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AANY T
The Snake

Yitzkhok Horowitz
translated by Ollie Elkus

Introduction: Born in 1894, Yitzkhok Horowitz was a little-known Yiddish translator,
editor, belletrist, and children’s playwright of Romanian extraction. After immigrating
to the States in 1909, Horowitz published a slew of children’s plays throughout the ’20s,
a decade which culminated with his most well-known work, a Yiddish translation of
Kahlil Gibran’s The Prophet, in 1929. He later became a writer for the Forverts. In 1953
he published his final work, the memoir Mayn Tatns Kretshme (My Father’s Tavern).
Horowitz died in 1961 at the age of 67.

In My Father’s Tavern, as Horowitz explores his childhood in the eastern
Romanian village of Popricani, it becomes impossible to discern where truth ends and
where some sort of fable begins. Horowitz delivers not an objective account, but
something perhaps even more immersive: an account from his own memory, detailing
life not so much as it was, but as each character understood it to be. In his case, he splits
his character, the narration weaving between the voices of his adult and child selves so
as to speak to the dual aspects of each reader: the imaginative, starry-eyed child, and the
sincere, sentimental adult, with a morsel of story for them both.

Among Horowitz’s more light-hearted musings, we meet the staple ghouls,
ghosts, and goblins of Yiddish folklore that haunt the basement of the tavern. Other
chapters feature tales of traveling Roma, the 1907 Peasants’ Revolt, and real life run-ins
with forest wolves. But in the world of fantasy and superstition that was the village
Popricani, a few stories emerge even more fantastic and superstitious than the rest. One
such example is chapter eight, “The Snake,” wherein lies the tale of a most outlandish
affliction, and of a man named Mihalache.
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The Snake

Old Mihalache was a tiny peasant, a crumb of a man really. If the tavern was full, you
couldn’t see him at all. But you could always hear his shrill little voice shrieking above
the crowd, like the chirping of a bird hidden in a kettle. And this very same Mihalache
had a remarkable need to prove his might. It was a need that tormented him and drove
him to do the most backbreaking labor. For example, when there was a wagon full of
heavy bags to unload, he was the first to hop to it. The peasants handling the bags
mocked and ridiculed him, shooing him away from the wagon as one shoos away a
stubborn young boy trying to mix among men. But Mihalache refused to step aside. He
ran around the wagon, thrust his scrawny shoulders, strained his stubby arms, and
seized hold of the bags. And you bet when the peasants finished the job and wiped the
sweat from their brows, there was Mihalache standing among them, wiping his face
with a big handkerchief.

And for the very same reason, old Mihalache was always looking for a fight—or
better yet, spoiling for a fight. But nobody would give him the satisfaction. It was
precisely their indifference that got under his skin, and when it did, he’d resort to all
manner of provocation. One method involved his cane. He’'d tuck it under his armpit
with the crook poking out and shuffle around the tavern benches. Every so often his
cane would snag one peasant or another, but they’d all pretend not to notice. So
Mihalache would try his second method. He’d unfurl his long woolen belt and let it drag
along the floor behind him. But the peasants knew what he was trying to do and they
avoided the belt. Even the drunken peasants made an effort to steady their wobbling
feet.

It would always end the same. Mihalache would wind up standing with his belt
unraveled in the middle of the tavern, hurt and humiliated by everyone’s indifference.

*

Nevertheless, everyone loved Mihalache. His persistent posturing and curious
antics pleased the tavern. On those Sundays when he didn’t come to the tavern, his
absence was felt. Such was the case once, when it had been several Sundays since
Mihalache had been seen around the tavern. This was not like him. The peasants had
begun to worry. There was no one to ask after him because Mihalache had no neighbors
or relatives. He tended the sheep of the village boyar and lived alone in a remote
woodland hut, far from everyone. But there came a Sunday when the peasants could no
longer stand idly by. They sent a boy to find out what had happened to Mihalache. The
boy returned with sad news: Mihalache was sick. The news hit everyone hard.

“He’s bedridden?” a peasant asked.

“No, not exactly; it’s his stomach.”

“Is he in pain?”

“Yeah, he’s in pain all right.”

The peasants asked my father what to do. My father told them to bring
Mihalache to the tavern. And with that, two peasants went off to the forest.
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In the tavern, Sunday’s celebration was just about spoiled. The musicians quit
playing and the glasses stood empty on the tables.

My father found the bottle of “Davila drops,” and set it on the bar. Both the
bottle and the brown tincture it contained were well known to the peasants, because
whenever someone in the village had a stomach ache, or just plain felt unwell, they’d
always come to my father for Davila drops. The peasants swore by the remedy.

