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A SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY AUTOBIOGRAPHY

A PICTURE OF JEWISH LIFE IN BOHEMIA AND MORAVIA.

FROM A MANUSCRIPT IN THE JEWISH THEOLOGICAL
SEMINARY.

By ALEXANDER MARX, Jewish Theological Seminary
of America.

CONSIDERING the scarcity of autobiographical writings
in Jewish literature, the publication of the short text here
offered to the reader does not require an apology. The
author, who was born in 1668, was a plain man, gifted
neither with great scholarship—his style being in many
parts very poor—nor with particular brilliancy. His story,
which extends over the first seventeen years of his life
(1668-85) only, but was written many years later, is on
the whole commonplace, but in spite of this it will be
found to be of considerable interest as a human document.
Our author was undoubtedly a Schlumiehl. This character-
istic is probably responsible for the curious fact that while
the names of his parents and grandparents, brothers, aunts,
and other members of his family are mentioned,! his own
name appears nowhere in his little note-book. He was,
however, a fairly good observer, and the value of this short
autobiography lies in the typical description of everyday
life of the Jewish inhabitants of a Bohemian village, such
as we seldom meet in our historical sources because it was
considered too trivial. Of particular interest are the facts

1 See the Family Tree of the writer.
VOL. VIIL. 269 T
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we gather about the relations of the Jews to their gentile
neighbours, and more especially to the nobility of the
villages, about the jealousy existing among themselves
as well as about the state of Jewish teachers and Jewish
education in general. The author’s observations are not
limited to the small villages in this respect ; he had occasion
to gather information in regard to larger Jewish communities
like Meseritsch and even Prague, and there, we must say,
conditions were decidedly better. His own father had in
the course of his eventful life acted for a few years as
elementary teacher in the community of Lichtenstadt
before he became in turn a distiller, a pedlar in jewellery,
an arrendar and ‘Hofjude’ of a small Count, &c. His
experiment in teaching his two sons at the same time,
irrespective of the difference in their ages and their know-
ledge, selecting the treatise of Sotah by which to introduce
his younger son into the intricacies of the Talmud, does
not give us a very high opinion of his accomplishments as
a pedagogue.

The author speaks of only one of his teachers with love,
and to him and his wife he indites a touching memorial
with the statement that, while he taught the boys Talmud,
she inculcated the fear of God and the beauty of a virtuous
life.

The description of the ravages of the awful plague
which in 1681 devastated Bohemia and in Prague alone
had over eighty-three thousand victims,? is really remarkable
with its gruesome details.

2 See Haeser, Lehrbuch der Geschichte der Medicin und der epidemischen
Krankheiten, vol. 111, p. 415 (Jena, 1882), and P. R. Redlich, Historia pestis
annis 1680 et 1681 Pragae grassatae (Prague, 1682), quoted by Haeser, which
is inaccessible to me. I owe this reference to Dr. Harry Friedenwald.
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The great historical events of the time likewise did not
pass without leaving their impress upon the life of the
little Bohemian villager. The outbreak of the Turkish war,
heralded by a comet? drove him home from Meseritsch,
just as the Chmielnicki persecutions drove his grandmother
from Poland a generation before.

Most of the persons who played a part in the life of
our author are entirely unknown, but by a happy coinci-
dence some of the most prominent Rabbis of his country
are mentioned in his biography. His grandmother was
the sister of the famous Moravian ‘ Landesrabbiner’ R.
Menahem Mendel Krochmal.* In the house of this Rabbi
the mother of our author received her education, and his
son, R. Judah Loeb,® who in later years filled his father’s
place, proved in turn a godsend in the life of the father
of our author, inasmuch as he generously lent him jewellery
and other merchandise, thus enabling him to earn a proper
living. His grandmother on his father’s side was a grand-
daughter of the renowned cabbalistic author, R. Eleazar
Perels® R. Jacob Backofen, more commonly called

8 The various opinions expressed as to this comet caused Pierre Bayle
to publish a famous little book which, in the English translation before me,

bears the title : Miscell reflects on’d by the comet which appeared
in December 1680. Chiefly tending to explode popular superstitic Wrritten

to a Doctor of the Sorbonne by Mr. Bayley {sic]. Translated from the French.
In two volumes. London, 1708.

4 See Horodetzki, Hagoren, 11, 33-7; D. Kauffmann, #bid., 38 seq.

5 See Kauffmann, 7bid., 40-41.

¢ See Kauffmann’s note in Hock, Die Familien Prags, Pressburg, 1892,
p. 282, and the literature quoted there ; also A. Berliner, Abhandlung viber
den Siddur des Schabtai ha-Sofer aus Prsemy§l, Frankfurt a. M.,1909, p. vii.
It is not quite clear what our author means by his statement, ‘his son was
Moses Kuskes’. Kuskes was the family name of R. Eleazar Perels’
father-in-law, but hardly of his own son.

