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T h e livelihood of the Shtetl depended on the yarid, which was
once or twice a week. In Orinin the yarid, the market day, was
on Tuesday and Sunday. Merchants, peasants, horse dealers,
artisans of all kinds mingled on this day. People watched the skies
before the yarid to foretell the weather for the market days.
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Yarid, by the way, is a Hebrew word, meaning a place where people
get together for selling and buying or exchanging merchandise. In
Yiddish the word yarid took on the meaning, in addition to that of
a market place, of confusion, noise, disorder. Sholem Aleichem, the
Jewish humorist, compared life itself to a yarid. You come full of hope
and expectation, run around, hustle and bustle, take a lick of this, a
smell of that, and at the end of the yarid, when the evening of life
approaches, you feel empty, disillusioned, and are very tired. Such was
the yarid in the Shtetl.
Orinin had four market places for the yarid. T h e largest of the four
was the horse market. Horse dealers came from far and wide and
parked their horses and wagons around the stone fence of the Pravoslavny church. With the break of dawn, peasants from the surrounding villages congregated in the square, each leading a few horses nicely
combed, their harnesses attractively decorated, glistening in the sun,
impatiently neighing and stamping. Buyers approached sellers and the
drama of the yarid began.
T h e horse dealer would hold out the palm of the peasant's hand and
ask: "How much for this undernourished horse?"
T h e peasant would grab the outstretched hand of the dealer and
reply: "You call this an undernourished horse? Why, look at his
calves! See how impatient he is! He wants to be harnessed to a wagon!"
T h e peasant would quote an impossible sum of money.
T h e horse dealer would begin to laugh. He called to his partner.
After telling him the sum of money asked for the horse, they would
both laugh aloud. While all the time the dealer held onto the peasant's
palm. T h e other partner would in the meantime look the horse over
from all sides. He would look at his mouth, kick his shins, pull him
by the tail, drive him through the square. T h e dealer would raise
the price while the peasant would lower it, to the accompaniment of
slaps on the palms. T h e quotations would fly back and forth, and the
slaps would grow in frequency and intensity, until finally they arrived
at some price much lower than the peasant asked for, and much higher
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than the dealer wanted to pay at the start. At the end buyer and seller
departed to the nearby saloon and drank "Na Zdorovia", T o Health!
and everything ended happily.
T h e second market place was for general merchandise. Itinerant
merchants would put up tents the night before and sleep in them.
When morning came, they opened the tents and displayed a dazzling
array of manufactured goods. There were ornaments and jewelry,
ribbons and kerchiefs, scissors and knives, ikons and candles, crucifixes
and beads. And the colors of the merchandise, the flattery of the
merchants, the bargaining of the buyers, these were all part of the
yarid. T h e merchants in the tents came from Great Russia. They were
called katzapes, and they were recognized by their dress: high boots,
wide trousers tucked in the boots, and billowing white shirts tied together with wide colorful belts. On their heads they wore small caps
with leather visors. They always held long pliable whips in their
hands to scare away intruders such as cats, dogs, and pigs and to crack
over the hands of would-be pilferers. T h e children would fear them
and at the same time were attracted by them and their wares.
We were fascinated by the toys which they displayed. They had
trumpets made of tin, singing birds made of clay, drums and drumsticks beautifully carved and colored. And they had wooden soldiers
painted with colorful costumes. But what could we buy for the
kopek we were allowed for the yarid? We stood open-mouthed and
watched.
The third square was used for the grain market. The merchants had
storage bins for corn and barley, for sunflower and caraway seeds, for
wheat and buckwheat. T h e merchants held scales in their hands and
weighed out the bundles brought by the peasants' wives. It was less
colorful than the horse market but more business-like.
Down by the river, where the slaughterhouse stood on the hill, was
the market place for lambs, goats, calves, and sheep. The noise in that
market place was not that of buyers and sellers, but the baaing and
mooing of the animals as they were being separated from their herds.
But the yarid spilled over into the side streets and alley-ways of
Orinin as well. There was hardly a house that was not involved in
the yarid. At one place women bought chickens and geese and eggs
from the peasants. In front of houses people put up little tents and
displayed pots and pans, seives and funnels. Artisans of all kinds sold
their wares and implements. Coopers made barrels right on the spot,
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and the rope maker walked back and forth with wads of flax around
his loins as he twisted lengths of rope for the waiting peasant.
A most exciting place was the farm tool and implement market.
Peasants would pick up a scythe, a sickle, or plow. They would listen
to the sound the implements made as they hit them against a stone,
and from the sound they would decide whether to buy.
There were smaller merchants who bought a bunch of rareripes or
garlic, pumpkin seed, or dried beans. Everybody was busy on the days
of the yarid. But when evening came and the peasants departed, the
out-of-town merchants drove off with their spirited horses and wagons,
the tents and stands were folded, and the horse dealers gathered the
horses they had bought and sent them off to the nearby Galician
border, peace descended upon the Shtetl, and people began to prepare
for the next yarid.
Not bad, the Shtetl people would say to one another. But it could
be better. Maybe next yarid. Next week.
T h e Shtetl would return to normal. Normal worries. Normal anxieties. Normal petty squabbles.
L O V E IN T H E

