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Full Court Press
Uyghur Muslims in America turn to activism—putting pressure on 
the NBA and its sponsors—to help their fellow Uyghurs in China

BY MAGGIE PHILLIPS

T
he NBA season starts 
next Tuesday, and while 
basketball faces declin-
ing TV ratings domesti-
cally, it remains popular 
in China, where state-

side games have been broadcast for 35 
years. Fewer basketball fans at home are 
only one problem plaguing the league, 
however. NBA players, officials, and 
executives are frequently accused of 
catering to their (larger) Chinese mar-
ket, while downplaying China’s human 
rights abuses. In particular, the NBA 
and its sponsors, including sports re-
tailers like Nike, have been both directly 
and indirectly implicated in the Chi-
nese government’s ongoing campaign 
against the ethnoreligious minority Uy-
ghur Muslims in China’s Xinjiang Uy-
ghur Autonomous Region (XUAR). 
Abuses there include forced steriliza-
tion, slave labor, and internment camps. 
But the NBA and its sponsors are hardly 
the only high-profile American corpora-
tions to have unsavory ties to the abuses 
in the XUAR. That is why in December 
of last year, the Biden administration 
signed into law the bipartisan Uyghur 
Forced Labor Prevention Act (UFLPA), 
intended to take practical steps to sever 
the Gordian knot of soft power compe-
tition and economic interest that, along 
with Chinese Communist Party bigotry, 
binds Uyghur Muslims, even in the U.S.

Before it was the XUAR, the region 
in northwest China was known as East 
Turkestan, home to the Turkic-speak-
ing Central Asian Uyghurs. Uyghurs 
converted to Islam in the 10th centu-
ry CE, prior to which they practiced 
a mélange of Christianity, Buddhism, 
and Manichaeism. The Encyclopaedia 
Britannica says Uyghurs appear in Chi-
nese historic records as far back as the 
third century CE, settling around west-
ern China’s Tien Shan mountains in the 
ninth century. The CIA World Factbook 
estimates that nearly 2% of China’s 1.4 
billion strong population is Muslim; 
that’s around 25 million people, more 
Muslims than there are in Syria.

Tensions with the ethnic Han Chi-
nese, who began moving to the XUAR 
in the mid-20th century, became more 
intense and frequent over the decades. 
And while the current CCP campaign of 
ethnic assimilation directed against the 
Uyghurs has garnered international at-
tention recently, official Chinese perse-
cution against Uyghurs is nothing new, 
according to Uyghur American Nury 
Turkel, chair of the U.S. Commmission 
on International Religious Freedom and 
Hudson Institute senior fellow.

“The Uyghur people have been sub-
ject to all forms of persecution, [to] 
rights violation, as long as I can remem-
ber,” Turkel said. He cites the Uyghurs’ 
ethnicity and religious background as 
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“If it is risky for 
many non-Uyghur 
Muslims to speak 
out, the danger 
is that much 
more immediate 
for Uyghurs 
themselves.”

Mohammed bin Salman would come 
out and criticize his friend Xi Jinping,” 
Turkel said, “It’s not going to happen. 
I can’t imagine countries like Pakistan 
or Iran coming out in defense of the 
United States’ sympathetic approach to 
the Uyghur crisis.” On the other hand, 
Turkel said he wonders at the relative 
silence of the academic communities 
and other faith communities in the U.S. 
and abroad. “I can’t imagine any country 
locks up a million-plus members of its 
Muslim community, we will be seeing 
this kind of silence,” he said.

If it is risky for many non-Uyghur 
Muslims to speak out, the danger is 
that much more immediate for Uy-
ghurs themselves. According to Uyghur 
American Association (UAA) President 
Elfidar Iltebir, Uyghurs first began ar-
riving in the U.S. for graduate degrees 
and Ph.D.s prior to the organization’s 
founding in 1998. Iltebir says ethnic ri-
ots between Han Chinese and Uyghurs 
in the city of Urumqi in 2009 caused 
younger Uyghurs to begin emigrating 
to the U.S. in larger numbers to finish 
their educations abroad. Today the UAA 
estimates there are between 8,000 and 
10,000 Uyghurs living in the U.S., with 
many living in the Washington, D.C., 
area. Turkel describes the D.C. Uyghur 
community as tightknit. “But the vast 
majority of Uyghurs are not public, you 
know,” Turkel said. “They cannot go 
out and speak out against [the Chinese 
government], because [it has] been very 
effective in its efforts to silence the Uy-
ghur American community.” Even those 
with U.S. citizenship cannot speak out 
on behalf of missing friends and family 
members for fear of reprisal.

The Uyghur American experience, as 
Iltebir describes it, is inextricable from 
the Uyghur experience in China, charac-
terized by constant anxiety for friends 
and family who remain in the XUAR 
and fear of transnational repression. 
“They’re even afraid to ask, ‘where’s my 
family?’” she said, because the price of 
speaking up—state retaliation against 
loved ones still within the XUAR—is 
deemed too costly.

This, Iltebir said, leads to survivor 
guilt among those living in the U.S. Here, 
she said, “they are just dying quietly.”

However, guilt is not the same thing 

do not receive much attention from 
the wider Islamic world, said Turkel. 
Domestically, he said, the U.S. Muslim 
community “has been selectively very 
supportive” of Uyghur Muslims. He said 
one reason for this could be the position 
of other U.S. Muslims’ countries of or-
igin vis-a-vis China. “Even if you’re an 
American citizen, if you do too much 
of anti-China activity, your country can 
still go after you,” he said. “What we’re 
dealing with is not kind of a Jefferso-
nian democracy.”

Internationally, Uyghur Muslims who 
make it to Saudi Arabia, for example, 
can still face deportation back to Chi-
na, in an authoritarian intimidation 
technique called transnational repres-
sion. According to a piece in Foreign 
Policy earlier this year, it is emerging 
as a preferred way for authoritarian 
governments to keep individuals and 
minorities in check, no matter how far 
they manage to run. “Exile communities 
cannot feel safe,” wrote author Ryhan 
Asat, “even after they’ve escaped to out-
side countries, as the practice of trans-
national repression proliferates without 
any significant response. Uyghurs are at 
the greatest risk since China wields sig-
nificant economic and diplomatic pow-
er over the countries with the largest 
diaspora communities.”

“I can’t imagine [Saudi] Prince 

reasons for official persecution in Chi-
na, with the methods and justifications 
changing with the times. “Historically, 
they went after Uyghurs who have sep-
aratist tendencies. Not action. Tenden-
cies. So they were able to measure who 
had tendencies demanding a separate 
Uyghur state.” This, he said, was the case 
in the 1980s and ‘90s. “And then after 
9/11, they used counterterrorism, be-
cause of the U.S.-led war on terrorism.” 
Even now, Turkel said, it ostensibly “still 
is the case that they’re fighting against 
terrorism.” Combatting terror is only 
the most recent justification for sup-
pression of Uyghurs, he said, with the 
Chinese government taking “a different 
direction” with regard to their methods 
around 2009 and 2010. They gave up 
on the carrot-and-stick approach, said 
Turkel, which allowed “those who are 
compliant, submissive, just to go about 
their lives: practice state-sanctioned 
religion, participate in some cultural 
affairs.” It was when Xi Jinping took 
office, he said, that “this turned into [a] 
full-swing racist campaign.”

“‘To clear out the weeds by chemi-
cal,’” Turkel said, paraphrasing a quote 
attributed to a government official about 
the government’s anti-Uyghur methods. 
“So, to the Chinese regime, specifically 
Xi Jinping’s China, Uyghurs’ ethnona-
tional identity would pose a political 
threat, as long as they maintain that dis-
tinct ethnoreligious identity, way of life, 
and culture.” For the CCP, “all foreign 
religion, specifically Christianity and Is-
lam, pose an existential threat. Because 
these two religions [are] not only for-
eign,” Turkel said. “It’s Western religion 
to them. Because they understand all the 
Abrahamic religions [believe] in indi-
vidual liberties. You know, the things 
that we cherish and value in the United 
States, things such as free speech, free 
press, freedom of religion. They lump 
all this together in their constant bat-
tle against Western ideology. Any orga-
nized religion, or any religious teacher, 
preacher who preaches religion, goes 
in the face of the Communist ideology. 
The Chinese already know that religious 
freedom or religious belief and Commu-
nist ideology are incompatible.”

Despite being Sunni, like the majority 
of Muslims globally, Uyghur Muslims 
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of the corporations lobbying lawmak-
ers to tone down the provisions of the 
UFLPA, which holds corporations re-
sponsible for identifying forced labor in 
their supply chains, and which prohibits 
imports from the XUAR.

Hammond said in his article that in 
normalizing trade relations with Chi-
na, the U.S. was operating from the 
economic theory of comparative advan-
tage, or the idea that when two coun-
tries engage in free trade, each is freed 
up to focus on the areas of production 
in which they excel. What it actually 
meant, he said, is that the U.S. developed 
into a knowledge economy, which prior-
itized (and rewarded with higher wages) 
highly skilled workers with advanced 
degrees, and accordingly outsourced 
or automated labor-intensive manu-
facturing jobs. But China, according 
to Hammond, did not behave the way 
conventional macroeconomic wisdom 
said they would: contenting themselves 
simply with low-skill manufacturing. 
Rather, China got busy investing in the 
diversification of its export produc-
tion. The result was the U.S. importing 
more, cheaper goods, the stagnation of 
wages among U.S. workers with fewer 
academic bona fides, and the decima-
tion of low-skill jobs in rural America. 
Hammond describes a cycle of lopsided 
co-dependency, in which the U.S. laptop 
class produces IP that is then manufac-
tured in China by workers who are more 
proficient with highly technical manu-
facturing processes (he cites the copy on 
a new iPhone box: “Designed by Apple 
in California/Assembled in China”). He 
said the result was a rapidly deindustri-
alized rural America alienated from an 
urban progressive elite that had more 
disposable income. Corporations, Ham-
mond wrote, recognized this reality, and 
catered to the latter’s tastes and world-
view. “Republicans buy sneakers, too,” 
Michael Jordan once famously said in 
jest, about why he didn’t speak out on 
politics. However, today the company 
that traded on Jordan’s iconic status to 
become a titan of the basketball shoe 
market beginning in the mid-1980s, 
does not share his political agnosticism. 
In recent years, Nike has taken public 
stands on a range of progressive polit-
ical issues. “The Twitter left’s problem 

economic incentives given by the Chi-
nese government.”

