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BIOGRAPHY OF THE POET   

 

   Yitzhak Katzenelson was born on 21 July 1886, in Kare-

litz, now Korelichi, near the Belorussian, capital of Minsk, as 

the son of Hinda Katzenelson and Jakob Benjamin Katzenel-

son, who was a writer and a teacher. 

Soon after his birth, the Katzenelson family moved to 

Lodz, Poland, where Yitzhak was considered a literary prodi-

gy. By the age of twelve, he already had written his first play, 

Dreyfus un Esterhazy. He performed it with other young peo-

ple in his own backyard.

As an adult, he first became known for his Hebrew text-

books and books for children, which were the first of their 

kind. He also wrote Yiddish comedies, which he translated 

into Hebrew. His first volume of poetry, Dimdumim (Hebrew 

for Twilight), appeared in 1910 and, two years later, Katzenel-

son founded the theatre Habima Halvrit (The Hebrew Stage) 

and a Hebrew school in Lodz. He also contributed to the de-

velopment of modern Hebrew through his work as a transla-

tor. He translated works by Shakespeare and Heine, among 

others, into Hebrew.

Several of his Yiddish plays were performed in Lodz even 

before the First World War, and he took it on tours of cities 

in Poland and Lithuania. Before the First World War Katzenel-

son undertook the creation of a network of Hebrew schools 

in Lodi, from kindergarten to high school, which functioned 

until 1939. He was the author of textbooks, biblical plays, and 

children’s books.

Beginning in 1930 he belonged to the Dror movement in 

Lodz and to the He-Halutz movement, the latter operating a 



8

training kibbutz — Kibbutz Hakhsharah — in Lodz. Katzenel-

son’s work in the interwar period was based on his sense 

that Jewish life in the Diaspora was incomplete; this belief 

also motivated his participation in cultural and other public 

affairs in those years. Such feelings appear in his works in 

the form of sombre symbols of death, boredom, and silence. 

In his Yiddish play Tarshish, Katzenelson deals with the roots 

of anti-Semitism in Poland and with the utter hopelessness 

of Jewish life on Polish soil. 

The German blitzkrieg against Poland began on Septem-

ber 1, 1939 and, eight days later Lodz, then home to some 

250,000 Jews, was occupied by the Germans. Like many 

other Jewish institutions, Katzenelson’s school was closed; it 

later served as Gestapo headquarters.

At the urging of his family, Katzenelson fled in late No-

vember 1939 to Warsaw, his wife Hanna and their three chil-

dren followed him there. In the Warsaw Ghetto, Katzenelson 

worked in the underground as a teacher of religion and He-

brew and published, under various pseudonyms, poems, 

short plays and articles in the clandestine newspaper of the 

socialist Zionist organization Dror (Freedom in Hebrew). 

Many of his works dealt with current events, while others 

had Biblical or historical settings and served as a transparent 

reflection of what was occurring at the time.

Katzenelson wrote poems about hunger and the cold, 

which were intended not as works of art, but as a vivid ex-

pression of suffering; his images were a realistic expression 

in reaction to the desolate circumstances. The time in the 

Warsaw Ghetto was Katzenelson’s most creative period. In 

the Ghetto he wrote approximately fifty plays, epics in verse 

and poems.

In the 19 months of the Nazi occupation of   Warsaw, 
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Katzenelson attempted to strengthen the Ghetto inhabitants’ 

will to live, by interpreting everyday events in relation to 

Jewish history. His plays were performed in the orphanages 

of Korczak and Dombrowski, and weekly readings were held 

in the Dror commune at 34 Dzielna Street. With the help of a 

mimeograph machine Dror published Katzenelson’s Yiddish 

play Lov (Job) in the Warsaw Ghetto on June 22, 1941. It was 

the only Jewish book published by Jews during the German 

occupation.

On July 22, 1942, the Germans commenced the long- 

dreaded mass deportation of the Jews of Warsaw to the 

death camp at Treblinka. Within space of a few weeks a large 

percentage of the inhabitants of the Warsaw  Ghetto had 

been murdered there. 

Katzenelson’s wife Hanna, and his two younger sons, 

Benjamin and Benzion were deported to the Treblinka death 

camp on August 14, 1942, where all three perished. At the 

time of the mass deportation “aktion,“ Katzenelson worked 

in the Hallmann workshops.

Two days before the beginning of the mass deporta-

tions, Mordechai Tennenbaum, one of the leading members 

of Dror He-Halutz and one of the influential figures in found-

ing the Jewish Fighting Organisation (ZOB), concealed some 

of Katzenelson’s writings, along with the Dror archives, in 

an underground hiding place, some of which survived, and 

are now in Israel. Katzenelson and his oldest son, Zvi, were 

smuggled into the Fritz Schulz workshop and thus protected 

from deportation. 

On January 18, 1943 the Nazis attempted the “Second 

Aktion”— to deport the so-called illegal Jews who were not 

employed in German-owned factories, which led to the Jew-

ish underground’s resistance, and the Germans broke off the 
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deportation after only four days.

Heinrich Himmler the Reichsfuhrer-SS ordered the SSPF 

(SS Police Leader) of Warsaw District von Sammern to liqui-

date the Ghetto by February 14,1943. On April 19, 1943 the 

Germans began the “Grosaktion” to finally liquidate the War-

saw Ghetto. The Jews revolted and turned back the German 

forces, and thus began a revolt that lasted 27 days. One day 

after the start of the revolt, Katzenelson and his oldest son 

Zvi were smuggled out of a Ghetto bunker at 50 Lesz Street 

into the “Aryan” part of the city.   

Yitzhak Katzenelson and his son Zvi went to the Polski 

Hotel along with many other Jews who held foreign pass-

ports/documentation. Katzenelson and his son had procured 

documents from Yitzhak’s friend, Daniel Guzik, certifying 

their citizenship of Honduras, and they left the Hotel Polski to 

the French internment camp at Vittel

On October 3, 1943, two days after Rosh Hashanah, the 

Jewish New Year, Katzenelson started writing his most fa-

mous work, Dos Lid Funem Oysgehargen Yidishn Folk (The 

Song of the Massacred Jewish People). On January 18, 1944 

he completed his epic work and he then concentrated on 

making corrections and copies.

Two months after its completion, all the Jews interned 

in the Vittel Camp were declared stateless, and on April 18, 

1944, all 173 Polish Jews were transported in three railroad 

cars to the Drancy Transit Camp near Paris.

Yitzhak Katzenelson and his son Zvi were deported on 

the 72nd RSHA transport from France, which arrived at the 

Birkenau camp on May 1, 1944. This transport contained 

1,004 Jewish men, women and children. 865 Jews were mur-

dered in the gas chambers, probably including Yitzhak and 

Zvi Katzenelson.
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In the Spring of 1944, shortly after Katzenelson had 

completed his epic, Ruth Adler, a German Jew from Dresden 

who had a British Palestinian passport, received permission 

to leave the country in an exchange for German Prisoners 

of War. In the leather handle of her suitcase, she smuggled 

out one of the two copies out of the Vittel Camp and went to 

Israel.

The other copy was buried by Katzenelson with the help 

of fellow internee, Miriam Novitch – in three sealed glass 

bottles under a tree in the Vittel Camp. After the Camp’s lib-

eration Miriam Novitch, with the help of a laundress friend, 

retrieved the manuscript, as well as other writings by Kat-

zenelson.

His epic poem was first published in May 1945, barely a 

year after his death, and the Ghetto Fighters House in Israel 

is named after Yitzhak Katzenelson and its Museum has made 

extensive efforts to collect his manuscripts and to translate 

his works into English and other languages. Katzenelson’s 

Vittel Diary was published in English in 1964.
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TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE

   As I begin this Preface, which is the 77th anniversary 

of the beginning of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, that is April 

19, 1943, I want to be explicitly accurate about my relation to 

this great poem of Yitzhak Katzenelson’s hand.