T2
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Reischer,” who died as Rabbi of Metz in 1733, was a very
well-known talmudic writer. His Minhat Jakob, which
our author mentions, appeared in 1689. Our writer thank-
fully records the readiness of that great scholar to instruct
him in his boyhood, but he adds that his masterful wife,
the proud daughter of the Bohemian Landesrabbiner R.
(Benjamin) Wolf Spira,® did not permit it.?

As to Meir, the Shohet of the community of Vienna, the
father of our writer’s step-mother, some information is to
be found in the genealogical letter of his son Moses,
published by L.Lazarus.® We learn that he was a nephew
of the rich Kappel Fraenkel, that after the expulsion from
Vienna in 1670 he settled in Meseritsch, where he died,
and that he had three more sons in addition to the
two mentioned in our account. Several of the family
names we come across are known to us, through Hock’s
valuable work on the Prague families, to have been current
there, e.g. Fleckeles, Wagenmacher, and Giinzburg, The
member of the latter family, who employed our author as
a tutor for his sons for a short time, Moses G., might be
identical with the R. Mosche Kintzburg who, according
to the curious account of the pageant arranged in Prague
on May 18, 1716, in honour of the birth of Prince Leopold
of Austria, published by Schudt,! acted as leader of the

7 See Steinschneider, Cat. Bodl., 1248-50, Fuenn, Sxwr nbl3, 575-6,
RE]J., VI, 271-3.

8 See Hock in K. Lieben, Gal-Ed, Prag, 1856, p. 39, no. 6s.

9 The same lady, after her husband’s death in 1733, prevented by her
energetic protest the election of R. Jonathan Eibeschiitz as his successor in
the Metz Rabbinate. See the letter of her grandson Nehemiah Reischer
in Emden’s NN NBY, Lemberg, 1877, f. iib, cp. RE]., VIII, 273.

1 MGW]. 56, 1912, pp. 352-3.

W Jidische Merkwsirdigkeiten, vol. 1V, continuation I11, p. 153.
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scribes. Probably he is the Moses ben Loeb Kinzburg
who died September 12 of the same year.’? The difference
in the spelling of the name may be due to a slip of memory
of the writer who uses the more common spelling.

Some of the identifications of geographical names!3
in the text are due to my revered teacher, Professor
Berliner, who many years ago had borrowed my copy
of the manuscript and wrote the transliterations of these
names on the margin. Polna for 158D was suggested by
Professor Deutsch, who also considers it possible that
aNONY, DN is the village of Wostrow.

The manuscript from which the following text is taken
forms part of a collection presented to the Jewish Theo-
logical Seminary by Messrs. Moses and Marks Ottinger.
It is briefly described in Catalogue XI of Messrs. Schwager
& Fraenkel, Husiatyn, under no. 11o. It is an autograph
written in a cursive German hand; it measures 13-7 X 9-5
cm. It begins with the title mnnom 28D, followed by three
blank leaves. The autobiography fills fols. 1-11 a; between
fols. 10 and 11 the author evidently tore out a leaf. The
next page has a short note on his travels, which forms
a kind of continuation of the text, and is printed here as
such, together with a set of good resolutions drawn up at
various times, which contain some further biographical
material and are characteristic of the writer, but do not
seem to require translation. They are found on fol. 34
of the manuscript. Fols. 12-25 contain ethical and philo-
sophical reflections in fifteen paragraphs, interrupted by
cabbalistic combinations (15a) and blank pages (15b-17a).

12 Hock, loc. cit.,, 66 ; note 2, N”YN is a misprint for Y/PN.
13 They mostly do not occur in M. Griinwald’s article in his Das Jeidische
Centralblatt, VIII, pp. 37-42.
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An account of troubles the writer had in Zante some
Friday begins fol. 34b, but breaks off in the middle.
On fol. 42 we find some dietetic rules to strengthen the
memory, including the advice to eat only once a day at
noon ; on fol.45a a letter of recommendation of the central
academy of Venice (™M np awx nwdban nawrn) for a poor
man who had been deprived of his all by robbers during
his travels; neither the name of the poor man (our writer?)
nor the signatures are reproduced, and the date is incom-
plete (3% mn nw, perhaps S [see Exod. 23. 20] is to
be added, making 5479-1719). On fol. 46 a, he copies an
amulet obtained from the pupils of R. Moses Sacuto; the
end of the booklet (52 b-53) contains business entries about
parchments purchased for and loans received from various
persons. The names occurring here are: R. Benjamin
Cohen of Reggio (¥wa» jnon w3 9"mm waw), Castel
Bolognese, Abraham and Samuel Corinaldi, Esra Cantan,
Hananel, Michael Malach, Isaac Rabbino, Eliezer ibn Roi,
&c. The rest of the volume is mostly blank.

