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Yeshiva Boys 
 
 

By Hersz Bursztajn1 
 

Recorded and edited Fay Vogel Bussgang 
 

 
Small Town Life 

 
Most of the Jews in the small towns of Poland were small business people, working 

in grain, livestock, lumber, hardware, bakery, grocery stores, and the like. Most of the 

people were very poor, as there wasn’t much money or much business in small towns. 

Usually the peasants came to town once a week, I think on Friday. The peasants brought 

their produce and sold it. They didn’t have stores but just displayed their produce on 

benches. On the market day, the Jews did some business, but the other days, most of 

their time was free, so they usually had time to study. Although they had time to study, 

they barely made a living. Of course, it was desirable to be rich, and rich people were 

always honored, but few had that opportunity. 

 

Zychlin was a typical Polish town with few Jewish people. There was no census in 

those days, but I suppose it had about 8,000 to 10,000 people. There was a Jewish tailor 

and a shoemaker who made shoes by hand, a baker, a grain merchant, a hardware 

dealer, a coal dealer, and a kerosene dealer, all Jews. A few Jews leased fruit orchards; 

they lived in town, but during the season for picking fruit, they took a small tent and went 

out to live in the orchards and then came back into town in the fall. But even these 

leaseholders were not usually very rich and simply sold their fruit on a small push cart. In 

towns all over Poland, the merchants were mostly Jewish. 

 

Like other small towns, Zychlin had town officials who were responsible for road 

building. It had its own police as well. In Zychlin, there was a Christian grade school that 

was run by the town. Although it was run by the town, no Jews would teach in the school 

or attend as pupils. 
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The Yeshiva 
 

When I reached thirteen, my father decided that I was far enough advanced in my 

studies to go to a yeshiva. I attended the yeshiva in Zychlin through arrangements that 

my mother made. Mother’s cousin2 was an ordained rabbi in Zychlin, but he did not 

practice. His wife operated a hardware store and provided a living for the family, so that 

her husband could spend his time in the synagogue for study and prayer. I studied under 

him. It was popular at that time in Poland, that the wife provided for the family and the 

husband spent his time studying. He was goodness personified, and his wife was very 

proud of him. As her husband was very pious, she was sure the good Lord would 

compensate him and they would be together in Paradise, and all the good angels would 

be with them so that they would enjoy their reward for all the good deeds they did while 

they were alive.  

 

Mother’s cousin was a great teacher, a conservative transmitting only the proven 

tradition. He was prominent among his contemporaries in town, and they all abided by his 

decisions as he expounded them, and they called him Rabbi with a capital R. 

  

We were then living in Łódź, and I went with my mother in horse and buggy to 

Zychlin. She made all the arrangements for the yeshiva and stayed there a few days with 

me. I stayed with my mother’s uncle, her mother’s brother. He was a retired grain 

merchant.  

 

There was no such thing as tuition in the yeshiva. It was supported by the 

community, and the community also bought the books that the boys used. The yeshiva 

was located in a special building belonging to the community, next to the synagogue. The 

men of the town usually gathered there to pray as anyone from the town was entitled to 

come there. A boy had to have some knowledge to come to the yeshiva, but it was 

democratic, and people usually studied several years and left when they chose. Usually 

to get in, a rabbi teaching there would give the boy a little exam to decide if he was ready. 
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Although there was no tuition, the real problem for the yeshiva boys who did not 

live in the town was room and board. There were no scholarships, but the Jewish people 

of the community, believing in education, supported the yeshiva students through offering 

them meals. It was arranged that a boy would eat one day each week at different houses. 

This was a kind of private charity, but it was very painful for the boys receiving it. Most 

families were very poor, and it was a sacrifice to give up this food. Some boys didn’t even 

get meals every day and had to do without for one or two days a week. Some people 

didn’t treat the boys very nicely. I remember having to eat in the kitchen with the servant. 

It made me feel like a charity case, and I never forgave my mother for this. I didn’t really 

want to go away to yeshiva, and I felt very disturbed when I arrived there. I felt humiliated, 

and so I became very depressed. 

 

At the yeshiva, almost all our time was spent in study. Study, study, study. If a boy 

was bright, he would become a favorite of his teacher, and the teacher would take great 

interest in him. Although I did well, I looked around and saw all the poverty of life in the 

yeshiva, so I never felt there was any future in it. 

 

I had a number of friends in the yeshiva, but I lost touch with them after coming to 

America. We boys spent the whole day in the yeshiva. I imagine that some of the boys 

managed to marry a rich girl, but most of them were wiped out by Hitler. When I returned 

home after a little over two years in the yeshiva and to became a cutter, the boys of the 

yeshiva looked on me as an outcast. To be a working man instead of a scholar was very 

much against their way of thinking. I did get one letter, after I arrived in America, from a 

boy explaining his poor circumstances, and I think I sent him some clothes. 

