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Who raiseth up the poor out of the dust, 
And lifteth up the needy out of the dunghill. 

-Psalm 113:7 
 
If you are destined to draw the 
winning ticket in the lottery, Mr. 
Sholem Aleichem, it will come 
right into your house without your 
asking for it. As King David says, 
“It never rains but it pours.” You 
don’t need wisdom or skill. A 
person slaves, wears himself to the 
bone, and gets nowhere. Suddenly, 
no one knows how or for what 
reason, money rolls in from all 
sides. I have seen it in my own 
experience, in the way the Lord 
dealt with me in providing me 
with my present livelihood. For 
how else should I happen to be 
selling cheese and butter all of a 
sudden? In my wildest dreams, I 

had never seen myself as a dairyman. Take my word for it, the story is worth 
hearing. I’ll sit down for a little while, here near you on the grass.  Let the horse do 
a little nibbling meanwhile. After all, even a horse is one of God’s living creatures. 

Well, it was in the late spring, around Shevuos1 time. But I don’t want to 
mislead you, it may have been a week or two before Shevuos, or- let’s see- maybe 
a couple of weeks after Shevuos. Don’t forget, this didn’t happen yesterday. Wait! 
To be exact, it was nine or ten years ago to the day. And maybe a trifle more. 

In those days, I was not the man I am today. That is, I was the same Tevye, 
and yet not exactly the same. The same old woman, as they say, but in a different 
bonnet. How so? I was as poor as a man could be, completely penniless. If you 
want to know the truth I’m not a rich man now either, but compared with what I 
was then, I can now really call myself a man of wealth. I have a horse and wagon 
of my own, a couple of cows that give milk, and a third that is about to calve. We 
can’t complain. We have cheese and butter and fresh cream all the time. We make 
it ourselves; that is, our family does. We all work.  No one is idle. My wife milks 

1 Shevuos is a Jewish holiday 



the cows; the children carry pitchers and pails, churn the butter. And I myself, as 
you see, drive to market every morning, go from datcha to datcha2 in Boiberik, 
visit with people, see this one and that one, all the important businessmen in 
Yehupetz who come there for the summer. Talking to them makes me feel that I 
am somebody too; I amount to something in the world. 

And when Saturday comes-then I really live like a king! I look into the Holy 
Books, read the weekly portion of the Bible, dip into the commentaries, Psalms, 
this, that, something else. . . Ah, you’re surprised, Mr. Sholem Aleichem! No doubt 
you're thinking to yourself, “Ah, that Tevye-there’s a man for you!” 

Anyway, what did I start to tell you? That’s right. Those days. Oh, was 
Tevye a pauper then! With God’s help, I starved to death- I and my wife and 
children- three times a day, not counting supper. I worked like a horse, pulling 
wagon loads of logs from the woods to the railroad station for- I am ashamed to 
admit it- half a ruble a day. And on such earnings just try to fill all those hungry 
mouths, not counting that boarder of mine, the poor 
horse.  

So, what does the Lord do? He is a great, 
all-powerful God. He manages His little world 
wisely and well.  Seeing how I was struggling for a 
hard crust of bread, He said to me: “Soon you will 
see: if I will it, your luck can change in one turn of 
the wheel.”  

As we say on Yom Kippur3, the Lord 
decides who will ride on horseback and who will 
crawl on foot.  The main thing is hope! A Jew must 
always hope, a Jew must never lose hope. 

