Not by Bread Alone
Rachel Adelman

This June, for the first time, I took the bus across Brooklyn to visit my long-lost second cousin, Rochel.  As it happens, we are both named after the same great aunt, who lived next door to our great grandfather in Kensington Market, Toronto, where my father, Howard, and her mother, Sarah, grew up.  As children, they played together in the dirt alleys, with the odour of decaying vegetables under the stands and the sound of squawking chickens.  They’d run the birds to be slaughtered over to the Shoichet on Fitzroy Terrace for their grandfather, Mordechai (otherwise known as “Max”) who owned a chicken shop.  I had never met my father’s cousin, Sarah, until recently, let alone my second cousin Rochel.  This side of the family had always been cast in the deep shadows of obscurity, but on this particular Friday a light radiated from the annals of family history to shrink those shadows’ stature. I rode the bus, from my sister’s apartment in Williamsburg (the up-scale artists’ lofts not the haredi section), ascended the set of steep stairs of a semi-detached house in Crown Heights, to be greeted by a round warm woman, her hair tucked up in a tichel [scarf], decked in an apron and hands full of hallah dough.  She introduced me to her husband, Yenkel, and to a smattering of her twelve children as they traipsed through the kitchen for snacks, for lunch, or to eavesdrop on our story telling.  

The first thing Rochel asked me was whether I wanted to make a brakhah [blessing] over hallah.  Despite being a teacher of Judaic Studies, I have seldom made the blessing over hallah since at least a kilo of flour is necessary before separating out a small lump of dough to be thrown into the oven for burning.  Some of the most famous bakeries in Jerusalem are found within walking distance of my apartment, so I rarely bake.  To my chagrin, I had forgotten the blessing.  So she prompted me, and said that we should have so-and-so in mind, a couple who had been trying to have children for years.  There’s a special segulah [benefit] that one brings into the world when one utters the blessing: “Blessed are You, O Lord, our God… who has commanded us to separate out hallah from the dough [lehafrish hallah min ha-‘isah]”.  In biblical Hebrew, hallah refers to the bread separated out as a gift for the priest: “As the first yield of your baking, you should set aside a loaf [hallah] as a gift” (Num. 15:20).  Today, it is known as the braided loaf of rich egg-bread that we eat on Shabbat.  Though the original purpose of the mitzvah was lost with the destruction of the Temple, the ritual of separating out a portion of the dough memorializes that dedication and marks a special time, in the lives of women, to think of the needs of others as they bake for Shabbat.  

According to Dr. Chava Weissler, (in her article "The Traditional Piety of Ashkenazic Women”), many tekhines [supplications] were composed around the three mitzvot uniquely associated with women -- hallah, niddah, and hadlaqat ha-ner.  For example, in Shloyshe She'orim (an 18th c. tkhine attributed to the legendary Sore bas Tovim), there is a beautiful prayer that relates to the parallel paths Rochel and I have traversed:

Master of the Universe, we pray that you accept the mitzvah of hallah, and send great blessing on us wherever we turn. May our children not become strangers, and may we be able to provide for our children with a livelihood, I and my husband, by ourselves, over the course of a long life. (trans. from Yiddish).

As we braided hallah, we spoke of the unravelling of the Adelman family that took place after the First World War, and the efforts she and I have made – in different ways – to undo that unravelling, to braid our lives together into Klal Yisrael [the Community of Israel].  When our great grandfather, Mordecai, left Poland before “the Great War”, along with his eldest son, Hymie (Rochel’s grandfather), he left behind his wife, Malke, and their three younger children, including my grandfather, Harry.  In a small town, on the outskirts of Minsk, Malke struggled through extreme poverty and starvation, waiting for the letter that would summon her and the children to a better life.  Five years later, she reunited with her husband in Canada, but by then she had lost her will and her wits, and could no longer function as a mother to her children.  Hymie (Rochel’s grandfather) stayed religious, moved to the suburbs at the urging of his daughter (Sarah), for, as a teenager, she could not bear the stigma of poverty, the dirt and the stench of Kensington Market.  

Harry, however, left the fold.   With a six-grade education, he joined the shmatta industry, acquiring the nickname “Speedy” as the fastest cutter on Spadina Avenue.  Reading the “New York Times” fashion section, he could cut a pattern and adjust it to any size from a picture of a dress in haute couture. He was an avid reader of pocket novels, an autodidact, but with all his talents he never “made it” financially.  Though he fathered three sons (by my Bubby), he did not uphold his responsibilities.  He loved women, his crap game, and the bottle of rye he’d sip surreptitiously under the table (in the end, he died of psoriasis of the liver).  When my father was about eleven, Harry finally left his wife and children, and my father didn’t see him again until the age of eighteen – when he recognized Harry walking down Bloor Street, but his father didn’t recognize him.  In third year university, my dad had to testify in court (since there was no such thing as “no fault divorce” back then) to his father’s infidelities.  My bubby raised the three boys on her own, worked as a bookkeeper for the Simpson’s department store for over a decade, and never let on that she was a single mother.  Harry had left before any of his sons had reached Bar Mitzvah age – for them, a dire alienation from Judaism and assimilation the consequences.  

“Let our children not become strangers…”  I whisper.   Rochel, born into a Chabad family in Montreal, has always separated hallah, fulfilled the dream of a tight family and many children.  My path has been more complex, as the awkward hands over the dough testify, completing one loaf to her six.  I tell her the history of the Adelman family as we knead and roll.  There’s a novel there, I claim, and she makes me swear (jokingly) that I should wait till she has married off all her children lest their yihus be tainted.

“So how did you end up returning to Judaism?” she queries.

“I had a dream”.  Her ears perk up and a few more children wander in.

“At the age of twenty-two, I was living on a secular kibbutz, picking grapefruit and learning Hebrew seriously for the first time.  I bought my first Tanakh and something began to stir in me.  And then came the dream.  There was a grave in the backyard, behind a narrow rust-brick house. The grave was a perfect rectangle with clean edges, a black fathomless hole framed by earth. There was no coffin.  I felt someone must be buried there.  But where was the body?  When I awoke, I felt a terrible loss and months later, when I told the dream to my father, he said that it was about my grandfather, Harry, who had had himself cremated.  The bones of his body were lost to the after-life.  You know, according to rabbinic legend, the bones of those buried outside of Israel will roll through underground channels, until they arrive in the Land, where they would join the ranks of the resurrected in the Messianic Age.  But there are no Jewish bones left to my grandfather.  I guess the dream was some kind of mystical message about ‘resurrecting the bones’ of Harry Adelman by moving to Israel and raising a family there.”

Rochel’s brood listen to the story, all agog.  Between loafs, I teach her youngest daughter, Shayna, how to count to ten in Hebrew, for she only knows the Yiddish – eins, tzvey, dray, fir, finf.  In their home, even “Ehad Mi Yode’a?” from the Haggadah is sung in English – “Who knows one…?” – to a rap rhythm.  I have given my children Hebrew, the joys and burdens of living in Israel; my daughter serves as an officer in the IDF.   That Friday, we brush the hallah with egg and an hour later the kitchen is full of the sweet smell of fresh bread.  She hands me the small loaf I had rolled, shaped, and braided, to take home for Shabbat, worrying that it didn’t rise enough, but it was delicious, full of segulah.  “'Man shall not live by bread alone” (Deut. 8:3), says the Torah.  But the love woven into that bread, baked into spiritual sustenance by women, whether inarticulate or kneaded into words, can be a source for “all that comes from the mouth God” and by that may we live.
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