 

Before I left for the yeshiva, we prepared my clothes, and I got no new clothes that 

I remember during my two and a half years in the yeshiva. I never returned home during 

this period. Of course, my clothes became old and ragged and a little small for me during 

this time, but this was the usual way among boys in the yeshiva, so no one thought 

anything about it. Some students who didn’t have a family to live with even stayed in 

school at night and slept on the benches. In the winter, there was some heat in the 
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yeshiva, so this was not a serious problem. My parents sent me a little spending money 

while I was in the yeshiva. They didn’t send more because they didn’t have much. The 

books were furnished, so about the only thing we could buy occasionally was sparkling 

water and some rolls to eat. 

 

Although I slept at my relatives, all day from dawn till dark was spent in the yeshiva. 

There was no recreation. We simply stayed there and studied. Sometimes, someone had 

a new interpretation of a passage, and then we discussed the interpretation, arguing back 

and forth. Usually, it was one of the rabbis who had a new interpretation, but sometimes 

it was a student. Actually, the study was very democratic and free. A student could ask 

questions of the rabbi if he wished. 

  

Although a boy did have to read certain parts of the Talmud, the same as the rabbi 

was reading, the rest of the time, he was free to read whatever parts of the Talmud he 

wished. Sometimes, someone told stories about medieval times. There were lots of jokes 

and funny stories, and this was the main amusement we had. There were almost no 

magazines or newspapers, but there were a few books.  

 

Most of the boys were very serious. Among the boys, the big shot was the one 

who knew the most. He would be respected by the rabbis and the other boys. There were 

also some “smart alecks”. Some boys enjoyed telling ghost stories or else stories about 

angels. Even the “smart alecks” rarely talked about girls. There were not even dirty 

stories, and dates were unthinkable. The yeshiva boy rarely saw a girl before marriage. 

There was no physical exercise except for the shaking of the head during prayer, but as 

the whole body moved during prayer, this did constitute a kind of exercise. 

 

The boys were mostly stiff around the rabbi, very serious. The joking was usually 

while the rabbi was out. But the boys were serious, too, as they wanted to learn. 

 

The life of eating every day in a different place, seeing how all the poor Talmudists 

lived, deflated my spirit. They lived in the greatest poverty, and I became depressed and 
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started to think about what I would do for a future. As there were no analysts to go to, I 

had to work out the problem by myself. I decided to quit studying, to leave the yeshiva. 

While I was thinking of being a drop-out, I went to talk it over with my rebbe, my mother’s 

cousin, and he advised me to stay on a few months, until fall, after the Jewish holidays. I 

did so. 

 

When I came home, I revealed my decision to become a tailor to my mother. When 

Mother heard this, she became very sad and started to cry, telling me I disappointed her 

in becoming a working man, a traitor to this way of life. Father didn’t care so much, 

because he was born and raised in Brzeziny, but to Mother, it was a disgrace, since there 

were no working men in Mother’s family. In my mother’s family, there was a teacher, a 

hardware store operator, and a cantor, but no regular workers. 

  

I knew a cutter in Brzeziny, but I first went home to Lodz after leaving the yeshiva, 

and then I went to Brzeziny and became a cutter. 

 
New Winds of Culture 

 
When I was studying in the yeshiva, Western culture began to penetrate the Jewish 

shtetls, and the youth became interested in other culture and literature. It was not so 

unusual to find some of us sitting with a foreign volume in our hands underneath the table, 

with a copy of the Babylonian Talmud on top of our desk. Every day in the yeshiva, I saw 

around me the older Talmudists, what you would call graduate students today, all living 

in poverty. 

 

I was among the youngest. Those who graduated and left lived a life of poverty 

except those who married a rich man’s daughter. Just as a mother today wants her son 

to be a lawyer or a doctor, the mother of that time wanted her son to be a good Talmudist 

in order to marry a rich daughter. The reason was because all the rich Jews, who were 

not usually learned people, always wanted to mate their daughters with a scholar, so they 

could have a learned son-in-law. 
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While we were of school age, a great new Yiddish literature also appeared with 

more modern subjects. Ideas of socialism penetrated the modern Jewish mind. So, the 

Talmud began to lie around on our shelves and became less and less a book for devoted 

study. 

 

To older Jews like my mother, it was a disgrace for people to work. There were 

many luftmensch, people with no work. So, when younger Jewish people actually went to 

the Land of Israel to work, there was a whole new movement. Even in my day, however, 

the majority still wanted the traditional education. Only a minority of the younger people 

wanted a secular education. 

 

 

 

 
1 Editor’s note: This account by Hersz Bursztajn (1890–1978), known in the U.S. as Joe Vogel, was given 
orally to his son, Ezra Vogel, in the late 1970s and recorded and edited by his daughter, Fay Vogel 
Bussgang. 

2 Editor’s note: Later discovered to be Chaim Mendel Helmer. 