 
Anyway, this is how it happened.  As the 

Bible says, “And there came the day…”  One evening in the summer I was driving 
through the woods on my way home with an empty wagon. My head was bent, my 
heart was heavy. The little horse, poor thing, was barely dragging its feet.  “Ah,” I 
said to it, “crawl along, shlimazl!  If you are Tevye’s horse you too must know the 
pangs of hunger.” All around was silence, every crack of the whip echoed through 
the woods. As the sun set the shadows of the trees stretched out and lengthened- 
like our Jewish exile. Darkness was creeping in and sadness filled my heart. 
Strange, faraway thoughts filled my mind. And in the midst of it all I thought of 

2 summer house 
3 Day of Atonement for the Jewish religion 



my home and my family. And I thought, “Woe unto us all.”  The wretched dark 
little hut that was my home, and the children barefoot and in tatters waiting for 
their father, the shlimazl.  Maybe he would bring them a loaf of bread or a few 
stale rolls.  You can imagine how I felt.  We are only human.  The stomach is 
empty and words won’t fill it.  If you swallow a piece of herring you want some 
tea, and for tea you need sugar.  
But in spite of everything, we are still Jews.  When evening comes, we have to say 
our prayers.  You can imagine what the prayers sounded like if I tell you that just 
as I was about to begin Shmin-esra4 my horse suddenly broke away possessed by 
the devil and ran wildly off through the woods.  Have you ever tried standing on 
one spot facing the east while a horse was pulling you where it wanted to go?  I 
had no choice but to run after him, holding on to the reins and chanting, “God of 
Abraham, God of Isaac, and God of Jacob.”  And just my luck, at that moment 
when I was in the mood to pray with feeling, out of the depths of my heart, hoping 
it would lift my spirits… So, there I was, running after the wagon and chanting at 
the top of my voice, as if I were a cantor in a synagogue: “Thou sustainest the 
living with loving kindness (and sometimes with a little food) and keepest they faith 
with them that sleep in the dust. (Oh, how low we the living are laid, and I don’t 
mean the rich people of Yehupetz who spend their summers at the datchas of 
Boiberik, eating and drinking and living off the fat of the land…Oh, Heavenly 
Father, why does this happen to me?  Am I not as good as others?  Help me, dear 
God!)  Suddenly, the horse stopped.  

 In a hurry to finish Shmin-esra, I lift up my eyes, and behold two 
mysterious creatures coming toward me out of the forest, disguised or at least 

dressed in the strangest fashion. 
“Thieves,” I thought, but corrected 
myself at once.  “What is the 
matter with you, Tevye?  You’ve 
been driving through this forest for 
so many years by day and by 
night; why should you suddenly 
begin to worry about thieves?”  
“Mister!” one of the two creatures 
called out to me. “Stop! Please 
stop! Don’t run away, Mister, we 
won’t do you any harm!” 

4 prayer 



“An evil spirit!” I said to myself, and a second later, “You ox, Tevye, you 
ass!  Why should evil spirits come to you all of a sudden?”  And I stop the horse. I 
look the creatures over from head to foot: they are ordinary women. One elderly 
with a silk shawl on her head and the other younger one with a sheitel5. Both 
flushed and out of breath.  

“Good evening,” I cry out loud, trying to sound cheerful. “Look who’s here! 
What is it you want? If you want to buy something, all I have is a gnawing 
stomach, a heart full of pain, a head full of worries, and all the misery and 
wretchedness in the world.” 

“Listen to him going on,” they say. “That’s enough. You say one word to a 
man and you get a lecture in return. There is nothing we want to buy. We only 
want to ask: do you know where the road to Boiberik is?” 

 
“To Boiberik?”  I say, and let out a laugh, still trying to sound cheerful. 

“You might as well ask me if I know my name is Tevye.” 
  
“Oh? So that’s what they call you—Tevye? Good evening, then, Mr. Tevye. 

We are for Yehupetz, and we are staying at a datcha in Boiberik. This morning we 
went out for a short walk in the woods, and we’ve been wandering ever since, 
going around and around in circles. A little while ago we heard someone singing in 
the forest.  At first, we thought it was a highwayman, but when we got closer and 
saw it was only you, we felt relieved. Now do you understand?” 

 
 “Ha-ha!” I laughed. “A fine highwayman! Have you ever heard the story 

about the Jewish highwayman…If you’d like, I could tell it to you…” 
 
“Leave that for another time,” they said.  “Right now, show us how to get 

back to Boiberik.” 
 