Anecdotally, I had heard in my early “literary” adult-

years that there’d been a long Yiddish poem written about 

the Holocaust in which the poet had warned that if the Jews 

took up the gun, they’d become the people who had geno-

cided them. Katzenelson’s name was never mentioned with 

respect to that poem, nor was any poet by name.    

In 1980 in San Francisco I was shown a copy of it, only 

in Yiddish, by Michel Gurwitz. I mention Michel here because 

only a few days ago I learned from Bob Yarra, a mutual friend 

of both Michel and myself, that Michel had died only a cou-

ple of months ago in Harlem in New York and, according to 

another friend, one Micha Odenheimer in Israel, Michel was 

“a beat Jewish hero and descendant of the Baal Shem Tov, 

the founder of Hasidism,” who spent most of adult life wan-

dering from Lower East Side shelters, to sleeping on sub-

ways, panhandling when broke, and now and then visiting 

friends in other cities. 

Apparently as well, says Micha, Michel had made a 

translation of the Katzenelson book and, in his memorial 

piece about Michel, Micha (who always   called Michel Reb 

Mechel) even quotes a  couple of quatrains from the poem, 

saying that when he and Michel brought the translation to 

the Jewish Theological Seminary to see whether the peo-

ple there would be interested in publishing Michel Gurwitz’s 
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translation, they were told that someone else had submitted 

a translation that they were going to use.

And in fact Micha asks: Does anyone have it (Michel’s 

translation)? For it has not turned up after his death.

When I met Michel in 1980 I had just officially joined the 

Communist Labor Party in San Francisco, a small but very 

revolutionary Party and, as I was very much involved in writ-

ing poems in Russian to help “save” the Soviet Union, which 

was still the Cold War enemy of the United States, I did not 

know Yiddish at the time, though I thought the Katzenelson 

book a potentially interesting project.

I could not find any translation of it into English except 

at the Holocaust Library in San Francisco, which I visited in 

the ’90s. The translation was done by veterans of the Warsaw 

Ghetto Uprising in an edition published bilingually in Israel.

It was only in the new Millennium, when I wanted to 

translate the poems of Hirsch Glik, the young poet who wrote 

the Jewish partisan anthem,  Zog Nit Kaynmol, and who died 

at 23 in Auschwitz, that I learned to read literary Yiddish and, 

with Zachery Baker, we translated Glik’s Songs and Poems, 

which was published by CC. Marimbo of Berkeley in 2010.

With the Coronavirus pandemic that we are all still pret-

ty much encircled by, I decided to translate The Song of the 

Massacred Jewish People by Katzenelson.

The title is most always written as The Song of the Mur-

dered Jewish People, but Massacred is the more accurate 

definition of the Yiddish word oysgeharg’etn.

The Song is made up of 15 sections, each with 15 qua-

trains. I asked myself what the number 15 could have meant 

to Katzenelson. Was it some kabbalistic fascination of his? 

The Passover occurs on the 15th day of the Hebrew month 

of Nisan and Yitzhak knew the
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Hebrew language very well and, on that day, the He-

brews of the Bible began their exodus from Egypt. 

Or, perhaps it was that, of the names of women in the 

Bible, the name Miriam is just one of two names used 15 

times, and Miriam Novitch, (a woman friend in the concen-

tration camp in Vittel, France where Yitzhak wrote the 900 

line poem between October 1943 and January 1944), was the 

only person he told he’d buried the texts in bottles under a 

tree. After the war, Miriam recovered the texts, as well as the 

texts of a Diary and other writings he’d buried.

Katzenelson didn’t participate in the Warsaw Ghetto Up-

rising, which began on April 19, 1943, because he and his son 

Zvi, were hidden in an Aryan part of the city for three weeks 

after the revolt began. Then, and also because of his repu-

tation as a poet and writer (in Hebrew) of children’s books, 

false passports for him and his son, of Honduran citizenship, 

were obtained.

In 1943 there was a “privileged” concentration camp in 

Vittel where prisoners especially of Latin American countries 

would be exchanged for German prisoners  fallen to the Al-

lies, and be able to reach a free country.

In May, 1943, Yitzhak and his son Zvi, with a small group 

of “lucky ones” were sent to Vittel, where, as the war after 

Stalingrad turned greatly in favor of the Allied forces, in 

March 1944, Katzenelson and his Zvi were taken to a “tran-

sit” concentration camp in Drancy, near Paris, where shortly 

thereafter they were sent to the gas chambers at Auschwitz. 

Tragically and ironically.

In late April, 1944, after they were dead, the Nazis recog-

nized their South American passports as valid and the man-

dated British government of Palestine allowed their immi-

gration there.   
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Now it’s very important to me that you, the reader, 

understand that what you are about to read is not a literal 

translation of the texts by Katzenelson. A literal translation of 

this work would not only be impossible because to capture 

his brilliant poetic sibilance and rhythms in his Yiddish is be-

yond any linguist, but also this:

This long poem is a lament, a cry, a weeping, an out-

cry that, if literally translated with all the repeated “Lis-

ten to me!” or “O my people,” the text would result in an 

over-sentimentalized American version.

I’ve tried to stay firm with the structure of 15 Sections 

made up of 15 quatrains in each Section; that is, each Section 

has its own particular theme. I’ve sought to manifest that 

“line” of thoughtful feeling in each Section. At times it’s es-

sential for me to minimize expressions like. “Listen, listen!” 

to just one “Listen!”

Or to mute some of the text that moves in the direc-

tion of the sentimental. At times as well, in order to more-

dramatically manifest imagery and avoid Katzenelson’s re-

membrance of the actions in the Ghetto, which he did live 

through, I will shift the tense from Past to Present.

Especially in Sections 14 and 15, where Katzenelson, 

whose quatrains in most previous Sections follow an al-

most blank-verse 5-stress pattern, extends his lines to a 

more-than-alexandrine length (I think largely because, near 

the end of his work, he wants to include much more yet re-

main faithful to the form of 15 parts), it was necessary for me 

to hone in and, as in previous Sections, manifest the essen-

tial meaning of each quatrain.

One other translative matter is necessary to describe: 

throughout the poem the word Nazi is never used. This is 

extremely unusual given that this is a holocaustic work. The 
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closest are the initials SS, or the “They” (in which Nazis can 

be implied); otherwise one sees daytsh, meaning German. 

The danger is that this work, which expresses a hatred under-

standable at the time of the writing for all Germans, remains 

ethnically troubling, though he also expresses a hatred for 

most Gentiles, that is Poles who worked with the enemy and, 

most of all, for Jews who sold out to the Germans, becom-

ing cops for them, arresting and even killing other Jews. For 

them, his hatred is deepest.  

In all fairness, the Nazis killed thousands upon thou-

sands of Poles, Polish Communists or ordinary Catholics. In 

fact, one of the most unforgettably horrifying books I ever 

looked into was a book of photographs of Poles. Page after 

page were photos of huge chambers filled with the bones 

of Polish people. The Nazis, after murdering them, had their 

bodies sawn and so all one observed were bones and more 

bones. I witnessed this in a book 60 years ago in the library of 

Dartmouth College in Hanover, New Hampshire, where I was 

teaching.  

Doubtlessly or, let me say, in my opinion Katzenelson re-

fused the word Nazi because the Yiddish word for a Jew—in 

Germany and France before his commuting to Poland, Lith-

uania, Russia and other East European countries—is Ashke-

nazi (from the Hebrew Ashkanaz = German). And it was this 

rather ironic coincidence that I believe caused the linguistic 

omission. 

But when in the 14th quatrain of the 15th and final Sec-

tion of the poem, Yitzhak writes that “those warm heads of 

my Communists won’t quarrel anymore with my Bundists 

and both no longer will fight with my faithful Chalutzim…” 

we see clearly the political strife that was going on at the 

time among the Jews. 
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My thanks to Zachery Baker who was very helpful in 

bringing Section 2 to light; to Bob Yarra for his  providing 

Micah Odenheimer’s beautiful tribute to Michel Gurwitz, as 

well as Michel’s own essay of his life on the streets, written 

under a pseudonym.

