Merav Hoffman:
Welcome to the All-of-a-Kind Podcast. I'm
Merav Hoffman.

Batya Wittenberg:
I'm Batya Wittenberg.

Merav:
We loved these books when we were kids. We
love them now. We hope you do too.

Batya:
Today's chapter is the one where the family
celebrates the Jewish holiday of Purim.

Merav:
| love this chapter. What can | say?

Batya:
We've been saying in so many chapters, “this is
one of my favorites!” It's time to say it again.



“This is one of my favorites!”

Merav:

So on Purim Day, the girls accompany Papa to
synagogue and return home with special
holiday treats at lunch like hamantaschen and
teiglach, we'll talk about that in a little bit. They
then dress up in costume to deliver Purim
baskets to their relatives and friends and get a
chance to show off their costumes. Back at
home, the front room is full of many of the same
relatives and friends and the girls get to show
off their musical talents and performance with
Ella singing to great acclaim and even praise
from Charlie!

Batya:
Oh yes.

Merav:
We have a special guest today. It's Miriam



Mora. Miriam, tell us about yourself.

Miriam:

Sure, well, thank you for having me on. This is
very exciting. A unique opportunity to talk about
something both Jewish and frivolous, so thank
you. | am a doctor of history. | specialize in
American immigration and ethnicity. And my
focus is on acculturation and gender in the
United States.

Batya:
Oooh!

Miriam:

| have a book coming out in just a couple of
months, my first book. It's about Jewish
masculinity. It's called Carrying a Big Shtick,
Jewish Acculturation and Masculinity in the 20th
Century.



Merav:
*laughter®

Batya:
Oh that is such a great title!

Miriam:
Thank you!

Merav:
We're going to be buying that.

Batya:
Absolutely.

Miriam:

Thank you very much. And the book will be
coming out in May 2024 through Wayne State
University Press. So reviews are coming out.
I'm very excited about that. But the way that we
got connected is through my work at the Center



for Jewish History, where | am the Director of
Programs and the creator of JewCE, the Jewish
Comics Experience, which is a Jewish comic
con, which we began last year and will take
place again this upcoming November.

Batya:
Very much hoping to attend next year, this year.
Merav:

This year - this year in Manhattan!

Miriam:
2024.

Batya:
Yes.

Merav:
All right, so we're really excited to have you with



us. We're gonna do our “What's on the Page?”

Batya:
And “What's not on the page?”

Merav:
We meet a ton of people this chapter!

Batya:
So many family members!

Merav:

| can't even begin. Here's all the family
members that we've been missing like for pretty
much the whole book. They're all here. And
also we get to go to synagogue which is a first
for this book.

And we get a whole bunch of really, like, fun
info dump on Judaism stuff. Purim, for those of
you that don't know before we dive in, is a



Jewish holiday. And it is a Jewish holiday where
you dress up, and you eat food, and you do
things that are silly. So there's a lot of silly in
this chapter, and it's kind of delightful. It's also
canonically sort of the festival of reversals.

Batya:

Yes, just to clarify, when we say dress up, we
don't necessarily mean dress fancy, we mean
dress in costumes.

Merav:
Yes!

Batya:

Although dressing fancy is also an option, as
with a lot of other carnival style, feast-of-misrule
style holidays, masquerading is the big thing.

Merav:
Yes. The world is upside down on Purim and



anything goes. We do get into some like gender
bending stuff here too, which is kind of fun. The
girls are certainly excited at the beginning of the
chapter. They wake up and literally before
anything else happens, Ella and Sarah are like
hugging each other. It's Purim! It's Purim!
Henny is destroying her bed.

Batya:
Jumping on the bed.

Merav:

Mama comes in and Mama is covered in flour
and prune paste because she's been baking.
And this is the first time | think we've ever seen
Mama disheveled.

Batya:
| think it is.

Merav:



We will see Mama in much worse straits than
this throughout the novel. At no other point is
she described as being as disheveled as she is
here. And | think it's deliberate reversal. | don't
know, I'm not Sydney Taylor, but | kind of love
that.

Batya:

But that feels right. Like, also, we've seen
Mama cook and bake before, and we don't get
a description of her — of it being smudged or
messy in any way, even though she must be,
because it's not possible to cook and bake
without getting a little mess on you. But this is
where | think you're right. | think it being pointed
out here is “This is Purim. All of the natural
order is overturned!” Mama is messy.

Merav:
Mama's costume is “messy”.



Miriam:

If Henny is jumping up and down on her bed
and we know everyone's really excited, this is
kind of Mama's way of being excited, right? If
she's always putting all this effort into being
“‘just so”, and this is how she comes into the
room in the morning, and this is how she goes
throughout the day, and her excitement levels, |
think, break character.

Batya:

| think you're right. And also her telling Henny to
stop jumping on the bed is, oh, what's the
word? It's oddly playful for her.

Merav:
Yes, it's not strict.

Batya:
Like she doesn't just say, “Henny, you know not
to bounce in the bed.” She's like, “I don't think



that's good for the bed springs.” And | love
Henny's response. “Maybe not, but it's certainly
good for me.”

Miriam:
It's good for me!

Merav:
And Mama says but you should “bounce right
iInto your clothes.”

Batya:
Yes!

Merav:
Which is such a comedic image and like Mama
definitely has like the zinger in various chapters.

Batya:
Every so often, yeah, we do see that in some
other chapters. There's one in the Sukkot



chapter, but that's later.

Merav:
Much later.

But yes, speaking of cheerful holidays, we will
get to Sukkot eventually. What | thought was
really interesting is | grew up going to
synagogue for Purim in the evening of Purim.
And for those that don't know, Jewish holidays
begin in the evening of the day before. And
then the day of the holiday is after the evening,
you wake up and then you have a whole day's
worth of holiday. It's kind of like Christmas is
structured in secular life. We have that for most
of our holidays. | grew up going to synagogue
on the evening. But the girls are going to go in
the morning.

Miriam:
Erev.



Merav:

Yes, Erev, is evening. And so | just thought it
was really interesting that they're not going with
their father in the evening, they're going in the
morning. You do read the megillah twice. The
megillah is the story of Purim, as written down
in the Bible, also called the Book of Esther.

Batya:

There's actually five books which are called the
megillah, but generally when you say The
megillah without specifying which one, you
mean Megillat Ester, the Book of Esther.

Merav:

Yes. And this comes into our culture in comedy
like “the big megillah”, meaning The Book of
Esther, but also meaning like “all the things that
happened.”



Miriam:
Not the gorilla though.

Batya:
Not the gorilla.

Merav:
Not the gorilla.

Batya:
Oh my goodness. | am going to tangent here for
just a moment.

Merav:
Go for it.

Batya:
Do you all remember the Animaniacs?

Merav:
Mm-hmm.



Miriam:
Of course.

Batya:

Oh, bless you. They used to have a segment
called Good Idea, Bad Idea, which would
include things like “Good Idea, Feeding kittens
In the park!”, “Bad ldea, Feeding kittens in the
park to a bear!” So one year when my brother
was in college, they did a Purim performance
which included Good Idea, Bad Idea sketches,
and one of them was “Good Idea, Listening to

the Megillah on Purim.”, “Bad idea listening to
Megilla Gorilla on Purim.”

Miriam:
Nice.

Batya:
The other one, my favorite, was a good idea.



This is, for those of you who don't know, this is
a proverbial thing about Purim, that one of the
things not in this chapter is that it is traditional
on Purim to drink alcohol. And in fact, it is said,
one should try to get so drunk that one cannot
tell the difference between “Blessed be
Mordecai!” and “Cursed be Haman!”;
respectively a hero and the villain of the Book of
Esther.

“Good idea! Getting so drunk on Purim that you
can't tell the difference between Haman and
Mordecai!”, “Bad idea! Getting so drunk on
Purim that you can't tell the difference between
Haman and oncoming traffic.”

Merav:
You committed the sin of explaining the joke.

Batya:
| explained the joke, I'm sorry.



But yes, so this is a thing that's not on the page
as far as | can recall is drinking on Purim, which
stands to reason this is a book for kids about
Kids.

Miriam:
Although | think it can be inferred from the party.

Merav:
Yeah.

Miriam:
Charlie's a little chummy.

Batya:
Huh!

Merav:
That is true.



Batya:
Does it say there is drink at the party?

Merav:
Not explicitly?

Batya:
I'm just going to real quick skip ahead when it
says what's...

Merav:
We have tea, tea in glasses, and
hamantaschen and teiglach.

Miram:
Mm-hmm.

Batya:
Yep, there's no mention of even schnapps,
which is what | would have expected.



Miriam:

| will chime in on the idea of them going to
synagogue for the reading in the daytime
instead of in the night, which is I'm going to put
on my — my immigration historian hat and say |
think one of the really interesting things about
this book, because we're talking about 1912
and we're talking about first generation
immigrants that children are first generation, the
parents are immigrants presumably, given their
accents.

Merav:
Mm-hmm.

Batya:
Yeah.

Merav:
Yes.



Miriam:

One of the interesting things about telling the
story of this family from the children's
perspective, which primarily she does in this
book, Taylor does, is that we can see what
parts of the Jewish culture are being adapted to
the American style and what parts are
remaining the same.