“To Boiberik?” I said again.  “Why this is the way to Boiberik. Even if you 

don’t want to, you couldn’t help getting there if you followed this path.” 
 
“Oh,” said they. “Is it far?” 
 
“No, not far.  Only a few versts6. That is five of six.  Maybe seven. But 

certainly, not eight.” 

5 wig worn by religious women after marriage 
6 Unit of measure 



“You talk like a half-wit,” they say.  “You must be out of your head.  We’re 
too tired to take another step. We’ve had nothing to eat all day except for a glass of 
coffee and a butter roll in the morning.” 

 
“Well, that’s different,” I told them. “You can’t expect a person to dance 

before he’s eaten. The taste of hunger is something I understand very well.  You 
don’t have to explain it to me. It’s quite possible that I haven’t seen a cup of coffee 
or butter roll for the past year…”  
And as I utter these words a glass of steaming coffee with milk in it appears before 
my eyes, with rich, fresh butter rolls and other good things besides.  I smelled the 
odor of the coffee, I savored the taste of the butter roll on my tongue- fresh and 
rich and sweet… 

 
“Do you know what, Reb Tevye?” the woman said to me. “Since we are 

standing right here, maybe it would be a good idea if we jumped into your wagon 
and you took us home to Boiberik.  What do you say?” 

 
 “A fine idea,” I said.  “Here I am, coming from Boiberik, and you’re going 

to Boiberik. How can I go both ways at the same time?” 
 
“Well,” they said, “don’t you know what you can do? A wise and learned 

man can figure it out for himself.  He would turn the wagon around and go back 
again- that’s all.  Don’t be afraid, Reb Tevye.  You can be sure that when you and 
the Almighty get us back home again, we’ll see to it that your kindness won’t go 
unrewarded.” 

 
“Well, get in.” 
 
The woman did not wait to be asked again.  Into the wagon they climb, with 

me after them.  I turn the wagon around, crack the whip- one, two, three, let’s go… 
The horse doesn’t know what I’m talking about.  He won’t move an inch. “Ah-ha,” 
I think to myself. “I had to stop in the middle of the woods to make conversation 
with women!”  

 
“Well, what’s keeping you?” ask the women. 
 
 



“What’s keeping me? Can’t you see what’s keeping me? The horse doesn’t 
want to play.  He is not in the mood.” 

 
“Well, you’ve got a whip, haven’t you?  Then use it.” 
 
“Thanks for the advice,” I say. “I’m glad you reminded me.  The only 

trouble with that is that my friend here is not afraid of such things. He is as used to 
the whip as I am to poverty,” I add trying to be flippant, though all the time I am 
shaking as if in a fever.  

 
Well, what more can I tell you?  The horse stirred from his place, and we 

went on our way through the woods. And as we ride along a new thought comes to 
plague me. “Ah, Tevye, what a dull ox you are! Think! Here something happens to 
you that won’t happen again in a hundred years.  God Himself must have arranged 
it.  So why didn’t you make sure in advance how much it is going to be worth to 
you- how much you’ll get for it?  Even if you consider righteousness and virtue, 
decency and helpfulness, justice and equity and I don’t know what else, there is 
still no harm in earning a little something for yourself out of it.  Stop your horse, 
you ox.  Tell them what you want.  Either you get so much and so much for the 
trip, or ask them to be so kind as to jump off the wagon at once! But then, what 
good would that do? What if they promised you the whole world on a platter?” 

 
“Why don’t you drive a little faster?” the women ask again, prodding me 

from behind. 
 
“What’s your hurry?” I say.  “Nothing good can come from rushing too 

much.” One of them asks: “Are we getting closer?” 
 
“Closer, yes. But not any closer than we really are.  Pretty soon we’ll go 

uphill and then downhill, then uphill and downhill again, and then after that we go 
up the steep hill and from then on, it’s straight ahead, right to Boiberik.” 

