why do I have to try on othér people’s hats for?”

“So you refuse, huh? Then take this,” he said and punched
me in the ribs. “The nerve of the little beggar. I give him so
many things: a knife, buttons, candies and nuts, a nail, a

prayerbook and a try-on of my hat. And he refuses them all.
There’s a beggarly belly for you. No matter how much you
stuff it, it isn’t enough. Just because he’s got a silver forty-
kopeck piece he thinks he’s a big shot. Just you wait, Topele
Tot-trow, if you ever come to me for anything, you’'ll regret
it to your dying day. . . . Nekhemya! Here! Take this nail.
It’s yours as a present.”

And Yulik gave the nail to Nekhemya (a poor lame boy)
and broke off his friendship with me,

5
Actually, why did I hold on to the money? That's a good

question. ,

First of all, I saved it for the Lag B'QOmer party, when all
the kids would bring something to school. Some would bring
money, others food or goodies. But I was the only one who
would bring his daily breakfast: a piece of bread and garlic.
My face would burn with shame. Although I was always
invited to the party along with everyone else, I had the
feeling that it was out of pity and I didn’t feel the joy of the
holiday. But now, I thought, I can thumb my nose at all of
you for, thank God, I possess ready cash. If a rich boy like
Yulik chipped in a quarter of a ruble, then I certainly could
throw in a kopeck, for what am I compared to him? A
nobody! And five kopecks would surely be enough. But,
actually, I planned on giving ten—let them know who Kopel
Cock-crow is!

So I laid aside ten kopecks for the Lag B'Omer party and
saved the rest for later.

Later, during the summertime when everything was green
and fruits appeared in Pironditchky’s stall, the Bad Impulse
returned: “See! Green gooseberries! And look at those bright
red currants!”

“Dreen fruit,” I said, “sets your teeth on edge.” :

“Make the blessing over new fruit,” said the Good Im-
pulse. “It’s a pious deed to do that.”

“There’s plenty of time for that blessind,” I said. “The
summer’s lond enough. There still will be lots of cherries and
plums, apples and pears, melons and watermelons. I thint I'll
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The Flag 9

be better off savind the money for Simkhas Torah and buy

myself a flad.” :
And I stuck to my decision.

T .. ~ Yooneyrfep

' Sukkos finally came, thank God, and I bought myself a large,
yellow, two-sided flag. Painted on one side were two beasts
with catlike faces—lions, really, with open mouths, Their
long tongues were decorated with some sort of whistles,
apparently rams’ horns, for the biblical phrase With trum-
pets and ram’s horn was printed next to the lions, and
beneath them were the lines: The flag of the Tribe of Judah,
and The flag of the Tribe of Ephraim.

And that was only one side of the flag. The reverse side was
even prettier, for it had true-to-life portraits of Moses and
Aaron. Moses wore a large vizor on his forehead and Aaron
had a golden hoop over his yellow shock of hair. Between
Moses and Aaron stood a host of Jews, crammed in tight
against one another and holding Torah Scrolls in their hands.
They all looked alike, as though one mother had borne them.
All wore the same long gaberdines belted below their hips,
and the same socks and shoes. And they all seemed to step

» forward and sing: “Be joyous and merry on Simkhas Torah.”

Since I now had a flag, my next step was to get a stick for it.
For this, the man to see was Reb Zyama the joiner, the very
same Reb Zyama who once had tried to teach me to talk
properly.

“Well, what'’s the good word, Topele Tot-trow?”

“A stit for the flad.”

“What do you mean—a stit?”

“A stit,” I said, “from a hunt of wood. So I tan tarry it.”

Reb Zyama kept on making fun of me until I burst into
tears. Then he softened up, cast aside all his work, took a
piece of wood, whittled it once, twice—and it was finished.

Now all I needed was an apple and a candle. A candle
made of wax, of course, and not tallow—for if tallow dripped
on the apple, the apple was ruined and couldn’t be eaten.
But wax didn’t matter—wax was kosher.

When it came to wax, I had more of it than any other
kid.
In fact, if anyone wanted a bit of wax, who did he come to?)
Mel For after all, my father was the assistant sexton of the
basement prayer-room annex of the Butchers’ Synagogue—
and whatever remained of the Yom Kippur memorial candles
belonged to him. That was his income. He melted them and
turned them into Hanuka candles, Saturday night Havdala
candles, and plain wax tapers. Whatever was left over from !
the latter he gave to me. That was my income. =

= Inshort, I had everything I needed.

