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S. An-sky (aka Shloyme Rapoport, 1863-1920) was a Russian, Hebrew, and Yiddish writer, ethnographer, and
revolutionary. An-sky grew up in Vitebsk (present-day Belarus), where he received a traditional Jewish educa-
tion but also read Hebrew and Russian literature. In addition to works of literature and scholarship, he also
wrote pamphlets and other political tracts in support of populist and socialist movements, both Russian and
Jewish. An-sky’s 1912-14 ethnographic expedition among the Jewish communities in the Pale of Settlement
provided the inspiration for his play The Dybbuk, for which he is best known.

His novel Pionern (Pioneers), from which this excerpt is taken, is a poignant and ironic treatment of An-sky’s
own experiences as a young radical and a poor itinerant teacher.
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large, ungainly coach—a sort of Noah'’s ark stuffed with pas- TR Ty5 ™1 bW pynya
sengers—lumbered slowly and laboriously down the wide, AnbpYa 1A mbop yany
mud-filled roads of the town of Miloslavka. The pair of gaunt Awpa yprayrm

horses, ribs protruding, stumbled repeatedly, swaying off course. The
coach rocked and twisted like a ship in a storm, bounced and lunged
into potholes and “inkwells” of mud. Spattered from head to foot, the
coachman—a small, old Jew who looked fatigued to the bone—
spurred on the horses with all his strength, shouting and flailing his
ragged whip. At critical moments, he cursed the horses, and his curses
rang out like a wailing plea.

By S. An-sky, translated by Rose Waldman
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PIONEERS: THE FIRST BREACH

The coach stopped at one house, then another. Moaning and sighing, dazed passengers
climbed out. Legs tingling, barely alive, they began pulling bed linens, parcels, and all kinds
of cases from the interior of the coach. From houses and shops, men, women, and children
came running out to greet them, and the dead-silent street now rang with screams of joy,

kisses, and disputes with the coachman. Then the
coach lumbered onward.

After dropping off the tenth, or perhaps the
twelfth, passenger, the coachman peered into the
coach, where a single person sat hidden in a corner,
and called out hoarsely, “Where are you going, Reb
Yid, mister?”

“Where am I going?” the man responded hasti-
ly, a touch of anxiety in his tone. “To an inn. Be so
kind, take me to an inn.”

“To Leyvik?”

“Fine, let it be Leyvik. I don’t know anyone. I'm
not from around here.”

With a deep groan, the coachman climbed back
up on the coachbox. His plaintive cry let the hors-
es know that they had to plod farther. A quarter of
an hour later, the coach arrived at a large, derelict
one-story house with a door in the center, beside
which stood a tall post, a bundle of rotten hay tied
toits top. As he drove into the stable, the coachman
scrambled off the coachbox and shouted, “We're
here! Please get out.”

A young man of about twenty emerged from the
coach. He was skinny, slight, with a small black
beard, a hunched back, and frightened eyes. He wore
a short, too-tight coat with too-short sleeves from
which his bare arms protruded, ragged trousers, and
patched, worn-out shoes. On his head was a new silk
hat, and on his breast a grimy bib-front stitched
with black thread. The young man looked around,
bewildered. A long, desolate street with haphazard
houses steeped in mud. On one side of the street,
an old inn. The sky thick with heavy, dark clouds.
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The man groaned and stretched his limbs. It was obvious that he felt
uncomfortable and miserable in his tight coat and trousers. He pulled
a small linen pouch out of his pocket and, turning to one side, began

carefully counting out change.

The coachman pulled the young man’s parcel out of the coach and
waited for payment. Only now did he have a chance to notice the

man’s unusual attire.

“Who are you, young man? A choirboy?” he asked casually. He
couldn’timagine that anyone buta choirboy would wear such clothes.
“No, not a choirboy,” the man replied, frowning, and turning back,
he handed the coachman a stack of copper coins. “Here’s seventy-five

kopecks, as we agreed.”

The coachman counted the money and said in a woeful voice, “Reb
Yid, you have to give me a tip. Didn’t you see what kind of trip this was?
Such an ordeal! Have pity. Give me a tip of at least fifteen kopecks.”

“No, no,” the young man said, gesturing with his hand. “I won’t give
you another penny. Tips! A fresh invention! We agreed on an amount.