 
“Sounds like a shlimazl,” says one to the other. 
 “As if we haven’t had troubles enough already,” says the first.  
“A little crazy too, I’m afraid,” answers the other. 
 
 



“I must be crazy,” I tell myself, “if I let them pull me around by the nose like 
that.” 

 
And to them I say, “Where do you want to be dropped off, ladies?” Excuse 

me if I sound inquisitive, but as the saying goes, ‘It’s better to ask twice than to go 
wrong once.’”  

 
“Go straight ahead through the woods until you come to the green datcha by 

the river.  Do you know where that is?” 
 
“How could I help knowing?” I say.  “I know Boiberik as well as I know my 

own home.”  Last summer I brought a couple of loads of wood to that datcha you 
mention. Somebody from Yehupetz was living there then, a rich man, a 
millionaire.  He must have been worth at least a hundred thousand rubles.”  

 
“He still lives there,” they tell me, looking at each other, whispering together 

and laughing. 
 
“In that case,” I said, “if you have some connections with the man, maybe it 

would be possible, if you wanted to, that is, if you could say a word or two on my 
behalf…Maybe you could get some sort of job for me, work of some kind.  Oh, 
here we are at the river, and there is the green datcha!” 

 
And I drive in smartly right up to the porch.  You should have seen the 

excitement when they saw us. Such cheering and shouting! “Grandmother! 
Mother! Auntie! They’ve come home again! Congratulations! Mazel Tov! 
Heavens, where were you? We went crazy all day! Sent messengers in all 
directions…We thought- we can’t tell?  Maybe wolves, highwaymen- who knows? 
Tell us, what happened?” 

“What happened? What should happen? We got lost in the woods, 
wandering far away, till a man happened along. What kind of man? A shlimazl 
with a horse and wagon. It took a little coaxing, but here we are.” 

 
 
 
 
 



“Of all horrible things! It’s a dream, a nightmare! Just the two of 
you-without a guide!  Thank God you’re safe!” 

To make a long story short, they brought lamps out on the porch, spread the 
table, and began bringing things out.  Hot samovars, tea glasses, sugar, preserves, 
and fresh pastry that I could smell even from where I was standing. After that all 
kinds of food: rich fat soup, roast beef, goose, the best of wines and salads.  I stood 
at the edge of the porch looking at them from a distance and thinking, “What a 
wonderful life these people of Yehupetz must live, praise the Lord!  I wouldn’t 
mind being one of them myself.  What these people drop on the floor would be 
enough to feed my starving children all week long.  To some people butter rolls 
and to others the plague?” But then I tell myself, “You big fool, Tevye! Are you 
trying to tell him how to rule His world?” 

But then I hear someone say, “Where is he, this man you’ve mentioned? 
Did he drive away already- the shlimazl?” 

“God forbid!” I call out from the edge of the porch. “What do you think? 
That I’d go away like this- without saying anything?  Good evening! Good evening 
to you all, and may the Lord bless you.  Eat well, and may your food agree with 
you!”  

“Come here!” they said to me. “What are you standing there for in the dark? 
Let’s take a look at you!” 

The nogid7 himself, a fine-looking man with a skullcap, asks me, “What’s 
your name? Where do you hail from?  Where do you live now? What do you do for 
a living? Do you have any children? How many?” 

 
“Children?” I say. “Do I have children? Oh…if it is true that each child is 

really worth a million, as my Golde insists, then I should be richer than the richest 
man in Yehupetz.  

The only thing wrong with this argument is that we still go to bed hungry. 
What does the Bible say? “The world belongs to him who has money.” It’s the 
millionaires who have the money; all I have is daughters. 

What do I struggle with? I haul logs, lumber.  What else should I do? The 
Talmud is right, if you can’t have chicken, herring will do. 