Amid these challenges, Uyghur Mus-
lims in the U.S. remain committed to 
their faith and to their cultural identity. 
In 2021, for example, D.C.-area Uyghur 
Americans founded the Uyghur Islamic 
Center to meet for prayer and cultural 
activities. Meanwhile the Boston Uy-
ghur Association website offers a vari-
ety of religious, cultural, and language 
resources to what it says is a local pop-
ulation of around 200 Uyghurs, as well 
as free legal assistance for refugees and 
asylum seekers.

The UFLPA’s intent is to break up the 
complex network of supply chains by 
which goods produced by Uyghur slave 
labor enter U.S. markets. “We do not 
want to purchase products made by Uy-
ghur forced labor,” said Iltebir. “It may 
be made by my cousin or my friend.” As 
a result, she said, seeing corporations 
like Nike and others “selling the prod-
ucts that are linked to Uyghur forced 
labor really disappoints us.”

The discrepancy between corporate 
America’s stated commitment to equal-
ity and justice, and their dependence 
on unethically manufactured products, 
dates back two decades, to the end of 
the Clinton administration, and the 
establishment of “permanent normal 
trade relations” with China. It was an 
end-of-history, pre-9/11 pledge of good 
faith in the coming global harmony of 
interdependent economies and mar-
kets. After all, no two countries with a 
McDonald’s had ever gone to war with 
one another.

In a 2019 National Affairs op-ed ti-
tled “Shock Therapy,” Niskanen Center 
director of poverty and welfare policy 
Samuel Hammond put forward a grand 
theory of how permanent normal trade 
relations between China and the U.S. 
affected the cultural and economic 
shift we are currently living through 
in America, in which he says corpora-
tions pay lip service to social justice, 
while ignoring the injustices in which 
they themselves are complicit. If Ham-
mond’s thesis is broadly correct, it might 
go some way toward explaining why, for 
example, despite its vocal positions on 
domestic cultural issues, Nike was one 

as despair, and silence is not the same 
thing as inaction. Iltebir said that while 
the UAA was initially founded primar-
ily to preserve cultural traditions, in 
recent years, it has transitioned to ad-
vocacy and activism for parents and sib-
lings in concentration and forced labor 
camps overseas. She said that the UAA 
also helps Uyghurs in the U.S. apply for 
asylum and to access services and re-
sources. Last month, the organization 
staged a protest in front of the Chinese 
Embassy in Washington, D.C., to pro-
test the extreme COVID-19 lockdowns 
they say that Uyghur Muslims are expe-
riencing in their home region, confined 
to their homes without access to food 
or other essentials. The UAA was also 
present at the 59th convention of the 
Islamic Society of North America last 
month, with Uyghur Americans speak-
ing to attendees there of siblings in Chi-
nese concentration camps, and of how 
Islamophobia drives Uyghur oppression 
in China.

“Because of our faith, we are being 
oppressed,” Iltebir said. “So that’s why 
we like to get the relationship with 
faith groups.” She said that some at-
tendees weren’t fully aware of the sit-
uation with the Uyghurs in the XUAR, 
but, she said, given the preponderance 
of evidence of systemic abuse of Uy-
ghur Muslims there, “once they know, 
they do support.” And while she sees 
Americans as a whole waking up to the 
issue, she feels there is a disparity be-
tween what the general public knows, 
and the familiarity of academic and 
political elites with the subject. For 
that, Iltebir credits the activism of the 
UAA and others who worked to inform 
U.S. lawmakers about the events in the 
XUAR, which she believes influenced 
the passage of legislation intended to 
target the Chinese government’s treat-
ment of Uyghurs. However, she echoes 
Turkel’s disappointment with other 
Muslim countries’ unwillingness to 
follow suit.

“Sometimes I hear that some of 
the—especially the Muslim coun-
tries—other countries say this is U.S. 
propaganda,” Iltebir said. She is careful 
to draw distinctions between the citi-
zens of these countries and their lead-
ers, who, she said, “are silenced by the 
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“It’s our brothers 
and sisters who 
are working in 
those forced 
labor camps.”

manufacture with raw materials from 
the area. Under the new law, which went 
into effect this year, U.S. companies are 
now responsible for providing U.S. Cus-
toms and Border Protection with de-
tailed maps of their supply chains and 
proof of good working conditions.

But sports remains a visible flash-
point, with regard not only to U.S. 
basketball, but internationally, as well. 
Turkel publicly advocated against U.S. 
participation in what he calls the “geno-
cide Olympics,” the Winter Olympic 
games held in China earlier this year. He 
points to the way the Olympics helped 
normalize Hitler’s regime in 1936, and 
to the Russian invasions of Georgia and 
Crimea after the 2008 and 2014 Sum-
mer and Winter Olympics, respectively, 
to demonstrate how sports coverage can 
soften and obscure the truth about a re-
gime. “We should not,” he said, “let the 
CCP use this friendship-purpose event 
to normalize their behavior: setting up 
concentration camps at the industrial 
scale, committing genocide against eth-
noreligious groups, daily threatening 
Taiwan, upending Hong Kong democ-
racy, and engaging in very aggressive 
forms of coercive diplomacy around the 
world.” The diplomatic boycott of this 
year’s Winter Olympics wasn’t enough 
in Turkel’s estimation, and he said it re-
mains important to “shine a spotlight 
on the U.S. sports world’s complicity in 
the ongoing crime committed against 
Uyghurs.” The overseas training acad-
emies and what Turkel calls “the Hous-
ton Rockets episode,” are in his opinion, 
“more than tone deaf.”

Turkel is hopeful that the UFLPA 
going into effect will start to disentan-
gle the business of U.S. sports from its 
problematic associations with human 
rights abuses in China (although he 
pointed out that Brooklyn Nets owner 
Joseph “Joe” Tsai is also the owner of 
Chinese juggernaut online retailer Ali-
baba). He said he believes it is “already 
having an impact.” In Turkel’s view, this 
is because the ball is now in the court 
of corporations, rather than of U.S. tax-
payers, making the former responsible 
for investigating and policing them-
selves to ensure that their products are 
not manufactured using slave labor. “I 
think that’s the brilliance of this law,” 

2021 Georgia voter access legislation, 
but declined to mention abuses against 
the Uyghurs in China by name during a 
2021 congressional hearing on the sub-
ject with other Olympic sponsors.

And the Nike story wasn’t the only 
one linking U.S. basketball to China’s 
treatment of Uyghur Muslims. That 
same year, news broke that the NBA 
operated training camps for young 
people inside the XUAR, intended to 
identify upcoming international talent. 
Accounts emerged of the physical abuse 
of the young players (predominantly 
Uyghur, according to ESPN reporting) 
and surveillance and harassment of the 
American coaches and staff.

Of course, sports isn’t the only thing 
linking the U.S. economy to China, or 
specifically to the XUAR, which pro-
duces much of the world’s cotton. Turkel 
said the U.S. policy of climate coopera-
tion with China contributes to problems 
in the region. Although climate talks be-
tween the U.S. and Beijing are stalled 
as of this writing, in response to House 
Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s recent Taiwan 
visit, Xinjiang has been reported as a 
known link in the electric car battery 
supply chain. The XUAR is also critical 
in solar panel manufacturing. Howev-
er, the UFLPA’s impact will have ripple 
effects, given that other parts of China 

with Nike,” Hammond wrote in his 
op-ed, “is not that they employ sweat-
shop labor, but that they would design a 
sneaker with the Betsy Ross flag,” a pur-
portedly white supremacist dog whistle.

“To me,” Turkel said, “even to this 
day, LeBron James, people like LeBron 
James, do the bidding for Communist 
China.” Like Hammond, Turkel detects 
a mismatch between the values the 
players espouse domestically with what 
they are willing to tolerate abroad. “So 
instead of influencing the leaders in a 
repressive society in an authoritarian re-
gime, the American athletes are adopt-
ing something that they despise based 
on their public statements,” he said, “so 
that those people who are protesting 
against our government, against certain 
issues in our society, are not willing to 
even call out the Chinese.”

After Houston Rockets’ general man-
ager Daryl Morey tweeted in support of 
Hong Kong democracy protesters in Oc-
tober 2019, his team owner and other 
NBA officials distanced themselves from 
the sentiment. James, in China with the 
LA Lakers for some exhibition games at 
the time, refrained from taking a posi-
tion while overseas. Upon returning to 
the U.S., James insinuated that Morey, 
who had tweeted “Fight for Freedom, 
Stand with Hong Kong” on Oct. 4 of 
that year, had been “misinformed,” or 
perhaps not fully educated on events 
there. Morey’s tweet led to the Chinese 
government pulling NBA games from 
the air and Chinese companies pulling 
sponsorships. NBA broadcasts resumed 
in the country earlier this year.

James is one of Nike’s most outspo-
ken sponsored athletes on race relations, 
and arguably its most high profile. In 
2016, James signed a lifetime deal with 
Nike, a partnership worth $30 million 
annually. Four years later, in 2020, Uy-
ghur forced labor was found to be used 
in assembling Nike products in China.

“Sponsors like Nike,” said Turkel, 
“also sponsored the [2022 Winter] 
Olympics. And to this day, none of the 
U.S. companies that are implicated in 
the slave labor practices has said even 
anything remotely close to the fact that 
there’s human rights abuses in China.” 
Turkel points to Beijing Olympic spon-
sor Coca-Cola, which publicly criticized 
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For Turkel and Iltebir, Uyghur 
forced labor is not mere abstraction. 
“It’s our brothers and sisters who are 
working in those forced labor camps,” 
said Iltebir. “We should visit every 
single university, we should visit ev-
ery single church, the synagogues, the 
mosques, to bring awareness about this 
Uyghur genocide.”

But money talks, goes the saying. If 
the richest athlete in one of the richest 
countries in the world is unwilling to 
lend his voice to the Uyghur Muslims’ 
cause, there is little reason for anyone 
else to risk theirs. As the NBA gears up 
for its first season since the passage of 
the UFLPA, it remains to be seen how 
far the league and its sponsors are will-
ing to extend their stated dedication to 
human rights and social justice. 

This article was originally published on 
October 13, 2022 

This story is part of a series Tablet is 
publishing to promote religious literacy 
across different religious communities, 
supported by a grant from the Arthur 
Vining Davis Foundations.

Labor Prevention Act, they should have 
used that influence that they have in 
China to tell the Chinese minders, the 
Chinese entities, the government offices, 
that look, if you want me to stick around 
this country to continue to do business, 
I have to do things the way that the 
United States wants me to do. There’s 
a legal risk. Instead of doing that, they 
pressured Congress, lobbied it, against 
the Forced Labor Prevention Act.”

Despite the promising initial effects of 
the UFLPA, there remains the harsh 
reality faced by Uyghurs in the XUAR, 
who in addition to forced internment 
and its accompanying abuses, also live 
in proximity to what satellite imagery 
suggests is China’s newest nuclear test-
ing site. Even those who make it out en-
counter ongoing threats and hardships.

