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YEHOSHUE PERLE

A round number. At first glance it looks silly and seems to have no specific tiedii-
ing. A detached number such as this can be likened to those gray people who go

through life alone and die without confession.
But if an arithmetician or a stargazer were to take a good loak at this number,’

he might arrive at some ingenious conjecture, or discover some esoteric numer-
ological computation, from which fools would later infer either the Apocalypse or
the Coming of the Messiah. '

Sober minds, if they consider it, will probably take it to be the Identity Number
of a policeman, a railroad porter, a prisoner or—pardon the proximity—a dog, or
the devil knows what else. But that this foolish number should be a substitute for
the name of a living person, who was never a policeman, a railroad porter, a
prisoner or even a dog—that will be difficult to believe.

People will also not believe that great suffering and pain cry out from the
number, and so does the disaster of the people from whom it is my lot to be
descended.

And yet the impossible has become possible. It happened in the year 1942, in
the month of Tishre, in the land of Poland, in the city of Warsaw. Under the savage
rule of Amalek—may his name and memory be blotted out; with the consent of
the Jewish kehillah—may its good deeds stand it in good stead in this world and
in the next. .

May it merit eternal life, the Warsaw Jewish kehillah. For it was the kehillah
that favored me with the number: four thousand five hundred and eighty /it was the
kehillah that cut off my head—my name—and set a number in its place. I go around
with it and live; it has become “me.”

It may be worth recounting how I, a Jew, on a rainy day in Tishre, turned into
a number. [ won't brag. Like everyone else I entered the world headfirst and fell
into it without a name. For eight whole days, in accordance with Jewish law, 1
lived not only without a name, but also without a number. Someone living in the
year 1942 won't want to believe that, although I possessed no number, my dear
mother was not afraid to hold me nor to give me warm milk from her beautiful
breast. She was not afraid to warm me with her young body, to caress me, to
worry over me, as a mother—and Jewish into the bargain—can worry over her
firstborn son, the one who will recite the Kaddish.

Eight days later, as is the custom among Jews, they made a blessing over me
and said: “May his name in Israel be, etc.”

A person’s name is like a living organism; it has flesh and blood. You can't feel
it or see it, but you can't live without it. I wore it, this name of mine. as a lovely
woman wears a still lovelier string of pearls. It was mine, entirely mine. I had.
after all, inherited it from my grandfathers and great-grandfathers. I absorbed it.
together with my mother’s blood, together with the sweat of my overworked
father. ’

My name lived in the same house with me. Under the same roof, in the same
bed. It was L and [ was it. It learned to walk with me, learned to speak. just as I
did. If I was called, it pricked up both ears. If I suffered, it suffered too. It rejoiced
with my joy, wept with my tears, laughed with my laughter and dreamned with

my dreams.
But don’t think that my name was a slave to me, that it didn’t have a say and

a will of its own. On the contrary, when I fell into a melancholy mood and started
thinking about the world to come, my name asked to have this world. And just
as my mother wished that I should survive her, so my name wanted to survive

me.

I don’t know and wouldn’t swear that my life was rich with good deeds; I also
don’t know whether I was virtuous. I do know that when a wicked moment came
upon me (for we are all but human) and [ wanted to injure myself, my neighbor
and my enemy—my name stood up and sternly warned me not to do it.

Upon arrival in
") the Warsaw
ghetto in 1941,
Perle secured a job
in the clothing
department of the
Judenrat run by
Shmuel Winter. In
1942, again with
Winter’s help,
Perle was joined
to a shop of ersatz
which exempted
him from
immediate
deportation.
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“You must not put me to shame,” it said. “If people point their finger at you,
their finger will reach me first. I am the phylactery on your forehead. Without me
you may shout ‘[ am Solomon,% and nobody will believe you. And if you want
to know, I'll whisper a secret to you: I no longer belong only to you. Your life
wanted me to be in the public domain. And if indeed [ am in the public domain,
no blemish may appear on me."”

That’s how my name spoke out. And I wouldn't be honest if I convinced myself
that my name had no blemish at all. I lived with it for fifty-three years, kept pace
with it for over fifty-three years. How could it be possible, in the course of half a
century, for a person not to make one false step? My name was present. [ saw it
exposed to humiliation. I suffered with it and was silent. Not until later, when I
realized that it wanted to survive me, did I make an effort for it to rise u And
it rose and shone, just as my first new little gaberdine once shone, the coat that
my father had sewn for me for Passover.

