Hovering at Low Altitude
over Haifa

The strects aml slopes of the Hadar
Halarmel neighborhood of Tlaifa are
exched into the soul of Nili Gold, whose
Haifa: City af Steps [(Brandeis, 529050 s
lowe lerter to the city where she was born
.ol raised. In each of the five chaprers of
rhis hook, Crold wones aboot asorhes part
of her n-:i;hlnmhw:-ei. wezving sopether
her personal recollections with the bhas-
mory of the city and the Hebrew oovels
and poems ser on the very steps aned
crreet corners she chrondcles, As such,
this umpual book 15 pare memein, pact
history, and part liverary sohidarshap, as

well &5 3 mOVing TestEmenT o it enehar

ing power of placc m the PR

homan maaginarion. 1

Gold grew up on the
spamline”  beotween  the
largest Jewish and  Asab
1:L-i_:_:ht3|1Tl:Luu-11-= i Haifa,
and she wrtes about the
era of commaon Jewish-Arah
coexistence thar preceded
the foundhng of the: Srare in
the vear she was born, 1048,
Her father, who arrved in Palescine a5 an
illegal tnmigrant from Vicnna in 1939,
rwnsed a houseware: store in the “Talpiot
Market, once the commercial hub of
the city, and she atended preschool
aear the Technion—rthe Technologcal
Instirure of Israel, rompleted o 1914

i whose garden she played in
- nearky every afternpon with
her marther, also a Baropean
immigrant. okl provides
an  archirectural  history
of the Technion, built by
a Crerman-Jewish  archi
pecr who was determined
o reosain Fauthiol o the
region’s  indigenous stvle.
“In my oursety school days,
ir seemed to me, as to generations of
Haifa children... that the Technion and
irs garden had been on that shpe since
the heginning of time.... Lven hefore:
I prasped irs structure andl deseen, the
Technion area at the heact of Halia

seeped into my consciousness.” 1This

The Book of Disaster

From For Single Mothers Working as Train Conductors by LAURA ESTHER WOLFSON

EVERYTHING BEGAN 1M Lirhuania, of
cougse, Put where to boginn Lithuana?

I could begin with my owa jour
ney there, in 2007 It was then thae I
et Farn,

' o MY SEVCOLIcs, said  Faina,
Nondescript and extremely chin, Tl wear
a silk scast. Bright red.

—ee

Faima pulled out a key on a string around her neck, and we
fonnd oursehres in a cramped living room with a china cabi-
net, a fake Oricnral hanging on the wall, and matched sets of
{“hekhng Pushkin, and the other guys in a case with a glass
frone. 1'd seen so many places like this one across the former
L1SSR: even if I'd never set foor there, | could still desc ribe
it, right down to the souvenir tel sct from Uzbekistan in the
china cabanet,

By then, Famna was pretry much oover her astonishment at
meeting an American whe spoke Fonssian.

! had bearned that Faina was a retired professor of educa-
tiom who volunteered ar the local Jewish Museurn that had
visen from the ashes of the Soviet Union. She was racng
against time 1o interview Jewish survivors of the (reriman
occupation while a few of them were srill living. She was no
trained historian, almost nobody at the museum was, MO
of them women in their seventies or eighties like her, reticed
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from other professions —engineenng, medicine, atawdemia
whir had thrown themselves mnto this work just as soomn as the
Sowviet Union dried up and blew away

For decades, she said pensively, we lived in silence with the
knowledge of what had happened during the war, ro our com
IRIELLE, T CREr families.

Yo sce, she said, my parents were Litvaks, Lirhuanian Jows,
bt they went to Birobidjan, which is where 1 was bomn. I was
born in the thirties, In the Soviet Union. Of all rhe centuries
and countzics to be born inta!

It would have been berter to be alive during the Spanish
Inquisition, she sad. We would merely have been stripped
of everything we had and forced to leave the country, which
would have been hetter than being stripped of everything and
forced to stay, as we were. Strangely, thowgh, 1 had a happy
childhood. Stalin was our kind, jolly Soveet father.