Most importantly, my thanks to the Editrice La Giuntina 

in Firenze (Florence), Italy, which in 1995 published Katzenel-

son’s poem in (1) the original Yiddish, (2) a phonetic render-

ing of the Yiddish and, (3) a translation into Italian by Sigrid 

Sohn, with a poetic version by Daniel Vogelmann. That book 

has been profoundly instrumental for me in manifesting my 

translation.

   It is not very well known but Italy, more than the United 

States or Great Britain, has been welcoming  to Hebrew, 

Aramaic and now Yiddish literature. The Spanish Kabbalist 

poet and mystic, Abraham Abulafia, wrote 29 of his books 

in Messina, Sicily, and the translations of them into English 

and Italian, as well as of other Kabbalists, are available only 

in a book-selling site in a small city near Trieste, the town 

of Monfalcone. Without knowing that, I visited Monfalcone 

a decade ago to embrace my beloved compagna, Yolanda 

Bodi, who had returned there from the Caffe Trieste in San 

Francisco, where she’d been the “Mama” to all for a gener-

ation, and where she died, revered by thousands. I’ve often 

thought that perhaps the co-incidence is not so co-incidental.      

     

                                                              J.A.H.





for the soul of my Hanna
and the soul of my brother Berl

who were massacred with their families
and do not have graves



20



21

1  SING!

1.

Sing! Take your curved and light harp in hand 
and throw your fingers at its subtle strings.
Heartsick, sorrowful, sing the last song, 
of the last Jews on European earth.

2. 

But how can I sing, even open my mouth, as I’m 
so very much alone? My wife and two children…What a 
horror! I’m shuddering…and I’m hearing weeping, 
weeping everywhere.

3.

“Sing, sing! Lift up your broken and tormented voice and 
seek Him, seek Him above, if still there, sing for 
and to Him the ultimate song of the last Jews who 
lived, died, unburied and nothing more.”

4.

But how can I? How can I lift my head? They took my 
wife, sons Benzion and little Yomele. No more with me 
yet they’ll never leave, o dark shadows of my brightest ones, 
shadows cold and blind.

5.

“Sing, sing for the last time, throw back your head, fix 
your eyes on Him and sing them for the last time, sound 
your harp for Him: there are no more Jews! 
They’ve exterminated all of them!”
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6.

But how can I sing? How fix my eyes on Him? 
A congealed tear’s established itself in my eye…
it struggles, it tears itself out yet it can’t fall…
God, my God!

7.

“Sing, sing! Raise your gaze to the heavens
as if there were a God for us up there who’s
making a sign as though a great joy awaited us.
Sit amid the ruins of your massacred and sing!”

8.

But how can I in a world so empty for me now?
How sound with these miserable hands? 
Where are my dead ones? I look for them, in dung-heaps, 
in every pile of ashes. O, tell me where you are.

9.

Shout from every strip of land, under every stone, 
shout from the dust, from the flames and smoke---
it’s your blood, your lymph, your bone-marrow,
it’s your flesh, your life! Shout it out stronger!

10.

Cry from the guts of forest beasts, from the fish, 
that they’ve devoured you. From the ovens, shout,
 little and big ones, let me hear your cries, 
your  sobs crying out, murdered Jewish people.

11.

Don’t invoke the heavens: it doesn’t hear you. Nor
does earth, this pile of shit. Or invoke the sun or beg for a lamp. 
Oh, my people, you’ve been the most radiant light 
of the sun in the world for me!  
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12.

Rise up, my people. Stretch your arms out of pits so deep, 
where layer upon layer are covered in quicklime 
and burnt-out. Rise up from the final, 
the deepest of all the layers.

13.

Come, all of you, from Treblinka, Sobibor, Belzec, 
Auschwitz, Ponary and the other camps, with eyes wide-open
and a cries of terror muted. Come from marshes, 
mud-smothered, putrefied in moss.  

14.

Come, you desiccated, smashed and broken-into-
pieces, in a circle around me forming a huge ring:
grandpas, grandmas, fathers, mothers with babies
at necks. Come, Jew-bones dust become ashes.

15.

Rise, show yourselves to me. Come all, come on,
I want to see you, want to look at you, want to contemplate
in silence my murdered people. And I’ll sing! Yes. 
Give me the harp. Look, I’m playing!
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2  I’m Playing

1. 

I’m playing, I’ve sat myself down on the ground  
and have played and sadly sung: o my people!
Millions of Jews stood around me and heard,
murdered millions forming a huge crowd, listening!

2.

A huge crowd, a giant multitude! Ezekiel’s valley full of 
bones could fit in a corner and the same Ezekiel 
wouldn’t speak to the massacred of hope but was, 
like me, wringing his hands.

3.

Like me, helplessly casting down a heavy head and 
gazing in frustration at the vast grey sky and its emptiness, 
he would have thrown his head down, even lower,
 like a stone, a poor pebble.

4.

Ezekiel, Jew of the Babylonian valley, you’ve seen
the desiccated bones of your people and felt as lost and 
confused as a marionette, by God, by your God, you’ve 
been driven into this valley.

5.

And when you were asked, “Hasikhyeno? 
(Will these bones recover their lives?)” you didn’t know
 how to respond. What, what can I say? That not
a single bone remains of my massacred people!?
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6.

There’s nothing left to put skin and flesh on, not a
thing in which  to breathe a new spirit. 
Look, an entire massacred, dead people
 is fixing on us with eyes glazed over.

7.

See, millions of heads and hands reaching to
contact us! Look at those lips. Is it prayer affixed 
to them or howl? Go on, try touching them. 
Nothing. I’ve invented a Jewish people! Imagined them.

8.

They’re no more! And they won’t be returning to 
this earth! I’ve invented them, sat down and invented them
Only their sufferings which you see, the pains
in being murdered is real, immense. 

9.

Look, look, they’re all around me, a giant crowd
and all of them a shudder going through me.
They look  sadly with Benzion’s and Yomele’s sad eyes, 
and all with the desolate eyes of my wife.

10.

With the big blue eyes of my brother Berl, yes.
How come they have his look? It’s him! He alone!
He’s looking for his kids not knowing they’re among 
those millions, and I won’t tell him, no.

11.

My Hanna was taken with our two sons! My 
Hanna knew: they were all three together, but
she didn’t know where Zvi is, nor where I am,
or of my misfortune, not knowing I’m alive.
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12.

She lifts her eyes to me vacantly like all my people
and as if she didn’t see me. Come, silent ones, 
so eloquent ones, come, Hanna, come look at me,
listen and recognize me!

13.

Listen, Benzion, my little gaon*, you can fathom 
the last lament of the very last Jew, and Yomele,
you, my light and consolation, where’s your smile, 
Yom? O, not smiling…not smiling…

14.

I’m afraid of that, Yomele, as others ought to be afraid 
of my smile. Listen to my song. I’ve thrown my hand 
like a heart at my harp  and it may hurt us even more,
with both pain and anguish!

15.

Ezekiel, him? No. Jeremiah? No. I’ve no need of 
them. I’ve called out to them, Help me. But I’m 
not waiting for them with my last song, they in 
their prophecies and I in my huge suffering.
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3  O My Pains!

1.

Pains! O my pains… Blessed, you blessed Jews! 
So blissfully secure in your ignorance on the other side 
of the ocean. Ah, if my pains were able to speak,
they’d poison your life, darken your world.

2.

Torments, you’re evermore a depth arisen in me. 
What are you drilling for? Do you want to enter me
or go out of me? Don’t struggle so, pains. Grow,
grow in silence in me, you’re so very ruthless.

3.

You’re gnawing at me, eyes closed, mouth open
like worms in a tomb…oh torments, oh sorrows!
Calm down and rest in me with my dead ones,
in my broken heart, like worms in the earth.

4.

Ani hagvar I’m the man who was present, saw
how they flung my kids, my women, young and 
old, into wagons like stones, pieces of wood
pitilessly beaten and covered with insults.

5.

I’ve looked out the window, seen the batterers, 
O God, observed them and their blows and wring
my hands in shame, in shame and ignominy:
they’ve even used Jews to murder other Jews!
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6.