So at this point, in the early 1900s, you've got
synagogues changing the basic ways that they
do things to make Gentile neighbors more
comfortable. So for example, | think it was at
Shearith Israel in New York City around this
time, the first synagogue put in an organ —

Merav:
Yes.

Miriam:
— a pipe organ, because people walking by,



gentiles walking by on Saturdays, you know, in
the mornings would say, “There are weird
sounds coming out of that building. What are
these Jews doing in there?” when they were
chanting. And so they bought a pipe organ so
that the neighbors would say, “Oh, this sounds
like church.”

Merav:
Yes.

Miriam:

“This sounds like prayer.” We accept this, right?
We understand this. This is the kind of
assimilation of process that makes sense to us.
So a lot of American synagogues in Jewish
communities were really intentionally adapting
and acculturating in these ways. And one of
those things, not always, it's not a universal
rule, but one of those things is “When do
children go to their house of worship?” So it's



entirely possible that attending shul on the day,
you know, on a Sunday during the day was a
really intentional move, as opposed to going in
the evenings when children are supposed to be,
according to, you know, the gentile neighbors
and other established communities in New
York, supposed to be getting ready for bed and
what have you, not running out in the street in
costume.

Merav:
Right, exactly.

Batya:
Hmm!

Merav:

There's definitely precedent also for the organ.
Like, I'm pretty sure that there were some
German shuls that were doing organs, like, as
late as like 1860. | would have to go and check



my sources on that, but | have a whole other
fascination with American Nusach and how it
came about. So that's a different podcast. But
that is definitely something, from the
assimilation of the Jews and, hey, okay, it's just
like church. We just use Hebrew instead of
Latin. It's all good.

So we have this amazing scene in the
synagogue — we really just haven't visited the
synagogue yet. And it's implied in the narrative
that they really only go to synagogue on
festivals and that the women only really go to
synagogue on festivals too, and Mama doesn't
even come. It's interesting, Mama reserves
herself — be at home, do baking and get set up
for the party, which we don't even know is
coming because that's kind of a surprise at the
end of the chapter is that, hey, there's a party.

So Mama was not in synagogue with them. So



they go with Papa and they sit in the men's
section, which | just thought was really
iInteresting because we've just heard, okay,
women sit behind a curtain, right? There's these
two rows of benches and then there's a curtain
and the women sit behind on a different bench
andwhen women are singing, they can be

heard through the curtain, but they aren't seen,
which is traditional in the Orthodox world.

Batya:
Mm hm!

Merav:

| grew up in a conservative synagogue where
women and men sat together and women wore
prayer shawls and women led prayers. But
that's not true everywhere.

Batya:
| grew up going to orthodox synagogues where



there was always either a curtain or a carved
sort of slatted wooden divider or in a number of
places a balcony where the women would be
on the second floor; able to see but not to be
seen unless someone deliberately like turns
around and faces the other way and looks up —
which kids would often do — you're down in the
men's section with your father. You want to look
up and see if you can spot your mother. You
probably can't but you're gonna try. So yeah,
this looks fairly familiar to me except for the “on
the important holidays when women came too”
because | grew up used to — “no, women come
just on the Sabbath, every week.” Maybe not
daily, but certainly weekly.

Merav:
And certainly for all festivals.

Miriam:
One of the things that | liked about this little



sliver of life in this chapter is that it shows the
difference between the generational practice
because in the old country, and obviously there
was a women's gallery in most synagogues, but
women — and this is putting on my gender
historian hat, but — Jewish women for the most
part in Europe — the Pale of Settlement, they
didn't participate in the children's religious life.
They were not in charge of it. It wasn't until the
mass migration to the United States where
Jews started to adopt the kind of cult of
domesticity that said that women were
responsible for child rearing on the religious
front.

And there's so much about this in the Jewish
Immigrant papers, at the time — you know — at
the time that this book — not at the time that it
was written but that it takes place in the early
20th century, where Jews were adapting to this
and women were starting to take over this role



of being religious educator in the home. But it
makes perfect sense if they came from the old
country, that this would all be Papa’s job.

Merav:
Yeah.

Miriam:

Mama would just be running the house and
back in the old country, the business, because
women were much more out in the world and
men's jobs, if they could afford it, was to be
scholarly, to deal with scholarly pursuits, and to
be in charge of the religious aspects of the
household. So it makes a whole lot of sense
that Mama was just like, “well, this isn't my
problem.”

Merav and Batya:
*laughter®



Miriam:
Right? Stay home, cook food, prepare the party,
you know, it makes a lot of sense.

Merav:

And what we know historically about the
Brenner family, which is the family that Sidney
Taylor was raised in, is that her father came to
the area that her mother was raised in for work,
but he was from a religious family. So it's
iInteresting that she was slightly more secular
and she in fact came to New York first and
worked a job in New York City and then came
back to marry Papa because somebody was
trying to get between them. More on that in
some other episode.

Batya:
*laughing™

Merav:



She came back and basically was like, “no, you
get your hands off my fiancé!” and married him.
And then they immigrated after they had Ella.
The historical Brenner sisters are the sisters in
the book. | think it was right before Henny was
born that they actually came to New York. So
Ella was actually born in the old country; kind of
Interesting, to weave those bits and pieces
together with the history.

What | love about this is we have the girls out of
the street with their noisemakers feeling
uninhibited. And I think that the idea of young
Jewish women feeling uninhibited in a city
street with noisemakers accompanied by their
father, dancing with excitement. And it's just
such a great picture of these girls because we
so often see them in the itchy tights, with the
petticoats, trying to present perfectly. And here
they are allowed to cut loose a little bit and they
love it.



Batya:

There is this one line here: “It was wonderful to
be young today. Nobody cared how much noise
they made.” And what that implies about every
other day of the year, that they always have to
watch how much noise they make. And today
it's amazing because they don't.

Merav:

And it's also really clear how Jewish their
neighborhood is, because everyone's waving
and smiling, and no-one’s like, “why are those
Jews making noise?” We're not getting any of
that.

Miriam:

| was thinking the same thing. There are a
couple of glimpses — the first book of that, but
this is the best one that says like, oh, like when
Mama says, when she's talking about the



Library Lady, “oh, | forgot she was a gentile.”

Merav:
Right, | love that.

Miriam:

Because everyone in our lives is Jewish, which
as someone not raised in New York City is
totally incomprehensible to me, as a Jew raised
outside of New York City, like anybody could
feel this way, but there were these like really
insulated pockets.

Merav:
Right, they're in this little bubble.

Miriam:

— where you could walk down the street and |
would be like, oh, of course you're making
noise. It's Purim!



Merav:

It's really interesting that Sarah does this whole
lament of, “oh, we were going to go see the
library lady in costume!” And her mother's like,
“absolutely not.”

Batya:
You can't go to a library in costume. That
wouldn't be appropriate.

Merav:
Right.

Miriam:
and with groggers.

Merav:

And you're going to make a rumpus, like, it's not
seemly. We’re back to Mama's party line of like
— Mama sort of snaps out of, “OK, now I've
been covering myself in flour and prune paste.



But no, we are not going to do that in the
library.” It's sort-of a funny about-face.

One of the things | thought was really
interesting is we kind of have to info-dump the
synagogue because all of a sudden the
synagogue is here, and we’re like “so what’s a
synagogue?” We haven't seen this before.
Papa is a reasonably devout synagogue-going
Jew, and we just haven't seen this because
we're not looking through Papa's eyes. We're
looking through the girl's eyes.

| really thought of “At the Ballet” from A Chorus
Line, there's that bit of an “up a steep and very
narrow stairway’, it smells like snuff, the
yellowed prayer books and the smells of people
and their clothes, they're suddenly among the
other immigrant population, not necessarily
their own family, but people that they know or
sort of know, but this is probably the closest



we've seen to the girls really getting close to
strangers yet; other than school, which
presumably is sanctioned strangers, right?
Teachers, the librarians. They go to the library
every week. They're among other people.

Miriam:
And they went to the market.

Batya:

| was going to say the market was the previous
one where we were surrounded by strangers,
but this is another one.

Merav:

But they're familiar. Like we have the characters
of the different vendors who the girls are
already sort of familiar with. But like this is, yes,
exactly. | love that.

Miriam:



One of them is dressed as one, right? For
Purim, the pretzel lady.

Merav:

Henny dresses up as the pretzel lady. And
that's, it's such a great scene, like the whole
getting costumed thing. Like it's interesting to
me, they don't go to shul in costume, which is
what I'm used to.

Batya:
Right, we always did. That was part of the
whole point.

Merav:

When we did mishloach manot delivery, which
we're gonna see in a little bit, that's carrying
little baskets of goodies out to friends and
neighbors, which the girls are about to do in the
chapter, we didn't go in costume, we went in our
street clothes, or we would hand them out at



synagogue.

Batya:

We would do both costumes for shul, which is
synagogue, and also for handing out goody
baskets.

Merav:

Whereas | think there was a lot of awareness
that putting ourselves in costume in the street
might attract attention when | was growing up.
And that was not the kind of attention we
wanted.