I'mnotarich man.Ican’t”
“Well, if you can’t, you can’t,”
the coachman said in a bitter
tone. “I won't take it from you by
force. May God help you.” Sigh-
ing, he climbed onto the coach-
box and, pointedly not wishing
the man a good day, he drove off.

“Who are you...
A choirboy?” he
asked casually. He
couldn’t imagine
that anyone buta
choirboy would
wear such clothes.
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The young man went into the inn. A large, gloomy, bare room with
an earthen floor and a few dirty tables and benches against the wall.
The air was thick; an odor of liquor and raw fish filled the room. Next
to the lezhanke, the large extension of the brick stove used as a bed, a
middle-aged woman sat in a chair knitting a sock. She lifted her head,
and her gaze lingered on the young man as he entered, a surprised, ques-
tioning expression on her face.

“Good morning, ma’am,” the man said to her, still standing at the
door. “Is this an inn? Can a person get a bed here?”

The woman, not taking her astonished eyes off him, answered calm-
ly, “Why shouldn’t you be able to? Of course you can.”

“For a few days?”

“Even for a month. That's what makes it an inn.”

“And how much do you charge for a night’s lodging?”

“We'll let you know soon. My husband, the innkeeper, will come;
he’ll be the one to tell you. You won’t be overcharged.”

Satisfied with this answer, the guest sat on the edge of a bench and
set down his parcel.

“A terrible trip. Broke all my bones,” he announced with a sigh.

“Where'd you come from? Far away?”

“From Vitebsk. Been dragging along for thirty-six hours.”

“You came here on some sort of business?”

“Yes ... uh, some matter,” the guest answered.

The woman placed the sock down on the lezhanke and stood up.
“Do you want to eat something? There’s some cold fish.”

The guest considered for a few moments and then agreed. “Well,
might as well. Give...”
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Pointing toward a bucket of water in a corner, the woman said, “Go
wash up. The slop tub’s in the hallway.”

When the guest had begun to eat, the woman sat down at the table
and started to question him: “Do you know anyone here? Relatives?

Acquaintances?”

“No, no one.”

The woman'’s drowsy thoughts
quickened with curiosity. Who
could he be, this young man in
short coat and bib-front who'd
traveled so far and had neither
relatives nor acquaintances here?

All at once she remembered
that Zelda-Glukl had been ex-
pecting someone any day now
who was supposed to “have a
look” at her daughter. Perhaps
this was the bridegroom, and
he'd deliberately dressed this
way so as not to be recognized.
Indeed, perhaps that’s why he
was so reserved and answered
her questions so reluctantly. The
woman was well aware that in
such cases it was inappropriate
and useless to interrogate the
person. Still, she couldn’t con-
trol her curiosity and said, “Don’t
take offense that I'm asking you
this, but have you come here for
a marriage match?”

The guest immediately un-
derstood what she meant and
answered with a smile. “Ah, you
think I came here to have a look
at a girl? Well, you're mistaken.
I came here for a completely dif-
ferent reason.” He hurriedly fin-
ished his fish and then became
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more amiable. “Well, ma’am, I'll tell you the real truth about why I came
here.Icame here...Icame here to give lessons. 'm a private tutor.”

“What do you mean, a private tutor?”

“Tust that. A tutor for writing. I teach reading and writing.” After a ner-
vous pause, he added, “In Russian, I mean.”

“In Russian?” The woman looked bewildered. “Who do you teach?”
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“Anyone. Boys. Girls.”

The woman, finding all of this confusing, thought for a while. Then
she said, “So you mean at a secular school?”

“God forbid. Who said anything about a school?” The teacher looked
anxious. “I give these lessons in private homes. Like they do in all the
big cities.”

“So you mean like a girls’ teacher? We already have a girls’ teacher
giving private lessons.”

“You have a girls’ teacher?” the tutor asked nervously, “But she teach-
es only Yiddish, right?”

“Of course. She teaches the girls to read, even to write. But she her-
self isn’t very good at it. Poor thing, she’s a little old lady.”

“How much does she charge?” the tutor asked, still sounding anxious.

“How much she charges? Whatever they give, that’s what she takes.
Ten kopecks a month, fifteen kopecks. Sometimes a warm supper. A
poor little old woman.”

Forawhileitwas quiet. Then the tutor said in a hopeful voice, “What
do you think, ma’am? Will I be able to earn a little something here?”

Indifferent, the woman shrugged. “Do I know? How should I know?”