7

On the night of Shemini Atzeres I attached the flag to the
stick, stuck a red apple on the tip, put a lit candle atop the
apple, and then set out for the synagogue for the Torah
circuits. I was in high spirits, feeling like a happy prince, an
incomparable child of royalty,
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I imagined that 1 was already in the synagogue, sitting next
to the eastern wall with all the rich children. The lights were
kindled. M was_th i er
than all the rest. My candle the biggest of all.

The synagogue was packed, the heat unbearable. Many
women and girls came to kiss the Torah. Reb Melekh the
cantor, his prayer shawl outspread, led the procession of
householders like a field marshal. His metallic voice quavered-
as he sang: *“Hel-per of the poor and weak, sa-a-ve us!”

The women and girls pressed forward to kiss the Torah
Scrolls and shrilled into his face: “Live and be well till next
year at this time.”

““The same to you and yours,” Reb Melekh replied.

But before the Torah procession reached the basement
prayer-room annex of the Butchers’ Synagogue—the place
where I prayed—it had to pass many other synagogues and
houses of study: the Cold Synagogue, the Lithuanians’ Syna-
gogue, the various tailors’ synagogues, the Great House of
Study, the Smaller House of Study, the Old House of Study,
the First Prayer House, the Prayer House of the Hasidim, the

Prayer House of the Misnagdim,* the New Synagogue, and
the Yellow Prayer House. Finally they came to the Butchers’
Synagogue, and only then did they come down to the base-
ment prayer-room annex.

Now all these above-mentioned synagogues, houses of
study and prayer houses were not scattered helter-skelter over
town like in the big city of Yehupetz. That was one wonder-
ful thing about Kasrilevke. In our town all the synagogues
were located in one section of the same street—practically in
one courtyard, known as the synagogue courtyard.

In fact, our entire synagogue courtyard could have been
considered one big house of worship. Summertime, when the
windows are open, a passerby heard so many different prayers
wafting down he didn’t know what to do first: to stop and
raise his heels three times for “Thrice-holy is the Lord of
Hosts,” to bow down for “Bless the Lord,” or to answer
“Amen” to a Mourner’s Prayer. At one and the same time the
passerby could hear various parts of the service. While one
worshipper said, “Then Moses sang,” and another shouted,
*Hear O Israel,” a third suddenly chimed in with a Talmud
chant: “When a generalization requires a specification, or
when a specification requires a generalization . . .,” a
fourth intoned, “Glorified and sanctified be God’s great
name,” and a fifth intruded with, “Hallelujah, Praise ye the
Lord,” sung to a completely different tune.

Our synagogue courtyard had two different faces: one for
weekdays and one for Sabbath and holidays. During the week
it avas a marketplace for Jewish books, prayer shawls, ritual
fringes and mezuzos, rotten apples, unripe little pears, sun-
flower seeds and beans, poppy-seed squares, bagels and sugar
cookies. Goats, chewing their cud and waggling their beards,
sunned themselves as though on a private estate. But comes,
the Sabbath and holidays—gone is the marketplace and gone
are the goats. Jews, God grant them good health, gathered in
little circles and began talking and wagging their tongues,
discussing local and worldwide events of recent and ancient
vintage. Children and schoolboys milled about. Talmud
‘Torah youngsters of various classes ran, leaped about and

weaved in and out of groups of people like fish in water.
Sabbath was God's gift to them—they were free as birds. They
compared new jackets to see whose was longer, and holiday
hats to see whose was larger; they even measured sidecurls
with their fingers to see whose was shorter. Meanwhile, one
youngster was slapped, another pinched, a third jabbed. And
as usual, one slap, pinch and jab led to another. The place
seethed with life and merriment.

But liveliest of all was the eighth day of Sukkos, the night

of Shemini Atzeres just before the Torah circuits began,

when the children of all the Talmud Torahs gathered with
their flags. They grouped according to grades—the older ones
here, the younger ones there. Everyone sized up everyone

else’s flag. Whose stick was longer? Whose apple redder?-

Whose candle was made of tallow and whose of wax? They
twitted, ribb’éﬂ""bﬁ‘é‘zﬁioﬂfeﬁ"]ﬂfd,‘ﬁ'ﬁfkﬁ”jbkes, giggled,
and played tricks. If Yankel blew out Moishe’s candle, the
latter would in turn sneak up and take a bite of Yankel’s
apple. So Yankel made some nasty comment about Moishe’s
ancestors and kicked him in the pants, besides. Finally, every-
one separated and went to his synagogue.
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“Congratulations! Lookee herel Topele Tot-trow’s got a
flag. A fat big welcome, Mister Jew—you're looking well, and
nuts to you.”