SHTETL

Boys and girls of Orinin, as of any Shtetl, were paired off at an early
age. T h e mother of a girl who had her eye on a boy of a friend would
send a shadchen, a matchmaker, to the parents of the boy, and the
shiduch, the engagement was arranged. T h e boy and the girl both
attended heder and played hoops nearby yet never spoke to one another. But for all practical purposes they were engaged to be married.
Two Hasidim met at the court of their rebbe. It turned out that
one had a son and the other a daughter; so they arranged an engagement. They then drank to the hoson-kaloh, the bridegroom and brideto-be, and the rebbe wished them health and good fortune. T h e two
shook hands and made a tkias kaf, a hand-shake in the presence of
other Hasidim. A tkias kaf had the power of an official agreement. It
could not be broken.
T h e boys and girls were left out of the agreement entirely. T h e boy
received the traditional gold watch and chain and was known as the
hoson bohur. T h e girl received a beautiful kerchief, and became known
as kaloh moid. Both of them continued whatever they were doing in
their parents' homes. Nothing was changed, although the Shtetl knew
that they were engaged to be married.
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Most boys and girls became engaged through a shadchen or a shadchente. Both men and women were proficient in the profession. T h e
shadchen, the male matchmaker, usually brought together out-of-town
couples, while the shadchente, the female matchmaker, had a local
clientele.
A successful matchmaker had an abundance of patience. He (or
she) would come to a prospective client on a Saturday afternoon for a
visit and a glass of tea. They would be dressed in their Saturday best,
and would talk about everything under the sun, until the hoson or
kaloh were mentioned in a round-about way. T h e parents knew what
the matchmaker wanted, but no one mentioned it.
When the shadchen was encouraged in his conversation, he would
proceed further, lavishing praise upon the bride or bridegroom. But
when he sensed a reluctance on the part of the parents to continue the
matter, the shadchen would bring the conversation around to another
prospect for marriage. T h e shadchen knew everyone in the Shtetl and
knew the foibles of each family. He must be careful of the sensitivities
of parents. But when the match was made, the two young people were
not consulted. T h e match was between the two families and not between the young people.
There were certain basic principles that every shadchen or shadchente
had to observe in bringing a prospective match to a family:
1. Yihus, lineage, or caste, if you please. Lines were drawn between
rich and poor, balebos and laborer, dwellers of the upper and lower
streets. These lines were seldom crossed. T h e son of a tailor was not
good enough for the daughter of a balebos. But it was different if the
son of a poor water carrier happened to be a scholar, a Ben Torah.
In such cases the shadchen would be sent to the yeshivah in the town
where the boy was studying, and the brilliant boy would be selected
for the rich daughter of the merchant in the Shtetl. A scholar, a sharfer
kop* a masmid in the yeshivah, a diligent student transcended yihus.
Such was the value the Shtetl put upon learning and scholarship. Every
poor mother dreamed of her son becoming a scholar and being chosen
by a rich man as his son-in-law.
2. Names, first names, had to be gone into before a match could
be brought up. T h e name of the mother of the hoson and that of the
kaloh could never be the same. In some families it was considered bad
luck for the father of the bride and the hoson to have the same first
name.
•"Sharp head". Yiddish.
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3. Priesthood could not be violated. A widow or a divorced woman
were forbidden to a Cohen, a man of the priestly family. Every man
with the last name of Cohen, Kahn, Katz, Kaganowitz, Kaplan, or Kagan
was most certainly a descendant of priests. But even when the last name
did not suggest priesthood, there were family traditions, handed down
from time immemorial, from father to son, about their genealogy. A
shadchen had to make sure about his prospects.
4. "Blemishes" on either side could not be overlooked. Apostasy
in the family, no matter how distant a relative involved, was considered
a blemish. Farflecken di mishpocho, to soil the family, was an unforgettable offense.
In all of this the feeling of the hoson and the kaloh were not taken
into account. Tradition and family considerations came first. Love
was not a prerequisite to marriage.
T h e task of the matchmakers was not over with the bringing together
of hoson-kaloh. There were many obstacles to overcome. There was
the delicate deliberation about the nadan, the dowry, and the promise
of board and room to the hoson. T h e parents of the bridegroom always
held out for a greater dowry and insisted on a longer term of board
and room from the parents of the bride. At any moment the shiduch,
the engagement, was in danger of being dissolved. Oploson a shiduch,
to let an engagement dissolve, was even worse than a divorce. T h e
shame to the bride and her family was more than they could bear.
T h e matchmakers shuttled between the two sides until a compromise
satisfactory to both sides was reached.
Then and only then did the shadchen and the shadchente receive
their commissions. There was no set fee. T h e greater the nadan and
the promise of support, the larger the commission.
Matchmaking came into disuse by the time my generation was ready
for marriage. A quiet revolution had taken place in Orinin and in
the towns all around. Boys and girls met on their own in various
places. We met in the Beth Am, which was at once a community center,
(People's House), a library, and a lecture hall. We met on the
Doroshka, the pathway which divided the two streams of the Big River,
one continuing its course around the town of Orinin and the other
diverted to turn the stone of its grist mill. T h e Doroshka ran for about
half a mile between the two streams and was a shaded place, very
quiet, very romantic. We would walk back and forth on the Doroshka
and would observe the moon rise, and the willows by the river grow
pensive, and the cicadas chirp away through the long evening.
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The matchmaker continued to practice his skill for many years, but
for most of us it was considered "old-fashioned," a relic of days gone
by. We were emancipated. Little did we know that matchmaking was
still going on — in America! Loneliness is not limited to the Shtetl.
One can be lonely in the big cities as well.
WELFARE