The nogid cried out, “Why doesn’t somebody bring something to eat?” And 
all at once the table is filled with every kind of food- fish and fowl and roasts, 
wings and giblets and livers galore. 

“Won’t you take something?” they say.  “Come on!” 

7 rich man 



“Thanks, anyway.  Don’t expect me to sit down and eat a meal like this 
while there, at home, my wife and children…” 

Well, they caught on to what I was driving at, and you should have seen 
them start packing things into my wagon. This one brought rolls, that one fish, 
another one a roast chicken, tea, a package of sugar, a pot of chicken fat, a jar of 
preserves.  

 
“This,” they say, “take home for your wife and children. And now tell us 

how much you’d want us to pay you for all you did for us.” 
 
“How do I know what it was worth?” I answer. “Whatever you think is right. 

If it’s a penny more or a penny less I’ll still be the same Tevye either way.”  “No,” 
they say.  “We want you to tell us yourself, Reb Tevye.  Don’t be afraid.” 

 
I think to myself, “What shall I do? This is bad.  What if I say one ruble 

when they might be willing to give me two?  On the other hand, if I said two they 
might think I was crazy.  What have I done to earn that much?”  But my tongue 
slipped and before I knew what I was saying, I cried out, “Three rubles!” 

At this the crowd began to laugh so hard that I wished I was dead and 
buried. 

“Excuse me if I said the wrong thing,” I stammered.  “A horse, which has 
four feet, stumbles once in a while too, so why shouldn’t a man who has but one 
tongue?” 

The merriment increased.  They held their sides laughing.  
“Stop laughing, all of you!” cried the man of the house, and from his pocket he 
took a large purse and from the purse pulled out- how much do you think?  For 
instance, guess!  A ten ruble note, red as fire! As I live and breathe…And he says, 
“This is for me. And now, the rest of you, dig into your pockets and give what you 
think you should.”  
 

Well, what shall I tell you?  Fives and threes and ones began to fly across the 
table.  My arms and legs trembled.  I was afraid I was going to faint. 

 
 “Nu, what are you standing there for?” said my host.  “Gather up the few 

rubles and go home to your wife and children.” 
  



“May God give you everything you desire ten times over,” I babble, 
sweeping up the money with both hands and stuffing it into my pockets. “May you 
have all that is good, may you have nothing but joy. And now,” I said, “good night, 
and good luck and God be with you. With you and your children and grandchildren 
and all your relatives.” 

 
But when I turn to go back to the wagon, the mistress of the house, the 

woman with the silk shawl, calls to me, “Wait a minute, Reb Tevye. I want to give 
you something, too.  Come back tomorrow morning, if all is well. I have a cow. It 
was once a wonderful cow, used to give twenty- four glasses of milk a day. But 
some jealous person must have cast an evil eye on it; you can’t milk it anymore. 
That is, you can milk it alright but nothing comes1”  

 
“Long may you live!” I answer. “Don’t worry. If you give us the cow we’ll 

not only milk it—we’ll get milk too. My wife, Lord bless her, is so resourceful that 
she makes noodles out of almost nothing, adds water and we have noodle soup. 
Every week she performs a miracle: we have food for the Sabbath! …Excuse me, 
please, if I’ve talked too much.  Good night and good luck and God be with you,” I 
say, and turn around to leave.  I come out in the yard, reach for my horse—and 
stop dead! I look everywhere. Not a trace of a horse! 

 
“Well, Tevye,” I say to myself. “This time they really got you!” 
 
 “What are you mumbling and grumbling about now?” they ask.  
 
“What am I grumbling about? Woe is me! I’m ruined! My poor little horse!” 
 
“Your horse,” they tell me, “is in the stable.” 
 
I come into the stable, look around. As true as I’m alive, there’s my bony 

little old nag right next to their aristocratic horses, deeply absorbed in feeding. His 
jaws work feverishly, as if this is the last meal he’ll ever have. 
  