“I recently published a book, and I 
give my book a title, No Escape,” said 
Turkel, who was born in a Chinese re-
education camp during the Cultural 
Revolution. Despite U.S. citizenship, a 
senior fellowship at a think tank, and a 
position in the U.S. government, he said, 
“I don’t feel I’m free yet.”

he said, “essentially telling them, ‘We 
believe everything that you bring to the 
United States is made by slave labor, un-
less you can prove with evidence.’” It is 
in companies’ best legal and financial in-
terest to comply, he believes. “Business-
es like Nike,” Turkel said, “know that 
this will create enormous pressure on 
them in China. It creates serious legal is-
sues in the United States.” He points to a 
recent decrease in sales for Nike, which 
he argues may indicate that retailers are 
placing fewer orders for Nike products 
in light of U.S. lawmakers’ interest in 
forced labor practices (Nike attributes 
it to the effect of ongoing lockdowns 
in China). He also said it could reflect a 
backlash in China to Western concerns 
over Uyghur forced labor. The New York 
Times published an explainer last year 
about Chinese social media influencers 
encouraging Chinese consumers to boy-
cott Western companies and to purchase 
Chinese brands instead.

“These businesses should know bet-
ter,” Turkel said. Rather than “pressur-
ing our Congress, pressuring the ad-
ministration not to go hard on them, 
watering down the Uyghur Forced 

Yeah, Buoy!!!
Yair Lapid trades Mediterranean gas fields claimed by Israel 

to Hezbollah in exchange for a line of rusting buoys

BY TONY BADRAN

T
he citizens of the State 
of Israel were informed 
last week that the care-
taker government of 
Prime Minister Yair 
Lapid was about to 

trade several hundred square miles of 
their potentially resource rich exclusive 
economic zone for what he said would 
be a form of “international recognition” 
of a line of underrecognized buoys. 
This “recognition,” Lapid stressed, is 

the key achievement that would make 
the deal worth it all, including Israel re-
linquishing the entire maritime territo-
ry in dispute.

But within days, things seemed to 
have hit a wall as Lapid’s big buoy ac-
complishment was predictably put on 
ice by the Lebanese, who sent back to 
the U.S. mediator a list of amendments 
to his proposal. Lapid, facing strong 
domestic criticism weeks before the 
elections, promptly announced his 

rejection of the Lebanese amendments. 
However, the Israeli government made 
sure to telegraph—including in Arabic 
through one of its surrogates—its desire 
to conclude the deal, especially as the 
Biden administration also publicized its 
commitment to see the deal through and 
sent out public messages to the Israelis 
to simmer down. For their part, the 
Lebanese downplayed the importance 
of the hoopla and sounded upbeat that 
Washington will still come through for 
them. On Sunday, Beirut announced 
that the U.S. mediator was to relay an 
updated proposal within hours. On 
Tuesday, it was announced that a deal 
had been reached.

The explanation for this strange, 
somewhat confusing conclusion to one 
of the region’s less urgent-seeming nego-
tiations is found in America’s newfound 
role as champion of the Hezbollah-run 
pseudo-state that is sometimes known 
as Lebanon. The Biden administration 
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“It’s a win-win, 
right? You actually 
get to keep your 
own house, while 
giving away only 
part of your yard!”

border line, Line 23, is the only one Leb-
anon has registered with the United Na-
tions. Raising the semifictitious “Line 
29” was simply a passing Lebanese ne-
gotiating tactic to get everything up to 
Line 23. Pretending that anyone took 
Lebanese posturing about “Line 29” se-
riously was an attempt to make Israel’s 
surrender look less complete.

Accordingly, amplifiers in the Israeli 
press have been pushing the falsehood 
that in proposing Israel concede Line 23, 
the Biden administration’s envoy was of-
fering a “compromise.” See, Team Biden 
didn’t take the Lapid government to the 
cleaners on Hezbollah’s behalf. The Is-
raelis get to keep Karish—a gas field that 
was always theirs and never part of the 
disputed area in the first place. It’s a win-
win, right? You actually get to keep your 
own house, while giving away only part 
of your yard!

In addition to this nonsense, Israeli 
government officials tossed out a bunch 
of similarly incoherent talking points 
that ranged from the pretense of pro-
found altruism toward the suffering 
people of Lebanon to pseudo-realist 
arguments about regional stability that 
involved bizarre redefinitions of deter-
rence. Of these, the Lapid government 
seemed most satisfied with spin about 
how the deal actually weakened Hez-
bollah. “We want to weaken Hezbollah’s 
influence in Lebanon. That is why we 
are trying to advance the negotiations 
on the maritime border,” said national 
security adviser Eyal Hulata last month, 
explaining why Hezbollah would now 
be granted its own gas rig in the Medi-
terranean, in de facto partnership with 
the French oil giant Total. When Lapid 
announced receiving the U.S. propos-
al for the deal, he repeated the fake, 
tough-seeming mantra that the deal 
would “weaken Hezbollah.”

Faced with criticism and ridicule, 
the government and its surrogates were 
forced to get more specific about the great 
negotiating victory they had supposedly 
won. Hence, the messaging hyped as a 
major win the inclusion of a small buffer 
zone near the shore at Naqoura that ex-
tends some 5 kilometers out to sea before 
it ties back to Line 23, which Israel had 
agreed to concede to Lebanon. The buf-
fer area is marked by a line of old buoys 

The Israeli press meanwhile was torn 
between wonderment at the apparent 
awfulness of the deal and the horror of 
agreeing with Netanyahu, who, after all, 
is the real enemy of Israel’s chattering 
classes—and, worse, might now ride the 
Lebanon gas deal back to the premier-
ship in November. Despite their in-group 
hatred of Bibi, some Israeli national se-
curity reporters could not help but echo 
Netanyahu’s characterization and ask 
incredulously: Could it really be that the 
government had simply folded in the face 
of Hezbollah’s threats to target Israel’s 
energy infrastructure if the group didn’t 
get what it wanted?

For others, the choice was clear: The 
government’s deal had to be hyped up 
in order to keep Bibi down. “The great 
majority of the Israeli press is infected 
with the local version of Never-Trump-
ism: Never-Bibism,” says Israeli writer 
and historian Gadi Taub. “And so they 
are protecting Lapid, almost at any cost.”

The first step in the campaign to pro-
mote the self-evident wonders of the 
Lebanon gas deal to lying Israeli eyes was 
to be wildly dishonest about the disput-
ed area under discussion. An unnamed 
official who briefed the press on back-
ground denied that Israel had completely 
caved to Lebanon’s demands, “pointing 
to the fact that Beirut had demanded that 
Line 29 further south be the border. This 
would have given Lebanon parts of the 
Karish gas field.”

The reference to Line 29 is an obvious 
red herring, though—since the Lebanese 

described concluding the deal as a “key 
priority,” and President Biden person-
ally impressed upon Lapid at the end 
of August the need to conclude the deal 
within weeks.

In pushing the deal on the Israelis, the 
U.S. administration saw an opportuni-
ty to obtain major concessions from a 
weak caretaker government that might 
in turn help to advance the Biden team’s 
wobbly regional agenda of realigning 
the United States with Iran. How far the 
administration pushed, and how much 
the Lapid government was willing to 
bend, became clearer as details about 
the deal were leaked to the Lebanese 
media. Israelis were shocked to learn 
that Lapid’s government was agreeing 
to cede the entire area in dispute to the 
Lebanese side. It didn’t take long for 
former Prime Minister Benjamin Net-
anyahu to level the charge at his rival: 
“Yair Lapid shamefully surrendered 
to [Hezbollah leader Hassan] Nasral-
lah’s threats.”

Netanyahu’s former energy minister, 
Yuval Steinitz, who briefly partook in ne-
gotiations on the maritime border when 
the Trump administration made its own 
ill-advised attempt to revive this track 
in 2020, likewise described the deal as 
“by definition a surrender to blackmail.” 
Steinitz added that the ratio of the deal 
ended up being 100-0 in Lebanon’s favor.

Shemini Atzeret
When Jews start praying for rain

tabletmag.com/sections/ 
holidays/shemini-atzeret- 
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UPCOMING HOLIDAYS
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key government talker: that Israel had to 
conclude this awful deal ASAP if it want-
ed to avoid a new war with Hezbollah. An 
IDF official sent out to make this pitch 
put it this way: “There is an urgency and 
a necessity to reach an agreement in the 
near future and without delay, in order 
to prevent an escalation of security [dan-
gers], which is [otherwise] highly likely, 
and to utilize the unique window of op-
portunity to reach an agreement.”

The logic here was itself unique in the 
annals of deterrence: If your psychopath-
ic neighbor keeps slashing the tires on 
your shiny Mercedes, the solution is to 
buy him a spanking brand-new Mercedes 
of his own that you can then pretend to 
hold hostage.

The source of this weird pitch was 
again the Biden administration. As a se-
nior U.S. administration official relayed 
through Ravid, the reason Biden wanted 
Lapid to wrap up the deal within weeks 
was “because the issue has become urgent 
and the lack of an agreement could lead to 
dangerous consequences for the region.”

Yet when U.S. Sen. Ted Cruz tweeted 
that he was troubled by how the Biden 
administration “pressured our Israeli 
allies” into a comically terrible deal, the 
Washington arm of the Obama-Biden 
messaging machine sprang into action. 
The progressive lobbying group J Street 
put out a brief that “fact checked” Sen. 
Cruz’s ignorant partisanship. Daniel 
Shapiro, Obama’s former ambassador to 
Israel who is intimately familiar with the 
communications environment in Israel, 
weighed in, regurgitating the same exact 
talkers and asserting that it was “definite-
ly NOT” American pressure that pushed 
Israel into this deal.

Yet the reason the Biden administra-
tion announced that a gas deal was a key 
priority was precisely because it’s a deal 
with Hezbollah. Stabilizing and invest-
ing in Iranian regional “equities” is at 
the core of the Obama-Biden doctrine 
of realignment with Iran. It’s how you 
achieve “regional integration”—by pub-
licly showcasing your ability to pressure 
your allies to prop up Iranian assets, even 
as the Iranian people are being mowed 
down in the streets. 

This article was originally published on 
October 11, 2022.

that Israel had placed in the water after 
its withdrawal from Lebanon.

The government’s new pitch was that 
this would be the real benefit of the deal: 
preserving and enhancing Israel’s security 
interests through the now-famous buoy 
line. Barak Ravid, the local Israeli jour-
nalistic mouthpiece of the Obama-Biden 
policy team from the Iran deal days, 
relayed that government officials who 
briefed reporters on the deal said that an-
choring the “line of buoys” was “very im-
portant” because “in the last 20 years the 
Israeli military operated along this line 
unilaterally and the Lebanese side had 
international legitimacy to challenge it.” 
The deal, however, “will allow Israel to 
treat it as its northern territorial border.”