That's how the gang greeted me when I entered the
synagogue courtyard holding my flag.

I took stock of all the other flags, then looked back at my
own. What a contrast! Theirs weren’t even fit to hold a
candle to mine. Let’s begin with the flag itself. Nobody else’s
flag was so well fixed on a stick. On no one’s could both sides
clearly be seen. Nobody even had such a round, even, finely
lathed stick. Nobody had such a smooth red apple. Nobody
else’s candle was such a striking success—for who had as much
wax as me? For who else was slapped and cuffed when my
father found me under the bench in the synagogue foyer
collecting pieces of wax from the melted-down Yom Kippur
memorial candles? I compared my flag with all the others

before me—and my chest swelled with pride. I imagined that

I was growing taller and taller, bigger and wider. I felt light
on my feet. I felt like laughing, shouting, screaming, danc-
ing for joy.

“Come on, lemme have a look,” rich Yulik said in amaze-
‘ment as he stood next to me. He examined my flag, I
examined his. There’s a flag for you, I thought. Some stick.
Bent like a bagel. I saw that he was furious, but I pretended
not to notice and busily studied my shoelaces.

“Kopel,” he said. “Where did you get such a fine stlck?"

“What did you say?” I asked, looking up.

“Where did you find such a cute little stick?”

“Why do you ast?” I said. “Want to swap it for your nail?”

Yulik got the dig. Eyes gleaming, he sniffed, put his hands
into his pockets and went away. I watched him, beaming with
ever increasing joy. He called Nekhemya (the lame boy),
whispered something to him, and winked in my direction. I
noticed this but pretended not to. A moment later
Nekhemya limped up to me, holding Yulik’s flag with the
bent stick.

“Gimme a light,” he said. “Mine went out.”

“This isn’t your flad, is it?"” I asked, holding my candle to
his. “You tan’t fool me. I know very well whose flad it is.”

But before I had a chance to blink, Nekhemya touched his
lit candle to my flag and gave the light right back to me. My
flag flamed, sputtered and—wwwsht—no more flag.

CATASTR OPHE

Had a stone fallen from the sky and struck my head; had a
wild beast attempted to devour me; had a corpse dressed in a
tattered shroud sought to choke me—my fright would not
have been as great as it was when I saw my naked stick and
the burnt-out flag.

From deep down within me, I cried: “Woe is me, my flad,
my flad, my flad.”

I burst into tears. Everything became dark. The stick, the
apple and the candle fell from my hand and I began to
wander about aimlessly. I walked on without direction, the
hot and bitter tears streaming out of my eyes. I wrung my
hands and bemoaned my flag, as one does a dead man. I came
home, alone, without a flag. I found a dark corner and sat
down, my head between my knees, and wept softly so that no
one would notice. And I asked God a question:

“Is it fair? O Eternal Lord! Did I deserve it? Why did you
do this to me?”

(2
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: Epilogue
Tevigh  dhilelstn MMJJé b

Children, you know that all stories either have sad or happy
endings.

For the most part, Jewish stories have sad_endings. Accord-
ing to one of our proverbs a Jew, especially a poor one, is not
destined to have pleasure. Much can be said about this.
When you grow up, yowll understand. But, meanwhile, I
must tell you that the story you just heard did not end just
there. That flag caused me much anguish and I took sick,
burning with fever. 1 saw extraordinary sights—fiery-tongued
dragons and serpents and wild beasts in the shape of men. I
heard the wild, unnatural calls of cats and vipers. I tossed and
turned, ranted deliriously, had one foot in the grave. They
had no hopes for my life. In the basement prayer-room annex
of the Butchers’ Synagogue they even began reciting Psalms.
I was at death’s door.

But since today is the eve of a holiday, and on a holiday—
especially on Simkhas Torah—we have to be merry and gay,
I'd like to end the story of my flag on a happy note.

First of all, thank heaven, as you can see, 1 recovered.

Second of all, for your information, the following year my
flag was even nicer, my stick more beautiful, my apple
redder. In fact, I sat way up by the eastern wall with all the
other rich men’s children. The lights burned. My flag
sparkled. Jews danced around the synagogue with the Torah.
Reb Melekh the cantor, his prayer shawl outspread, led the
procession like a field marshal. His metallic voice quavered as
he sang out: “Hel-per of the poor and weak, sa-a-ve us!” An
endless stream of women and girls pressed forward to Kiss the
Torah and shrilled into his face: “Live and be well till next
year at this time.” And Reb Melekh replied, “The same to
you and yours.” v

Dear children—and the same to you and yours!
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