IN T H E

SHTETL

No one went hungry in the Shtetl. Poverty there was, but hunger did
not exist. T h e poor did not know where tomorrow's meals would come
from, but for today their needs were provided for by neighbors.
Widows and orphans were first on the list. Every balaboste, the wife
of a merchant or store keeper, as she baked her weekly supply of bread
would bake an extra loaf for a widow. Every Friday when the same
balaboste baked her hale, the white twisted bread for the Sabbath,
she would also braid an extra hale for the poor. And so it was for the
Holidays. T h e poor did not have delicacies, but they did not lack
bread. T h e portions of bread and meat and other necessities were sent
to the home of the widow or sick in secret. T h e woman of the house
would send one of her children with a covered basket. T h e child was
told to leave it on the kitchen table and tell the widow that mother
had sent what she owes her.
The poor, the sick, the orphaned, and the widowed were cared for
by the noshim tzidkonioth, the good-hearted women of the Shtetl. T h e
men contributed to a general fund that was maintained by the gabbai,
the elected head of each house of worship.
There was a fund for hachnosath orhim, the sheltering of the
strangers. When a poor stranger came to town he immediately repaired to a house of worship. There he was sure to find a place where
he could rest his feet from the long walk from the last Shtetl. In the
evening worshippers would come, would greet him with Sholom
Alechem, and inquire where he came from and when he was leaving.
T h e shammos took him to an inn and then to a balebos for supper.
On Sabbath Eve strangers were particularly numerous. I hardly remember a meal without an orah, as the strangers were called. A guest
for Sabbath was the norm rather than the exception.
Hachnosath kaloh literally means "bringing the bride under the
canopy". There was a fund for the purpose of providing a full wardrobe for the bride of the poor. This included nadan, a dowry, no
matter how small; a bed, chairs, and table; and kitchen utensils. Very
often a stranger would come to the Shtetl bearing a letter from his rov