In other words, in the two decades up 
to this moment, Israel has had total free-
dom to operate in the area to ensure its 
security against Hezbollah. However, 
without the deal, the terror pseudo-state 
to its north would suddenly have enjoyed 
“international legitimacy” to challenge 
Israel. That sounds very serious—and 
certainly warrants ceding territory with 
potential energy resources under threat 
of force to a terrorist group that is stock-
piling and pointing tens of thousands of 
rockets at you.

Needless to say, the Lebanese side dis-
agrees with the Israeli reading. Instead, 
it claims another point on land farther 
south at Naqoura. Squaring this circle, 
probably with some creative language, 
is what the U.S. mediator likely has been 
busy figuring out.

Meanwhile, Israeli Defense Minister 
Benny Gantz was spit-balling another set 
of talkers: “This is an agreement whose 
essence is economic,” Gantz said last 
week. “And if it is signed, we, as well as 
Lebanon and its citizens, who are suffer-
ing from a severe crisis, will enjoy it for 
years to come.” The logic here was that if 
Lebanon gets its rig in its Block 9 oppo-
site Israel’s rig at Karish, then Hezbollah 
will have a stake in maintaining calm and 
smooth operation of both rigs. So, in the 
future, if Hezbollah attacks Israeli energy 
infrastructure, Israel can target a gas rig 
owned and operated by France’s Total—
putting France on Hezbollah’s side.

This pretense of hard security and 
pseudo-deterrence posture rang even 
more hollow as it clashed with another 

Album of the Week
Judy and the Jerks, Music to Go Nuts

Judy and the Jerks’ new album, Music 
to Go Nuts, is pure punk chaos that 
throws the listener into a storm. The 
Hattiesburg, Mississippi-based group 
has long reveled in being gross: Their 
earlier work is filled with gleeful songs 
about goblins and slugs. Here you can 
hear a punk band level up, keeping 
the same sense of anarchy while 
tightening their sound and lyrics. The 
riffs snarl and shred harder.

On “Scorpion,” Judy (no last name 
easily traceable online) takes the 
perspective of the scorpion that 
couldn’t stop stinging the frog while 
they swam across the river. “You 
little toad man / with huge green 
eyes,” she says, “It’s in my nature! 
I’m built to kill!” What amounts to a 
chorus is Judy repeating “You should 
have known!” as a guitar riff dances 
underneath. “California” sarcastically 
mocks and reflects big-state dreams. 
“Start a band / tour the northwest,” 
she muses, “Maybe we can play the 
Olympia Hardcore Fest!”

“Gossip and rumors will make 
us lose,” Judy sings on “Nothing to 
Prove.” The gas never lets up on this 
album. On the last track, “Control,” 
the only one to go over 3 minutes, 
everything gets heavy, the guitars 
chug, and Judy sings about turning 
off her secret soul. Chaos reigns. It’s 
a wonderful wake-up call, one of the 
best punk albums of the year. 

—David Meir Grossman
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Germany’s 
Apokalypse Now

The worst nightmares of Europe’s sleeping giant are coming true all at once

BY JEREMY STERN

B
eing a Germany watch-
er in the early 21st cen-
tury can often feel like 
being an expert on an-
cient Greece: You kind 
of missed all the excit-

ing bits. Alas, that seems to be chang-
ing. At the same time an economic 
cyclone is threatening to wreck one of 
the world’s more deceptively combus-
tible societies, Germany is also emerg-
ing as the fulcrum of Vladimir Putin’s 
strategy to salvage his war in Ukraine 
by breaking Western solidarity—a gam-
bit that now involves a credible nuclear 
weapons threat. For a country with an 
almost uniquely pathological fear of in-
flationary shocks, populist politics, and 
nuclear technology, the winter of 2022 
is shaping up to be a horror show.

What is currently grist for German 
nightmares may also turn out to be a gen-
uine tragedy for the entirety of Europe, 
as well as the United States. For sever-
al decades, Germany was able to build 
strong domestic cohesion, a solid social 
welfare system, and limited income in-
equality on the back of a strong manu-
facturing sector and competitive exports. 
This kept unemployment low, wages sta-
ble, and politics bland. Their high qual-
ity of life often came at the expense of 
poorer members of the eurozone, but 
few Germans could argue with the re-
sult: the world’s fourth-largest economy 
and one of its most steady and apparently 
sane political societies.

But the last two years, and the last sev-
en months in particular, have revealed 
this model to be something of a Ponzi 
scheme. The entire German system, it 
turns out, depended on a never-ending 
supply of cheap Russian gas, immaculate 

just-in-time Chinese supply chains, and 
ever-expanding foreign markets. No oth-
er country bet more on the end of histo-
ry, and we all know how that turned out.

Until the end of September, there 
had been widespread speculation that 
Chancellor Olaf Scholz was willing to 
trade sanctions relief in exchange for a 
revival of the halted Nord Stream gas 
pipelines. Now that the pipelines have 
exploded, the loss of the cheap energy 
that underpinned modern Germany 
is all but irreversible. Meanwhile, the 
Chinese market is becoming tighter and 
more hostile, even as Chinese firms have 
started to outcompete German firms in 
everything from cars to machine tools. 
Because Germany depends so dispro-
portionately on foreign markets, re-
mains ideologically committed to large 
savings surpluses, and suppresses wages 
to keep exports competitive, Germans 
themselves cannot consume enough of 
what they make—while German workers 
make things that are especially vulner-
able to inflationary pressures. Baseline 
inflation forecasts for Germany are now 
in double-digit territory. Steel, fertiliz-
er, chemical, and toilet paper plants are 
shutting down or on the brink of closure, 
and German automakers are threatening 
to shift more production to places like 
South Carolina and Alabama. The anger 
and frustration of a large number of in-
creasingly nationalist voters—the worst 
fear of the German establishment, for 
obvious reasons—has benefited the far-
right Alternative für Deutschland (AfD), 
which now polls as the most popular po-
litical party in all five states of the former 
East Germany.

In response to all this, Berlin resolved 
last week not to reverse course on nuclear 

power or invest in economic moderniza-
tion—both of which remain poisonous 
in German domestic politics—but to em-
brace a 200-billion-euro national energy 
subsidy that whipped a majority of the 
European Union into a frenzy. By oppos-
ing an EU price cap while unveiling a sur-
prise domestic relief package to keep its 
own voters warm and its factories from 
shutting down, Germany was seen as 
sabotaging EU state aid programs, efforts 
to build a unified response to the energy 
crisis, and attempts to ensure that poorer 
member states can bid for gas on a level 
playing field—the union’s core reasons 
for existing. The German national sub-
sidy, which has since been slightly down-
scaled, could still make energy more ex-
pensive for its neighbors—none of whom 
have forgotten that Germany’s two big 
contributions to Europe over the last 15 
years have been the cult of fiscal austerity 
and dependence on Vladimir Putin.

Berlin has taken a Wilhelmine attitude 
to its allies’ fury. At a meeting of EU lead-
ers last Friday, Scholz dismissed Polish, 
Italian, and other provincial frothing 
about his subsidy—which he refers to, 
approvingly, as a “double ka-boom”—as 
simple “misunderstandings.” Economy 
Minister Robert Habeck meanwhile 
recently appeared to accuse the United 
States of war profiteering by putting 
Germany in the position of having to 
buy expensive U.S. liquefied natural gas 
exports, now that its rightful cheap Rus-
sian gas is spilling into the ocean.

The fact that German politics and di-
plomacy, for the first time since reunifi-
cation, are starting to become less banal, 
less consensus-driven, and less fanati-
cally conformist doesn’t have to be a bad 
thing. But these are troubled waters. For 
150 years, the wealthiest, most populous, 
and most powerful country in Europe 
has struggled to pursue its own interests 
without also destabilizing the continent. 
In all of German history, in fact, there 
have been only two periods of relative 
stability: in West Germany after 1945, 
when Bonn balanced between Washing-
ton, Moscow, and Paris; and after 1990, 
when a reunified Germany pursued its 
interests in Central and Eastern Europe 
without frightening its Western allies by 
anchoring itself in NATO, the EU, and 
the euro. A political commitment to a 
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Ukrainian forces to the country’s water 
and energy facilities, to civilian housing 
and schools—in a word, to rape and ter-
ror—perhaps in hopes of inflaming a ref-
ugee crisis. He can simultaneously attack 
civilian infrastructure in Europe. (Last 
weekend, it’s worth noting, half of Ger-
many’s rail network shut down because 
communication cables were mysterious-
ly cut in two main nodes, an operation 
considered to be impossible without the 
complicity of insiders; two days later, the 
Interior Ministry announced that it plans 
to sack the country’s cybersecurity chief 
over links to Russian security services.) 
Russian reservists may be overweight, 
underpaid, untrained, and craven, Ger-
mans note, but Putin doesn’t need them 
to match the mettle of the heroic Ukrai-
nians; he only needs them to stretch the 
war beyond the point that Ukraine and 
the West can afford to continue financ-
ing it, while indiscriminately murdering 
civilians from afar.

Confidence that the Western sanc-
tions regime will outlast Russia’s finan-
cial resources likewise overlooks the fact 
that the Russian central bank can print 
money if it needs to, which it current-
ly doesn’t. EU countries have paid more 
than 100 billion euros to Russia for fos-
sil fuel imports since the invasion began. 
Russia will record a current account 
surplus this year of some $200 billion; 
the West’s hit to its foreign exchange 
reserves, while unprecedented, was still 
relatively modest. Many of Russia’s West-
ern imports are being rapidly substituted 
by China and even U.S. allies like India, 
South Korea, Taiwan, and Japan, while 
markets for Russian energy are being ex-
panded all over Asia and the Middle East. 
Perhaps the Russian system under Putin 
really is so rigidly corrupt that it won’t be 
able to adjust to the shock of Western ex-
pulsion; but overconfident Western pre-
dictions of Russian economic weakness 
and irrelevance were part of what got us 
into this mess in the first place.

Furthermore, even if Russia’s econom-
ic picture is as dire as many hope, and 
even if the Russian elite is as humiliated 
by the war as it deserves to be, that does 
not automatically mean that Putin will 
suffer a crisis of legitimacy. Even on the 
day of the Russian invasion, Putin spoke 
of his war aims in genocidal terms; at 

out that the United States is currently 
suppressing domestic oil and gas pro-
duction while making itself a supplicant 
of petrostates it is simultaneously sanc-
tioning and threatening. Memories of 
the Biden administration having to beg 
the Taliban for help withdrawing from 
Afghanistan after 20 years of incoher-
ent U.S. engagement remain fresher in 
Europe than the administration wants 
to admit, and don’t inspire confidence 
in its (or any administration’s) ability to 
make consistent, competent decisions.