Although the text offers no difficulties,'* the following
translation was not thought to be superfluous owing to the
general interest of the autobiography. Naturally it does
not aim at literalness while trying to give a fair reproduc-
tion of the writer’s account.

For the convenience of the reader, the writer’s statements
about his family are summarized in the following family-
tree :—

14 As we deal with an autograph, the text is reproduced as it is in the
manuscript without any corrections. I have not considered it necessary
to draw attention to the numerous inaccuracies of the writer, his serious
grammatical mistakes, and so on. They are characteristic of the man, just

as the fact that he hardly ever makes a period, and only once a new
paragraph in the whole account.
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18 Added between the lines. 19 Added between the lines.
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TRANSLATION.

I can trace my family tree for only four generations.
I learned from my grandfather Jacob that his father
Abraham ha-Levi had come to Bohemia from Poland as a
young man possessed of considerable scholarly attainments.
He married in Kolin, Bohemia, and died soon after the birth
of his son Jacob, my grandfather. As the latter was left
an orphan in childhood, he did not know from which city
his father had come and to what family he belonged.
My grandfather married Lieble, the daughter of Kalman
of Bisenz, who was the son-in-law of R. Eliezer Perels, the
author of the book Damesek Eliezer, a commentary on the
Sefer ha-Kanak, as well as other works. His son was
Moses Kuskes. This whole family lived in Prague. My
grandfather had many sons, but they all died early, and
only my father, Abraham ha-Levi, and two daughters,
Rebekkah and Pessel, were spared. My father devoted
himself to the study of the Torah in his youth, being an
only son, and he showed acumen and skill in talmudic
debates which brought him recognition from prominent
men and scholars. They married him to a girl of a very
prominent family, Gnendel, the daughter of R. Jehezkel of
Chelm, in Little Poland. The latter, my grandfather, died in
Poland before the times of the terrible persecutions under
Chmielnicki, and my grandmother, Nuhah, remained a
widow with three sons and two little daughters. I was
told that she was a good, energetic, and clever woman,
and supported her family comfortably up to the time
of the great uprising throughout Poland, when she fled
with them to Nikolsburg, Moravia, to her brother, the

famous R. Menahem Mendel Krochmal, the author of the
U2
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responsa ‘Semah Saddik’, who was then Rabbi of that
community and of the whole of Moravia. In his house my
mother was brought up. When he died his son R. Judah
Loeb succeeded him, and he married my mother to my
father, and gave her a large dowry as if she had been his
own daughter. He arranged the wedding splendidly, and
my father then brought her to his house. At the time
he lived in Meseritsch, Moravia. My grandfather, Jacob
ha-Levi, was then rich and prosperous. My grandmother,
his wife, was very pious and charitable, and went every
morning and evening to the synagogue; and so was my
mother Gnendel even in a higher degree; she was, more-
over, a very intelligent woman. My father continued to
study the Torah. Three or four years after the wedding,
in the winter, the Mohammedans and Tartars swept over
Moravia to destroy it, and all fled in confusion and terror
to Bohemia. My grandfather, who was a rich man, lost
nearly all his property, so that but very little of their
fortune remained in their hands. My grandfather, his wife,
two daughters, and my father and mother with the rest
of the family remained in Bohemia. They finally came
to Lichtenstadt, where my father secured a post as
an elementary Hebrew teacher. He remained there
for a few years, then he returned and found his house
entirely empty. My mother then showed her ability in
supporting the family by her own efforts, and started to
manufacture brandy out of oats in a copper alembic,
as was the custom in those parts. This was hard labour,
but she succeeded. In the meantime my father pursued
his studies. One day a holy man, R. Loeb, the Rabbi of
Trebitsch, whose authority extended over Meseritsch, where
my father lived, came to our town and stayed in our house.
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When he saw the troubles of my mother, his cousin, he
had pity on her, and gave my father some gold and silver
merchandise, such as rings, to get him used to trade in
an honest and intelligent way. My father was successful
and did a good business. Incidentally this brought him
the acquaintance of the Count who owned the city. The
latter liked him, and turned over to him the ‘ Branntwein-
haus’ (distillery) in which they were working with seven
great kettles, and he gave him servants to do the work and
grain to prepare brandy. For this my father paid him
at the end of the year a specified amount, in addition to
paying a certain percentage of the income in taxes, as was
customary. From that time he became prominent. My
mother bore him first a daughter who died, then three
sons, my rich and prominent brother Kalman, my poor
self, and a son Moses, who died during the year after his
mother’s death.