Converts and quasi apostates with shining boots,
wearing caps with stars of David like swastikas
and with a strange, coarse, rotten lingo pulled
us from our houses, threw us down the steps.

7.

They broke through the doors, violently burst into boarded-up 
Jewish houses, found us, beat us,
pushed us, young and old, toward the wagons,
spit in God’s face, profaned the light of day.

8.

Took us from under beds, in closets, cursing:
“The wagon’s waiting. Up you go, to hell, to the 
station*, to death.” Dragged us to the street while
searching for a last dress, kasha, bit of bread.

9.

Look in the street and you’ll go crazy! The street’s
dead or rather it resonates with cries and shouts.
The street’s empty up and down but for wagons full of Jews,
 in each one a long lament and outcry. 

10.

Wagons full of Jews wringing their hands, tearing at their hair, 
some silent ones’ shouts are even louder. 
They look ‘round. Is it a nightmare they’re in? 
Jewish cops with boots and caps—poor me!

11.

The German stands off to the side as if laughing to 
himself; he observes but doesn’t intervene. Poor 
me,— the German’s made Jews kill my Jews. 
Look at the wagons, the shame, the agony!
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12.

From my window I’ve seen the wagons full, 
heard cries of grief rising skyward, silent, muted moans. 
O wagons of sorrow full of the living en route to death. 
Horses are moving, wheels turning.

13.

O stupid horses, why hang your heads so sadly?
Why, wheels, do you turn so slowly sad? Maybe
you know where you’re carrying the noble daughters 
of my people, my brilliant sons?

14.

Ah, if you knew, you’d savagely neigh, rear up and
like wringing hands, your legs both front and back
would buckle like legs in despair before all the world 
and you wheels would stop turning ‘round.

15.

But they don’t know. They move on, turning from 
Nowolipki Street to Zamenhofa Street going to the station 
where the train’s waiting to take us away,
return empty tomorrow. My blood’s freezing up!
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4	 They See The Railroad Cars
	 Have Already Returned

1.

Horror and fear assail me, suffocating me—the 
railroad cars have already returned that left only
last evening and now are back ready for another
Umschlag; you see with mouth agape in horror.

2.

They’re still hungry. Nothing satisfies them. 
They’re waiting for Jews! When will they be brought?
 Famished, as if they’d hadn’t already
devoured Jews; but more, they’re wanting more.

3.

Not just more, they’re waiting to be served an 
humungous quantity of us! Here they’re going  
down into! Old folk, young kids, the youngest fresh
grapes of an older life, old Jews like vintage wine.

4.

We want more, many more, the train-cars shout
like cold, ruthless criminals: More. They’ve never
enough! They’re waiting at the Umschlag station; 
cars of the train waiting, waiting for us.

5.

Other Jews have filled the cars suffocatingly, 
dead Jews imbedded with the stupefied living, 
dead on their feet, not able to fall in that crowd, 
dead ones impossible to distinguish from the living. 
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6.

The head of a dead man shakes as if it were alive
and could filter the living sweat of the dead man.
A child begs his dead mother, “Water/a drop water”
with tiny fists beats her head, “I’m thirsty, momma.”

7.

Another kid’s in the arms of his dead father, yes,
kids, even if weak and prostrate, are resisting. The
father, even if adult, can’t do anything. The kid, 
not knowing, is imploring, “Daddy, let’s go from here.”

8.

And on the train, in one of the corners of a car,
something’s happening. Anyone know what?
Everyone’s smiling and making suppositions:
someone’s jumped….Listen, listen, a shot!

9.

Someone’s jumped, and all are smiling, laughing 
in silence. Oh dear Jews, my holy Jews, why are
you happy? Listen: the Ukrainian’s firing from the roof. 
But look. Someone’s out. Someone’s free!

10.

Did he catch a bullet? Would that all would and
no one be saved. Better to die here among trees
than…Where? Where are they taking us? Who’ll
recite Viddui*?  Repeat it, it’ll make you shudder.

11.

Empty cars! You were full, now empty again. 
What’s been done to the Jews? Where have they
finished? 10 thousand were loaded, now you’re here again.
Tell me, train, where you’ve been?
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12.

You return from the other world. I know it’s not far
away. Just yesterday you left packed and today you’re back. 
Why the rush? Do you have so little
time? Soon you’ll be old like me, worn-out, grey.

13.

Just looking, seeing, feeling all this—Gewald!*
What can you do, even if made of iron or wood!
O iron, cold iron, prostrate yourself deep in earth.
O wood, one day you’ll be a tree, lofty and proud.

14.

And now? Now you’re train-cars and watching, 
Mute witnesses of such a burden, such a pain.
In silence you’ve observed everything. Oh tell me
where you’re going to carry the Jews to death?

15.

It’s not your fault. They loaded and told you, Go!
They made you leave full and come back empty.
You who return from the other world, tell me, 
I beg you, wheels, talk to me and see me weeping.
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5  	 The Jewish Council On 
	 The Question Of The 
	 Ten Thousand

1. 

Speak, train-cars, you that were funeral-present, 
o coffins, you that’ve accompanied the living on their final road, and 
you dead that’ve led the living to their tombs…
But the coffins respond: Don’t ask.

2.

Tell, though I don’t know more of you, I know how it all began, 
I’ve seen the Jewish Council sign
the sentences; they were ordered and obeyed—
6,000 a day! I know the beginning, you the end.

3.

Speak! I know the beginning isn’t all. I’d like you to tell me the end…
Or would my weeping disturb?
Speak to me of the end. I’ll listen and weep in
silence, a beaten stone tears are gushing from.

4.

Speak, because I won’t, I’ll tell it to myself alone
and weep alone. O cry, eyes, over what you’ve
seen; O mute cars, tell me how it was, in the end,
that 6,000 Jews a day turned into 10,000? 

5.

Didn’t you carry off 6,00 the other yesterday? And
then wanted still more? 10,000 and not one less! 
And not a single hair from them would be left and,
next morning, from the first 6,000—what increase!
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6.

How the beasts entered the Community house of
 “old Jews” and told its Leader, Czerniakow: 
“6,000 isn’t enough. We don’t want just 6,000
Jews. We want 10,000.” A firm, dry, violent order.

7.

“And from this day of proclamation-made-public,
tomorrow 10,000 Jews will be chosen.”
 The  Leader turned pale at his green table
 Will you  sign it? For 10,000 Jews instead of 6,000?

8.

Czerniakow, engineer Czerniakow, Adam, listen,
will you obey? Give 10,000? That’s really much
more. Listen, Adam. Why are you sending your
secretary outside. Ah, you’re crying, weeping.

9.

Why weep? After all, you’re a brave man. 
Told us you don’t feel so Jewish. Is that why ten 
when six you agreed to? You’re a bit angry; 
who with? Ah, yourself. Rushing before the Council’s arrived.

10.

You’re an almost Jew, Adam. Want to poison your
self? Suicide? A Jew kills himself but asks for 
a greater power. Drinking? Washing yourself clean? 
On living baptism eve, your dying’s more coherent.

11.

So who’s served? Certainly not you. Councilmen’ll
announce it. Will it touch them? It’s just a formality.
They want 10,000. The same doubts you had, 
poor Adam, with 6,000. Soon they’ll torment you.
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12.

Adam, shh, he’s dead, sitting in his seat, waiting,
eyes closed, head bent at the head of the table.
Councilmen are knocking at the door. Why’s the
Leader locked in? No crisis is due. Knock-knock.

13.

They think someone said, “Come in!” but if it was just imagined? 
Yes, he’s sitting dead in his seat.
Dear Leader, perhaps you didn’t call us? And the
Council? We’re here. We’ve all come. All together.

14.

Now what to do? Telephone? No, they’ll be furious. 
Capable of…Say nothing, let’s pretend he’s alive. 
And then? We’ll hold Council.10,000, yes 10,000. 
Mute, pallid Councilmen sitting around the table.