Nor do the Germans seem as optimis-
tic as they once did about the EU. Dis-
content with Berlin and Paris is rising 
among smaller European states, and 
the Franco-German partnership itself, 
which once gave “Europe” a semblance 
of coherence, seems to be breaking 
down. Not even China inspires as much 
optimism in the German imagination 
as it did only a year or two ago. “It’s 
about maintaining the status quo for as 
long as possible,” as a diplomat close to 
the Chancellery recently explained the 
rapidly shrinking ambitions of Berlin’s 
China policy. “If you have to pull out 
from China at some point in the future, 
you pull out. But until then, you make 
as much money as you can.” With so 
much of Northern, Central, and East-
ern Europe moving closer to the United 
States as a result of the war in Ukraine, 
Merkel’s strategy of working through 
the EU to play Washington and Beijing 
against each other seems off the table 
for good.

What about Russia, though? Having 
been the least credible Kremlinologists 
over the last 20 years, Germans have 
been forced by circumstances into a re-
freshing realism about Moscow that is 
often less abundant in the United States. 
Brilliant Ukrainian advances against Pu-
tin’s armies have led to an understand-
able euphoria among many Westerners, 
as well as a justifiable panic that the 
threat of nuclear war may increase with 
the odds of a Russian defeat. Germans 
are quick to point out that this is only 
part of the story.

Time may still favor Putin, many Ger-
man officials believe. He is far from run-
ning out of options for escalating Rus-
sia’s military mobilization. He can shift 
focus from direct confrontation with 

kind of high-minded, respectable cow-
ardice was also a part of this balancing 
act, as well as a cultural commitment to 
wearing permanent sackcloth and ashes 
by way of apology for two world wars 
and the Holocaust.

Angela Merkel’s plan was to recali-
brate Germany’s delicate balance to ac-
commodate—and benefit from—a rising 
China, a supposedly restored Russia, and 
an increasingly unstable United States. 
In her vision, while Chinese markets 
expanded, the EU single market would 
continue to serve as the primary destina-
tion for German exports while Brussels 
would function as a force-multiplier for 
German power—giving the helpful im-
pression that Berlin was tightly bound 
by alliances, its ambitions properly sub-
sumed in multilateral institutions. That 
plan is now kaput.

Instead, Germany is approaching 
what would be a worst-case scenario for 
the Western alliance: a more or less un-
aligned, frightened, and insecure behe-
moth floating in the middle of Europe. 
Far from the realization of some long-
held dream, this kind of geopolitical 
independence would be more terrifying 
for Germans than for almost anyone 
else. Contemplating the simultaneous 
calamity of an inflationary spiral, an in-
dustrial collapse, a blackballed Russia, 
a recalcitrant China, an anti-German 
Europe, a lunatic United States, and a 
potential nearby nuclear attack, the last 
thing Germans want is to feel they must 
now create and secure their own destiny.

But where, exactly, are they supposed 
to turn? Not to the United States, whose 
own president has been telling anyone 
who will listen that America is indeed 
an election away from succumbing once 
and for all to “semi-fascism” and white 
supremacy, and that an “out of control” 
Supreme Court may soon ring down the 
curtain on American democracy. Even a 
more objective assessment than Biden 
can be expected to deliver still leads Ger-
mans to similar conclusions. To Ameri-
can complaints about Germany’s current 
account surpluses and austerity policies, 
Germans respond that America’s $5 
trillion pandemic stimulus is starting 
to look like a policy blunder of gener-
ational proportions. To accusations of 
cretinous energy policy, Germans point 
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NATO would thus officially break 
along the lines Putin knows it is al-
ready broken. The EU’s commitment 
to Ukraine would also fracture. The 
U.S.-German alliance would be no 
more. Even a small nuclear explo-
sion would send markets crashing, 
and the German economy would 
grind to a halt. All of Europe would 
enter a depression more severe than 
anything Russia has experienced to 
date. It would no longer make sense 
to speak of “the West.” This, as much 
as reclaiming lost territories, would be 
Putin’s life’s work.

When Germans, or anyone else, ex-
plain such things, you have to remind 
yourself that these are not scenarios 
being gamed by students in military 
colleges or memes being volleyed on 
Twitter. These are eventualities be-
ing considered in the highest offices 
of political power. It is the world that 
Americans and Germans have strenu-
ously sought to avoid, often working 
together, since 1945. Now, it’s here. 

This article was originally published on 
October 12, 2022.

security adviser Jake Sullivan claimed 
that, “We have communicated directly, 
privately, and at very high levels to the 
Kremlin that any use of nuclear weap-
ons will be met with catastrophic conse-
quences for Russia, that the U.S. and our 
allies will respond decisively.”

As many Germans see it, Ukraine’s 
dazzling advances do not leave Putin 
with the binary choice of accepting his 
own death and defeat or else embarking 
on Armageddon. He may instead be left 
with the potentially attractive option 
of deploying a tactical nuclear bomb 
to achieve a limited military objective 
in Ukraine, or of causing an “accident” 
at the Russian-occupied Zaporizhzhia 
nuclear plant and attempting to blame 
it on the Ukrainians. This would almost 
certainly trigger some sort of NATO 
attack on Russia—to which Germany 
would never, under any circumstances, 
ever agree. Berlin would instead lead 
a small dissenting bloc within NATO, 
including Hungary, refusing any use of 
its funds, communications, weapons, 
or territory. In other words, Germany 
would violate its treaty obligations—as 
Putin has likely judged.

best, the vast majority of his subjects 
and courtiers demonstrated a remark-
able degree of apathy. The war has since 
gone very badly, and has inflicted pain 
on elite and ordinary Russians alike. But 
Russians have never known any other 
kind of war.

There are plenty of Germans who 
are panicked that Putin would sooner 
ignite a thermonuclear exchange with 
the United States than be removed from 
office or killed: Their analysis does not 
go anywhere the president of the United 
States didn’t go in his remarks at a Dem-
ocratic fundraiser last Thursday, when 
he warned of “the prospect of Armaged-
don.” But there are also German officials 
and policymakers who, all too reason-
ably, read Putin’s snowballing nuclear 
threats as a strategy aimed specifically 
at Berlin.

Washington has signaled that a Rus-
sian nuclear strike on Ukraine could 
trigger NATO’s Article 5 collective de-
fense clause on the grounds that radio-
active fallout would spread to NATO 
territory. It is unimaginable that Poland, 
for example, would accept anything less. 
At the end of September, U.S. national 

Khamenei Regime 
Thugs Attack Iran’s MIT

The Biden administration’s destructive cooperation with an anti-American 
tyranny is undercutting a brave, principled, and popular opposition movement

BY MARIAM MEMARSADEGHI

I
ran’s Islamist regime wields 
varied instruments of violent 
repression and totalitarian 
control, but most detested 
may well be the Basij force 
of the Islamic Revolution-

ary Guard Corps, a paramilitary militia 
of young ideologues that polices Irani-
ans’ everyday lives. Since the beginning 
of the nationwide uprising sparked by 

the gruesome killing of Mahsa Amini 
for not covering her hair, the Basij have 
been called up to provide their usual 
service of clubbing and shooting pro-
testers. This time the response from 
demonstrators has been a deep fury that 
is expressing itself in open rejection of 
the regime.

In the face of brutal repression that 
has taken the lives of over 100 mostly 

youthful protesters, Iranians are fight-
ing back with bare hands and engaging 
in kharabkariyeh sherafatmandaneh or 
“honorable vandalism,” sabotaging the 
regime’s surveillance cameras, hacking 
its cyber infrastructure, demolishing 
security force vehicles, burning ban-
ners of the supreme leader and Qassem 
Soleimani, blocking streets, setting 
fires, destroying signs emblematic of re-
gime ideology such as Palestine Street, 
pulling down statues, and surrounding 
security forces to beat them back. Vid-
eos from street protests show panicked 
Basiji thugs trying to escape the wrath 
of protesters in unprecedented scenes 
that have helped sustain the morale 
of the most sweeping and powerful 
nationwide protest movement in Iran 
since the 1979 Revolution.

But Basijis are still deeply feared. On 
Oct. 2, students at Sharif University of 
Technology, Iran’s MIT and the coun-
try’s most globally connected institu-
tion, joined the nationwide uprising by 
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“The Basijis 
clubbed and beat 
the students, 
deployed tear 
gas, and fired live 
ammunition at the 
unarmed students.”

hands of the country’s most intelligent 
young revolutionaries.

Ordinary Iranians were livid at the 
attack on the country’s brightest young 
minds. With the wall of totalitarian 
fear crumbling and protesters occu-
pying many disparate parts of Tehran, 
they formed a caravan of honking cars 
and surrounded the school. By the next 
morning, students who had not been 
rounded up were able to exit safely.

Outside Iran a group of prominent 
Sharif graduates released an open let-
ter demanding independence for the 
school and no interference by securi-
ty forces, prosecution of those who 
perpetrated the violence, and release 
of all students in prison, as well as a 
call on all professors to refuse teach-
ing until the imprisoned students are 
all back home and safe. The organizer 
of the letter is Ehsan Afshari, a pro-
fessor of electrical engineering and 
computer science at the University 
of Michigan who was once himself a 
vigilante enforcer of Islamist ideology 
while a student at Sharif. His journey 
from supporter of Islamo-fascism to 
ardent believer in liberal norms and 
academic freedom is striking. A  let-
ter by professors of the electrical en-
gineering faculty at Sharif released 
soon after was just as forceful, with 
the very same demands. Since their 

one point the university’s security forc-
es were attacked by the regime’s securi-
ty forces.

Video recordings from the Shar-
if protest showing students being 
taken into the vans with black bags 
over their heads outraged the public. 
A woman filming a young man be-
ing taken away on a motorbike with 
his shirt pulled over his head was 
herself shot.

Messages and videos of terror filled 
Twitter as the country’s best and bright-
est minds were bludgeoned and terror-
ized. The Basijis clubbed and beat the 
students, deployed tear gas, and fired 
live ammunition at the unarmed stu-
dents. Many were wounded and more 
than 30 arrested. As of this writing it is 
unclear how many students are still in 
regime custody, at risk of torture, sol-
itary confinement, forced confessions, 
and show trials. Students who have 
been released have given their par-
ents’ homes as bail, in order to ensure 
their silence.

