Arabs of my Childhood

By DR J. J. SLOTKI

How profoundly our childhood experiences colour our attitudes throughout life! Environment indelibly impresses itself on the young and pliable mind and fashions the future man.

I find this to be particularly true in my own case. My memories of Arabs takes me back many decades, through the years between my birth in Meah Shearim 1903 and my departure to England at the age of nine in 1912.

Many and varied were the impressions that engraved themselves on the tablet of my receptive mind and which doubtless affected my judgement right down to the present day. I remember the Arabs with mingled feelings. Presumably, they who were my contemporaries, if they are still alive, entertained the same feelings towards us.

These Arabs to whom I remember were, in a sense, fairly close to us. We saw them face to face. We spoke to them. They came regularly through the gates of Meah Shearim, bringing their wares to all at prices that today seem incredibly cheap. They sold us olives, oranges, cactus fruit, and eked out of a miserable livelihood from the small Turkish coins that even then were worth only a fraction of a halfpenny. I met them in the old city on the way to the Kasel Maaravi.. These Arabs were not intellectuals. Far from it. I never met intellectual Arabs personally in those days. No, it was the fellah, the hewer of wood and the drawer of water whose acquaintances, albeit distant, I made. 

I'm afraid I must confess that, on the whole, we did not take kindly to them and it would not surprise me if the feeling was reciprocated. As for myself, I was rather mildly scared. Yet, on reflection , there must have been some among them who were well disposed, peaceful, kindly, simple folk, like ourselves.

I only remember one of them by name- Amin in. He used to deliver our coal and could speak our “lingo” – Yiddish -  as well as we could. He was a jolly fellow and profoundly respectful of my saintly grandfather of blessed memory. My grandparents owned a house in Meah Shearim, which was large enough to accommodate both themselves and several families of their married children. My grandfather was a great Talmudial, a lamdan , perpetually occupied with the study of Talmud and consequently saturated with Talmudic learning. He knew the whole 63 volumes by heart. 

Amin had, of course, never tested my grandfather’s knowledge of Talmud, but whenever he came to our house to deliver his load of coal, he would catch a glimpse from the courtyard into the room where by grandfather sat in front of a Talmudic tome, deeply absorbed, swaying gently to and fro and chanting softly the time-old tune as peculiar to the gemare student.  Amin, fez on head, would gaze reverently at the awe-inspiring figure and then, emerging from a kind of trance, he would remark:  “A truly holy mand; soll ich sein zein Happoreh – may I be an atonement offering for him”!  He was a kindly soul, was Amin.

Then we had, as a daily visitor, the wasser-trager, the water-carrier, with his kirbe, goat-skin turned into a container, slung across his back.  A min a-saka, a min a-saka, “water for drinking”, he would cry in endless monotone.  When he found a purchaser he would undo the string which tied what had been the goat’s leg and now served as a spout, and would pour the contents of the skin-bottle into the tanakhe, the large, earthenware jar that stood in a corner of the courtyard.  He was mild man and harmless.  No-one molested him and he bothered no-one.  

The Meah Shearim children, however, were not always the little angels you might take them for in their peyot and tzitzis. A perfectly unsuspecting fellah would sometimes take a shool out through the main street and, before he knew it, he would find himself followed, at a respectful distance, by a mischievous gang of urchins, shouting after him:

	Hey, hey, ya-fellah
	Hat’l roasak fa’ baslah.

which insolent couplet, freely rendered, requests that fellah to place his head in the abattoir.  The Arab would turn his head with an angry look and the rascals would scurry away like frightened mice.  But they would be back in a trice!

As might be expected, the Arabs, on their home-ground, would try to get their own back.

I remember a party of us setting out for the Kotel.  There must have been some fifteen yashivah bachurim in the group; safety in numbers.  As we entered into the old city, a band of Arab youth began to hurl stones at us.  They may have been looking for some fun.  If so, they were soon to be disappointed.  Our chevrah, nothing daunted, instantly picked up stones from the ground – and there was no shortage of them in Jerusalem – and sent them hurtling against the attackers.  The battle was short and decisive.  No casualties on our side.  The enemy turned and fled and we continued on our journey peacefully.  It would not be surprising if these same Arabs were afterwards to be found among the Army recruits who attacked Israel in 1948 and met a similar fate!

One more Arab stands out in my mind and he, also, is associated with a visit to the Kotel.  

At that time the steep alley-way leading down to the narrow passage in front of the Kotel was flanked on both sides by houses and occupied by Arab tenants.  

On this occasion there were three of us; namely my cousin Nachman, his brother Shia Seib and myself.  I carried in my breast pocket a small tehillim. We had gone half-way down the shallow steps, when by cousins happened to pass on a little ahead of me.  To my horror, a young fellah leaped at me out of a doorway and putting his clumsy arms around me began to feel in all my pickets.  Alarmed for my previous little tehillim, I managed to utter a scream which brought my cousin Nachman to my side like a shot.  He gripped by assailant by the scruff of the neck and, with a right uppercut followed b a left, he sent him reeling to the ground.  We proceeded unmolested to our holy destination. 

Space will not allow me to recall other Arabs of my childhood days.  In retrospect it seems to me a great pity that nothing appears to have been done by those who could have done something in those days to foster better relations between the two communities.  But who dare apportion blame?  The burning question for us today is surely this:  “Will the events of the future bury the mistakes of the past?”
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