REB ASHER THE DAIRYMAN
By I.B. Singer
THERE are some people in this world who are simply born good. Such was Reb
Asher the dairyman. God had endowed him with many, many gifts. He was tall, broad,
strong, had a black beard, large black eyes, and the voice of a lion. On the New Year and
the Day of Atonement he served as cantor of the main prayer for the congregation that
met in our house, and it was his voice that attracted many of the worshippers. He did this
without payment, although he could have commanded sizable fees from some of the
larger synagogues. It was his way of helping my father earn a livelihood for the holidays.
And as if this were not enough? Reb Asher was always doing something for us in one
way or another. No one sent my father as generous a Purim gift as did Reb Asher the
dairyman. When Father found himself in great straits and could not pay the rent, he sent
me to Reb Asher to borrow money. And Asher never said no, nor did he ever pull a wry
face. He simply reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a handful of paper money
and silver. Neither did he limit himself to helping out my father. He gave charity in all
directions. This simple Jew, who with great difficulty plowed through a chapter of the
Mishnah, lived his entire life on the highest ethical plane. What others preached, he
practiced.
He was no millionaire, he was not even wealthy, but he had a “comfortable
income” as my father would put it. I myself often bought milk, butter, cheese, clabber,
and cream in his shop. His wife and their eldest daughter waited on customers all day
long, from early in the morning till late at night. His wife was a stout woman, with a
blond wig, puffy cheeks, and a neck covered with freckles. She was the daughter of a
farm bailiff. Her enormous bosom seemed to be swollen with milk. I used to imagine
that if someone were to cut her arm, milk would spurt out, not blood. One son, Yudl, was
so fat that people came to stare at him as at a freak. He weighed nearly three hundred and
fifty pounds. Another son, slight of build and something of a dandy, had become a tailor
and gone off to Paris. A younger son was still studying at cheder, and a little girl
attended a secular school.
Just as our house was always filled with problems, doubts, and unrest, so
everything in Asher's house was whole, placid, healthy. Every day Asher went to bring
the cans of milk from the train. He rose at dawn, went to the syngogue, and after
breakfast drove to the railroad depot. He worked at least eighteen hours every day, yet on
the Sabbath, instead of resting, he would go to listens to a preacher or come to my father
to study a portion of the Pentateuch with the commentary of Rashi. Just as he loved his
work, so he loved his Judaism. It seems to me that I never heard this man say no. His
entire life was one great yes.
Asher owned a horse and wagon, and this horse and wagon aroused a fierce envy
in me. How happy must be the boy whose father owned a wagon, a horse, a stable!
Every day Asher went off to distant parts of the city, even to Praga! Often 1 would see
him driving past our building. He never forgot to lift his head and greet whomever he
saw at the window or on the balcony. Often he met me when I was running about the
streets with a gang of boys or playing with those who were not “my kind '' but he never
threatened to tell my father, nor did he try to lecture me. He did not, like the other
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grown-ups, pull little boys by the ear, pinch their noses, or twist the brims of their caps.
Asher seemed to have an innate respect for every one, big or small.
Once when 1 saw him driving by in his wagon I nodded to him and called out?
“Reb Asher, take me along!”
Asher immediately stopped and told me to get on. We drove to a train depot. The
trip took several hours and I was overjoyed. I rode amid trolley cars, droshkies, delivery
vans. Soldiers marched; policemen stood guard; fire engines, ambulances, even some of
the automobiles that were just beginning to appear on the streets of Warsaw rushed past
us. Nothing could harm me. I was protected by a friend with a whip, and beneath my
feet I could feel the throbbing of the wheels. It seemed to me that all Warsaw must envy
me. And indeed people stared in wonderment at the little Hasid with the velvet cap and
the red earlocks who was riding in a milk wagon and surveying the city. It was evident
that l did not really belong to this wagon, that I was a strange kind of tourist. . . .
From that day on, a silent pact existed between me and Reb Asher. Whenever he
could, he would take me along as his passenger. Fraught with danger were those minutes
when Reb Asher went off to fetch the milk cans from the train, or to attend to a bill, and I
remained alone in the wagon. The horse would turn his head and stare at me in
astonishment. Asher had given me the reins to hold, and the horse seemed to be saying
silently, just look who is my driver now. . .'' The fear that the horse might suddenly rear
up and run off gave to these moments the extra fillip of peril. After all, a horse is not a
child's plaything but a gigantic creature, silent, wild, with enormous strength.
Occasionally a Gentile would pass by, look at me, laugh, and say something to me in
Polish. I did not understand his language, and he cast the same sort of dread upon me as
did the horse: he too was big, strong, and incomprehensible. He too might suddenly turn
on me and strike me, or yank at my earlock--- a pastime some Poles considered a great
joke . . .