Aside from Sharif ’s international 
prestige, another reason for the regime’s 
quick and brutal response to the student 
protests there is the inherent security risk 
involved in having the country’s leading 
research center—for nuclear technology, 
missile development, drone technology, 
and internet censorship—fall into the 

protesting against the killing of Mahsa 
Amini as well as the imprisonment of 
four of their own classmates. Silent sit-
ins were held in the university’s differ-
ent colleges and a rally was held in front 
of the university’s main entrance.

Sharif is not an ordinary Iranian uni-
versity. Every year, its graduates fill slots 
at the world’s best science and technol-
ogy graduate programs. Stanford and 
other top schools in the United States 
regularly take in its graduates and Sil-
icon Valley startups and the top brass 
at large American technology corpora-
tions include many of its alumni.

Compared to previous protests at 
the university, the Oct. 2 rally at Sharif 
University was unprecedented in size. 
As the crowd of students grew louder, 
Basijis left a nearby mosque and sur-
rounded them. The students decided 
together to change locations to avoid 
the Basijis and also because the previ-
ous day new surveillance cameras and 
telecommunication antennas had been 
installed at the university entrance.

The students went to another en-
trance of the university where street 
protesters also joined them. Here they 
found uniformed security forces with 
vans waiting to arrest them. One stu-
dent was badly beaten on the head with 
a baton. Students began to panic as all 
doors to the university were shut, trap-
ping them. Basijis and security forces 
began to shoot at the unarmed students 
as the university was surrounded on all 
sides by vans and security forces waiting 
to take the youthful protesters to regime 
dungeons. For incoming freshmen, this 
was only their second day on campus.

The president of the university and 
the security forces agreed to allow the 
students to escape through the univer-
sity’s parking garage. But once students 
filled the garage, the Basij ambushed 
them there, and started firing and yell-
ing insults, particularly at girls. Video 
footage from students inside the park-
ing garage shows them in stages of 
shock and fear. Many describe the scene 
as a war zone.

Some professors from the universi-
ty tried to protect the students and at 
one point even the regime’s minister of 
science, Zulfi Gol, intervened, but none 
succeeded in stopping the violence. At 
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principled opposition movements that 
are backed by large popular majorities. 
The logic of Cold War accommodation 
with tyrants makes little sense in a 
world where the Soviet Union ceased 
to exist over 30 years ago. The Iranian 
regime is not powerful, except when it 
comes to beating up unarmed students 
and murdering women who refuse 
to cover their hair in the streets. The 
Iranian regime is visibly weak, and—
as of now, at least, with no thanks to 
successive teams of accommodationist 
American negotiators—it lacks nucle-
ar weapons.

President Biden should halt the nu-
clear negotiations with Iran and end any 
prospect of handing the oppressors of 
the Iranian people another cash wind-
fall. The girls of Iran deserve their free-
dom—and they deserve at least not to 
be murdered in the streets by weapons 
purchased with American dollars. 

This article was originally published on 
October 7, 2022.

Iranians believe their feminist rev-
olution cannot be defeated. Their 
courage has shaken the world. Theirs 
is a yearning for secular humanism 
and for an egalitarian society that 
embodies Cyrus the Great’s universal 
declaration of human rights. Instead 
of accommodating regime demands 
for nuclear weapons and its hold over 
regional states like Lebanon while 
paying occasional lip service to the 
protesters’ bravery, the Biden admin-
istration must listen to their demands: 
removal of the regime that brutalizes 
them daily and transition to a dem-
ocratic government that is bound to 
be among America’s greatest allies. 
To do so will require an honest reck-
oning about an Iran policy that has 
done nothing but legitimize America’s 
greatest enemy.

As the example of Ukraine makes 
clear, it is both morally destructive and 
geopolitically foolish for the United 
States to side with anti-American tyr-
annies while undercutting brave and 

letter, more faculties have joined the 
ongoing teacher strike.

Though the signers of the letter are 
ensconced in elite positions at NASA 
and companies like Tesla, Goldman 
Sachs, Amazon, and Intel, they were still 
hesitant to call for prosecution for those 
responsible for the violence, a mark of 
the fear Iranians in the diaspora still 
carry with them.

Perhaps the most profound result 
of the attack on Sharif is the response 
by students at schools and universities 
across Iran, especially young teenage 
girls whose removal of headscarves 
and loud, angry denunciations of their 
school administrators—all proudly cap-
tured on  social media. It has become 
the stuff of history, drawing the admi-
ration and support of people across the 
globe, including luminaries from J.K. 
Rowling  to the  Pet Shop Boys  to  Ju-
liette Binoche, as well as impassioned 
solidarity from Iranian schoolboys fed 
up with the subjugation and segregation 
of their sisters.

Facts vs. Fictions
A visit to my parents’ shtetl answered some of my questions—but not all of them

BY ROBERT SHLASKO

I
n my parents’ Polish shtetl, 
Czyzev, there was even a 
pecking order in gefilte 
fish. The poor, my moth-
er explained, used matzo 
flour to stretch their fish-

es’ bulk while her wealthy mother 
made it “pure.” There was also a peck-
ing order, of course, in class lines. But 
sometimes a line could be crossed. For 
example, it was socially acceptable for 
my mother, daughter of a wealthy meat 
wholesaler, to marry my father, son of a 
poor scholar.

As for the village’s other pecking 
orders, I absorbed their ranking not 

so much from what was said but from 
how it was said. That was a useful skill. 
It turned out that many of the “facts” 
passed on to me about Czyzev came 
with a little upward nudge here, a little 
slippage there.

Despite that, I know the village best 
through tales repeated again and again 
by my parents. But now, in the after-
math of the Holocaust, the Jews—about 
450 of the 500 families in old Czyzev—
are dead or scattered abroad; not one 
remains. So once again, someone has 
to tell the village’s stories to keep the 
memories alive. And this time, it’s me, 
an atheist raised in Brooklyn and living 

in Greenwich Village. The trail from 
Czyzev leads to some unlikely places.

Like so many American Jews who try 
to resurrect a vanished history for the 
next generation, I faced many challeng-
es. Perhaps most important: I’d never 
actually been to the village. Then there 
was the task of separating fact from 
fiction in the accounts I’d heard grow-
ing up. An obvious first step would be 
to visit Czyzev myself. And somehow I 
managed to do that almost 50 years ago. 
But even while that trip answered some 
of my questions, others, I discovered, 
can never be known for certain.

My parents were both born in 
Czyzev—my father in 1897, my moth-
er in 1899—but in all the years they 
lived there before emigrating in the late 
1920s, there was never an actual po-
grom. Some were planned, but the Jew-
ish leaders were able to nip these plans 
in the bud by bribing the government 
official in charge of the district.

Still, the Jews in Czyzev were keenly 
aware of the pogroms elsewhere. When 
my father would tell me, with a shake 
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“Killed were both 
my mother’s 
parents. My 
father’s brothers 
and sisters. My 
aunts, uncles, and 
cousins. Many, 
many others.”

When one of the drivers offered encour-
agement and a modest fare, I decided to 
postpone getting a room in Warsaw and 
try to reach Czyzev immediately.

The trip took about two hours. There 
were barely any cars on the road—only 
trucks and horse-drawn wooden wag-
ons. I wrung from the driver that the 
farms we passed were “private.”

Dusk was coming on quickly and it 
had begun to drizzle when we finally 
arrived at a village that my driver indi-
cated was the Czyzev I was seeking.

It had a barren dirt square with a large 
church at one end and small shops all 
around the perimeter. The square was 
deserted and only a few of the shops 
were open. As we drove around, I 
thought: At least I’m getting an image 
of one Polish village.

We stopped off at a barber’s shop on 
the square. Even with my weak German, 
I was left with an impression I felt many 
times when talking with these postwar 
Poles: There was a weariness about 
them—suffering was not a stranger.

I noticed that the shop’s sink had no 
drain connection. Recalling a well we’d 
passed earlier, I suddenly realized that 
even my mother’s wealthy family might 
not have had running water.

The barber and my driver had an an-
imated conversation in Polish. Then, 
guided by the barber’s directions, the 
driver led me to a street off the square. 
A few houses down, he knocked on a 
door. An elderly woman opened it and 
we followed her to a shed in the back. 
Inside were large metal buckets heaped 
full of shredded cabbage.

After a few minutes, an elderly man 
entered the shed and talked to me cau-
tiously in German. When I mentioned 
my mother’s maiden name, the old man’s 
face lit up. He announced emphatically, 
“You stay with me tonight! I knew your 
grandfather.” I had found Troy.

We returned to the main house and 
over the next few hours, I was the guest 
at a warm, warm reception. Food came 
out for me and the driver. I was served 
tea in a glass, the way my father drank it. 
And I told the wife that the tea was the 
best in the world because it was made 
with Czyzev water.

We laughed when the electricity—
feeding one bare bulb hanging from 

Finally, a more conventional peace 
returned. My father spoke of standing 
alone at the edge of the village trying 
to make sense of all that had happened. 
For me, I guess that the main lesson was 
simply: Things change.

In October 1973, just after turning 40, 
I was working as a writer for an interna-
tional business magazine. After finish-
ing an assignment in Copenhagen with 
a few days to spare, I pulled out a map of 
Europe. I began to think of the Czyzev 
I thought I knew—or half-knew—from 
my parents’ stories. Over the years I’d 
learned to bend my weak American-
ized Yiddish into a weak school-trained 
German. And I knew that would help. 
But I wasn’t even sure of the name of 
the village—was it Czyzev or Czyzew 
or Czyzewo or Chizhev-Osada? My fa-
ther had said it was halfway between 
Warsaw and Bialystok on the railroad. 
I could have called my parents but it 
was 1973, another Arab-Israeli war was 
raging. Earlier, the communist Polish 
government had launched a harsh “an-
ti-Zionism” propaganda campaign. My 
parents, I knew, would worry if they 
learned I was going to Poland. It was 
enough that I was worrying.

I went. At the Warsaw airport, the 
people at the information booth didn’t 
know the village but some attentive 
cab drivers listening nearby did better. 

of his head, that a particular period 
was “terrible, terrible,” it was difficult 
to tell if he was talking about Czyzev, 
the rest of Poland, the Ukraine, or some-
where else.

Often, my father’s recollections varied 
with the political point he was trying to 
make. Usually it would be of the hostili-
ty of the Poles and Russians toward the 
Jews. “Modest” examples: the taunts of 
the Polish farmers’ children and the an-
tisemitism preached in the local church.

But sometimes, he’d remember the 
kindness of Polish farmers, who’d feed 
Jewish travelers and bring straw to stuff 
the villagers’ beds. And he’d tell how 
Jewish shopkeepers and Polish farmers 
helped each other survive hard times.