15.
Leader at the head, and then all Councilmen, 
with straight hair and blood frozen in their veins. 
One says a word, tongues tremble in mouths, 
leaves in the wind. All listen. Adam presides as if alive.
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6   The First

1.  

So it went on: ten a day, 10,000 Jews a day.
But that didn’t last long. Soon it was 15,000 they
wanted from Warsaw, city of Jews, the closed-off,
walled city dissolving before my eyes like snow.

2.

Warsaw! Full of Jews like in a Yom Kippur shul*,
like in an open market, who davend* and dealt, 
so sad and so happy, who looked for bread and
looked for God. Walled city full only of the Jews.

3.

Now you’re deserted! You’ve become empty! 
You’re a cemetery more desolate than necropolis.
Your streets dead but even empty of corpses,
your houses open but no one goes in or out.

4.

The first annihilated are the children, the orphans,
the best, most beautiful in this dark earth for us.
Those little orphans would be our consolation;
from their sad, mute forms would come daylight!
 
5.

Yes, at the end of winter ’42 I was in an orphanage
where so many kids had arrived. I was hidden in a 
corner but watched a girl-child about 2, thin, pale, 
with big sad eyes, in the lap of the maestra.
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6.

I watched that girl, who looked like a grandmother
a hundred years old, so serious and in such pain,
her own grandmother never could have imagined.
Then I wept. Sorrow will pass. Sadness remain.

7.

Sadness remains, penetrates life, leaves a deep trace. 
Jewish sadness is reflected, wakens, opens eyes like
the Torah for the world, a prophecy. Don’t cry. 
80 million assassins for one girl’s sadness. 

8.

Don’t cry. In that place I’ve seen a 5 year-old girl
dip a little piece of dry bread into a watery jam
and cleverly insert it into the mouth of her little
brother in tears. I’ve had the good fortune.

9.

of seeing that little momma nourish her kid and
hear her words. My extraordinary mother wasn’t
so brave. Smiling, she wipes a tear, her words fill fi
him with a joy not even Sholem Aleichem could.

10.

I’ve seen the vast desolation of the orphanage, 
went into another room and the cold was awful.
A tin stove sent a bit of light to a group of the
half-naked kids bunched around the hot coals.
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11.

They tried to keep their little feet, frozen hands 
and shoulders warm. And a pale boy with black
eyes told a story. No, not a story. A blazing rage.
Isaiah, not even you could catch fire so eloquently.

12.

He spoke Yiddish mixed with Hebrew and Aramaic
but not only them. Listen and look at those Jewish eyes 
front-up and how their heads rise. Isaiah, 
you weren’t so small nor so grand, good, true, faithful.

13.

And it wasn’t just that boy who spoke in the shelter
but the sisters and brothers who heard him open-mouthed. 
O nations, oh old and new European 
cities, the world’s never seen the likes of this!

14.

They were the first to die, those Jewish kids, poor
orphans gnawed by the cold, hunger and lice, so
many holy messiahs sanctified by suffering. But 
why are they the first to pay evil the highest price?

15.

The first carried to death, first to enter the train,
thrown in there like little piles of shit, and then away 
to be exterminated without a trace. 
Of the grandest good, nothing remains. O poor, poor me!
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7   Too Late

1.

Veyismir, I knew it and so did my neighbors; 
all Jews, big and small, old and young, knew it too,
and not a word from our lips. Shh. We looked at
ourselves, then hid the truth, buried it in our heart.

2.

Yet even before we’d been shut up in ghettoes,
before Chelmo, Belzec and Ponary, before our end, 
before war broke out I remember meeting a
friend on the street, our handshake more intense.

3.

Our lips didn’t move. No words. Eyes full of fright.
Looks up above can reveal what’s frightening.
Hands, mute hands can fearlessly speak out loud:
tekl tekl* like invisible words written on a wall.

4.

Oh, not just us! The walls in every house, stones
on every street knew it like we do. Who told them?
Not for nothing have the sinister, mute, pale walls
and taciturn, desperate stones been watching us.

5.

All knew it: fish in the waters, birds on rooftops.
And the Gentiles around us, who’ll exterminate us
all without reason.There’s nothing to do. By now
it’s decided to annihilate all Jews, little and big.
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6.

From the time murderous Hitler’s war broke out, 
and his barbarous order to enter Poland was given
Jews have left their cities and villages. Not a baby
in a cradle’s remained. No one forever living there.

7.

All fleeing, whereto? Don’t ask anyone on the run.
Or why. Lucky you who don’t know! Don’t ask!
And don’t give anyone advice. Don’t talk to anyone
but stay in your warm house, leave us on our way.

8.

They bust into Jewish homes to do their dirty work.
Better you don’t see or hear them kill, even worse drag away,
but look! on crowded narrow streets a diving 
Messerschmitt’s firing at ducking heads.

9.

Say nothing to anyone, not neighbor or parent who
desperately beg you with slave-eyes, asking pity.
What to do? Even if you were God, say nothing,
nothing. Everything that can be said isn’t good.  

10.

All roads, streets and highways are broken under
the weight of the Jews. Without shoulder-bags or
bundles in hand, running in terror shouting with 
one hope: if they could only enter another country!
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11.

Too late! Yet yesterday one could take bus, train
or sleeper, reach the frontier. Now’s too late. What
can one do? Feet and hands are broken. Too late!
By now all ways out are blocked. all ports closed.

12.

On radio a German says in Polish: “We’re arriving!
No one need be afraid of us, no one! We don’t 
intend to do any evil to the tranquil civil population
but Jews (he add shrieking) should be afraid.”

13.

It was the Wednesday of horror at 2 a.m when the
desperate Jews were thrown to streets of Poland.
O Lord, it’s safer, freer if one goes to war, or more 
sensible to take one’s life on this miserable earth.

14.

They ran to Bedzin, Czestochowa, Kalisher, Lodz, from there to 
Warsaw, but even there Jews were
abandoning their homes and a desolate freezing
cold welcomed them with terror on every corner.

15.

All the Jews, anti-zionists, Bundists, the Pious and Orthodox, 
the Zionists, those who pass judgment, 
the lumpen all suddenly awake.The wound grown.
Let’s to Israel and save ourselves. But it’s too late.
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8.  A Destroyed, Broken Home 
 

1.

Too late, all roads closed, streets blocked, borders
barred. Earth’s closed to us, down here as the sky
above. Driven by deep angst we went to Lublin, other places. 
Death preceded: blood, fire, smoke.

2.

We ran without aim, ah, with those fortunate to have one, 
arriving with feet swollen, bleeding,
Looking ‘round, desperately wanting to go back,
Back home. Yes, return, whatever happens will!

3.

So we went back. O that sad road back, O God!
The same hell, desolation, shudders, dangers,
but we’re home! If one must die, better in one’s
own city, street, room, bed, at home! In sorrow.

4.

One poor guy arrived back. But a second—no…
All on the way back home had a brutal finish!
A guy killed in the street and hanged is a Jew!
Jews return to no home, both day and night.

5.

One can’t be seen, neither in house or on street.
A German yesterday a Pole today a turncoat’s
looking for you. “You’re here? Didn’t flee?
 Thought you’d be saved?” said a friend met in an alley.
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6.

They burned the shuls, Tora scrolls, tortured rabbisto death. 
Were you already in the shul? The Holy Ark, the east wall. 
Where’s Rav Yossele? Running around the bima, 
a German after him with a whip.

7.

The Rav’s old, small, hunchbacked, lame, with a hernia, 
not pretty. Bent in two, he’s falling. Each whiplash on back, 
the German panting. O Rebbe, lift your luminous face, 
shame them. No…hide!

8.

From your holy face such a light radiates, Rebbe.
It mustn’t fall on them. May a profane splendor of sun, 
corrupt blue of sky fall on those wicked faces. 
O Rav, more beautiful than sun, honest than sky.

9.

Stop, Rebbe, stop. The furious German’s ordering
you to stop and open your mouth wide; shames* is
going to spit in it. The rabbi opens it. The shames
bursts out crying: ”But how can I do this horror?”

10.