Miriam:
It was not early 20th century Lower East Side!

Batya:
Also true.

Miriam:



What you say about the info dump about the
synagogue, it's really interesting that when |
was rereading this for this discussion, it struck
me how interesting it was of all the Jewish
narratives I've read that in this story, it's of all
holidays, it’'s the holiday of Purim where we get
that info dump, where we're like, “oh, this is
what the synagogue is.”

Batya:
Huh.

Merav:
| know!

Miriam:

That's not a really normal piece of the narrative.
| mean, even if you're talking about the Jewish
calendar year that info dump would have come
at the first Shabbat, or, you know, or for the high
holidays. But Purim — It just shows you, | think,



how much the author wanted to tell the story
through the eyes of children —

Batya:
Mm-hmm.

Miriam:

— because what would they really have cared
about? Like, what would have been this kind of
momentous moment? And it's true.

Merav:
Yeah.

Mlriam:

When | think about my childhood, and my
experience was pretty different from this, | was
also raised Conservative with a capital C. We
went to Purim services every year, and we went
to megillah readings, but we went in costume
and it was fun and it was exciting and there was



always a carnival, and it certainly never struck
me as “this most Jewish of holidays”.

Merav:
Right!

Miriam:

If someone was gonna ask me, “tell me about
the synagogue”, Purim would not be the
example I'd use.

Merav:

And that's what's interesting about this. But it's
also because the girls never go to synagogue
that we see on the page, if they're not going on
Shabbat, then we would never see the torah
reading, which means that there's no reason to
describe it unless we're going to do a Yom
Kippur chapter, which we didn't do in this book.
Like we skip —



Batya:
Yom Kippur was mentioned,

Merav:
We're going to skip right over it.

Batya:

Yes, it was mentioned in the early chapter and
In a later chapter we are going to just have
mentioned that it's come and gone.

Merav:

And then we just go to Sukkot, which is yet
another fun holiday, again, child perspective.
This is Judaism in the home.

Miriam:
And for women!

Merav and Batya:
And for women!



Miriam:

Which is also really different ‘cause it means
that if we're talking about a family of girls, which
Is what | was raised in,

Merav:
Same.

Miriam:
But in an era where we were all Bat Mitzvah'd,
thanks!

Merav:
Yes.

Miriam:

But in this era with a household of girls, the
things that they're gonna be focused on are the
large, loud, joyous celebrations, not the serious
“really get into the Talmud stuff’, because that's



where boys come in.

Merav:

It's interesting that Sydney Taylor chose to tell
about this year. And maybe it's because of all
the momentous things that happened, but it
might also be because Ella is about to be what
we would think of as bat mitzvah. Ella is on the
cusp of growing up.

When we get to book five, Ella becomes kind-of
the main character for a book. And | don't know
if she ever intended to do like, a Henny
All-of-a-Kind Family or what have you. After
that, it didn't happen and therefore we don't
know. If each girl was gonna have a book, |
can't imagine what this would have been like,
but | can certainly speculate. But we do get
that, early teen, “YA focus” on Ella, a lot of this
book.



Batya:
Yeah.

Merav:

And | think it's because she's old enough to
have adult emotions. And we get a lot of that in
the second part of the chapter. Going back to
synagogue for a minute, | thought it was really
interesting that she manages to describe the
torah, despite the fact the torah doesn't come
out.

There's the ark, there's the torah, there's torah
reading. All of that gets jammed into two
paragraphs. “Oh, here's our religion in two
minutes, bye!”

Batya:
*laughing™

Merav:



Here's everything that we do ritually; it's
important, so pay attention because it's gonna
go by really fast!

Batya:

| find it really interesting that in talking about the
torah, she does not at any point mention “the
bible”, which her readers are likelier to know.
She does not say the torah is part of the bible
or anything like that. No, you don't get that
shortcut. She's just talking about the Torah
scrolls “and they tell in Hebrew writing done by
hand, the history, the laws and the religious
customs of the Jewish people.” Well, some of
them.

Merav:
It's the prototype.

Miriam:
This is the only time in the book that she does



this, right?

Batya:
Yeah, just about.

Miriam:
That she like takes a step back and says, “for
our non-Jewish readers.”

Batya:
There's a couple of bits, but this is probably the
biggest one.

Merav:

Frequently we use Gertie as a plot device,
where Gertie's like, Mama, what's this? And
Mama's like, “Oh, that's this thing, Gertie.” But
every so often we get narrative voice
explaining, and this is one of those.

Batya:



We also get that right at the beginning of the
chapter to say what Purim is.

Merav:

We get this huge info dump of parchment
scrolls, and they're made out of goat. “They're
made out of goat!” Services are always led by
men! This is how Torah reading works! And for
those of you in the audience that don't know
how Torah reading works, we pick a chapter, or
not even a whole chapter, but parts of a chapter
every week to read.

And we sort of get a mishmash of different
things together. And that gets read ritually as
part of the week's service. So you have a
person who has to know how to read Torah,
because the Torah doesn't have any vowels in
it. You stand up, and there's a scroll with letters.
You don't know how to pronounce it unless
you've rehearsed. So you can't memorize it, but



you have to be able to read without vowels and
know where the punctuation is, because there's
no punctuation.

And you have to know what the cantillation is.
So it's a skill that you have to learn. And the
cantillation is a specific set of notes that go with
certain marks that are also not present in the
Torah. You have to know them from looking at a
primer, effectively, that you look at before you
do the service. So that's something that is a
skilled thing that people do. It's frequently
unpaid. And people do it for love of Torah.

And learning to read Torah is something people
frequently do very young. I've known Torah
readers as young as eight. And | know Torah
readers as old as 80, and probably older at this
point. So it's a lifelong thing. But to be called to
the Torah is separate. To be called to the Torah
means that you are going to be honored with



being called up. And for that, you have to be of
age. And that's when we say bar mitzvah or bat
mitzvah or b mitzvah, that's what that is. It's “I
am now old enough to be called up to the Torah
and to have this honor bestowed upon me for
the first time.”

Batya:

And for that reason it's very customary for a
child becoming bar or bat or b mitzvah to learn
how to chant to — “leyn” is the word | knew
growing up — | think it's Yiddish —

Merav:
It's Yiddish.

Batya:

— which means to chant the Torah in the
appropriate ritual manner. And they learn the
chapter that is for the week of or close to their
12th or 13th birthday, depending on which year



you do that. Now, in the tradition | grew up in,
girls do not read from the Torah. And so | never
learned to do that. And only relatively recently —
I'm still saying relatively recently, it was like
close to 10 years ago by now — but when | was
well, well past Bat Mitzvah age, | learned that
the cantillation symbols also function, in some
way, as punctuation and tell you — they have
semantic meaning. And I'm very mad now that |
didn't learn that as a kid.

Merav:
My dad made me flashcards.

Batya:

My dad would have done the same too,
because my dad used to teach kids their bar
mitzvah parasha, regularly, and if it had been
the tradition for girls to do that, he would have
taught me mine, and I'm a little sad that didn't
happen.



Miriam:
This was a great example of info dump along
exactly the same lines as that chapter.

Merav:
Exactly. Right!

Batya:
Yup!

All laughing

Merav:
It's true.

Miriam:
Now let's diverge to — let's just talk about bat

mitzvah, bar mitzvah.

Merav:



| actually was at Batya's bat mitzvah because —

Batya:
In a sense, yes.

Merav:

— it was a Simchat Torah, and she got up and
had an aliyah, and | was like, “it's your bat
mitzvah, here's a candy”, and Batya was like,
“aaaah!”

Batya:

it was the first time | was ever called to the
Torah because it was the first time | was in an
egalitarian minyan. And it was kind of nice. | still
didn't know how to actually read it, though.

Merav:
I'm a bad influence.

Miriam:



It takes a lot of work. | learned that entire, the,
the can — the trop system, the cantorial trop
system. | learned that before mine. | was also
planning on being a rabbi, which | did not, did
not carry out.

Merav:
| was going to be a cantor. So yeah, | feel ya.

Miriam:
| learned the whole thing up to that point.

Batya:
| do wanna say one more thing about the
description of the synagogue is — | love the

contrast of the wooden staircase, tiny place of
worship. This is not an opulent wealthy building.
And then you have the red velvet curtains richly
embroidered in gold for the ark where the Torah
scrolls are kept.



And that is so, so very common for a -
anywhere from impoverished to just, you know,
not super lavish synagogue to have by far the
most expensive things in the place are the
Torah scrolls themselves, which are not cheap
because they're made of materials that are not
mass produced and they're done by hand. A lot,
a lot of labor goes into those.

Merav:
It's about a year to write a Torah.

Batya:

A year of labor that has an extremely
complicated learning process t0o. So
specialized labor. | don't use the term skilled
labor anymore because all labor is skilled. If it's
possible to get it wrong, it is skilled. But this is, |
think, specialized labor. It is not a thing that is
easy to learn how to do, it is not a thing that is
commonly learned how to do.



There's the scrolls themselves, and then it's
very common for the scrolls to have fabric and
silver or other precious metal decorations, and
then the box, or it's frequently referred to as the
ark or the aron in Hebrew that they're kept in, is
also usually decorated. And so you've got this
tiny, rickety room with hard wooden benches,
and a red velvet gold embroidered curtain for
where the Torahs are, and | love that.