When my mother was at last able to rest from her hard
work, she fell sick in consequence of the heat and the
fumes of the brandy, and she died at the age of thirty-four
years. There was no one in our town or outside of it who
was like her in wisdom, piety, and charity. She died on
a Sabbath, the 24th of Iyar 5432 (May 21, 1672). I was
then four years old, and my older brother seven. In the
course of the next year my father married again a great
lady, Freidel, the daughter of R. Meir, the Shohet from
Vienna. At the same time he gave his sister Pessel to his
brother-in-law Samuel for a wife, so that they made an
exchange. The wife of my father was herself still a young
child who did not know how to bring us up in cleanliness
as is necessary with little boys, nor could she properly
care for us when we were sick. We have to thank God
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and the help of our grandmother Lieble, and her good
daughters, that we grew up at all. Even so little Moses,
who was only one year old, died.

After my mother’s death my father began to strive for
prominence and power, for as long as my mother lived she
kept him back and reproved him as a mother does with
her son. His father also, may God forgive him, was all
his life hot-tempered and quarrelsome, and from him my
father, if I may be forgiven for saying so, had partly in-
herited the same temperament, for he was still young and
had not gone as an exile to foreign countries as I did. But
he found his match, who paid him back in his own coin.
For there arose against him wicked men with whom my
father had quarreled for years, and who had fallen under
his power through his influence with the Count. Now the
Count sold his property after three years and went to war
against the enemies in foreign lands. He left my father
in the hands of another Count who had bought the town ;
but the latter was not as favourable to my father as the
former. My father thought it was the other way, and he
relied on a broken reed to combat his enemies. These,
however, were numerous and more cunning and deliberate,
for my father at that time was hasty in all his actions, and
sometimes transacted his business without taking proper
counsel and consideration, and he planned great under-
takings to increase his wealth and honour, but it turned
out the other way. His enemies ruined his reputation
with the Count. The latter made charges against him in
connexion with the ‘Branntweinhaus’ and other business
matters, and put him into prison for two months. Since
the first Count was far away, nothing could be done to
save my father, and he had to give up half his wealth in
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order to be released. On this occasion his enemies wreaked
their revenge on him, saying, ‘when the ox has fallen,
sharpen the knife’ (Shabbat 32); and they urged the Count
to expel my father, together with his old father Jacob,
from his property. The Count did so. He expelled my
father in Tammuz 5435 (1675), while my grandfather fled
in secret, for he owed money to many gentiles and could
not pay them. I was at that time seven years old. 'My
father found a temporary shelter in the town of Humpoletz,
a town of wool-weavers, and he traded there for a year,
while T was cut off from study and good deeds and left
to myself. He then went to a village, Wostrow (?), for
the Count had in the meantime returned from the military
expedition and bought this village, and my father followed
him there. As for myself, I was constantly going back
in my studies as well as in manners and conduct. After
a while my father decided to send me to Prague, which
was a day’s journey. My older brother was also there;
it was winter then, and I was nine years old. There, too,
I did nothing, for my father did not know how to arrange
matters properly, and in his endeavour to save money he
placed me for a small sum in charge of a teacher, who
took little care of me, while I needed great attention if
I were to be taught with any success. At that time my
power of comprehension and my memory were weak as
a result of illness. I was full of ulcers, and the meals I ate
were very unwholesome for me, for it is the custom in
Prague to eat at the midday meal peas and millet with a
little butter, which proved very injurious to me. But nobody
looked out for me to give me medical treatment. Although
my father came several times to Prague he did not notice
this. I gratefully remember R. Loeb Fleckeles, who gave
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me meals in his house and kept me for about six months
for a small sum, my father paying him about six gulden
a month. He wished me to be a companion for his son
Simon who was then five years old, and I helped him
by taking him to school and going over his lessons with
him. At that time I was very humble and ready to be
a slave to everybody, and to do anything I was ordered.
If my father only had left me in this house, I would have
become used to good manners and learned a little more
than in the village of Wostrow among the country people.
My father, however, wished to save money and took me
home ; my older brother was there at the time also. He
thought that he himself would teach us, and my brother,