“Come on, spit in my mouth, don’t be foolish.” The shames
 throws himself at the official’s feet: “How can I spit? 
He’s our rabbi, he’s Yossele.” The Rav shouts, “Spit, don’t you see 
he’ll kill you?” The shames pretends spitting. Nazi whacks him hard.
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11.

“Look and learn, dirty Jew, see how one spits.”
The German spits in the rabbi’s mouth. “Gulp
It down!” The Rav swallows. The German turns
to the shames, points to the rabbi, “Obey him!”

12.

The German shoots the shames in the foot. “Both
outside now.” Limping shames leads old rabbi who can 
only run around the bima. Leads him slowly under lashes. 
Whack! Their cup’s not yet full.

13.

Not yet full before rabbi and shames are home. 
Look, smoke going skyward, flames in it, what’s burning? 
The shul!, Benches! Holy Ark! Torah scrolls! 
The rabbi looks back. Their cup’s full now.

14.

“Tell me, you whom terror made flee, why return?
Why not remain suffering in a foreign country? 
You’d not have seen your house in such pain,
sorrow, so bloody, tortured to death, shame-filled.

15.

Oh tell me why, why?” A light smile on the face—
frozen like stone— of the one who returned to this
mute, sad show, appears. Quiet for a moment, he says, 
“I come from a destroyed, broken home.”  
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9  To The Heavens

1.

So it’d happen, soon happen. Heavens, why, why
do we have to be so humiliated on this earth?
This deaf and dumb earth’s shut its eyes, 
but you on high’ve seen it all and not collapsed in shame.

2.

No cloud’s covered your vile blue, sham splendor; 
the sun, red as a ferocious executioner, has kept to its course;
the moon, an old whore sinner’s on her stroll, 
and stars wink luridly like mice eyes.

3.

Enough! I don’t want to look at you, see more you,
oh sham cheating heavens supposed to be high;
once I believed in you, confided pains, joys, tears, smiles. 
You’re no better than this pile of shit earth.

4.

I praised, exalted you in all my songs, loved you as a woman. 
But that’s all gone, dissolved like foam.
From infancy your blazing sun resembled my yearnings. 
“Now hope, dream have vanished.” 

5.

Enough! Enough playing games with my people, 
my stock. You’ve always, with our fathers and our
prophets who lifted eyes to you, lit by your flame. 
Always faithful, consumed by nostalgia for you.
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6.

They invoked you from the first “Hear, O heavens!”
And only afterward, earth. Thus Moses, Isaiah, my
Isaiah: “Hear”, and “Astound!” cried Jeremiah.
To whom if not to you? Yet now you’re like earth.

7.

You don’t know or recognize us, why? Are we so
changed? Not the same, and even better? Not me! 
I don’t want to compare myself with the prophets;
with the millions of massacred Jews,— them, yes!

8.

They’re better, more tested, purified by their exile.
Who’s a past great Jew next to a simple one from Poland,
Lithuania? In every Jew, Jeremiah shouts, Job’s desperate, 
a king’s sad with a Qohelet-song.

9.

You don’t know or recognize us as if we’re masked
yet we’re the Jews of always, sinning against our
selves, wanting to save the world. How can you
remain so lovely while they’re murdering us?

10.

Like Saul, my king, I’m going into my pain to find 
that dark desperate street in En Dor, 
call all my prophets from their tombs: look to their heavens
 and spit in their faces with a “Damn you, devil!”
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11.

You watched when children by sea, train, on foot, 
by day and night were taken to death. Millions of kids, 
mothers, fathers held out hands to you prior to being murdered. 
Nothing made you tremble.

12.

You’ve seen little Yomele’s unique joy, Benzion’s studiousness, 
for all creation. And Hanna who  had them to consecrate 
God at home. But you just watched. 
No, there isn’t a God in you, heavens.

13.

No God in you! Open your doors, heavens, wide-open. 
Let the kids of my murdered people in. 
For the great ascension: all my crucified people can arrive. 
Every murdered child can be a God.

14.

O heavens empty as a desert I’ve lost in you my one God, 
and their Three,—the Jewish God, His Spirit and the Jew they 
hanged— isn’t enough: they wanted us all in heavens. 
O wicked idolatry!

15.

Congrats, heavens. You were poor, now rich.  Luck’s yours!  
An entire population!  Congrats, heavens. 
Down here with the Germans festing up there with you. 
Fire going upndown downandup. 
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10.  The Beginning Of The End

1.

The beginning, the very first day and next morning
again. And again. Morning begins it for everyone.
In so little time the sorrow’s renewed. Hear it break
in: fear, terror. Death’s with us, a faithful shadow.

2.

Every day before Jewish eyes something’s going 
on, “something” like being shot and falling. Or a
car-door opening, a Jew’s pushed inside, carried
away. Better to be killed in the street by a bullet.

3.

From the first day I didn’t sleep in my own house;
I went by night with my wife to my friends. In the
dark an official barred the street, fixed on me then
went on. Ten steps later, a shot. He killed another.

4.

Us! Us! They wanna kills us, Hanele, you and me.
They’re looking for Jews, aren’t sure about us. Did
you see how that pig looked at us?  And a better
revealed Jew’s fallen into that pig’s hands.
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5.

Hanna, he’s killed us all in that terrible moment—
me, you, our kids, all Jews in a Gentile country; he
weighs us with a furtive look, acts and destroys.
On a far-off street your cold hand squeezes mine.

6.

Our hands cold, Hanna; he’s killed us. Go home
and tell the kids nothing about being stopped by
a German who’d killed us, them, all my people. 
Be mum, Hanna. Hanele, why look so afraid?

7.

Tomorrow morning early I’ll be with you all again;
I’ll wait awhile, then ring the bell, you’ll hear it and
leave the bed, put something on and open to me.
Carry my little ones, so alive, young and beautiful.

8.

Look, Yomele’s woken with a smile, Benzion’s put his hand 
under the pillow where he left a book before sleeping. 
He’s found the page, exact point. 
Why, Hanele, children, have they annihilated us?

9.

Hanele, I’m with you all night, won’t let you alone.
Who cares the dead are on guard? 
We’re already past the worst, have already been assassinated.
That German’s look! Our skin no longer shudders.
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10.

He’s the demon, prince of the underworld: all filth,
all dirt! Bloodthirsty incarnations of evil and unjust
hatred for the powerless, good and defenseless
before the cold-eyed German on Via Gdanske.

11.

It’s Hitler, Himmler, Alfred Rosenberg—No! All the
Germans, the wickedest, basest people stood in
front of us. If I killed them all in an instant maybe 
I’d have saved my people and you and our kids.

12.

They’ve woken. Say nothing. Do what? Pull out the 
mother-of-pearl buttons and blue bows from three aprons. 
Keep sewing bundles of shame for
us. But why, little Yom, do you lower your head?

13.

Yom doesn’t know they want to murder us, that all the German 
people aren’t worth one tear of a desperate Jewish child. 
A shiver goes through me. We see miseries. 
You, kids, are the blessed blind.

14.

Hanele, you’re strong but I don’t know whether 
you want to stay here alone? With the kids? 
You say: “Go quick, go to Warsaw.” I don’t want to but I’m gone. 
Had to. Dry-eyed. Sobs in my throat.



80



81

15.

In less than two months you and the kids have fled to me 
in Warsaw, with me see the beginning of the end. 
Now you, Benzion, Yom are no more. 
I’m only with Zvi watching the end of everything in flames.
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11   Remember?

1.

I love to call you by name, pronouncing Hanele, to 
turn to you now they’re taking you away with my 
people. You gift me your radiant eyes, your sad,
gentle smile. I love calling you in sad loneliness.  

2.

Remember? I love asking you to come, Hanele,
come here, lean your sweet head of dark hair on
my shoulder, hold me in your arms, enliven me,
don’t rest or the eternal wound will be forgotten.

3.

Sit with me, I want you so much. Listen, love. Do
you hear me? In my great tragedy you make me
happy. I fecondate you before the world. Carry the
fruit of our accusation like a child in your lap.

4.