Merav:
That's great detail.

Miriam:
Another thing | want to add before we move on
from the synagogue —

Merav:
Look at us Jews staying in shul.



Batya:
laughing

Miriam:

You've said a few times for our listeners that
don't know. So | wanted to chime in one more
thing for those listeners that might not be
aware, there is a part where it says, where she
says that, you know, the children don't speak
Hebrew, so they don't understand the Megillah
reading, but they still know to boo Haman.

Merav:
Yes!

Miriam:

And that's another interesting point of the story
that is because they are Eastern European
iImmigrants that Yiddish is the spoken language.
In the previous chapter, when they went to the
market, it said — she said very clearly — the



language here is Yiddish. The language of the
space is Yiddish.

Mama's children speak English because they
are not immigrants. They are the first
generation —

Merav:
Yes.

Miriam:

— and the first generation, they're supposed to
be American. So they understand more Yiddish
than they do Hebrew because at this point in
1912, unless you were an ardent Zionist,
spoken Hebrew was not commonplace. Right?

Batya:
Nope.

Merav:



Right.

Miriam:

| mean Hebrew was not a modern language. It
was a biblical language. It was a language for
shul and for study. And because they're girls,
there's no way they would have been learning
Hebrew.

Merav:
Unless their father was teaching them.

Miriam:

Unless their father was teaching them — and
even that, that did happen, but, you know, |
think it's much more likely that they would
speak broken Yiddish

Batya and Merav:
Yeah.



Miriam:

and likely never learn Hebrew, but be kind of
they, | mean, they would grow up into what
Merav and | grew up in the Conservative
movement where you largely learn the letters,
you learn how to read it off the page, but you
don't really understand what it says. It's
interesting that the author put it in there. They
can hear it, they don't understand it, but they
can pick out the name, Haman —

Merav:
Yeah.

Miriam:
— which is | think where a lot of us were at that
age.

Merav:
| was fluent in Hebrew from a very young age
because my parents made a real effort to make



sure that that happened. But | realize that that's
unusual. | remember there's a famous story
about me when | was three, rattling off all of the
blessing after meals at three years old, having
memorized it, not knowing what any of the
words meant. But by the time | was five or six, |
remember being in first grade and our teacher
walked up to me and it was full immersion
Hebrew.

And she points to me and she says, she sees
I'm daydreaming. She says, “aifo anachnu?”
“where are we?” Meaning we're praying. Where
are we in the book? Like, what are we
supposed to be paying attention to? | hear “aifo
anachnu?’, “where is the word anachnu?” And |
flipped to the prayer, aleinu, and point to the
word anachnu very proudly. And my teacher
goes, white as a sheet and just kind of looks at
me like, what did | — imitating sputtering noises
— and leaves me alone.



| was fluent very young. | don't know how that
happened exactly. | think it may have been the
immersion, but —

Batya:
Immersion will do it.

Merav:

| have a strong desire to know what people are
saying, but you're completely right, a lot of my
classmates did not have strong Hebrew and my
Hebrew was better read and understood than
spoken. So I've always been hesitant as a
Hebrew speaker.

Batya:

| grew up learning Biblical and liturgical Hebrew.
| had, we mentioned flashcards before,
flashcards for meanings of root words was how
we were learning Hebrew in second grade. My



dad was the teacher.

Merav:
I've had this experience too.

Batya:

It was not terrible, honestly. There were aspects
of it that were uncomfortable. There were also
aspects of it that were really great. On the
whole, I'm very pleased to have had my dad for
a second grade Hebrew teacher. And | could
read a page of Hebrew by the time | was 12.
And if it was vocabulary | knew | could translate
it. But other than the simplest sentences, things
like, “aifo anachnu®?”, “where are we?” | could
not carry on a conversation in Hebrew and |
couldn't listen to and follow spoken Hebrew.

| did not pick up how to do that until my family
spent two years in Israel when | was 13 through
15. And only after the better part of the first year



did | really develop what you could call fluency.
Before that, | could be listening to the Megillah
and only know what it says because | already
know the story or because I'm following along in
a book that's got English translation.

Merav:

Whereas | definitely was fluent by the time | got
to Israel at 16 because | remember someone
being afraid of me because they thought | was
Israeli.

Batya:
Oh no.

Merav:

Which was really funny. They were themselves
Israeli and | was like, “Oh, no, no, I'm fine. I'm
American.” Like, okay. Actually, | probably
would have said “I'm a Canadian” at that point
because | am — ultimately, yeah, the girls are



only about one generation removed from what |
would call tsena u’raena which was —

Batya:
Yes!

Merav:

— the Yiddish siddur for women, which was
standard. If you were going to pray in the
women's section, you were praying in Yiddish
instead of in Hebrew, which is one degree of
remove from the holy language, well, we're
going to let you pray and kind of like
bastardized Hebrew, but like not real Hebrew,
not for women, because women didn't speak
Hebrew. And that was sort of a weird
segregation.

Batya:
It was praying in the vernacular.



Merav:

And it's a way of making sure that you know
what you're saying so that you know what
you're praying.

| was recently at a lecture by someone from
Hadar, and they talked about what happens
when you don't know what you're saying when
you pray? Are you transmitting a clear
message, fulfilling the intention of the prayer,
maybe better to say it in English than to say it in
Hebrew and not know what you're saying.

We do have this delightful bit where the children
are noise making. And for those that don't
know, drowning out the name of Haman, who is
the villain of the Purim story. Whenever the
name of Haman comes up, everyone goes,
“booooooo!” and they bang their fists and they
stamp their feet. And they have a thing called
the gragger. It's here, | think it's described as a



rattle wheel, which is accurate. There are a
bunch of other versions of the gragger, but the
ones | grew up with, [you] turned them in your
hand and they would sort of whirl around and
you could actually hit yourself in the face with
them rather hard —

Batya:
or someone else! That happened.

Merav:
Or someone else. We had a big wooden one
that only my father was allowed to use.

Batya:
Yes, we still have a similar one. Use only with
great caution —

Merav:
Yes!



Batya:
— because you will catch yourself or someone
else a sharp smack across the face.

Merav:
They're very large!

My father actually had a lot of trouble controlling
the congregation early on, so he instituted the
Purim puppet. And he would take the puppet.
And when you were allowed to make noise, he
would wave the puppet about. And when you
didn't get to make noise anymore, the puppet
would duck behind the lectern and he would
stop making noise. So they would look around
like “the puppet is gone!” and they would “shh!”
they would quiet down, the megillah reading
could continue because it gets really rowdy.

And we had subsequent Purim puppets. The
original was Cack the Bear, who was a little



black puppet.

Batya:
Awww!

Merav:

His tongue got pulled out very early. And then
the other one was we got kind of like the
Folkmanis puppets that people have today.
They're really realistic looking animals. And it
was a koala because koalas are also bears, not
real bears. Don't write to us about that. We
know that koalas aren't bears.

Batya:
laughing

Merav:

That puppet is still in the family. | don't know
how they used to do it, whether people would
shush each other or whether they would just



continue on regardless of the yelling or whether
people were just better behaved.

Batya:

| had a book when | was a kid. | do not
remember which of the many, many Jewish
books | had when | was a kid this was in. But
there is a problem of reading the megillah in
shul and that the noise keeps going on too long.
How do we signal to people it's time to stop
making noise? And the kid hero comes up with
the brilliant idea of using a kitchen timer.

Merav:
Ah, clever.

Batya:
Ding! Really loud ding. Everyone hears it even

over all the noise, and all the noise stops.

Merav:



| will take the puppet definitely over the kitchen
timer. OK, so the girls are going to come home
from Megillah reading. They are all excited. And
now it's time for lunch. Henny has been already
trying to steal a hamantasch. And we haven't
talked about hamantaschen! Hamantaschen
are triangular pastries. They are frequently
filled. At least in this case, we've got prune and
we have poppy seed.

Miriam:

And that's it.

Merav:

And that's it, right? This is before we discovered

jam, apparently —

Batya:
*laughing™

Merav:



— and Mama makes preserves. She could
absolutely bake pear preserves into this or
something.

Miriam:

| mean the prunes are, the prune preserves are
preserves but who, | mean, was, and | looked
into this after reading this because | knew | was
going to end up saying this, but apricot has
been a traditional hamantaschen flavor.

Merav:
For a reason!

Miriam:
| mean it can't just be prunes and poppy and my
favorite is poppy —

Merav:
| love poppy too.



Miriam:
— my favorite are poppy and apricot.

Batya:

I've never liked poppy, I've tried. I've really tried
to like the poppy seed filling, but I've never liked
it.

Miriam:
It's gotta be the one brand, Solo canned poppy
seeds.

Merav:

We were definitely getting prune and poppy,
definitely apricot was in there eventually. And
like, when we got mishloach manot from other
people, they had a plethora of things. But | think
we were predominantly baking prune and
poppy and maybe some other things. We did
get adventurous eventually. There was one
Purim that | had a Purim party and we got the



baking soda and the baking powder mixed up,
which caused all the filling to erupt. We made
some with lime curd and lemon curd and they
turn into little volcanoes and — because the acid
and the base together and it was just like when
| would look in the oven and there would be like
literally like a science project just like —

Batya:

Didn't the dough also turn kind of green? | think
| remember those hamantaschen, or what a
different set.