And let people interpret it gs they wish. Let them say it is pride, self-delusion:
my.name also shone from her¥ She loved both me and my name. Just as she bore
with proud pleasure her maijestic head of hair, so did-she bear my name with
proud pleasure. To her it was the loveliest, the cleverest. She caressed and drew
it out. I often didn’t recognize it, so strange did it sound. But when I heard it
issuing from her pure lips, with ail the delight she put into it, I heard it anew,
fresh, bathed in her young laughter.

Cruel fortune willed that in her youth she should carry it with her to the grave.
It lies there, together with my letters to her, which accompanied her as she had
instructed. The name has turned to stone in the tablet that guards her grave. And
I believe with absolute faith that, just as I cannot forget her name here, so she
cannot forget my name there.

And can one forget one’s own name? For fifty-three years it has grown with
me, for fifty-three years it has lived with me, for fifty-three years it has blossomed,
put down roots, branched out into a child and a child’s child. Whosoever looks
at times into a holy book knows that one name can destroy a world. And one
name can also create a world. The Torah is called the Law of Moses—is named
after Moses. Homer’s name is written on the Iliad.

It is true that there are names that must be cursed, obliterated from the human

stock. But there are names that the human race blesses and will bless as long as
it exists.

My name is not great; humanity has no reason to bless it. It also has no reason
to curse it. But unimportant as this name of mine may be, I did not give the
Warsaw kehillah any right to take it away and set a paper number in its place.
Amalek, may his name and memory be biotted out. gave the order; and the head
of the kehillah, whose learning and wisdom are known throughout the Jewish
Diaspora, carried it out—to the letter s )

Instead of me, there roams about beneath the desolate walls of the ghetto—
which that same head of the kehillah has had built—a big number, printed in black
and white: an arrogant creature, an aristocrat among numbers.

This number—is the former ““1.”” This number is my former name. I have no
idea what they will do in 120 years, when I'm given a Jewish burial (I believe
that may happen). The Angel of Death will take a trip down and knock on my
tombstone: ‘‘Mah shimkho?'* *“What is your name?” ... How will 1 answer him
then?§ Jhat my name is Four Thousand Five Hundred and Eighty? But won't he
look at me as if I'm crazy? I also don’t know what theyll do about the people
who come after me. They’ll read in chronicles about the city of Warsaw in the
year nineteen hundred and forty-two and will certainly be surprised that it was
possible for a living number to be transformed into a dead number.

I would like to tell them, the people of the future, that we—who are not reading
history on paper but making it with our blood—are not surprised in the least.
What is there in it that could surprise us? Our soul has been torn out, our body
raped, our Holy Ark spat into, our Torah of Moses trampled by soldiers” boots.
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Amalek, may his stock be obliterated from human memory, gave the order;
and the Warsaw kehillah carried it out. Of three times a hundred thousand living
Jewish souls it was granted that some thirty thousand ciphers of the Chosen People
be left, stamped and sealed with the seal of the head of the kehillah himself—
whose name will one day be used to frighten children in their cradles.

My name and all that is me also found favor in the eyes of the VIPs and were
metamorphosed into a number. And just as Sholem Aleichem’s Motl, the son of
Peyse the Cantor, runs around barefoot and happily proclaims, “I'm alright, I'm
an orphan,” so I walk around in the tenement courtyard on Franciszkanska Street,
which has become the great wide world, and proclaim:

“I'm alright, I'm a number.”

I'm leading a life of luxury. The aristocratic number gives me dignity, impor-
tance. It elevates me above the rubbish heap where the other thirty thousand or
so are swarming—and persuading themselves that they alone are worthy to remain
members of the Chosen People Club.

My number receives a quarter of a clayey loaf of bread a day and some very
tasty grits consisting mostly of boiled water, a potato that someone has already
stolen from the pot and a few grains of cereal that chase about and can never,
poor things, catch up with one another. What’s more, from time to time they dole
out to my number a stale egg with a drop of blood on it?)a lick of honey and,
once in a blue moon, a scrap of aging meat that—even if you were to hack it into
pieces—would by no means have the flavor of old wine.

I'm all right; I'm a'number. I'm inscribed in the Community Register of the
Holv Congregation of Warsaw. The clever head of the kehillah likes turning the

pages of the Register. Someone else, in his place, would perhaps read out the
Mosaic Curses. He would perhaps hear the weeping of the children who have died,
even before they began to live. He would perhaps take cognizance of the roaring
of three times a hundred thousand souls, slaughtered on the altar of Amalek, who
rush around and do not allow a single one of these classified, happy ciphers of
the Chosen People to rest.