Remember the most cruel,  horrible, inhuman thing on earth? 
I know you remember, I’ll carry it with you to eternity. 
You and my sons always will remember the murder of our people. 
As will I.
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5.

I’ve relied on you, more than myself, as if I were your medium, 
obeying secret orders to exhaust desire.
Grave tasks I’ve done in joy and trembles, 
loving my people, singing them in hope and fear.

6.

Remember the house on Twarda Street in Little
Ghetto, that orphanage? Those 50 kids? It was for
them you wrote “The Street Calls Me!” Remember
them reciting it? Their hearts and souls reciting.    

7.

Remember what they told us, and even they were
taken away, together with friend Dombrowski and
wife, two brave teachers. I ran to the bridge over
Chlodna Streets. Dogs, cats running. A sun shone.

8.

But no human did I see in the Little Ghetto, 
only ashadow, a sack on its back, that said to my quick-pace, 
“Go, go, it’s over.” Ayzn Street, and Gzibow, 
Krochmalne, Walizow and Twarda—all finished.
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9.

I entered 7  Twarda Street, flew arrow-like over the stairs 
up to the 2nd floor. The door was open! 
I wanted to go inside but couldn’t. 
Couldn’t cross the threshold, didn’t succeed in even moving.

10.

I hear downstairs. On the steps? A rotten thief or, even worse, 
a German? I go along the corridor, doors open right and left;
 the sun’s crazy beams blind, dazzle, disorient me.
Bewilderment’s got me.

11.

Coats in their place in the corridor. I touch one, 
it’s Abbale’s, who played the ragman in the play
who enters the courtyard and shouts: “Come on, folks, 
clothes and rags in the sack. I’ll buy all.”

12.

And this one’s Arek’s, supporting actor who played
foil when the kids wanted to sit in the street and
lied to the music master with “my mother’s sick” to
play in the courtyard only to learn she really was. 
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13.

And this new coat’s Pinchasel’s, son of the poet
Hershele, who died of hunger, left a little orphan who plays 
the part of a hungry boy who robs some bread, eats it, 
blood running down, sobs in throat.

14.

I enter the living room, in horror flee to the rectory 
where David and Dombrowski, the teachers aren’t there,
nor is she, nor Korezak and Wilczynska who play orphans’ parents…
For land, a pile of leaves.

15.

I look in that pile. O throw all my works in the fire if
I could save just one of those 50 orphans. 
Hanele, remember? Instead, I bring home the 2nd Act of 
“I Sit in the Street”.  A trunk without head or legs. 
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   12  Mila Street

1.

There’s a street in Warsaw, Mila Street, 
oh you tore the hearts from our chests and put stones,
eyes from our heads and left skulls, so we see 
and know nothing, cover our ears, stay deaf.

2. 

There’s a Warsaw street, Mila Street, weeping in silence. 
No, not me! Mila Street’s beyond tears. No Jew’s weeping. 
Had Gentiles seen the scene they’d burst our crying. 
None were in the Ghetto.

3.

Only Jews and Germans. Jews without end. They
massacred 350,000 Jews of Warsaw, shot the old
ones in the cemetery, shipped the others off to
Treblinka, and still Mila Street’s full of train-cars.

4.

How come? Aren’t they all murdered, hanged or
shot already? Only the Jews in the shops* on that
bit of Nowolopie and Lesz Streets, the lucky ones.
Who got into shops. The last Jews. Yes, the rest!
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5.

The shops Jews and those of Gesia Street and the Kehile, 
stains on chests, brooms in hand, who each morning 
left the Ghetto singing. And those in hiding.
 There are still some I wasn’t aware of…

6.

If only it weren’t, that they’d never have come into the world 
but, seeing that they are, better they’re dead before seeing 
Mila Street. Listen, all, better God doesn’t exist,
 even if evil’s done without Him.

7.

If He did it for us, it’d be even worse. God and Mila
Street, what a pair! O pull out your kids hidden in
valises and smash them against the wall. Pull hair. 
There is a God!  What injustice, hoax and shame.

8.

At dawn, before another evil, unjust day’s arisen,
those known to be in cellars, attics, other refuges:
“All Jews by 10 o’clock on Mila Street. Carry one valise.
 If you stay hid you’ll be killed on the spot.”

9.

At dawn, they start flowing up from cellars, down
from attics, the sick from beds as though they were healthy! 
You wouldn’t help them to walk by
supporting them, or help them up if they fall.
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10.

We all go onto Mila and in an hour there’s not a Jew alive 
on Dzielna and Pawia Streets. Warsaw 
will look like all the big Jewish cities and villages in
Poland, Lithuania where Germans have arrived.

11.

In less than an hour the sun went out over Warsaw
but came with us last 100,000 Jews of Mila Street.
No, not the sun. A terror from the sky went with us,
big terror the pale faces of that mass of us reflect.

12.

Terror! Mila Street’s full of it, as of Jews. 
We don’t even belong to earth anymore.
 I see friends and acquaintances. I forget their names. 
This one, that.  They’re like dead. Who’s this woman and infant?

13.

I hid in the house lying down with my son all day and night. 
At dawn I snuck into a line at the shop.
In lines of 5, ready to be selected to be killed now
or later. I passed before them, head held high.
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14.

I saw them tear a sack from the back of a Jew 
and the sack was a child, a Jewish child! Infuriating the cop. 
The father yells at the child: Point out your father. 
The kid looks, doesn’t weep or betray him.

15.

Two kids. The German yanks a second “innocent”
Jew out of the line with a “You!” And puts both with
those condemned to death. What fun! I’ve seen — 
don’t ask how or what’s happening on Mila Street.
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13   With The Chalutzim

1.

O don’t ask. More than 100,000 Jews with sacks,
bundles, shopping baskets; in the bundles a shirt, a towel, 
a piece of bread mixed with a child pale as linen 
shriveled like stale bread, moldy as walls.

2.

There was no escape, they discovered everyone 
in deepest cellars, on ceilings, in cupboards and
rubbish everywhere on Mila Street. They killed us
or carried us off to death through deserted streets.

3.

A few of us return to shops on Nowolipie and on
Lesz. I turn the spool-wheel, my son mute before  
the machine. Shops, despicable corners of an impure altar, 
20,00 Jews are still clinging to you.
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4.

We live in dumpsters, it’s warmer in the street than
in foreign houses, which are freezing cold, cook a poor soup; 
we eat from others’ plates. Not even shirts are ours. 
Sleep on cold, hard, strange beds. 

5.

Often, I risk going through the deserted streets to
the Ghetto, observing the cruelty of the life there.
Why? For whom? None of my friends remain. In a
rush I entered the Ghetto; in a rush I get out of it.

6.

So many writers, musicians, painter friends.
 They dragged Hillel Zeitlin wrapped in a talis, shot him. 
Israel Stern, Gilbert, Warszawski! Dawidowicz, Jacques Levi, 
Ostrzega, also. Precious diamonds.

7.

A week later, in the Ghetto, there’s Zuckerman!*
Yitzhok with his Zivia*, beautifulest in the world! Chalutzim*! 
Who says we’ve lost everything? 
No, I’m not crying, my eyes are just veiled in tears.
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8.

Last week he brought me word from Krakov 
about  Laban the Chalutz and some SS shits they killed.
Laban, in German uniform, was arrested. 
Yitzhok escaped with a foot-wound. Lie down. How is it?

9.

It was January 14, 1943. I spent the night in the Ghetto.
Next day — may it never have come — the
Ghetto was closed! The SS is chasing us back!
Cops, rifles pointed, are placed on every corner.

10.

What’s gonna happen? It’s the end of us. Shudder.
I go back to my son and the Chalutzim. They know all already. 
Zivia! And Yitzhok—who knows if the blood’s still filling his boot. 
He looks at me, white.
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11.

“You’re white like lime, Yitzhok!” I didn’t say. He 
calls to a Chalutz to “Run behind the courtyard
doors.” I take his hand. “I wanna stay with you,
Yitzhok. Zvi too.” The Chalutz gives us weapons.

12.