Merav:

No. They weren't green, but they were salty. So
once we discovered that the dough was salty,
we started putting salt-appropriate flavors in,
like chutney.

Batya:
Oh.



Miriam:
Chutney hamantaschen.

Merav:
Chutney hamentashen.

Miriam:

| make peanut butter and jelly hamantaschen.
Merav:

Those are good, too. And chocolate

hamantaschen, obviously —

Miriam:
And Nutella hamantaschen.

Merav:
Yes!

Batya:



The trouble with chocolate hamantashen that |
keep finding is that people think, “oh, we'll put
chocolate chips in them and then they'll melt.”
And the trouble is they don't still melted,. And

you wind up with a hard nugget of chocolate —

Merav:
A hard brick.

Batya:
— in the middle of like one giant chocolate chip.
And that does not work. Listeners, if you want
to make chocolate filled hamantashen, you
need to fill it with a chocolate paste —

Merav:
A spread.

Batya:
a spread, a ganache.



Miriam:
| recommend Nutella.

Batya:
Nutella is an excellent filling for hamantaschen.
You can't just put hard chocolate.

Merav:

Or you can do like a peanut butter cup. You
know those tiny peanut butter cups that they
make for Halloween? Save some of those from
Halloween. Stick them in the middle of your
hamantasch, but peel it first. Don't leave the
paper in.

Batya:
“Important safety tip. Thanks Egon.”

Miriam:
Yes, but who could — who could save Reece’s
cups —



Batya:
You could just buy more.

Miriam:
— for five months in your home?!

Merav:
| mean, | think they make them year round now.

Batya:

| think the most creative fillings that I've done
personally is one year | made a baklava
inspired sort of ground nut filling with honey and
| think rose water. And one year — and I'm going
to keep doing this because it's really good.
Drunken Monkey Jam, which is a jam made
with bananas and rum.

Merav:
Mmm!



Merav:
Mmm. So Bananas Foster hamantaschen.

Batya:
Bananas Foster hamantashan basically.

Merav:
That's great.

Batya:
Very tasty.

Miriam:
It does sound really good.

Batya:

A thing | have wanted to do for years and have
not yet tried is traditional mincemeat as a
hamantash filling.



Miriam:
It does sound really good. We do it.

Merav:

Oh, | have a friend who does that. She calls
them the meat hamantashen. And in fact, she's
on this podcast. That's our friend, Terri Ash.
And she also does that as a thing. So you
should get her recipe.

Batya:
if we'd gotten her for the Purim one, we would

have talked about them.

Merav:
Ahal

Miriam:
My sister always makes them with quejete.

Batya:



What's that?

Miriam:
You know, homemade caramel, that if you boil a
can of sweetened condensed milk —

Batya:
Caramel perfection!

Miriam:
— it turns into quejete.

Merav:
It's tres leches hamantaschen!

Batya:
It's just one leche.

Miriam:
It's dulce de leche.



Merav:
Dulce de leche.

Miriam:
It makes a beautiful hamantaschen, as long as
you keep it covered.

Batya:
Dulce de leche, the dessert paste, not dulce de
leche, the alcoholic beverage. Although, this is
Purim.

Merav:
It is Purim! | mean, you could put a couple of
drops in.

Batya:

So alcohol-laced dulce de leche hamentaschen
would be entirely appropriate. Just don't give it
to little kids.



Merav:

We have a survey of the desserts before they
get given out for company. We have the
teiglach, which we haven't described yet, but it
gets described in the chapter — they're fried
dough balls, and then they're soaked in honey.
And | have seen some really fancy teiglach,
where they make them into sculptures. The
most frequent is pyramid shaped, picture a
child’s toy where you put the rings on, it kind of
looks like that, or like a Christmas tree, | guess.
But there are definitely other teiglach patterns.

Batya:
And sometimes you get bits of candied fruit in
with the balls of fried dough.

Merav:
That's a fancy version of teiglach, where it gets
color from the different bits of dried fruit.



Miriam:
| think of it as Jewish gulab jamun. | love gulab
Jamun.

Merav:

This is a ton of dessert for the girls. They've just
been able to eat, effectively cake and candly.
And now they're gonna go out and give cake
and candy and nuts and fruit to people. Some
of the time when they're going to these other
people's houses, they're gonna be also carrying
baskets home; and | always found this to be an
enormous, ridiculous thing, your house is now
full of candy and cake and sweets, and now it's
like three weeks before Passover, and you have
to either eat all of this or throw it out before
Passover comes. So that was always a big
dilemma in our house. Let's eat the good stuff
first because it's not gonna be able to stay after
Pesach comes.



Batya:

| have read that the original concept of
mishloach manot was not that you were
supposed to give people sweets, candy, and
cake, but that you were supposed to give them
stuff that they were actually going to eat with
dinner that night.

Merav:
That makes more sense, really.

Miriam:

And it's supposed to have a minimum of, |
believe, two or three different foods, two
different foods.

Batya:

Two, different foods in the tradition, in the sense
of, | know we're going to have another Jewish
info dump here, I'll try to keep it brief! There's
blessings that you say over different foods and



different kinds of foods get different blessings.
There's one for bread, there's one for
grain-based foods that aren't bread, there's one
for fruits that grow off of trees and how “tree” is
defined is complicated, I'm not getting into that.
And there's fruits or vegetables that grow from
things that are not trees, plants that are not
trees. And then there's one for everything else.
So the idea in mishloach manot is that you
should have things on which people would say
two different blessings.

Merav:

And there's also a tradition, which we don't get
iInto here in the book, but it's also a Purim
tradition called matanot I'evyonim —

Batya:
Oh yes.

Merav:



— which is gifts for people in need. We don't see
them doing this in the book possibly because it
would have been complicated to describe it. But
that's also a thing people do on Purim is that
they go to the local shelter with cans, or if they
know somebody specifically that needs
something like, “hey, I'm gonna go make a soup
for this person.”

That's another Purim tradition, is to kind of look
out for people in your community who might
need things. And | mean, that's a tradition all
the time, is we should always look out for our
community. But on Purim specifically, we don't
want them to have less joy than we do.

Miriam:

Well, you bring up an interesting point there,

which is one of the things that | think that this
chapter highlights, which is that this family is

not a well-to-do family and that, | mean, they



don't make costumes. They wear each other's
clothes, right?

Merav:
Yes.

Batya:
Mm-hmm.

Miriam:

And | think that that's really intentional, that
Gertie just puts on Ella's clothes or Gertie puts
on Henny's clothes, | don't remember, but just a
six-year-old in a nine-year-old's clothes or
whatever, that's costume enough.

Merav:
Right.

Batya:
Ella wears a boy's clothes.



Miriam:
Adolph.

Merav:
Yes, cousin Adolph.

Miriam:

The only one who gets a name.

Merav:

Poor cousin Adolph is gonna get a nasty shock

in the ‘30s.

Batya:
laughing

Miriam:
Right? He'll change it.

Merav:



Alfie!

Miriam:

Yeah, right? It's interesting because the family
Is obviously not well-to-do. And we know that,
especially because we've just had Papa's
birthday.

Merav:
Right.

Miriam:
So we've just been through this, like, him pretty
much mourning their financial state —

Merav:
| know.

Miriam:
— as he looks at this horrific tacky cup, and
which | loved, by the way.



Merav:
Aww.

Batya:
Yes, the tacky cup is so sweet.

Miriam:

| remember buying my mother a pair of
earrings. Clip-on earrings that we spent like —
me and my sisters picked out at this kiosk at the
mall and we spent all this money on them —

Miriam:
and the look on her face when she got them

Merav:
Oh my god.

Miriam:
| mean she wouldn't and looking back I'm like



my mother would never have they were like
dangly she would never ever but we thought
they were the most beautiful things in the world
and wesaved up and by the way my mother
loves these books

Merav:
Mine too.

Miriam:

| read them and | hear my mother in them and |
see so much of my mother's childhood in these
books. But, we've just come off this chapter with
the cup, and here they are, handing out food
and they're wearing these costumes that are
not costumes because they can't afford
costumes, and they're collecting pennies as
part of this mishloach manot delivery service.
And they've got these people in the home.

And | think this is this interesting moment for



Mama too, who gets to be proud and show off
her home and show off her cooking skills. Like
she says — lets this pride leak out when she's
talking about the library lady. “These are gonna
be the best hamantaschen she's ever had!”
forgetting that she's —

Batya:
Never had hamantaschen before.

Miriam:

Right? It's like we get to see the kids really
reveling and celebrating, which is not common
in their state of the world.

Merav:
And there's a bit of a splurge too. The family is
like, yes, Purim, let's go!

Miriam:
Do it up!



Merav:

Exactly. This is the only time we really see them
have a big party. And Mama as hostess. And
this is what the front room is for. If there had
been a Passover seder, which we'll get to soon,
In this year, we might have seen that. But here
we have Mama the hostess, Mama the salon
keeper; Mama's high society, with the relatives,
Papa's relatives, here's our family doing Purim.
This is what it looks like.