who was thirteen or fourteen years old, actually learned from
him haggadic literature, such as Rashi and Midrashim, as
well as the laws of Shehitah ; but I needed a special teacher.
My father started to teach me Gemara Sotah once or twice,
though I had never before studied Talmud or even Mishnah.
Thus a long time passed by without my learning anything,
until I became a thorn in my own eyes and even more
so in the eyes of my father, because I was a boor brought
up in dirt without any cleanliness, for the lack of a mother;
and I remember that at the age of eleven I ran around
barefooted and without trousers, and no one cared. My
father then had many little children, for his wife bore him
almost every year a son or a daughter. I am sure that
if anybody had announced my death to him at that time
he would have thought this good news, for he considered
me ignorant and good for nothing, so that my existence
was a burden to him. My brother was a strong boy who
did hard work in the slaughter-house and made himself
otherwise useful, while I was oppressed by all the members
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of the house; everybody ordered me around; this con-
tinued for two years, 5438-9 (1678-9). In 5440 (1680)
a plague broke out in Bohemia, and especially in Prague.
From that city the Rabbi, R. Jacob Backofen (Reischer),
the author of Minhat Jakob, came with his wife Jettel and
her sister Freidel, the daughters of the Rabbi, R. Wolf ben
Rabbi Simon Spira ; and they stayed with us in our house
in the village. I still remember the great modesty of that
scholar who was willing to take the trouble to teach me
like a school teacher. But his wife, who domineered over
him, did not permit him to carry out his good intention.
In the course of Tammuz I fell sick, and the symptoms
of the plague became apparent. For three days and nights
I had high fever, and was near death. Then a swelling
broke out behind my ear on the neck which burned like
fire, and all the members of the family became frightened.
The Rabbi and his wife noticed it, and fled from our house
to the house of his uncle in Wotitz. The plague was then
raging all around our village, and the Count established
a ‘lazaretto’, i.e. a small wooden house of two rooms in the
midst of a big forest about a mile away from his castle.
If some one fell sick in one of the villages he was driven out
of his house with all his belongings, and had to go into that
forest. The Count had set aside an open space some yards
wide all around his castle, which only those living in the
castle were permitted to approach. He only kept very few
people in his castle, and enclosed himself in there, and
never left it with his people. He admitted no outsider
except my father, who was clever,and with whom he liked to
talk, and he wanted him to appear before him and stay
with him most of the day. He had ordered my father
to act in the same way, and to forbid his family to leave
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the house or to admit strangers. He also told him that
if, God forbid, a member of his own family should fall
sick, he should not conceal it, but of his own accord should
leave the house and go with everything into the forest.
He wamed my father that if he were to find out that my
father had concealed such a thing he would permit the
gentiles to burn the house down with all the inmates in it.
When my father now realized that he had the plague
in his house he was very much upset, and did not know
what to do. To carry out the order of the Count and
to go with his family into the forest would involve grave
danger, for the fact would become known to the inhabitants
of the villages, who are mostly wicked men, thieves, and
murderers, lying in wait for the blood and the property of
Jews. Even in the cities they love to oppress and rob them
in their houses, how much greater then was the danger
of their coming to murder us in the forest. He, therefore,
decided to hide me in the garret, asking his father Jacob
ha-Levi to take care of me, which he did, although he was
an old man himself. He tended me so carefully that no
other member of the household needed to come to the room
in which I stayed, hoping that this perhaps might prevent
the plague from attacking others. In this way he stayed
with me about six days. But one day slanderers came
to the Count and reported they had seen my grandfather
with another Jew, a certain Saul Pollack, who lived in our
house with his wife, go together to other villages in which
the plague was raging to trade there. At once the Count
decreed the expulsion of both from his territory at the risk
of jeopardizing their lives if they should be seen there again.
Then my grandfather was compelled to leave me alone
on my sick-bed, for it was dangerous to hide, as they would
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have searched for him in all the rooms, and if I had
been discovered it would have involved danger for all.
Therefore both had to leave the territory under the eyes
of the Count. But God took pity on my suffering, seeing
that there was no one to attend to me, and sent me full
recovery, and what was particularly fortunate, the abscess
did not open again when there was no one to take care