There was nothing for me but everything. Even if
too late. No, no, it’s never too late.The last Jew, if
he kills an assassin, saves his people. I told them
to make them and myself strong, wishing success.

13.

The Chalutzim are ready, near the door, on steps;
one whispers about what’s outside. I’m petrified by
a window. Hell, they’re taking them away with bent  
heads, my Jews. O why am I not blind, not deaf?
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14.

Shsh! Two cops running, more coming; they set fire to a house; it’s 
burning; a fireman instead of putting it out, stirs it up, 
tells the German in Polish: 
they have the hidden three. The snow’s dyed red.

15.

Shsh!  Here they are. I don’t see the German’s face, 
only his back. No one shoots in the back. 
One  takes a bullet in his chest. 
“The Jews are firing!” Chalutzim in Niska Street, and Shomrim.*    
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14.  The End

1.

They hadn’t expected “Jews shooting!” 
I heard that disgusting voice before his spirit left his body. 
Not just his but all 80,000,000 Germans, astonished, 
“The Jews are shooting, like us, like any German.”

2.

Yes, we can face and kill you, even us! 
We know what you’ve never known and never will:
not to kill your neighbor or exterminate defenseless people. 
Sin’s your nature, always waving swords like fans.

3.

I know you well; I foresaw your plans, beginning July when you 
started taking us from Warsaw to our death. 
There was a reunion, I was with the Chalutzim, 
we were crying out: Tamus Nafshi!*
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4.

I know, not ‘cause we didn’t have even a  shadow of a gun 
or an iron ax, and could only plant nails in bodies as if bullets. 
Jews in America, Eretz Israel’d have said: 
O if only we’d reacted. But they didn’t.

5.

No, they didn’t. Just before New Year’s Day, I sat in silence with Jews 
who managed a shop; they spoke in Polish: 
“What kind of people is it who allows them 
to carry you to slaughter like calves?” 

6.

January 18 I saw 5,000 Jews carried to their death
and only two killers of 12 killed. Just 12?!  
Those armed cowards trembled. “Jews are shooting!” 
No more going in pairs, but in gangs like wolves.

7.

Like wolves! With young Jews I got onto a roof 
of snow and ice on 58 Zamenhofa Street and from the roof 
dropped into a house. I remained in the attic, 
while others went down to kill two murderers.
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8.

Night came. We posted ourselves in 61 Mila 
with rifles and revolvers—a treasure! 
Morning I was with 100 others in a long, attic. 
A woman near me was coughing. A Jew cat-sprang. She stopped.

9.

In a week I was back in the shop. So easy to kill us there, 
so they focussed on the schops. Bitsh? Where are you. 
Bitsh? These days they’re killing us in the shops 
or carrying us off to death. 

10.

Day after day we defend. No one’ll die as before, 
though we wanna cry Help, run through streets wringing hands, 
shouting for joy too. Weapons! We’ll buy weapons. 
Flee to woods. Zvi’ll go too! 
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11.

So few Jews. Among them the useless: Alfred
Nosig, may his name be x’d out, with Jew cops’, who sold 
themselves to Nazis. Jews killed them like dogs. 
Measly rich’ll be taxed by the rifle too.

12.

An attic’s over a courtyard on Smocza Street. If, with pistol, 
you turn right, go through a hole in the wall you enter the Ghetto.
You meet a German, go on. Don’t run. 
You’re armed, he’ll avoid you. 

13.

You want the same as me, that their beating and
killing us be done! Shops are transferring the last
Jews to work-camps in Lublin. I don’t want to go.
Some get papers from relatives abroad; if only us.
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14.

All mine are dead. Would that I…but no, I don’t wanna die
 but they’ll kill me. Next to a friend sat a young man 
who said he’d crossed all cities and
villages in Poland and saw not a single Jew.

15.

It’s the morning of Passover eve; Lesz Street’s finished
and in my hiding place there I’ve heard cannon day and night, 
seen the Ghetto burning, the heavens lit up. 
You’re observing The End.
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15.  To The End Of All 

1.

The End. Like our times of beginning in the arid desert: 
by day a column of cloud, by night one of fire. 
Then my people, strong in faith, joyfully strode to new life. 
Now they’ve exterminated all of us.

2.

Why? Don’t ask, why? All know, from the best to
the wickedest of Gentiles, the latter shaking the
German hand, the former with half-closed eyes pretending sleep. 
Our blood’s not worth much.  

3.

Polish combatants, only those “patriots” seeking liberty, 
massacred so many Russian “Partisans” in villages and cities.
 From us they’ve killed babies in cradles,
take us all to Treblinka where they tell us:
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4.

“Get undressed, fold your clothes, line up shoes,
leave all here ‘cause soon you’ll be returning to them. 
Warsaw? Paris? Prague? Salonica? Go to the bath.” 
We’re packed a huge room and gassed.

5.

Exterminated us from Greece, Norway to outskirts of Moscow, 
almost 7,000,000 not counting babies in the laps of pregnant women, 
or the unborn but killed by asphyxiation 
in bellies of their mothers.

6.

Why? If no one on earth asks it, yet all ask why? 
Listen, listen! Every deserted house, every wall in thousands of cities 
and villages asks why? Other humans will live in them, 
with other languages.
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7.

The sun rising over the shtetl of Lithuania and 
Poland no longer meets a radiant old Jew reciting a psalm at a 
window, or off to synagogue. It’ll meet peasants going to a full yet 
dead market— gevald!

8.

Nevermore will a Jew bring his gaiety, life and his
spirit to you. Nevermore will his coat-tails flutter
around bags of potatoes, flour and grain. Nor will
a Jewish hand lift a hen or caress a little calf.

9.

And Jewish kids won’t wake in the morning from golden dreams, 
won’t go to cheder, watch birds or play devil games anymore, 
won’t fun around in the sand. 
Little angel girls with dirty noses, ruffled hair.
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10.

Don’t ask about Kasrilvke or Yehupetz or look for Menachem-Mendel, 
Tevye-Milkhiker, the Shloime-Noghed, the Motke-Ganef. 
They’ll speak to you through 
Bialik, Sholem Aleichem, Sholem Asch.

11.

No longer will the voice of Tora resonate from
Yeshivas and synagogues, nor that of the pale,
noble boys at study. No, it’s not paleness, it was light, 
a light now gone and that nevermore will be.

12.

No Jew will die or be born anymore; 
the songs of the poets won’t be sung. All’s finished. 
No Yiddish theater will make people laugh or cry; J
ewish painters, musicians like Barcinski won’t create.
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13.

And Jews won’t battle anymore, won’t sacrifice
themselves for the good of their neighbor or seek
to soothe the suffering of others. O foolish Gentile,
you’ve shot the Jew but the bullet’s struck you too! 

14.

And those warm heads of my Communists won’t
be quarreling with Bundists and both not fighting
with my faithful Chalutzim thirsty to lift the yoke of 
all warriors. If only you could quarrel and be alive!

15.

There was a people and now there isn’t. 
What a sad history that goes from Amelek to one worse than him, 
a German. O heavens, earth, seas, don’t plot to kill the wickedest; 
let them kill themselves!
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NOTES
These Notes are listed according to Section slash Number of 
Quatrain.

1/13	 A great student of the Talmud

3/8	 Abbreviation of Umschlagplatz, where the train station was 		
	 that took the Jews to their death

4/10	 Recited as a Last Rite in the hour of one’s death

6/2	 A Yiddish name for a synagogue

6/2	 The motions of the body while praying

7/1	 Woe is me

7/3	 The Hebrew is Tekel Tekel

8/9	 Attendant in a synagogue

12/4	 German factories where Jews worked so 	not more 			 
	 immediately be taken to be gassed

13/7	 One of the Resistance leaders in the who survived the war

13/7	 His wife, who also fought and survived

13/7	 Young pioneer Socialist Zionists

13/15	 Members of a group to the Left of the Zionists 

14/3	 Allusion to Samson’s saying: May I die with the Philistines



Printers information goes here



Back of Cover / Blank



132

REGENT PRESS
Berkeley, California
www.regentpress.net