A boy came running in and said they had returned with Mihalache. Everyone
went out to greet him. The two peasants held him up by the arms. He was pale and
frightened, looking smaller and scrawnier than ever. They led him into the tavern and
set him down on a bench by the bar. One of the two peasants that brought him in
approached my father and whispered something in his ear.

Mihalache shouted, “It’s no secret! I've swallowed a snake!”

The peasants of the tavern stood with their mouths agape. Some of them started
crossing themselves. My father approached Mihalache with the bottle of Davila drops
in hand.

“Listen here, Mihalache,” my father said to him. “That’s impossible. A man
cannot swallow a snake.”

Mihalache shouted again, this time louder, “And yet I've swallowed one!”

“But that simply cannot be,” my father tried to explain. “One doesn’t just
swallow a snake.”

Mihalache softened and said, almost pleadingly, “However, I have no less than
swallowed one.” He motioned to his stomach, “It’s in there. I feel it squirming.”

My father poured a few Davila drops over a sugar cube and handed it to
Mihalache. “Take it, Mihalache. It'll help.”

Mihalache chewed the sugar cube and winced as if he’d taken a stiff drink. A
little later my father came back over and asked him, “Well, how do you feel now?”

Mihalache blinked. “Better, I think.”

The peasants in the tavern were astonished by his swift recovery. They were
certain the drops had poisoned the snake, and that it would soon come out the same as
everything else a man swallows. A tipsy peasant danced gleefully around the middle of
the tavern with a bottle of liquor in his hand. He staggered over to Mihalache and
thrust the bottle to his mouth.

“Drink, Mihalache! It’ll kill the snake!”

Then the peasant dropped to his knees and spoke directly to Mihalache’s
stomach. “Snakey, my boy, you're done for! You're gonna croak soon... Yes, you'll croak,
and Mihalache’ll get well again.”

The peasants in the tavern insisted that Mihalache tell them how he had
swallowed the snake. Mihalache refused.

“Tell us, Mihalache.”

The tipsy peasant urged him too, and thrust the bottle to his mouth again.
“Drink, Mihalache, then tell us.”

When Mihalache caught the scent of brandy, he took a swig from the bottle,
once, then twice, wiped the dribble off his mustache, and said, “Very well, I'll tell you.
But you must promise to believe me.”

“Of course we’ll believe you,” an old peasant responded.
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“Of course, of course,” the others chimed in.

The tavern went still. The peasants huddled around Mihalache and waited in
anticipation. Even my father leaned in to hear, his elbows against the bar, as Mihalache
began his story:

“Well, I was out in the field with the sheep, as usual. As the sheep were grazing I
lay down in the grass and, as usual, I played my flute. As I played I drifted off, with the
flute still between my lips. And while I slept I dreamt I was wandering the desert. You
heard me right, the desert, swear to Christ. The sun was beating down and I was
parched. But there was no water. Not a lick of water, swear to Christ. I knew I'd die of
thirst. But all of a sudden I saw a brook, like a gift from the heavens... no, really —
swear to Christ! I fell to the brook and began to slurp. The water cooled me down, it
was quite the relief! But in the middle of slurping I awoke to find the tail end of a snake
in my mouth. Yes, a real snake, swear to Christ. But it was too late, the snake was
already inside. At this very moment it’s there in my belly. It’s tossing and turning and
gnawing at my guts.”

The peasants listened closely to Mihalache and exchanged looks of fear and
astonishment. Everyone believed that it happened just like Mihalache said it did.
Everyone, that is, except my father.

My father handed Mihalache another sugar cube with Davila drops and told him
to go home and lie down. The same peasants who brought him into the tavern brought
him back home. My father assured the peasants that the drops would help, and the
tavern was cheerful once more.

The next morning Mihalache came into the tavern and complained that the
snake had been tossing and turning again. My father gave him the drops and tried to
reason with him.

“Mihalache, what’s going on with you? How can you fool yourself into thinking
such nonsense as a snake in your stomach?”

Mihalache chewed the sugar cube and said nothing. He held his stomach and
looked at my father with pleading eyes. And just like that, with his hand at his stomach,
he went off to the woods, back to his hut.

Nobody heard from Mihalache for a couple of days. My father was certain that
the drops had helped. But then a peasant came and said that Mihalache was in critical
condition. He was getting thinner each day and was growing weaker and weaker. My
father had to admit he didn’t know what to do. He instructed them to wait until the
district physician came.