This chapter has three really distinct things in it,
which is we have ritual, we have home life, and
then we have extended family. And those are
three really distinct parts of Judaism, not
necessarily in the home for the first time, which

| think is interesting. Like, it's the first time we've
really seen Jewish life outside other than
secular Jewish life, because we get the push
carts.



Batya:
Yeah.

Merav:

But we don't really see anything other than,
okay, well, we're gonna buy kosher meat
because we keep kosher. All the Judaism has
been Judaism of the home.

Batya:

This is really the first spread of that into the rest
of the world. They're giving away food in a way
that on a regular basis they couldn't afford, and
they're collecting pennies that probably their
family members on a regular basis couldn't
afford either. | don't know if it all evens out, but
probably nobody is doing the math because
that's not the point.

Merav:



Are the girls keeping the pennies? Like, is this
the biggest haul of the year because it's Purim?

Batya:
Seems like. Yeah.

Merav:
We don't see oh I'm going to spend my Purim
money later in the book so that's interesting.

Batya:
We don't know if they keep it or if they hand the

pennies over to Mama.

Merav:
laughing

Miriam:
Well, it all goes to the library lady.

Merav:



In the end, it all goes to the library. Yes.

Miriam:
*laughter™ It all goes to the library lady, for
Sarah anyways.

Merav:
But there is eventually a doll.

Batya:

About the pennies. There's this little rnyme
here. And | saw that you put in the show notes
a question of, is this based on a Yiddish rhyme?
And I'm proud to report that yes, it is, and |
found it!

Merav:
Excellent!

Miriam:
I'd love to hear that.



Batya:

So | didn't learn until | was in my mid-20s that
my mother, alav ha’shalom, was fluent in
Yiddish. Like | knew she knew phrases in
Yiddish, because there were, what | frequently
call “nursery phrases” in our house, there were
endearments, there were expressions of
frustration. And there were just little things like
“go to sleep”, “put your head down”, or “eat up”.
The sort of things you would say to children,
frequently. There was Yiddish in our house for
that, so | know “gey shlofen” or “shlof gezunt”. |

know a whole lot of endearments.

But | remember when we read this chapter,
mom told us how this rhyme goes in Yiddish.
And it's translated here into English as “Today is
Purim, tomorrow no more, give me a penny and
show me the door.” And | remembered just
enough of the Yiddish to Google it and found,



“Heint is Purim, morgen is ois, gib mir a
groschen und wart mir a rois.” My accent is
probably terrible. | apologize to any fluent
Yiddish speakers in the audience.

| learned it as “give mir a kopek™. A groshen
and a kopek are both small coins in different
places in the old country. So it's “Today it's
Purim, tomorrow it's over, give me a coin and
throw me away.” “Show me the door”, rhymes
better, but it's slightly gentler than the Yiddish.

Merav:

There's a similar chant which | learned reading
a biography of Harry Houdini and | have to
wonder if he was inspired by this very Purim
chant —

Batya:
Hmm!



Merav:

— because his dad was a rabbi. But Harry
Houdini worked as a messenger when he was a
kid. And one of the things he did to make
money, a story he told about himself a lot, was
he made a sign that said, “Christmas is coming,
the turkeys are fat, please drop a coin in the
messenger's hat.” And then he put all the
money in his sleeves, and he said to his
mother, “shake me”. And he poured all of the
money out of his sleeves into her lap.

And then many years later when he became
famous, he was able to go and get gold coins
and have her do it again. And that's how he told
her he was buying her a house.

Batya:
That's so beautiful!

Merav:



It's like such an immigrant story.

Batya:
Awww!

Merav:

Houdini was Jewish, like many of the magicians
of his era, and he was an immigrant, first
generation American sort-of, because he came
over as a boy. So technically not even first
generation, but he didn't have kids, so that was
the generation that was, and his parents came
over too. And so it's just interesting that like
that's taking place around the same time as
this. And | kind of wonder if he was inspired by
the Purim rhyme.

Batya:
That is a traditional begging rhyme.

Merav:



Itis.

Batya:

But |, Merav, | know that you know the second
half of it, even if you don't know that is the
second half of it. What comes after please put a
penny in the old man's hat, do you know? If you
haven't got a penny, a hay-penny will do.

Merav: (sing-song)
Haven't got a hey-penny then God bless you.
Yes!

Batya:
And you know that because it's part of a song

that we used to do.

Merav:
| always say everything | know is part of a song.

Batya:



Yes!

Merav:
Batya and | also sing together.

So we have this exchange of gifts. The girls are
going around in their costumes and everyone is
very amused to see them dressed up like this.
Sarah with the hat.

Batya:
And we meet Uncle Chaim! | love Uncle Chaim.

Merav:

Yes, and uncle Chaim is Papa's brother, right?
He is jocular in the same way that Papa is and
he tweaks Ella's cap and he pats Sarah on the
backside.

Miriam:
On the bultt.



Merav:
It's meant to be a gesture of affection. Modern
eyes.

Batya:
It was a different time, he doesn't mean
anything by it, we hope.

Merav:
| mean, | guess it's look —

Miriam:
How old is Sarah?

Merav
Eight.

Batya:
Sarah's 10.



Merav:
Eight.

Batya:
No, eight, you're right, Henny is 10.

Merav:
It feels like “| am lightly punishing you for the
crime of existing. Ta-da, | see you,” right? Like —

Batya:
laughing It's the affectionate spank.

Merav:

The affectionate spank, what is that? We do
that to each other like with the shoulder, oh, “ha
ha,” right? And you'll smack the other person in
the shoulder a little bit. But like, we don't really
have, I'm gonna pat you on the backside as a
cultural thing anymore. To the good!



Miriam:
As you said that | realize | absolutely do that to
my children —

Merav and Batya:
*laughter™

Miriam:

— they're two and four and | think that's just it'll
wear off the further we get from diapers
because we are now just out of diapers but |
realized that | absolutely do like pat them on the
butt and like “you're not moving fast enough!”
Pat pat! Sorry, | just realized as you said that |
was like, “wow, maybe | should not do that.”

Batya:
It does feel different with a baby or toddler than

with —

Miriam:



They're two and four, not eight.

Merav:
Yeah.

Batya:
Yes

Miriam:
| don't think | would whap my —

Merav:
And also not cross gender.

Batya:
Also, you're their mother and that's different!

Merav:

He is their uncle and he is the father to their
brother and if this were the old country they
might all be living in the same big house



together and he might be helping to parent
them. That's not the case here though, he has
his own household and his own children.

Miriam:
With five children!

Merav:
Right, but if he's got five kids, right, he's clearly
used to like herding the children, right?

Batya:

I'm just gonna go down the list, we get them at
the party. Tante Rivke and Uncle Chaim with
their five children, Uncle Schloiman and Tante
Leah with their three, Uncle Hyman, Tante
Frieda, Tante Minnie, we've met Uncle Hyman
before!

Merav:
Yes, and many others.



Batya:
and we don't know the “many others”.

Merav:

And this is also kind of foreshadowing for book
two, right? ‘cause we have Uncle Hyman who's
single and we're going to get that whole story
arc in book two with Uncle Hyman and Uncle
Hyman's big romance.

Miriam:

You pointed something out in your notes, which
| was skimming, that they say Tanta and Uncle,
which | also thought was really funny.

Batya:
Yes! What's up with that?

Merav:
Yeah, that's so weird. Right. Yeah, it should be



Fetter, which is uncle. And for some reason it's
tanta; and that's the kind of mishmash English
that | think we get in this era where like some
words are Yiddish and some words are English
and Tanta just sort-of stuck. And you know, for
whatever, they might have called them fetter in
real life.

Miriam:

It's, it's also close enough that non Jewish
readers or Jewish readers with more of a
distance from Yiddish or non-Ashkenazi Jewish
readers could say “Tanta, oh, that's obviously
aunt, as opposed to fetter which doesn't —

Merav:
Yes, exactly. Right.

Batya:
Isn't Tanta also ant in one of the languages that
you don't think of as contributing much to



Yiddish? Is it French?

Miriam:

Flemish? | think Flemish. | don't know about
French, but | think in Flemish, | think in the
Netherlands they say Tanta. | think. | could be
wrong. We could Google it.

Merav:
| am Googling it.

Batya:
| just, | have this vague notion.

Merav:
French, you're right. Oh, because it's tante in
French.

Batya:
“Plume de ma tante”, of course!



Merav:
La tante de ma tante. Yes, exactly. And then in
Flemish —

Miriam:
If I'm wrong —

Merav:
It is, it's taunt or oum.

Batya:

But what | was starting to say is that my
grandparents on that side were bubbe and
zeyde, but we never called our aunts and
uncles on that side in Yiddish. It was always
English.

Merav:
Yes. Same.

Batya:



And it never occurred to me that was
inconsistent.

Merav:

And when you're a kid you don't question stuff,
right? This person is called this thing. When
you're a kid you have trouble distinguishing
titles from names anyway.

Batya:
Sure.