My mother, for her part, would have 
none of this evenhandedness. Her rec-
ollection was of the farmers’ wagons 
deliberately driven to splatter mud on 
the Jews’ merchandise displays in the 
village square.

Czyzev was in a region of Poland 
that was officially part of Russia. When 
WWI broke out, the Russians were 
forced to retreat. Sometimes my father 
would explain that during the war, the 
German invaders could communicate 
with the Jews because their languages 
were so close. They treated the Jews 
well—better, in fact, than the Russians 
or Poles had.

And he remembered marveling at 
what happened next as the war swung 
back and forth through the village. Af-
ter years of occupation, the Germans 
fled and the Poles took over. Soon, 
briefly, the Russians returned. But now 
it was 1920 and these Russians were 
poorly equipped—my father remem-
bered officers going barefooted. And, 
bewilderingly, leading them was a Jew: 
Leon Trotsky.

The Red Army was driving west hop-
ing to link up with German revolution-
aries. The Bolsheviks, of course, were 
thrown back and in came the newly inde-
pendent Poles. I’ve seen the Polish lead-
er, Pilsudski, described as the George 
Washington of Poland. My parents saw 
things differently. They said that the re-
turning Poles brought with them a bit-
ter antisemitism. Jews had their beards 
forcefully cut off, were thrown from 
trains, and were killed outright.
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“Even after visiting 
in person, my 
image of Jewish life 
in Czyzev remains 
built of shaky 
memories.”

contradict each other. So even after vis-
iting in person, my image of Jewish life 
in Czyzev remains built of shaky mem-
ories—of facts versus fictions.

Today, you can go on the internet and 
learn the present temperature in Czyzev. 
Airbnb will tell what rooms are avail-
able there and at what price. There are 
even videos on YouTube.

An internet search will reveal that 
at the beginning of 2011, three villages 
merged to form the new Czyzev. If you 
poke around further, you’ll find that af-
ter my parents’ time there, in the 1930s, 
it became harder to buy off the police. 
By the end of the decade, there was in-
deed a pogrom in the village with many 
Jews badly wounded by “sticks and 
poles” carried by “young Polish mischief 
makers ... led by students.”

It’s likely that in time, newer technol-
ogy will bring us even closer access to 
Czyzev, past and present.

I continue to follow news of the 
country, and its history, while I uncover 
more stories about my family’s time in 
Czyzev. For example, I learned that one 
of my uncles, who survived Auschwitz, 
returned to the village after he was lib-
erated and was soon told that the Poles 
were coming to kill him. Among other 
grievances, some of the Poles were wor-
ried that the Jews would attempt to re-
claim their old property. My uncle fled 
that first night never to return.

As for me—yes, I wish I’d spent time 
walking around the fields and the lake 
my father talked of. But the important 
thing for me is the Czyzev I was told 
about—not the Czyzev that is, or even, 
perhaps, the Czyzev that was. Still I 
treasure the photo given to me by the 
old man. And I thank the people of 
Czyzev for a warm welcome on a chilly 
October evening. 

This article was originally published on 
October 12, 2022.

mentioned Solzhenitzyn’s banned First 
Circle to a woman guide in Warsaw. She 
grasped my arm and whispered nervous-
ly to me, “I know every word by heart.”

How much Polish is left in an Amer-
ican-Polish-Jew? Not too much, I sus-
pect. Even in Czyzev, the Jews had 
their own schools, spoke their own 
language, and read their own newspa-
pers—three brought from Warsaw, my 
father recalled.

When I returned to the States, my par-
ents seemed more relieved that I’d got-
ten out of Poland than enthused that I’d 
gone. I showed them the Czyzev photo. 
My mother looked at it and pointed to 
a building near the church. It was there, 
she said, that the antisemites organized 
a cooperative store so farmers wouldn’t 
buy from Jews. And she recalled listen-
ing nearby as a cardinal promised to 
drive the Jews out of Poland. I decided it 
wisest to hold onto the photo for myself.

Had I learned more about the town—
and, more importantly, about life in 
Eastern Europe pre-Holocaust? A bit, I 
suppose. Yes, I finally had an image of 
the physical appearance of the village. 
And from the body language, words, 
and silences, I understood somewhat 
more about the Poles. But my parents 
and other survivors are now gone. Many 
of the accounts my cousins recount, of 
Czyzev learned from their parents, flatly 

the ceiling by a strand of cord—went 
out briefly. And with the old man doing 
most of the translating from German 
to Polish, we laughed over remark after 
remark about the food, my taxi ride, and 
his accordion-playing grandson.

There were serious moments, too. 
The subject of the Arab-Israeli fighting 
came up but we quickly let the subject 
drop. Later, there was guarded talk of the 
fighting in the area after WWII between 
opposing red and white Polish guerrilla 
bands. I hesitated, then said it was too 
bad that the Poles, who had suffered so 
much from outsiders, had to fight each 
other, too. This brought nods of agree-
ment all around.

Finally, it was time for my driver to 
head back to Warsaw. Over the old man’s 
protests, I decided to go back with him. 
My return plane ticket was only good for 
a few days and I was uncomfortable with 
my language-imposed isolation. Proba-
bly, I also had a lingering unease about 
past stories of Poles—some passed on by 
my parents.

We walked into the night and the deep 
darkness. The old man led the driver and 
me to a nearby building. He said it was 
there that my grandfather’s house had 
once stood—and it was also where the 
Nazis had led Jews to be shot. Years later, 
I learned that many members of my fam-
ily had also been shot in a ditch outside of 
town, while others had died in Treblinka 
concentration camp.

Killed were both my mother’s par-
ents. My father’s brothers and sisters. My 
aunts, uncles, and cousins. Many, many 
others. They are faces on old family pho-
tos whose identities I will never know 
because it was too painful for my par-
ents to talk about. Standing on the road 
in Czyzev, I peered into the darkness ... 
looking, for what?

After a warm goodbye, the old man 
gave me an aged photo of the village 
square showing a large church at one end. 
Then the driver and I left quickly.

During the next few days in Warsaw, I 
remembered that years before on a visit 
to the Dachau concentration camp, I’d 
learned that the Nazis had imprisoned 
and killed Polish priests there.

I saw other faces of Poland, too. This 
was the period of Soviet control. At one 
point, when we were alone, I hesitantly 
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Why Darkness 
Befell Me on the 
Bright Festival of 

Simchat Torah
A sad tale with a happy ending

BY SHOLEM ALEICHEM

W
hen I was a little 
boy, owning a flag 
for Simchat To-
rah—and I mean 
a real flag in the 
full sense of the 

word: a lit candle in an apple and the 
apple on top of the flag—was such bliss, 
such joy, I hardly dared dream about 
it. There were other things to dream 
about! There were some boys in school 
who had money for penknives, purses, 
and little canes. There were those who 
ate candy and cracked nuts every single 
day. Not to mention bagels and latkes. 
There were even those who ate chal-
lah not only on Sabbath but on week-
days too.

But me, Kopel, I never tasted challah 
on weekdays. I was happy if I had my 
fill of black bread, for we were—God 
spare you such a bitter lot—a bunch of 
paupers, despite the fact that everyone 
in the family worked his fingers to the 
bone. Father, may he rest in peace was 
the assistant shamesh of the basement 
prayer-room annex of the Butchers 
Synagogue; Mother, God rest her soul, 
was an expert at baking honey cakes; 
and my sisters mended socks. And me, 
I never had the feeling of being full. Be-
lieve me, there wasn’t a meal which I 
couldn’t have begun all over again.

I’m not even talking about having a 
kopeck in your pocket, a kopeck to call 
your very own. Of that I never even 
dream. But once I suddenly became 

rich and got 44 kopecks to do with as 
I pleased.

You think a miracle happened? That 
some rich man’s loss was my gain? 
Well, you’ve guessed wrong. Or per-
haps you suspect I simply nabbed those 
kopecks from a charity box? God for-
bid! I swear I earned them honestly. I 
worked like a horse for them with my 
own two … feet.

It happened during Purim. Father 
sent me to distribute the Purim sweet 
platters among the members of the 
basement prayer-room annex of the 
Butchers Synagogue. One of my older 
sisters usually had this job, but now 
that I was getting bigger my father 
said it was high time for me to make 
myself useful.

So I went from house to house car-
rying a saucer and some fruit-cuts to 
distribute. I slogged through the cold 
slippery muck barefoot, and changed 
the small coins I was given as tips into 
a silver 40-kopeck piece—and I still 
had 4 kopecks left over.

Having come by such a fortune, I 
strolled about wondering what to do 
with so much money, knock wood.

Then, suddenly, my Good Impulse 
and my Bad Impulse appeared and be-
gan to torment me.

Said my Bad Impulse: “Why hold 
on to those few kopecks, you dummy? 
Buy yourself something, Kopel. Buy 
sweet poppyseed squares. Or get some 
good fruit-cuts sprinkled with honey 

crumbs. Or at least a frozen apple. And 
then you’ll be as happy as can be.”

But I replied: “What? Cater to my 
belly? Then in one day I’ll squander 
all my money. No sir!”

“Right you are,” said my Good Im-
pulse. “It’d be much better, Kopel, 
to lend those few kopecks to your 
mother. She can certainly put them to 
good use.”

“Some brain you are,” I said. “Then 
it’s as good as lost. How will she ever 
repay me?”

“She works her fingers to the bone, 
poor woman,” said my Good Impulse, 
“and pays for your schooling.”

“What do you care about school-
ing?” my Bad Impulse interrupted. 
“You’d be better off buying yourself 
a sharp two-blade penknife in a brass 
box or a purse with a neat little lock.”

“Listen to me,” cried my Good Im-
pulse. “Give the money to the poor. 
Give it to charity and you’ll have a 
mitzvah for doing a good deed. Some 
paupers are starving, poor souls.”

“Paupers?” my Bad Impulse turned 
to me. “You yourself are a pauper’s son. 
Always hungry. Everyone’s always gen-
erous with the next guy’s cash. Why 
didn’t anyone ever give you anything 
when you were broke?”

One day, Yulik, the rich man’s son offered 
me all kind of things—in the future, like 
use of his prayerbook, candies, nuts, his 
penknife, and a little nail too—if only 
I would give him my silver 40-kopeck 
coin, but I didn’t fall for his trick.
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“I took stock of 
all the other flags, 
then looked back 
at my own. What 
a contrast. Theirs 
weren’t even fit 
to hold a candle 
to mine. My flag 
was the most 
successful of all, 
for who had as 
much wax as me?”

Kasrilevke. In our town all the shuls 
were in one section of the same street, 
practically in one courtyard, known as 
the shul courtyard.