Yo've heard of Birobidjan, of course?

T nodded.

Ir was supposed o be our alternarive to Palestine, she
sl A Jewish homeland, right here, rucked inside the Soviet
Union. So...we spent the war years there — amul when the Nazis
rerreated, we set forch for Lichuania, Mother and L

We stopped over in Yalta, My father's parents had Hed
there during the war. My mothes knew the address by heart.
She knocked, The door opened a crack. It was chaimed. An
elderly woman peered out. “Waie,” she saul She stepped away,




bkl of architecture, hiseory, and mem
ory alse choractenizes her rofleceions
om the Alliance School, the firsst Jewish
school in Dlaifa, which Gold attended
from the thisd grade ong the Centeal
Synagnsue, where she sccompanied her
father for pravers uncil his death when
she was 1o, ar which point she was
realed that she was a woman asd couald
o longer enper; the Struck 1 louse,
buile by the Technion™ architect in the
1gx0s as an arcist's residence and siu
din for a German-lewish pamter; and
thee [ekovire |loaese, where her parents
were marrieed o 946,

Caold, a professor of hieaure an thet:
University of Pennsylvania, previously
published a Liverary biegmaphy of Yeh uila

Amichai, who figures prominently in
thiz hook. Although betoer koown as a

Jerusalem peet, Amichar lived in [Haifa

bepween 1947-48, a period o which
his beloved gidfremd Buth Hermann
left him to study in MNew York Cie
Amichai did nor know that she would
pever rerurn B ham, and he spent his
mipnths w Haifa ceaching m the Geula
clemenrary school (where Goold stud-
ird pust @ few vears later) and writing
Hermann love letters thar Crold woald
discover 2003, after the poet’s death
Gold quores frequently from chese let
rers and from the poems Amuchal wrone
i the wery same [lafa catés that Crodd
visitedl 2s a young girl with her mother,
She quotes, too, from the poetry of
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[rahlia Ravikowiech, who grew up m
various foseer homes in Haifa, and from
the novels of Sama Michae], Yehodit
katzr, Yehudie Hendel, Esty Ham and
AB. Yehoshua, caking us with her on a
literary tour of the parks amil meerseo-
troms where variows hoes and scenes
are sot, amd showing us how geagraphy
takes on an emotiona qualioy in chese
avithors” works.

These liverary excurses will be of
et inrerest to those familiar wech the
wrirks sl s chronichng, T found ryself
racing past her discussion of nther nov
els o pot v Esry Ham's Coraer Poaile,
which I hatl recently read and boeel. In
any case, the most arresting moments in
this book are not Gaold's reflections on

then returned and chrost 2 bundle of lecters theough che nar
Tow Gpening,

That was my sole glimpse of my paternal grandmother.

My mother didn’t seem much surprised by her mothes-in-
law's reception. Decades later, when | found out about my
father, [ understood: we carried 3 vike contagion.

I was in college when Khrushchev gave his Secrer Speech,
Faina continued tao dayvs later.

We were in a small office atr the muscum. Tao cups of tea
sreamed on the table.

Thae was when we beaened, officially learned, she said,
though there had been whispers before, thar Sralin was not
our kind, jolly facher, Cher instruerors wept and so did we.

Let me tell you what we heard ar the college today, [
said to my mother when | came home. Did you hear whar
Khrushchey said?

I heard nothing new todiy, my mother said with preter-
natural calm, She bir her lip. Then she covered her face with
her hands. She sar char way for a loog time,

¥ou koow, your father did noz die a mtusal deach, she sad
fimally, Inckimg up.

[ wanred to change the subject. But there was no
other subject.

He was execured, she continued. As an enemy of the people.

W by did you never tell me?

I weanted vou te have h.'q:-]:l:r'fhi]l:lhl'u:bd,:'i!w sanidd, the Tears
coming now, | abways meant to tell you Always, But moe yet.

She gripped my sleeve. She begged my forgivencs.

Mama, I forgive you cverything, I said again and agaun.