Merav:

And | certainly had trouble sorting out the two
sides of my family like who went with what
because they all came to stuff. And my parents
for whatever reason just really lucked out — the
in-laws fell in love too and we just had like one
big glom and | was aware that like these people
were Hoffman people and these people were
my mom's people but always everybody



together.

Okay, so let's talk about the party! We suddenly
go to Ella's perspective and Ella is looking at
Charlie, like, oh, “he's so good in a crowd!”

Batya:
Everybody likes him.

Miriam:
He's so dreamy!

Batya:
Yes!!

Merav:

But this is such an interesting moment for me.
Does Ella want to be with Charlie, or does she
want to be Charlie? To have that level of
comfort in a situation, to be charming, to be
liked, to be able to fit in anywhere. This is



nascent Ella as performer.

Batya:

Oh yeah, right there on the page it's, “she
wished she could be like that”. Because she's
going to be in the show, it'll be different. “In a
show, when you were somebody else, it was
easy to be at your best.” That really does kind
of foreshadow that this girl is going to dabble in
show business.

Merav:
Yes, more than dabble!

And the whole family does eventually get into
what I'm going to call show business because
we know from the fact that they worked at
Camp Cejwin. Sydney Taylor wound up writing
a whole bunch of plays that they wound up
producing and Ella was helping with that as
well. So there was definitely a show business



flair in this family and we get more of that later
on, but Ella is now preparing to talk to Charlie.
Every time we see her, she's like, “I'm going to,
I'm going to go and talk to Charlie and I'm going
to, I'm going to be cool this time.”

And she just always has the crush, and it just
always comes out funny.

Miriam:

It struck me as she wants to be with Charlie, not
she wants to be Charlie, because | think her
confidence is there because she doesn't talk
about being nervous. Before the show, she's
not fretting about how she's gonna come off;
she's confident in her voice, she's confident in
her ability.

What | thought was odd, | guess, we did a show
in my family. My father was a barbershop
singer. And maybe that's why, but whenever we



did our big family gatherings, every Passover
and every Hanukkah, we would drive upstate
and go to my grandparents' house and all the
cousins would be there. And | thought every
family did this, but apparently not. We put on a
show. Me and my sisters would sing songs, you
know, holiday appropriate songs that we had
memorized and practiced harmonies for and we
would do this show.

And the idea of being nervous and thinking of it
as a “show” never struck me as a child. When |
think Purimspiel, that's not what | think. | don't
think “singing songs in front of your family”. |
think “the play”.

Batya;
Dramatic performance.

Miriam
Like putting on a play, a dramatic performance.



When | was rereading this looking for the play
to start, and then I'm like, “Oh, they're just
singing songs. Like every family does at a
gathering.” So | thought that was really
Interesting.

| think that her view of Charlie was much more
— every time she sees him, she's more attached
to the idea of the two of them being together.

Merav:
And we get more of that in future chapters,
because the crush just keeps on developing.

Batya:

But the moment right after she sings is such a
vivid crush moment. He takes her hands and
she compliments her and she's — “Charlie was
holding her hands, Charlie was saying
something wonderful about her.” Oh, oh kiddo.



Miriam:

And what a genuinely odd gesture. | mean, if
you think about that, it's like, has anyone ever
taken you by both shoulders and stared into
your face? It's a weird — it's very intimate.

Merav:
It's intense.

Miriam:

He's taking this 12 year old's hand, holding both
of her hands and flattering her. And it's an odd,
it's an odd moment. He's drinking.

Batya:
laughter

Merav:

It's possible that it's just, “oh, you're such a big
girl now, look at you!” The way that relatives
used to — where they pinch your cheek and they



focus intense energy on you. Maybe that's
what's happening here. | don't think he's flirting
with her. | don't think that that's even in his
brain. | just think he's like, “wow, Ella, what a
good job!” And he's just naturally effusive. |
mean, if Charlie wasn't Charlie, there could be a
dark shadow here.

Blessedly, this is our Charlie and Charlie’'s a
good guy. And Papa actually just breaks it up.
“Hey Charlie, come and help me with the
refreshment table.” We don't get a sense of
whether that's deliberate or not, but Papa's like,
“Charlie's holding Ella's hands, oh no.” “Get the
refreshment table, Charlie!” | don't think that
that's what's happening here, but it is certainly a
quick narrative gesture.

Batya:
| feel like if we were meant to understand that
was what was happening, then Papa's talking



about Charlie later would have a very different
shade to it, and it doesn't.

Merav:
Agreed.

Batya:

| think Charlie is just complimenting Ella the
way he would a young woman closer to his own
age, and | think he's doing that as, | wanna say
as a kindness, that's not what | mean.

Miriam:
He's trying to make her feel grown up in a nice
way.

Batya:
And | don't think he is aware of the effect he's

having.

Merav:



No,

Miriam:
I’m sure that’s true.

Batya:
If he were aware of this he would be behaving
differently later.

Merav:
He would be on the other side of the room.

Miriam:
And Papa is trying to save Charlie, really.

Merav:
Yeah.

Batya:
Oh, could be!



Miriam:
In that, when he pulls him away, he's like,
“‘okay,” she's very attached.

Merav:
Yeah.

Miriam:
But it's also clear from the previous encounters,
how much the children are like, “Charlie!”

Merav:
He's their idol. It says so on the page. We get,
“this is the guy we love the most.”

Batya:
“Oh, Charlie is being mobbed by the children
again, let's get him out of that.”

Merav:
Or maybe it's “now we're going to use the



space that we were using for the Purim
performance for the table”, it's not a big room;
they're crowding all these people into it. They
can't have both a performance space and a
refreshments table. So now that the
performance is over, we're going to put up the
refreshments table, because we've got to get all
the stuff out of the kitchen.

Batya:
It could really just be that Papa needs Charlie's
help right then.

Merav:
Practicalities ahead of everything else. Let's get

this done. | love the orchestra —

Batya:
Yes!

Merav:



— we have the girls with their instruments. We
have a frying pan, a soup spoon, a ladle, two
pot lids, and a washboard.

Batya:
That's Emmet Otter’s Jugband!

Merav:

It's Emmet Otter’s Jugband Purim. Except they
don't get a job singing at the restaurant at the
end.

Batya:
No, but that would be delightful.

Merav:

A slightly different demographic, but yeah,
definitely that same vibe of like the do it yourself
at home band.

| agree; | absolutely when | think Purimspiel, |



think costumes, | think a play. My dad actually
wrote a Purimspiel for us based on what we
were already planning to be for Purim.

| was planning to be Emma Lazarus because |
was that kind of kid. And my sister was Queen
Esther, she was that kind of kid.

Miriam:
| so see that.

Merav:

Yes! | had an Emma Lazarus costume. My
littlest sister was too young to pick her own
costume, so my father hand-lettered her a

megillah that she wore.

And he hand-lettered one for my mother, which
they had it from a group costume the two of
them had done where he was a gorilla and she
was a megillah, going back to Megillah Gorilla



in the beginning of the show. He walked into the
synagogue dressed as a gorilla and nobody
knew it was him because it was a full body
costume. And he gets up on the bimah and
they're like, “There's a gorilla on the bimah! Get
him off of there! The rabbi's gotta get up there.”
And he starts leading the service and
everyone's like, oh, it is the rabbi.

We still had this megillah costume. So my dad
wrote a play around having the two megillahs
and | was the narrator Emma Lazarus looking
back on Purim. And then my sister got to be the
gueen and you know order everybody around
which was like perfect for her because she was
like maybe six and then my littlest sister was
still in arms And so she was the little megillah
costume that was easier to carry. My father
holds up his tiny horse “my horse can't carry
this huge megillah.” He gets to pick up my little
sister, because my dad actually had a bad back



at that point. So it was kind of a running gag.

Batya:
That's adorable.

Merav:
So when | think of Purimspiel, that's what | think
of.

Batya:

We used to do Purimspiel at our school, and
there was one year where all the teachers
masqueraded as students, and then the
following year a bunch of students
masqueraded as teachers.

Merav:
Excellent.

Batya:
| seriously wonder how they let us get away



with this scurrilous play about our teachers.

Merav:
It was the ‘80s.

Batya:
It was.

Miriam:
And it's Purim.

Batya:
And of course, | played my dad.

Merav:
Of course, yes, with a beard.

Bayta:
Because we didn't actually have a false beard,
but we drew a beard on my face, and everyone



Merav:
Excellent.

Batya:

— and because everyone knew | was his kid,
everyone could tell | was supposed to be him.
Also, | knew all his catchphrases and could do
them in his exact intonation.

Merav:
As you still can!

Batya:
As | still can!

Merav:

My most successful Purim costume involved a
beard because then nobody knew it was us.
And we actually won the Purim costume contest
for once because it's like, “oh, we can't let the



rabbi's kids win.” And that year, my sister was a
cotton-batten sheep.

And | was Moses and | had the mustache and
the giant beard and carrying a shepherd's
crook, which is my dad's cane. And, you know,
they're like, “Oh, look at the cute little shepherd
and sheep.” And then we won. And then we
took off, | took off my beard and they were like,
“Oh no!”

Batya:
laughing

Merav:
Shenanigans!

