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AT T [IN OVUKL 'T
Fathers and Their Children

Chaim Malitz
translated by Matthew Brittingham

Introduction: Chaim Malitz (1861-1925) was a Yiddish journalist born in Tarashcha,
in the Kyiv Governorate. He immigrated to the United States sometime in the 1880s and
eventually settled in Brooklyn. Malitz became especially popular as a writer of romance
and intrigue novels for Der morgn zhurnal. One of Malitz’s most interesting works was
Di heym un di froy (“The Home and the Woman”). Published in 1918, this book was
eventually serialized in Der morgn zhurnal. Di heym un di froy was a manual for
Jewish home life in the United States, intended for Americanizing, middle-class aspiring
Jewish immigrants, especially women. Paula Hyman, in fact, has noted that Di heym un
di froy was one of many Yiddish-language advice manuals that “recognized the
influence of wives and mothers on the members of their families.” Over 200 pages long,
the manual consists of sixty short chapters with headings such as “The Question of
Dresses,” “A Stepmother,” and “Justice for Female Workers.” But Malitz also had
matters to discuss with male readers. In the foreword and in the selected chapter
(translated here as “Fathers and Their Children”), Malitz speaks directly to men and
encourages them to read Di heym un di froy. In this chapter, he decries the ways in
which Jewish middle-class family life has developed in America, leading to structures
where men are breadwinners but absentee fathers.

This foreword and selected chapter bear the traces of the Americanization of the
Yiddish language. Malitz sprinkles words and phrases like a8 “wova (beser ov, Eng.
“better off”), vrwso (spendt, Eng. “spending”), *x2-0°0% (ofis-boy, Eng. “office boy”), and
ax7-vopyl (nekst-dor, Eng. “next-door”) throughout the texts below. The Yiddish original
also contains some daytshmerish (Germanized) orthography and vocabulary. While the
daytshmerish orthography has been altered here to reflect YIVO standards, the
daytshmerish vocabulary was preserved to capture the flavor of Malitz’s original.

This translation is dedicated to my father, who continues to sit down with me
and have long, serious conversations about the important things in life.
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Foreword

This book was written for women and is dedicated to them. It’s a monument to
the greatest martyrs in the world, those who devote their whole lives to humanity and
unfortunately are given so very little recognition for it.

It’s my sincere wish, however, that men also read this book. You, I, and every
married man should leaf through it at least once a week. This book is a suitable mirror
to show us, men, what we look like.

If you read a couple chapters of this book on the occasional free evening and take
a look at your wife’s graying hair and the lines on her face, you’ll realize then and there
just how much patience your darling angel has, and how much suffering and hardship
she goes through. At that moment, you will, I hope, set the book down, get up from
your chair, tiptoe over to her chair, and give her a loving, heartfelt, resounding kiss as
though you’d just gotten married yesterday. You needn’t say anything. Tears will spring
to her eyes, and she’ll know and feel, deep in her heart, that you're becoming a better
husband.

- The author
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Fathers and their Children

When we look at Jewish family life in America, we see something
striking—children’s education is entirely thrust upon the mother. She’s supposed to
bend over backwards while the father’s influence on his kids is totally neglected. The
result is quite tragic because, for the most part, children don’t want to obey their
mothers. Mothers end up terribly exasperated, tormented by every little trifle. Then,
when fathers eventually notice their children haven’t turned out like they should, they
end up blaming their wives. The mother is to blame for everything. She taught them,
after all.

The average Jewish man in America doesn’t want to think about the great
responsibility of fatherhood. He thinks he’s fulfilling all his duties by toiling to provide
his children with a roof over their heads and food on the table. Once he’s better off and
spending more money on his kids, he figures he’s undoubtedly a good father—and
whatever’s left over isn’t his business. Let the mother do whatever she wants. He has no
time to spend on his children’s education. He’s got important things to do. He’s a busy
man!