The whole story, everything she knew, came spilling out. 1t
consisted mainly of gaps and conjecture. She was certain that
he was guilty of noching. Tle'd been accwsed of saborage and
wrecking, something like rhat, like oullions of nthers, Maybe
he'l todd & joke abour Stalin. Which would have becn unbe
licvably foolish. Bur suill,

A few months after they took him, my mother told me,
she received a letrer saying that he'd been sentenced oo 25
vears. Everyone knew what that meant: hie wonaled be execured.
pethaps already had been. Then the malman revurned the
possessions she'd hasrily gathered and chrust into hes hands as
his new keepers led him over the chreshold and away. Rerurn
of the prisoner’s possessions was also widely understood as a
death announcement. E

Faina paused.

Many decades lates, after the end of the Soviet Union, | went
to the government archives to soe my father’s records. The file
contained his execution date, which was just a few days after
his arrest, The person who had denounced him would, 3 few
years later, become my heloved first-grade teacher. My mother
was long deadd by the time | read rhe file. She never knew who
was responsible. She had condial relations wich that pesson, met
with him for parent-teacher conferences.

My facher had been a reacher ae the high school. Maybe the
man wanted my fathee’s job?

Bur he didn't get it. He stayed back in the firse grade.
| saw Faina several more times during my remaining weeks i
Lithuania. She did not reeuen 1o her life story, bur it was with
us earh time we mer, like a third person ar the rable. =

Frvim o Stople Matiers Wirdivgs 2 T Crodvetars by Lanra Esther Widkson, swanled e 207 Tnea Fiaze for Liverary Monficrion. (Universicy of low Prows, 2oeB}
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atbeer works of hterature, ot her own
nostalzic memorics—of ronniog by che
thick-trunked cvucabvpous trees on her
wiay to school; of Fraday afternoon bus
trips to the peol by the sca ar Bar Galim,
“symbol of a losr childhood w che L

Crary and memerial “Tia'in_gn af poTs
and aurhors feom Hafa™ of Sacecday
afrernmons spene |'||.3:|-'ng o nrighhn r'.-;
terrace whale all the adules relished thesr
srifufvinnde, their afternoon nap, The
Leanake saffers from noecesional cepetation,
as back ground supplied in one chaprer is
rerterated 1n the next, But thas may alseo
be owing vo the nature nr'mn:nmr:,'_.ﬂ-:pq:-
cially when hovering at such a low alt

rude, to borrosw an image from [ahlia
Favikowiteh, Chie miemaories comie hack
ter us wnbadden, larched cach time mooa
thfferene assoctative chread.

Even inowriting about other aurthors,
Ceeddel’s oam bowve for her city comes
through, infusing her prose with a
lvricesm pnsual for acadenic writing
“The language of steps & the secret lan
puage in which che residencs of the ciry
cxpaess thear love to thas slope o whach
they live, Jlzifa is [Yehodic] Tlendel's
ciry of soeps, oo owhom she made bove
with her feer and whom she serenaded
with her pen. The heroes of thee streers
of steps are all che people of Tlaifa, those
who live among them, amd those who
climbed them up and down, like me, on
thee weay b the store from Hersl Streer.”

This deeply personal work of schol-
arship 15 2 reminder that often che most
powertul liverature emenzes from those
whinr are unateaed g0 wnee, wich the dis
cerning cve and sensitive car of a conie
of the highese order, about char which
they bove most.

”.-"I:H-"l EURSHANT dand If All the Seas
Were Ink: A Memuor camre oat last year

How to Appreciate
Being Mortal

My mrandmorher, who was born in Jaffa,
then part of Syria, in rgod, Inrod oo be o
vears old. She outlived hee younper and
erlileer siblings, ber hushand, and neacky all
of her Trendds, She had a ol Life, bar b
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the end shedd had enoogh life, thank vou
very ouch.