But he only sees numbers, the clever head of the Holy Congregation of Warsaw.
And, as he is the ruler of the numbers, and as he is not obliged to feed numbers
for nothing, he issues edicts every other day and sends out polite notices:

“Thus-and-thus, dear number, [ decree that you shall present yourself at six
o’clock tomorrow, to help build the bleak wall that confines you as with a chain,
and wants to strangle and choke you. You must wall yourself up. You must also
come and wash away the blood of your mother and your father, whom Amalek
deigned to slaughter, gladly assisted by the loyal crew. And if there is still some-
thing left in your father’s house, or in your own house, you must help Amalek to
steal it and bring it to him as a precious gift.

“If you are recalcitrant, if you will not come forward—" warns my good head
of the kehillah—"if you do not wall yourself up with your own hands. if you do
not bring Amalek the candlesticks that your dead mother used when she blessed
the Sabbath candles, if you do not bring him the diamond brooch with which
your mother adorned herself for the blessing of the New Moon; if you do not offer
him the pillow on which your child slept, I shall erase you from the Register and
you will cease to be a number.”

That’s how my head of the kehillah warns me every day. To tell the truth, I'm
delighted by these fearsome warnings that I'll stop being a number: I'll become
1" again! I'll get my name back! To put it simply—I'll rise from the dead. Since
the world began, not a single Jew has risen from the dead: the Messiah hasn't
arrived yet. I'll be the first resurrected Jew. So why shouldn’t my heart rejoice?
On the other hand, I remember that if I stop being a number there’s an execu-
tioner's ax waiting for me. No longer being a number means good-bye to the
clayey quarter loaf each day, good-bye to the smell of the year-old egg, good-bye
to the little room they allotted me to live in, good-bye to the potato that other
people steal from my plate of grits, good-bye to honor: no longer an aristocrat, no
longer of the Club of the Chosen.

?) The blood would
render the
unkosher. e
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Without a number I'll be like my neighbor, who was once as clever as [ and
as learned as I, as polite as I--maybe more polite. But evil fortune willed that he
should not find favor, not be metamorphosed into a number; he kept his name.
His beautiful human name. But a beautiful human name has the same value today
as a beautiful human heart, or a beautiful human virtue. Today the beautiful
human hearts, the beautiful human virtues lie bleeding among the scraps that lie
scattered in the desolate Jewish courtyards.

My neighbor’s honest name doesn’t get the quarter of a loaf, doesn’t taste the
flavor of a little grits, has nowhere to lay its head. hides itself in holes together
with cats and stray dogs. My neighbor’s name has been erased from the Communal
Register. The friends of yesterday, who have numbers, no longer say good morning
to him, no longer sit with him at the same table, no longer pray with him in the
same house of prayer. He has become a leper, this neighbor of mine. with the
honest name and without the paper number.

And how should I not value my number? How should I not worry about it? I
do indeed worry about it, as a mother worries about her only child. I guard it as
one guards the apple of one’s eye. I have a little velvet bag, embroidered with a
Star of David, and I carry my number next to my heart. I sleep with it, I eat with
it. My dreams are woven around it, with it, of it.

And if I were young today and my number was also under thirty, a woman
would surely appear and say tenderly: “‘Dear little number!”

And she would pamper it: ’Darling number, my crown!”

And would.use affectionate diminutives: “My numberkin!”

Because I was born under a lucky star. I'm alright—I'm a number.

But in order to become a number, my fifty-three years had to be jabbed at until
they bled. Jabbed at, mocked, raped. In order for me to become a number, they
had to destroy my house first. Destroy it, tear it up by the roots. Under my number
lie three times a hundred thousand Jewish martyrs. Three times a hundred thou-
sand Jewish lives, that Amalek slaughtered with the consent of the head of the
kehillah and his servants. From under my fortunate number leaps out the cry of
tens of thousands of poisoned, strangled Jewish children. In the dark nights I hear
the great weeping of the mother of all mothers, our Mother Rachel. She walks
across the desolate fields and wraps her dead children in burial sheets:! XVith her
beautiful, delicate hands she washes the blood off her sons and daughters. But can
she wrap all of them in burial sheets? Can she wash them all? Blood cries out;
and the earth, in all its length and breadth, is dissolved in lamentation.

They lie, the slaughtered creatures, naked and shamed, scattered and spread,
impurified for burial, without a Kaddish, without a gravestone, violated by the
murderous hands of Amalek, with the consent of the holy congregation of Warsaw.

I'm alright, I'm a number.

Warsaw ghetto, end of 1942
(Ringelblum Archive, Part 2, no. 1245)

?) Based on Jeremiah
31:15.
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JEHOSZUA PERLE, born in 1888, was a novelist. I
he worked in the propaganda section of the Judenrat, where he
- designed the posters for the supply department. At the request of
Oyneg Shabbes, he wrote about his experiences in German-occu-
~ pied Lvov, and about the extermination of Warsaw’s Jews. He was
murdered with his son in the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camp.