of me, but it went down daily by the grace of God. For
there happened to come to us the brother of my father’s
wife, R. Samson of Kamnitz, who told my father how to
prepare a plaster from the white of an egg with a little
alum, about the size of a nut. Both of these had to be
stirred quickly and carefully in a little kettle until it turned
solid. He followed this advice. The plaster was handed
to me from a distance and I put it on, although I was only
a boy of twelve and sick, for I had been compelled to
devise ways of how to take proper care of myself. Similarly
they brought my meals to the top of the staircase, and
put them down near the door of the staircase, which they
closed at once. I had to get up from my bed to take
them. I lay there alone day and night, and at that time
I saw apparitions and dreamed dreams. That I remained
alive was against the laws of nature. God in his mercy gave
me strength so that I improved from day to day, the fever
left me, and only the place of the swelling was burning
like fire, and my whole face was red. One day, however,
our gentile neighbours, who noticed my absence, began
to say to one another: ‘See what these Jews did; one
of their children evidently died of the plague, and they
have concealed it As trusty servants of the Count we
ought to go and tell him, and take our revenge on the
Jews. When this rumour reached the ears of our family,
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my father cleverly ordered me to dress, to fold a linen
cloth around my neck, and put it on in such a way that
the redness could not be seen. He urged me to be
courageous, and asked me to go through the garden, over
the fields, and to return along the river, passing the houses
of the gentiles and the castle. If somebody were to ask
me whence I came I should answer that I was coming from
school, that I had stayed with a teacher in the village of
Menain (?) two miles away, and had felt the desire to come
home. I did so and, thank God, I ran and jumped like
a young deer, passed the castle and the village, and was
seen by many Christians, who were thus put to shame,
and their scheme failed. Many of our neighbours came
to the store to tell my father: ¢ Your son whom we thought
dead has returned’ He answered them, ‘You are dead,
but we live for ever’; they almost revealed to him what
had been in their minds. My father further showed his
cleverness by telling my older brother to put a ladder
to our fruit-tree in the garden and ordering me to ascend
the tree nearest the street of the village so that all
passers-by should see that I was well. He also ordered
me to be playful with the village-children, to throw fruits
into their faces, and to call at them and jest with them.
I obeyed and laughed while my heart felt bitter. Thus
it was through God’s counsel that the rumours stopped.
I repeated this several times, but I could not appear before
them often, lest they should notice the change in my
appearance, for I never used to go with a neckcloth before,
and now it was already some days since I had returned
from my journey. Once I saw a gentile going before me
with his hand on his cheeks, for he suffered from toothache,
and his face looked drawn; I jestingly remarked, ¢ Woe
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unto you, I am afraid you suffer from the plague. I said
this to show how healthy and merry I was, following my
father’s order. But he answered back, ‘You have the
plague yourself; remove that cloth from your neck, and
the swelling will be seen underneath.’” I was frightened and
hid myself, but God made the gentiles blind and forgetful.
After a month I came down to the house and mingled
with my brothers and sisters as before, participating in the
common meals, and no one paid attention to it. I grew
stouter and stronger after this. In the year 5441 (1680)
in the beginning of the month of Tishri, the plague stopped
in Prague, but in the rest of Bohemia it spread to such
an extent that people became tired of keeping away from
one another. In our village many even among the people
of the castle fell sick and died. My sister Leah, who was
then six years old, got the swelling characteristic of the
plague, but it was not so dangerous, even though it became
public, since the Count had become weary of taking pre-
cautions, and my father did not come to him. At the end
of Kislew the plague stopped, but in Heshvan the plague
had raged around our neighbourhood, and many Jews died
from it. In some villages all the male population died out,
and only a few women were left. No one was there to
take charge of the dead, who could not be buried, for it
was winter and the earth was as hard as marble, and there
was a heavy snowfall in those parts; so they only covered
them with snow, and often wolves came and ate the corpses,
and sometimes dogs scratched the snow off the bodies.
May God have pity on their souls, and may they be bound
up in the bundle of life with the other righteous. In
our house, thank God, no one died. Only the afore-
mentioned Saul died from the plague two months after
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the Count had expelled him, so that even this turned out
to our good, for in this way he did not die in our house.