 
 “Look here, my friend,” I say to him. It’s time to move along.  It isn’t wise 

to make a hog of yourself.  An extra mouthful, and you may be sorry.”  
I finally persuaded him, coaxed him back into his harness, and in good 

spirits we started for home, singing one hymn after another.  As for the old horse- 
you would never have known him! I didn’t even have to whip him.  He raced like 
the wind.  We came home late, but I woke up my wife with a shout of joy. 
 
“Good evening!” said I. “Congratulations! Mazel-tov, Golde!” 
 

“A mazel-tov to you too!” she answers me. “What are you happy about, my 
beloved bread-winner? Are you coming from a wedding or a bris, my gold 
spinner?” 

 
“A wedding and a bris rolled into one,” I say. “Just wait, my wife, and you’ll 

see the treasure I’ve brought you! But first wake up my children. Let them taste of 
the Yehupetz delicacies, too!” 

 
“Are you crazy?” she asks. “Are you insane, or out of your head, or just 

delirious? You sound unbalanced!” And she lets me have it— all the curses she 
knows, as only a woman can. 

And I go out to the wagon and come back with my arms full of all the good 
things that they had given me.  I put it all on the table, and when my crew saw the 
fresh white rolls and smelled the meat and fish they fell on it like hungry wolves. 
You should have seen them grab and stuff and chew—like the Children of Israel in 
the desert.  

“Well,” said my helpmate, “tell me- who has decided to feed the 
countryside?” 

 
 “Wait, my love,” I say to her.  “I’ll tell you everything.  But first heat up the 

samovar. Then we’ll all sit around the table, as people should now and then, and 
have a little tea. We have a cow that used to be good for twenty-four glasses a day. 
Tomorrow morning, if the Lord permits, I’ll bring her home. And look at this, my 
Golde! Look at this!” And I pull out the green and red and yellow banknotes from 
my pockets.  

 
 
  



I look across at my wife.  She can’t say a word. 
“What are you scared of? Do you think I stole it? I am ashamed of you, 

Golde! You’ve been Tevye’s wife so many years and you think that of me! Silly, 
this is kosher money, earned honestly with my own wit and my own labor. I 
rescued two women from a great misfortune. If it were not for me, I don’t know 
what would have become of them.” 

 
So, I told her everything from a to z. And we counted the money over and 

over. There were eighteen rubles for good luck, and another eighteen for more 
good luck, and one besides. In all thirty-seven rubles! 

My wife began to cry.  
 
“What are you crying for?” I ask. 
 
“How can I help crying when my tears won’t stop? When your heart is full 

your eyes run over.” 
 
“Golde, better give me some advice.  Tell me, what should I do with the 

money?” I asked. 
 
We began to think of this and that, one thing after another.  We racked our 

brains, thought of every kind of enterprise on earth. We bought horses and sold 
them at a profit.  We opened a grocery store, sold the stock and went into the dry 
goods business.  We bought an option on some woodland and made something on 
that too. 

 
“Be careful! Don’t be so reckless!” my wife warned me. “You’ll throw it all 

away.  Before you know it, you’ll have nothing.”  
 
“Then what do you want?” I asked. 
 
“What do I want? I want you to have some brains and don’t be a fool!” 
 
 
 
 
 



In the end, this is what we decided: to buy another cow in addition to the one 
we were getting for nothing. A cow that would give real milk. The main thing is 
that the butter and cream you bring to the people in Yehupetz must be good- the 
cream thick and the butter golden. 

So, we make a living.  I am stopped on the road by important people, even 
Russians, who beg me to bring them what I can spare. 

I don’t know if you believe my story. You’re almost the first person I’ve 
ever told it to.  

You to your book, Mr. Sholem Aleichem, and I to my pots and jugs…One 
thing I beg you. Don’t put me into one of your books, and if you do put me in, at 
least don’t tell them my real name. 

 
Be well and happy always.  

 