But the peasants didn’t want to wait. They went off to a neighboring village and
brought an old peasant woman who promised to heal Mihalache. She told him to drink
brandy — strong brandy, mixed with pepper. He had to chew up the pepper first, and
then wash it down with a shot of brandy. He was to do this for ten days straight. Before
she left, the peasant woman warned him, “Remember Mihalache — strong brandy! And
don’t forget the pepper!”

Mihalache came to the tavern every evening to chew pepper and drink a shot of
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brandy. But when the ten days came to an end, he hadn’t quit complaining about the
snake in his stomach. He’d lost his appetite and was thin as a rail.

One evening Mihalache barely managed to drag himself to the tavern. My father
poured him a shot of brandy as usual, but Mihalache didn’t touch it. He sat on a bench
facing my father and moaned.

My father felt sorry for him. He went over and said, “Mihalache, some drops
perhaps?”

Mihalache looked at my father with tears in his eyes and said, “No use... The
snake won’t be killed...”

A few days later, several boyars stopped by the tavern. Among them was a
military doctor. My father told him about Mihalache and the snake he thought he’d
swallowed. The boyars had a good laugh at the story. Nevertheless, they insisted the
doctor see Mihalache. The doctor obliged, but with the stipulation that they mustn’t
laugh. He said that Mihalache had to believe he had truly swallowed a snake; only then
could he be helped.

The boyar called over their coachman and sent him along with a peasant to bring
Mihalache. Then the doctor laid out his plan. He instructed my father to prepare a large
bowl of milk and sent a young boy to find a snake.

Soon the peasants in the village got word that there was a doctor in the tavern
who was going to heal Mihalache. They dropped what they were doing and rushed over
to the tavern. The women and children came too. The tavern was packed.

The doctor and the boyars sat in a separate room. There, the doctor along with
my father and one of my older brothers carefully planned what they were going to do.
My father was to bring in the bowl of milk and set it in the middle of the tavern, and my
brother was to ready the snake in a small box.

Mihalache arrived in the boyar’s droshky. At once gaunt and a sickly shade of
yellow, he sat in the back on a soft plush seat. In the pillowy confines of the boyar’s
droshky he resembled a tallow figurine. Two young peasants took him by the arms and
led him inside.

The doctor motioned to a bench in the middle of the tavern. The peasants began
to move and push to the walls in order to clear a path. Mihalache sat on the bench next
to the doctor, trembling with fear. He held one hand at his belly and crossed himself
with the other. The doctor asked him first to calm down, and then to tell him how it was
that he had come to swallow the snake. Mihalache told the same story we heard before.
The doctor placed a hand on Mihalache’s shoulder and said that such things were
known to happen, and that just the other day he had to get a snake out of a peasant’s
stomach.

Mihalache started to cry.

“Why are you crying?” the doctor asked.

“I’m afraid,” Mihalache sobbed.

“There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“It’'ll hurt.”
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“It won’t hurt.”

And in order to console him further, the doctor told him that the remedy was
nothing more than milk. Snakes loved milk, he said, and if the snake smelled milk it
would come out of its own accord. Mihalache only had to follow his instructions. He
had to be lifted with his feet in the air and his head toward the ground, and so that he
wouldn’t get nauseous, he’d be blindfolded.

The doctor called over two tall peasants and had them stand at either side. He
had my father bring out the bowl of milk. My brother stood next to the doctor with the
tiny box concealed behind his back. The doctor blindfolded Mihalache’s eyes with a
large kerchief and winked at the two peasants. The peasants grabbed Mihalache and
soon he was hanging, just as the doctor said, with his feet in the air and his head toward
the ground. The doctor shoved his finger down Mihalache’s throat and commanded,
“Retch, Mihalache!”

Mihalache gagged on the doctor’s finger.

“I can’t, Doctor.”

“You can, Mihalache, you just don’t want to.”

“TI want to, Doctor, I just can’t.”

The doctor reached further down Mihalache’s throat.

“Retch, Mihalache!”

Mihalache vomited.

“Well done, Mihalache,” the doctor exclaimed. “Now again.”

“I can’t anymore, Doctor. Really.”

The doctor stuck two fingers down Mihalache’s throat.

“You can! You must! Retch, Mihalache!”

Mihalache puked once more.

“Bravo Mihalache!” the doctor shouted, and slyly released the snake into the
bowl of milk.

“You’ve been saved, Mihalache! Here’s the snake!”

The two peasants flipped Mihalache back onto his feet and the doctor untied the
blindfold. When Mihalache saw the snake in the bowl, he fell to his knees and kissed
the doctor’s hand.

All the peasants in the tavern crossed themselves.

*

From that day on Mihalache began to get better. After a while he was the same
Mihalache he’d always been. He started coming back to the tavern to prove his might,
just like he did before.
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