In the winter of 5441 (1680-1), in the month of Kislew,
a great column was seen in the sky towards east, which
was very high, and remained for ‘a month. Some claimed
that it was a natural phenomenon called ‘comet’, which
sometimes appears in a very cold winter, but the astronomers
explained it in various ways, and so it happened that in
this year a new great world war (the Turkish war) started,
which did not end till 5458 (1698).

In this winter my father made great profits, and was
successful in all his transactions with various kinds of
merchandise. From my own impulse I made up my mind
to go to some Jewish community to study Torah. For
I was ignorant, and God had shown his great mercy to us.
My father promised, but did not keep his word; I often
saw guests come (with whom my father went away) and
he had promised to take me with him to Moravia, but he
changed his mind. This happened several times, and the
obstacle was that the necessary clothing for me was not
ready, as no one looked upon me with kindness. My
father’s wife had her hands full with her own little ones.
One night before my father was to leave I was awake the
whole night sewing for myself sheepskins which are called
Pelz, and I made a kind of a long gown for underwear, and
something for my feet. I took secretly some shirts so
that my father should not notice anything, and before
daybreak I went to the place where the sleigh was pre-
pared for my father, and stayed there. When he came
it was still dark before daylight, and when he noticed
me he thought the house-dog was there, and he wanted to
kick him away. I then said, ‘ Father, this is thy son who
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is ready to serve thee on the way which I take in order
to study.” There were many strangers present, business
men, who had come to buy wool. They saw my good
resolve, though I was very young, and urged my father
to take me along ; they were sure I would become a great
scholar and a good man. My father then answered that
it was impossible to take me along, for I had no proper
clothing and it was very cold. I then showed my clever-
ness, how I had prepared for myself everything necessary for
the journey. He finally agreed and took me along; but
the cold was so severe that several times I thought I was
going to die; the snow was falling and the wind blew it
into our faces, and it caused my father great pain; it was
literally like the sacrifice of Isaac when they (he and
Abraham) were on the way, and as the Midrash (Tanhuma,
Vayyera, § 22, Yalkut) tells us Satan brought them into the
water up to their throat, &c. But those who are travelling
for the fulfilment of a Miswah suffer no harm (Pesahim
8b), and we reached Herschmanik. I was left there in
the house of a teacher, R. Jacob from Gaja, and he
started to study with me Rashi, Midrash, other haggadic
texts, and the Sayings of the Fathers. He noticed that
I could not read properly through the fault of my first
teacher, who had not instructed me well. The little I had
known I had forgotten, and I was in great trouble, for the
new teacher was of an irritable temper, and had neither
composure nor common sense. He hit me and put me
to shame, but did not make good my deficiency, and only
taught me the melodies for the readings from the Torah and
the Haftarahs and a little Haggada and the Sayings of the
Fathers. I asked questions and searched in the haggadic
passages, but as he often laughed at me I stopped. This
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was surely a grave mistake, but the teachers are foolish,
and do not realize the harm they do.

I remained with him from Adar 1, 5441 (1681) till the
middle of Tammuz, boarding in his house. During the first
two months, when he had to slaughter calves, he gave me
good meals, the spleen and part of the liver, but when
the time of slaughtering calves had passed, my meals
became worse and worse, for poor though he was, he was
rather fastidious, and he and his wife ate the good things
themselves and gave me coarse village bread, which caused
me severe headaches and stomach trouble. I was there all
alone with no relative near; all the townspeople noticed my
appearance and questioned me ; if I had told them it might
have helped a little, but I was very modest and humble
and God-fearing, and I thought it would be a sin to rebel
against my teacher. In the middle of Tammuz, while the
teacher was away from home, my father came in company
with his brother-in-law, Samson, and stayed for some time
in the town. His brother-in-law had a son Sender, who
studied together with me and knew all my troubles. He
told my father everything, and although I contradicted him,
my father believed Sender and took me away from
Herschmanik and brought me to Meseritsch, my birth-
place, where all my family on my father’s side lived ; here
my two aunts were married, and I had my meals in the
house of my aunt Pessel and her husband Samuel, the
brother of my stepmother. There was also there a good
and intelligent teacher, Mordecai from Brod. I went to
minyan (became Bar-Miswah) on Sabbath Nahamu; they
furnished me with new clothes, and boys of the same age who
knew more than I did were jealous of me. They could
follow the teacher in the study of Talmud with Tosafot which
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I did not know before, and only began for the first time to
study here. They were younger and went in torn clothes
and rags, as it was usual in those parts. Therefore they
annoyed me and tried to disgrace and insult me, so that
I became almost weary of my life. The women of the
community all praised me because I was modest and
treated them with respect; that was another cause of
jealousy. Their parents also were jealous of my father
and myself; some of them were really bad, one Aaron, the
son of Berl Pollack, I am sure is still hated by the people
for his wicked deeds, which I had occasion to observe ; the
other, Jonathan ben Lipman ben David, a big lunatic, is now,
I believe, a scholarly man. Sometimes he would be friendly
with me. My intentions were to devote myself exclusively
to study and good deeds, but there were many obstacles;
I suffered from sickness, I had boils on my whole body and
headaches, my schoolmates were wild and ill-mannered,
and our teacher flattered us and never wanted to exert
himself; what I needed was a regular tutor, but he never
employed assistants, nor did he take pains himself. He
taught me a little part of Kiddushin. At the end of the
summer he left the place, and the community engaged
in his place the pious R. Lazar of Cracow, who was married
to a pious, sensible, intelligent woman, and gifted with
all good qualities. He taught us Talmud and Tosafot,
she taught us the fear of God and a virtuous life. He
took great pains to teach me. May he be praised and
rewarded for it. He of all my teachers was the one who
gave me the key and taught me more than all those I had
before or after, except what I studied for myself. Still
the whole situation was far from satisfactory, for he too
failed to employ an assistant, and sometimes he fell sick ;