“But still, what do you think? Look, you're a respected townswom-
an—may no evil eye harm you! And you live here. You can probably
venture a guess.”

“Well, honestly, I don’t really understand why. Can’t people get by
without it?”

“What are you talking about?” the tutor started trying to persuade
her. “In these times? You're forgetting—nowadays it’s impossible
to manage without an education. In times like ours, everyone must
know how to read and write. In Russian. At least a little.”
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“Everyone must know?” the woman repeated
with a skeptical smile. She shrugged. “Thank God,
neither of us—not my husband, not me—knows
any Russian chicken scratch. And still, one can’t
complain; we survive and make a living.”

After a moment of silence, she added, “And real-
ly, I don’t understand. Who would take a boy out
of heder?”

“The day is long. You can find an empty hour. And
why does it have to be boys? I teach girls too.”

“Unless girls . . . I don’t know. Maybe someone
will send you a girl to tutor. Maybe you'll find such a
...atownswoman.” She'd nearly blurted out “such a
crazy townswoman” but controlled herself in time.

Discouraged by the woman’s pessimistic tone
and her indifference to his situation, the tutor re-
alized that attempts to persuade her would be a
waste of effort. And so he chose a different tactic.
Moving a bit closer to her, he be-

yvunmn-Sya »1uRn — vayp nnyn —
P77 K IR 53™nw [wrpbypo K UM LATAYINYIR
TN WM PRI PIRT K — .DY¥T5D 1T UM VYA
K "OYyIywuRE, TP LW [YIYP 'K LW JRN
IR J2yY 0 I TR 1Y DY YN LOYT 1B
5mKrn K 1175

JAYAyNyY Yormn K prinTmw IR

DRT LY YN DY MOWARD TR PRI IR —
2771 118 5217 K JoTMBR

YpTI™Y R [Y1BY) IR IYN DM TR ARD YT —
1YY 'R 27221 KP1T DYRY OXRN IR YW
ANR Y5

YN LYN TWHK LW O PR ‘..'1y'71"n 1720 —

JY1y% 57mn K UK 7AyIeR

gan to speak in a calm, sincere “'ma stranger .KIK JyBy1 91 by WBK
voice. “Listen, the way I see it, yonnanbya
you're a smart woman who un- her e’ you can LW YW LR T

derstands how to do business.  gee that. I know no VIVAIWN KIX, DIYVIVIDTIK
I'm sure you understand me. DIVTYRA ORI yvNnanoya
I'm a stranger here, you can see one and noone 1 UORAYIBR
that. Tknow nooneand noone  knows me. Where LBy T LR WYY I

knows me. Where should I go? oyLNIAoYa (YT 1B LPTITIYA
Who should I talk to? How do I ShOllld I gO? ” TR IR XD Txlvuwlnﬁvys

start? I know nothing . . . Also, I

want you to know I'm not interested in all those
modern things, those modern ideas, God forbid. I'm
a Jew. Like all Jews, I'm looking to make enough for
a piece of bread. We all have to live, and we all look
for bread wherever we can, right?”
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“So I want to ask you to help me. I don’t want
you to work hard, heaven forbid. You can help me
with a word here, a piece of advice there. Some-
times a word is more precious than gold. Of course,
I wouldn’'t want you to go to all that trouble for
free, heaven forbid. I'm not a rich man, but a few
rubles, as they say . .. If something works out for
me, I would, well, with the greatest pleasure—I'd
continue to stay here in your lodgings. God knows,
the money isn’t a fortune, but still, it's something.
And at the end of the day, we're Jews. We have to
help each other”

The woman became more excited. The softness
and warmth of the tutor’s words made a deep im-
pression on her. The offer of a few rubles brought
the question to new territory—a more business-
like, practical, and interesting territory—and she
answered more vivaciously now. “Good, why not?
I'll try to help you. Like you said, we're Jews. But I
don’t really know how I can help.”

“What do you mean, how?” the teacher cried.
“With a few words you can set me on my feet. I
don’t have to teach you how. You'll just throw in a
good word about me to one or two townswomen.
Idon’t need more than that.”

And tilting his head to the side, he added passion-
ately, “I'm not from around here, and even I have
heard about you. Your husband, Reb Leyvik, people
know him, know about him. May all Jews be so
lucky. A word from you will certainly accomplish
alot”
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