Miriam:

The one | remember vividly, we all dressed as
characters from the megillah and my father was
Vashti. And my mother dressed my father up in



what was unquestionably at this point in my life,
I'm aware, a belly dancer costume.

Merav:
Oh my goodness.

Miriam:

My father is a very hairy man and has a very
large belly. And we all thought this was
hilarious. But apparently in retelling the story at
public school later on, it led to an investigation
about, and this is a sign of the times, the
eighties, where the police did come to our
house and ask if my father walked around in
ladies underwear.

Batya:
Wow!

Merav:
| mean —



Miriam:

Because apparently someone had said, we said
something about cross-dressing and him being
Vashti and wearing this belly dancer outfit. |
don't remember the latter part, but | have
pictures of the belly dancing outfit.

Batya and Merav:
laughter

Miriam:
| was King Achashverosh. | remember.

Merav:
| love that your family honored the gender
swapping tradition. That is a very Purim thing.

Miriam:
Always.



Batya:
Oh yes.

Merav:

And yeah, that's entirely appropriate for Purim.
Reversal, as we talked about at the beginning,
but also just the idea of subversion. The more
subversive it is, the better it is celebrating
Purim.

Batya:

It's always really interesting when you get
subversion combined with the ritual, “we're
gonna do this silly, but we are also still going to
do it precisely in accordance with how we're
supposed to do it.” My school, which | found out
much later, is not actually that typical. My
school was always open on Purim, rather than
closing for the holiday.

Merav:



Mine too.

Batya:

And we would do during morning services a
megillah reading. The rabbi who did the
megillah reading most of the time that we lived
there had a selection of hats and wigs up on the
bimah with him, and would, during all the parts
of the megillah that were dialogue, put on a hat
and a funny voice to read that part of the
megillah. But still, perfectly in the cantillation,
and with correct everything else, just in a silly
voice, doing this [Batya does a high pitched
falsetto here ] high-pitched falsetto for all of the
women, and —

Merav:
All of the women.

Batya:
All both of them, yes! laughter



Merav:
All both of the women. No, there's Zeresh.

Batya:
No, that's true! All three of them.

Merav:
All three of the women!

Batya:
There's three. There's three women with

dialogue. They never speak to each other.

Miriam:
The entire Torah fails the Bechdel test.

Batya:
Rout!

Merav:



Yes, Ruth is our saving grace.

Miriam:
Sure. Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Batya:
Migilat Rout | think is the only book that passes!

Merav:

The Book of Ruth we have — and | think that
that's why it's often characterized as a lesbian
narrative — is because the women are talking to
each other.

Miriam:
dramatic gasp

Batya:
About something that isn't a guy!

Merav:



| mean, it's mostly a guy, but it's also like, let's
go to Israel and not live here in Moab anymore.

Batya:
Their initial conversation is not about a guy.
Only later do they talk about a guy.

Merav:

But now that we're here in Israel, we have to
get you a husband. You have this cousin, he's
very nice.

Miriam and Batya:
And we're back to that.

Merav:
But at least he isn't called Adolf.

Miriam and Batya:
*laughter®



Miriam:
Small blessings.

Merav:

Small blessings. So we've had this long day of
Purim. Everybody is leaving. They've eaten.
They've had tea from a glass, which is a very
specific cultural thing, right? Like | know when |
was a kid, like, hold the sugar between your
teeth. Drinking tea out of a glass was a whole
thing. People had yellow teeth. But also, they
were all smokers.

Batya:

But yes, drinking hot tea from a glass through a
sugar cube. Extremely Yiddish-American. |
really do like this chapter.

Merav:
It's a great chapter and there's so much in it; a
progression over the course of the chapter



because they really have been immersed in this
Purim world and now tomorrow they're gonna
have to go back. And | feel like this is why we
have the Sarah and the soup chapter between
this and the scarlet fever chapter, which is the
Passover chapter.

Miriam:

So much of this book, reading as an adult,
makes me realize how much of my mother's
parenting she got from the book —

Batya:
Hmm

Merav:
Huh!

Miriam:
— which is amazing in retrospect and I'm really
excited to talk to her about it. Now that I've



reread it more recently, because every time we
were bored into our teens, and | mean into our
teens, if we got really bored and complained,
“there's nothing to do!” my mother would say,
“‘well, make paper dolls.” She said, “you can
make paper dolls of yourself and you can make
all your real outfits and then all your dream
outfits.” And for some reason, this time reading
it, | was like, “Oh —

Merav:
The paper dolls!

Miriam:

This is where my mother's paper doll thing
came from.” But also she had this game that
she played with us to make us clean.

Batya:
Hide the buttons!



Merav:
Mm-hmm. Yup, hide the button. We played hide
the button too!

Miriam:

My mother called it a much crueler name that |
did not understand was a joke on us until | was
in college and in my first developmental
psychology class. So | did not know why it was
so funny to my mother and her friends when we
would run into the room and say “Mommy,
mommy! Let's play operant conditioning!”

Batya:
screaming with laughter

Merav:
Amazing!

Miriam:
Which we absolutely did. And my sister's



children now play operant conditioning and they
also do not understand.

Merav:
It's a family tradition.

Batya:
Oh my heavens. *laughing*

Miriam:

This is clearly where my mother gets her
gamification theory, if not the clever title. But
yes.

Merav:
That's amazing.

Batya:
Wow!

Miriam:



So, find the button. It's all find the button!

Merav:

So Sydney Taylor's writing really found the root
in your family. Like this was what she was trying
to do with the books. Like psychologically, she
was trying to implant her parenting theory into
the culture.

Merav:
And it works, right? You were raised with it. |
was probably raised with it.

Miriam:
Mm-hmm. Absolutely.

Merav:

My mother was a librarian. And these were
some of her favorites. She wanted to be a
children's librarian. But because you had to
come and read on Shabbat at a public library.



She couldn't get to a public library on Shabbat;
it didn't work out. So she basically was a
frustrated children's librarian. So she would buy
us children's books. And you can see this giant
bookcase back there. It's all kids books, kids
and YA, because | had a lovingly curated library
of stuff from my mom.

Miriam:

As soon as | remember when | told my mother
that | was, because | was going to go into
media studies, | have a master's in genocide
studies

Batya:
Oonh.

Miriam:

before | went for my PhD in history. And when |
told her | was, yeah, | told her | was going to be
an immigration historian and that | was gonna



focus on Jewish Americans in the early 20th
century, the first thing she said was, “well, you
have to reread All-of-a-Kind Family!” She was
so excited to get right back to that she bought
me copies in grad school.

Merav:
Amazing.

Batya:
That's fantastic.

Miriam:

Yeah, that's right where her mind was like, this
is so foundational for her, which it took me until
my 30s to understand; and being a parent and
rereading it.

Batya:
Does she know you're doing this podcast?



Miriam:
No, but I'm excited to mention it to her —

Merav:
That's so cool.

Miriam:
— when it launches to send her — oh, my mother
will delightedly listen to all of them, I'm sure.

Batya:
Miriam's mother, if you're listening to this, |
hope you've had a good time.

Merav:
Thank you, Miriam's mom, for raising such a
cool daughter.

Batya:
Also that!



Miriam:
Aww.

Batya:

That about wraps us up for this episode. So
we're going to say goodbye to our guest, Miriam
Mora. Thank you again so much for joining us.
Tell us a little bit about where we can find you
and what else you're working on these days.

Miriam:

You can always find me and my publications
and current projects at my website, which is
MiriamEveMora.com. But you can find me at
the Center for Jewish History, where | run
academic programs. My book should be either
about to be released or just released,
depending on when the podcast airs. It's called
Carrying a Big Shtick. You can find it through
Wayne State University Press or anywhere
where wonderful books are sold.



And you can also find information about our
upcoming Jewish Comic Con, which is called
JewCE, J-E-W-C-E, which is Jewish Comics
Experience, https://www.jewce.org. And if
you're interested in another story from this era,
I've recently published an article in American
Ancestors magazine about Jewish children and
Christmas pageantry in Chelsea,
Massachusetts in 1950.

Batya:
Hmm.

Miriam:

You can find that on my website under
publications as well, fully downloadable as a
PDF. And I'd be happy to hear from anybody
who's interested in these topics. It was so nice
to be here. Thank you, Merav and Batya for
having me on the show. I'm excited to listen to



the entire series!

Merav:
We're so excited to have you here with us and
it's been delightful. Please come back anytime.

Batya:
Absolutely.

Merav:
I’'m Merav Hoffman

Batya:
and I'm Batya Wittenberg, and we're really glad
you're here.

Merav:
Tune in next time and we'll hear Sarah say,
“Ma, | just don't feel like eating soup today.”



Batya:

Our opening theme music is the public domain
Dill Pickles Rag, performed here by Arthur
Pryor’s Band, courtesy of the Internet Archive.
Our closing theme music is the La Sirene Waltz,
also in the public domain, written by Pietro
Deiro, performed here by Daniel Gunderson
and Sunnie Larsen. All-of-a-Kind Podcast’s
logo is by Al Benbow. Please see our full
production credits on our website at
https://all-of-a-kind-podcast.com.