In fact, our entire shul courtyard 
could have been considered one big 
synagogue. Summertime, when the win-
dows are open, a passerby would hear so 
many different prayers, wafting down 
from different sections of the service. 
In one shul, they were just starting the 
Morning Service; in another, they were 
reading the Torah; in a third, they were 
concluding the davening.

But the liveliest time of all came just 
before the Torah circuits began, when 
the children of all the Talmud Torahs 
gathered with their flags. They grouped 
according to grades—the older ones 
here, the younger ones there. Everyone 
sized up everyone else’s flag. Whose 
stick was longer? Whose apple red-
der? They ribbed one another, gibed, 
cracked jokes, giggled, played tricks. If 
Yankel blew out Moishe’s candle, the 
latter would in turn sneak up and take 
a bite of Yankel’s apple. So Yankel made 
some nasty comment about Moishe’s 
ancestors and kicked him in the pants, 
besides. Finally, everyone separated and 
went to his own shul.

When I entered our basement shul 
carrying my flag, the gang greeted me 
with: “A fat big welcome, Mister Jew, 
you’re looking good and nuts to you.”

I took stock of all the other flags, then 
looked back at my own. What a con-
trast. Theirs weren’t even fit to hold a 
candle to mine. My flag was the most 
successful of all, for who had as much 
wax as me? For who else was slapped 
and cuffed when my father found me 
under the bench in the basement shul 
foyer collecting pieces of wax from 
the melted down Yom Kippur memo-
rial candles?

I compared my flag with all the others 
and my chest swelled with pride. I was 
growing taller and taller, I imagined. I 
felt light on my feet. I felt like laughing, 
shouting, screaming, dancing for joy.

“Come on, lemme have a look,” rich 
Yulik said in amazement as he stood 
next to me. He examined my flag. I 
examined his. There’s a flag for you, I 
thought. Some stick. Bent like a bagel. 
I saw he was furious, but I pretended 

For Simchat Torah I took my flag, stuck 
a red apple on the tip, put a lit candle 
atop the apple and set out for the shul to 
dance with the Torah during the Torah 
circuits. I was in high spirits, feeling like 
a happy prince, a child of royalty.

I imagined I was already in shul, sit-
ting next to the eastern wall with all the 
rich children. The lights were kindled. 
My flag was the most beautiful. My ap-
ple redder than all the rest. My candle 
the biggest of all.

The shul was packed, the heat un-
bearable. Many women and girls came 
to kiss the Torah. Reb Melekh the can-
tor, his prayer shawl outspread, led the 
procession of men like a field marshal. 
His metallic voice quavered as he sang:

“Hel-per of the poor, sa-a-ve us!”
The women and girls pressed for-

ward to kiss the Torah and shrill into 
his face: “Live and be well till next year 
at this time.”

“The same to you and yours,” Reb 
Melech replied.

But before the Torah procession 
reached our little basement shul it 
had to pass many other bigger shuls. 
These were not scattered all over town 
like in the big city of Yehupetz. That 
was one wonderful thing about our 

So I held on to my money. You know 
for what? When Sukkot came,

I bought myself a large, yellow, 
two-sided flag. Painted on one side were 
two beasts with catlike faces—lions, re-
ally, with wide open mouths. Their long 
tongues were decorated with some sort 
of rams’ horns, for the biblical phrase, 
“With trumpets and rams’ horns” was 
printed next to the lions, and beneath 
them were the lines, “The flag of the 
Tribe of Judah” and “The flag of the 
Tribe of Ephraim.”

The other side of the flag was even 
nicer, for it had true-to-life portraits of 
Moses and Aaron, and between them 
a host of Jews was crammed holding 
Torah scrolls in their hands. They all 
seemed to step forward and sing: “Be 
joyous and merry on Simchat Torah.”

Now having the flag, my next step 
was to get a stick for it. I went to Reb 
Zyama the joiner, who cast aside all his 
work, took a piece of wood, whittled it 
once, twice—and it was finished.

Next I needed an apple and a candle. 
When it came to wax, when anyone 
wanted it, he came to me. For after all, 
my father was the assistant shamesh of 
the basement prayer-room annex of the 
Butchers Synagogue, and whatever re-
mained of the Yom Kippur memorial 
candles belonged to him. That was his 
income. He melted the leftover wax and 
made Hanukkah candles, Saturday night 
Havdalah candles, and plain wax tapers. 
Whatever was left over from those he 
gave to me. That was my income.
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“Had a corpse 
dressed in a 
tattered shroud 
made an attempt 
to choke me, my 
fright would not 
have been as great 
as it was when 
I saw my naked 
stick and burnt-
out flag.”

flag caused me much anguish, and I fell 
ill, burning with fever. I saw extraordi-
nary sights—fiery-tongued dragons and 
serpents and wild beasts in the shape of 
men. I heard the wild, unnatural calls 
of cats and vipers. I tossed and turned, 
ranted deliriously, had one foot in the 
grave. They had no hopes for my life. 
In the basement prayer-room annex 
of the Butchers Synagogue they even 
began reciting Psalms for me. I was at 
death’s door.

But since today is erev Simchat To-
rah we have to be merry and happy, and 
so I’d like to end this story on a hap-
py note.

First of all, thank heaven, as you can 
see, I recovered.

Second of all, for your information, 
the following year my flag was even 
nicer, my stick more beautiful, my 
apple redder. In fact, I sat way up by 
the eastern wall with all the other rich 
men’s children. The lights burned. My 
flag sparkled. Jews danced around the 
shul with the Torahs. Reb Melekh, the 
cantor, his prayer shawl outspread, led 
the procession like a field marshal. His 
metallic voice quavered as he sang out: 
“Hel-per of the poor and weak, sa-a-ve 
us!” As endless streams of women and 
girls pressed forward to kiss the Torah 
and shrill into his face, “Live and be 
well until next year at this time.”

And Melech replied, “The same to 
you and yours.”

Dear children—and the same to you 
and yours. Gut yontev! 

This article was originally published on 
October 9, 2020

Translated from the Yiddish by 
Curt Leviant.

my hands and bemoaned my flag, as one 
does a dead man. I came home, alone, 
without a flag. I found a dark corner and 
sat down, my head between my knees, 
and wept softly so that no one would 
notice. And I asked God a question:

“Is it fair? O Eternal Lord! Did I de-
serve this? Why did you do this to me?”

Epilogue

Children, you know that all stories ei-
ther have sad or happy endings.

For the most part, Jewish stories 
have sad endings. According to one of 
our proverbs, a Jew, especially a poor 
one, is not destined to have pleasure. 
Much can be said about this. When you 
grow up, you’ll understand. But, mean-
while, I must tell you that the story you 
just heard did not quite end there. That 

not to notice and busily examined 
my shoelaces.

“Kopel,” he said. “Where’d you get 
such a fine stick?”

“What’d you say?” I asked, looking up.
“I said, where’d you get such a cute 

little stick?”
“Why do you ask? Wanna swap it for 

your nail?”
Yulik got my dig. Eyes gleaming, he 

sniffed, put his hands into his pock-
ets and went away. I watched him, 
beaming with ever increasing joy. He 
called Nekhemya, the lame little boy, 
whispered something into his ear, and 
winked in my direction. I noticed this 
but pretended not to. A moment later 
Nekhemya limped up to me, holding 
Yulik’s flag with the bent stick.

“Gimme a light,” he said. “Mine 
went out.”

“This isn’t your flag, is it?” I asked, 
holding my candle to his. “You can’t fool 
me. I know quite well whose flag this is.”

But before I had a chance to blink, 
Nekhemya touched his lit candle to my 
flag and gave the light right back to me. 
My flag flamed, sputtered and—www-
sht—no more flag.

Had a stone fallen from the sky and 
struck my head; had a wild beast at-
tempted to devour me; had a corpse 
dressed in a tattered shroud made an 
attempt to choke me, my fright would 
not have been as great as it was when I 
saw my naked stick and burnt-out flag.

From deep down within me, I cried, 
“Woe is me, my flag, my flag, my flag.”

I burst into tears. Everything became 
dark. The stick, the apple, and the can-
dle fell from my hand and I began to 
wander around aimlessly. I walked on 
without direction, the hot and bitter 
tears streaming from my eyes. I wrung 
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Step 1 
Remove the core and shred the cabbage, using a food processor or grater. 

Step 2 
Sprinkle with the salt and let stand about 15 minutes. Squeeze out the excess 
water. 

Step 3 
Place the oil in a heavy frying pan. Brown the onion until golden. Remove and 
begin sautéing the cabbage (you will probably have to do this in two batches), 
cooking carefully until wilted. 

Step 4 
Mix the cabbage and onions. Sprinkle with the pepper, caraway seeds, sugar, and 
cinnamon. Adjust the seasoning to taste. 

Step 5 
Preheat the oven to 350 degrees. 

Step 6 
Cover a pastry board with a cloth. Take 1 phyllo sheet at a time and cover the 
rest with a damp towel to prevent drying. Lay the sheet on the board and brush 
with melted butter or olive oil, sprinkling on 1 tablespoon bread crumbs and 
some pepper. Lay the next phyllo sheet on top and cover with the identical 
combination. Continue until you have 4 layer of phyllo leaves and topping. Along 
the longer side of the phyllo, spoon out half of the cabbage filling about 4 inches 
from the edge of the dough. Fold the edge over the cabbage. Then, using both 
hands, lift the cloth and let the cabbage roll fall over and over itself, jelly-roll 
fashion, until the filling is completely enclosed in the pastry sheet. Place, seam 
side down, in a greased jelly-roll pan. If the roll is too long, cut it with a serrated 
knife to fit your pan. 

Step 7 
Repeat the above process with the remaining 4 phyllo sheets, bread crumbs, 
cabbage, and pepper. 

Step 8 
Brush the crust with additional melted butter or olive oil. Then brush with egg 
white that has been stirred slightly. 

Step 9 
Bake for 45 minutes, or until golden. Slice thin and serve immediately. Or serve 
lukewarm as a dessert, sprinkled with confectioner’s sugar. 

After the rolls have been formed, you can freeze them on cookie sheets and then 
remove them to plastic containers for freezer storage. 

Yield: Serves  8-12 as an hors d’oeuvre or vegetable accompaniment

1 head cabbage (2 pounds)

2 teaspoons salt

¼ cup vegetable oil

1 medium onion, coarsely 
chopped

 Freshly ground black pepper

1 teaspoon caraway seeds

1 tablespoon sugar

1 teaspoon cinnamon

8 sheets of phyllo dough

6 tablespoons unsalted butter or 
olive oil

½ cup fine bread crumbs

1 egg white

Cabbage Strudel

Hundreds of recipes at 
tabletmag.com/recipes
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