Take any manufacturer or businessman and you’ll find he’s far more acquainted
with the boys in his office than with his own sons. He knows his bookkeepers and their
personal affairs better than those of his own daughters. He never makes time to take
his sons and daughters somewhere, and he won’t put aside a half hour to have a long,
serious conversation about the important things in life. He won’t sit down with his
daughters for a heart-to-heart chat, sharing his expectations, what they should do, how
they should behave, and what kind of life path will turn out better or worse. But as for
the young women who work in his office—he’ll certainly sit down and offer the best and
most friendly advice anytime, letting them know how they should behave. And so too
he takes more interest in the boy in his office than his own son. He won’t ever sit down
with his son and have a confidential conversation, like “My boy, do this, don’t do that,”
and so on. All he knows is that sometimes, when something bothers his wife and she
complains about one of the kids, he’ll give the child—or the child and mother both—a
good scolding. With that, the tragicomedy comes to an end.

The entire future of children, therefore, depends only on mothers. The father
takes this large, heavy yoke and throws it on the mother’s shoulders. Children end up
with the impression that a father is somewhat similar to a cash register. Someone puts
money in and they and their mother withdraw it. That’s it. He has no influence at all on
his kids. He’s a stranger to them, as though he were the next-door neighbor. Their
entire education is in their mother’s hands. Not only does she decide the food the kids
eat in the cradle but the entire course of the child’s life is up to her. She directs the
children as she sees fit. She decides what kind of schools they should attend, what kind
of friends they should have, and who they can or can’t see. The mother alone must
settle all these important questions, since the father takes no interest. He’s satisfied
with everything and doesn’t put up the slightest protest, except when the bills pile up or
when something goes wrong. When that happens, the man suddenly becomes a
prophet, claiming that he knew the result all along—because nothing good can happen
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when the old lady is involved.

In no way does the father want to consider that it’s his own fault. He doesn’t care
to know—not one bit!—that his wife has too many things on her plate to make sure
their house can be called a “home.” He’d rather not think about the fact that a father
can influence children more than a mother, nor that—by neglecting to wield his
influence—he is the main guilty party.

Consequently, it’s no wonder that a lot of children don’t behave properly and
end up ruined for the rest of their lives. There are fathers—mostly those who are more
or less better off, big-time and middling businessmen—who calculate everything in
dollars and cents. When these fathers finally look around and see what’s become of
their children, they think their children are the worst investment of their lifelong labor.
But instead of the fathers blaming the children, it is the children who should blame
their fathers.

When children are young, they need a teacher, a guide. A mother can attend to
some things. Her work is keeping the children clean and tidy and maintaining their
health. That alone is more than enough. A father’s duty is to take care of the children’s
future. It’s about “preparedness”: he must prepare them to go out into the world as
people, as soldiers in the great battle of life. A father must stand at attention and keep a
close eye on his kids. Since he works for eight or more hours, he must spend at least
one hour a day attending to the work of getting to know his kids. He must speak with
his kids and, through close, caring conversations, draw attention to the ideals he seeks
to nurture in them.

These hours are the absolute best investment a person can make during their
life. Why? The best insurance in your older years is to have your children grow up to be
upstanding people. There’s no better balm and comfort for elderly parents than good,
respectable children.

Everyone prays they’ll live to see old age. But once they’re older, having come to
life’s Aleinu and left the rat race, feeling exhausted from life’s commotion, they realize
they’re quite miserable and lonely. Just imagine: all your friends abandon you—nobody
wants to hang around when the Angel of Death is expected at any moment. A horrible
depression sets in as the shadow of death grows dreadfully darker, plunging the entire
world into a pitch-black gloom. And the only light left? Fine, honorable
children—bright, glowing rays to warm your soul and shine into the deep darkness
around you. You were there at their birth, and they won’t leave your side until you draw
your last breath.

So, there can be no better investment than a father committing an hour a day to
grow closer to his kids, showing them good, fatherly love and offering trustworthy
advice on how to navigate life.
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