he was also very irascible, while I suffered from headaches
VOL. VIIIL. X
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during the whole winter. In the summer 5442 (1682) the
old teacher returned with his wife Bliimele; they had
no children, and flattered the pupils and their parents.
We learned with him a little of Hullin and small treatises
of Moed without Tosafot; moreover, I already began
to study a little Talmud for myself. Altogether I stayed
in Meseritsch two years and two months. Then many
Jews from Moravia came to Meseritsch, Trebitsch, and
Polna on account of the war, for the Turks came to
besiege Vienna. I then returned to our house at Wostrow,
and stayed there the whole winter in greater discomfort
than ever. Everybody, including my older brother, ill-
treated me; I was still sick and looked bad till the winter
had passed. Then, at the age of fifteen, I went to Prague,
with no knowledge of the life in a large community. In
spite of this I found maintenance in the house of a rich
man, Moses Ginzburg, who had two little boys. They
really needed a tutor better fitted than I was to guide
them in study and understanding. I had never tried this
before, and could only stay with them a short time. Then
God sent me a happy chance, for the scholarly, acute, and
pious R. Mordecai, the son-in-law of the Dayyan R. Perez
of Nikolsburg, who taught me without pay, had another
pupil, Sinai ben Isaiah Wagenmacher, a boy ten years of
age, who knew better how to behave than I did, the only son
of rich parents, fondled and spoiled. By the help of God
he did not rebel against me. I had only to go over his
studies with him, His parents were charitable people;
their house was outside of the street (g/eztv), on a large
pleasant place ; there I gained strength and health. I lived
with them about two years; I felt as if I dwelt amid roses,
and never in my life did I feel as happy as in those two
years. But unfortunately no one looked out for me, and
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I fell in bad company. They talked to me constantly
about women, and led me in their ways. We were a bad
set of young men, of different ages, wasting our time with
useless things and fooling with girls, as was their habit.
I finally came to think that this is the whole aim of life,
since during the entire time we never spoke of anything
but of following the inclinations of the heart. The greater
part of my days I spent with my young friends who lived
an immoral life. Among them were some who were over
twenty-three years old, and had more Talmudic knowledge
and better manners than I. Therefore, with the consent
of my father, I joined them and followed in their footsteps,
like the blind in the dark, thinking in my simplicity that
the purpose of good manners was to find favour in the
eyes of the girls, and that this is human happiness in one’s
youth. Even in the house where I lived the young
working men who were employed in building carriages for
the noblemen were a bad sort; their ringleader was a
certain Abraham Bass, who was boisterous and wild, so
that I was under evil influences from all sides. I was
more passionate at that time than ever again in my life.
How happy should I be now if my father had then given
me a wife. I would have raised a large family, no doubt,
in my early life, and would now have been in a position
to retire from all worldly affairs.

Now, unfortunately, I am devoid of wisdom and intelli-
gence, without sons and spouse. I wish to retire from the
affairs of this world, but I do not know whether, after
all, it would not be better for me to marry; possibly
I might have pious children and a capable wife who would
be a help to me. I wait for an answer from God, that
he notify me by a sign or a dream or a verse, of which

I might think when I wake up, or which a child might
X 2
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answer when I ask for its lesson. May I be successful
according to the wish of God. Amen.

Our author’s account stops here, but we gain a few
facts of his later life through some of the entries in his
little note-book. At the age of seventeen he went, without
his father’s knowledge, to a city the name of which is not
legible. The expense he defrayed with a small sum of
money provided by his grandfather. He was in great
distress; when twenty he went to Cracow, where he began
to repent his mode of life and to study more seriously.
But, as he intimates in the autobiography, he went around
much farther in the course of his life. From a list of
resolutions he had made at various times, beginning with
his recovery from the plague, we see that in 1695 he left
Corfu for Venice ; later he stayed at Pisa, where he vowed
to get married in the course of the year if possible; this,
he adds, he did after some delay. Again we find him in
Zante selling Tefillin and Mezuzot, correcting the Sefer
Torah, and delivering a Derashah in the synagogue, but he
was the object of raillery on the part of the innkeeper
with whom he stayed, until a certain Judah Modona took
him into his house. Even then the innkeeper persecuted
him and brought him into trouble because he had slaughtered
fowl, but at this point the account breaks off. Evidently
he had become a Sofer, and therefore also we find the
records of the purchase of parchments at the end of the
volume.

We do not hear any more about our hero, but his
further fate is of no material importance to us. Of course,
it would have been interesting to read his impressions of
the various communities he visited, but this would hardly
equal the quaint account of his younger years.
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