I couldn't help bur think of my
prandmorher as [ eead the fifth novel Ty
[xara Horn, Etermal Life (%W _Nn-n:n-n
& Company, S16.2o), a2 novel of adeas
rhar is nin-r; a fanrastical rale of rime
eravel, romance, and immortalre Horn's
OO -YEAT rulrd prr:-'r:_l;_r_r;nni-::_ 'I-'!;:u;h.-.-i_ is
retly o ddve, Bt she can’t beeause she
mide a bargain wich Ciod during che
Secoml Temple. Inorder to save her firse
son, she and the child's father, Elazar,
agmes to eternal hfe. Thes may net sound
like a had bargain ve many, Coeosle “croe-
nal bife,” amcl all kinads of Tife-prolomgring
vitamins and supplements appoar on
vour sereen, [nitially Bachel docsn't
consider the bacgain unfur, bur by the
rime we meet her, she's exhausted trom
living so loog and, more imporeantly,
Fromm '.:l.'.'l'rr|1ln'-='_ almnise CVETPOne shie has

lowed die. The aovel moves between

Rachel is ready to die,
but she can't—
because she made a
bargain with God.

Rachels current life as a businesswoman
and wichra amal her pasts, from suborban
America to Koman-ocoapied Jerusalem.

In an interesting take on immorcal
ity, Rachel docen®t bve a sowede lfe for
zoves vears; she has what looks like many
Trves, bur her consciousncss remans the
same, She calls cach life 3 version, “a
wrerach, the turgical term, bke a melod
i variation on a theme” In each ver
senry, Bwrwewer, Backel 1% 0 woman anad
a micher, ._ali-nwing_ Hosrn 1o
foacus om ber ceneral coneeme
marherhood, Ar one J'minl:_
Bachel thinks back on her
time caring for her children:
“she toed to estimare b
many thowsands of tumes she
had mursed an infanr, how
many nscals she had cooked
for arhers, how ma Iy SpHINS
of medweine she had rased

0o orher pcnph_-": lips...che sacrifice was
beosteonmless, heavy labor cast into 3 vearl.”
While Rachel has had hundreds of chil-
dren owver the vears, moreal mothers waill
relare o her sense of endless servinude,
the many repeated tasks and duties of
rmiotherhood, Hom, a mother of four
voung children, sells Publishers Weekhy
thar the concept for the aovel was bora
ot of “ten and a half continuous years of
changing diapecs.” The oft-heard lament,
“It goes by so fast!™ didn't apply oo her,
though it soems anly o mpply m netro

spret for any mother: in the r..|1i|:[1|' af all
thar caging and worry and responsabaling
time can frel as show as che ages, Horn
is ar her best—wirey and tender—as she
illuminares the challenges of maortal
motherhood. Attempting to understand
her current sons business interest, fod
imstanee, Fachel thanks, “as 1t hal been
rrue for centuries, she had no idea whar
lrer chaled was ealking abows.”

Amnrher and related concern of the
nowel 15 the penerational resistance o
the knowledge of owr clders. When
Bachel tries to explain her sitwacion to
her children or grandcluldren, or m one
1St ance o ]'.-'\;_l.'l:'hl.'lfriﬂ. she is dismissed
as crary The psychiatrst presceihes Ltk
urm, anl ber 2est contury granddaugheer
Hannah, posts: “My praodmother juss
trlded s she cant t.ign ot on her will
bocause she CANT THE. #Ferumvold
lachy™ Bur Bachel isn't craey; remarkably
she 1 pretty well-adpested goven all she’s
bren throwgh, Scill, nobody can hear or
appreciate her wisdom.

And Hachel is also wrong abour some
kev events, especially as ic pereains to her
sos” actions. With both Rocko her cur
rent tronahling son, and her 'l.'i_"r_l:'ﬁrﬂ.'[ SO0,
Yochanan, she 15 a harsh et
W, I:['l-:mgh arhers see them as
seninscs, Yochanan, afver all,
saves the lorah rlui'ing rhe
Roman swege of Jerusalem,
therehy preserving ludaism.
Eachel doesn't exacthy admie
that she's wrong about these
things, bt she does have this
tan say ghour the limdrarioons
of knwrwleslge and specifical