When I thought the end had come---,any moment now the Gentile would strike
me, or the horse would dash off and smash into a wall or a street lamp--- then Reb Asher
reappeared and all was well again. Asher carried the heavy milk cans with the ease of a
Samson. He was stronger than the horse, stronger than the Gentile, yet he had mild eyes
and spoke my language, and he was my father's friend. I had only one desire: to ride with
this man for days and nights over fields and through forests, to Africa, to America, to the
ends of the world, and always to watch, to observe all that was going on around me . . .
How different this same Asher seemed on the New Year and the Day of
Atonement! Carpenters had put up benches in my father's study, and this was where the
women prayed. The beds had been taken out of the bedroom, a Holy Ark brought in, and
it had become a tiny prayer house. Asher was dressed in a white robe, against which his
black beard appeared even blacker. On his head he wore a high cap embroidered with
gold and silver. At the beginning of the Additional Service, Reb Asher would ascend to
the cantor's desk and recite in a lion's roar: “Behold me, destitute of good works . . .''
Our bedroom was too small for the bass voice that thundered forth from this
mighty breast. It was heard halfway down the street. Asher recited and chanted. He
knew every melody, every movement. The twenty men who made up our congregation
were all part of his choir. Asher's deep masculine voice aroused a tumult in the women's
section. True, they all knew him well. Only yesterday they had bought from him or from
his wife a saucepan of milk, a pot of clabber, a few ounces of butter, and had bargained
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with him for a little extra. But now Asher was the delegate who offered up the prayers of
the People of Israel directly to the Almighty, before the Throne of Glory, amid fluttering
angels and books that read themselves, in which are recorded the good deeds and the sins
of every mortal soul . . . When he reached the prayer “We will express the might,'' and
began to recite the destinies of men who shall live and who shall die, who shall perish by
fire and who by water a sobbing broke out among the women. But when Asher called out
triumphantly: “But repentance, prayer, and charity can avert the evil decree!''--- then a
heavy stone was taken from every heart. Soon Asher began to sing of the smallness of
man and the greatness of God, and joy and comfort enveloped everyone. Why need men
---who are but passing shadows, wilting blossoms--- expect malice from a God who is
just, revered, merciful? Every word that Asher called out, every note he uttered, restored
courage, revived hope. We indeed are nothing, but He is all. We are but as dust in our
lifetime, and less than dust after death, but He is eternal and His days shall never end. In
Him, only in Him, lies our hope . . .
One year, at the close of the Day of Atonement, this same Asher, our friend and
benefactor, saved our very lives. It happened in this way. After the day-long fast, we
had eaten a rich supper. Later a number of Jews gathered in our house to dance and
rejoice. My father had already put up, in the courtyard, the first beam of the hut for the
coming Feast of Tabernacles. Late that night the family had at last fallen asleep. Since
benches and pews had been set up in the bedroom, and the entire house was in disorder,
each of us slept wherever he could find a spot. But one thing we had forgotten--- to
extinguish the candles that were still burning on some of the pews.
Late that night Asher had to drive to the railroad station to pick up milk. He
passed our building and noticed that our apartment was unusually bright. This was not
the glow of candles or a lamp, but the glare of a fire. Asher realized that our house must
be burning. He rang the bell at the gate but the janitor did not rush to open it. He too was
asleep. Then Asher set to ringing the bell and beating on the door, making such a
commotion that at last the janitor awoke and opened the gate. Asher raced up the stairs
and banged on our door, but no one answered. Then Asher the Mighty hurled his broad
shoulders against the door and forced it open. Bursting into the apartment, he found the
entire family asleep, while all around benches, prayer stands, and prayer books were
aflame. He began to shout in his booming raptorial voice and finally roused us, and then
he tore off our quilts and set to smothering the conflagration.
I remember that moment as though it was yesterday. I opened my eyes and saw
many flames, large and small, rolling about and dancing like imps. My brother Moshe's
blanket had already caught fire. But I was young and was not frightened. On the
contrary, I liked the dancing flames.
After some time the fire was put out. Here indeed something had happened that
might well be called a miracle. A few minutes more, and we all would have
been taken by tile flames, for the wood of the benches was dry and they were saturated
with the tallow of the dripping candles. Asher was the only human being awake at that
hour, the only one who would ring the bell so persistently and risk his own life for us.
Yes, it was fated that this faithful friend should save us from the fire.
We were not even able to thank him. It was as though we had all been struck
dumb. Asher himself was in a hurry and left quickly. We wandered about amid the
charred benches, tables, prayer books, and prayer shawls, and every few minutes we
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discovered more sparks and smoldering embers. We all might easily have been burned to
cinders.
The friendship between my father and Reb Asher grew ever stronger, and during
the war years, when we were close to starvation, Asher again helped us in every way he
could.
After we had left Warsaw (during the First World War), we continued to hear
news of him from time to time. One son died, a daughter fell in love with a young man
of low origins and Asher was deeply grieved. I do not know whether he lived to see the
Nazi occupation of Warsaw. He probably died before that. But such Jews as he were
dragged off to the death camps. May these memoirs serve as a monument to him and his
like, who lived in sanctity and died as martyrs.
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