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CRABS









Serge Liberman 

Benno Meisner had always fancied himself a jokester of sorts.


He was a hosiery-maker by occupation, a sometime versifier whose satirettes as he called them appeared sporadically in the Yiddish press and a bit-part actor and stand-up comic on the Kadimah stage. It happened that we had come to Australia from Genoa on the same ship, the Surriento, he being then a man in his early forties and I a mere eight-year-old. Already then, when, with friends I had made sat near our parents on deck, he would pose riddles and tell jokes which had us giggling. Saying, for example:

‘Now, all of you have clever heads. Tell me, those of you who know, why is the sea so salty? Oh, you’re all shrugging your shoulders, biting your lips? You don’t know? Why, it’s because of all the herrings in it.’ Or:

 ‘If a ship develops a leak and let the water in, what should one to do to keep it afloat? – No? No-one here who knows the answer? It’s easy! Simply drill another to let it out.”

There were others, too, of which at least two have always remained with me. They were not necessarily the kind that would necessarily elicit more than a smile today, but as an eight-year-old, they did tickle giggles out of me. As when he began:

‘Have I ever told you of the time when I was a peddler back in Warsaw and would carry all kinds of kitchen ware, machine parts and brassware in a large canvas sack on my back?


‘No? Well, it happened one hot summer’s day when I’d been trudging the streets since morning without a sale, that a woman appeared at a fourth-floor window and hailed me on my way.


‘”Mr Peddler,” she called. “I need you! Will you come on up?”


‘”Why not?” I thought. “Who knows what I might sell or what I might get there?”


‘So, perspiring, and with every step an ordeal, I climbed those four flights of stairs. The woman let me in. A little boy was sulking in a corner.


‘I was about to show her my goods, but she shook her hands.


‘”No, no, I need nothing for myself, Mr Peddler!” she said. “But please, tell my naughty little Shmendrikl here that if he doesn’t do as I tell him, you’ll put him in your sack and take him away.”’

And then:

‘There was a time when a bagel-seller set up a stall outside an orphanage where I worked some six months.


‘A friend of his passed by one day and asked, “Well, how is business?”


‘”How is business?” the baker repeated. “It could be worse. But thank God, I’ve been able to put away a couple of hundred in the bank this week.”


‘”A couple of hundred?” said his friend. “Then, maybe... Look, I’m in dire straits at the moment. Perhaps you can lend me fifty?”


‘”Lend you fifty?” echoed the bagel-seller in turn. “Believe me, I would if I could. But I’m afraid I’m not permitted.”


‘”Not permitted to lend fifty to a friend?” said the other.


‘”Not permitted,” the bagel-seller said again. “You see, I have an agreement with the bank. They won’t sell bagels so long I don’t lend money.”’

After disembarking at Port Melbourne, I saw him only occasionally over the years; mostly when my parents would take me with them to the Kadimah to a Yiddish play or other performance. As for face to face reacquaintance, this took place very many years later – decades in fact - when he recognised me as I was reading the Sunday paper at the Scheherazade. From then on, he would often join me on the Sundays that I went there for coffee and cake to discuss world affairs, communal politics, the latest play at the Kadimah, a film or a book, and what was new in medicine.

‘I mean nothing personal,’ he said when I revealed that I was in general medical practice, ‘but I do hope that I can put off such services as yours for a good many years.’


‘You look good to me,’ I replied.


And he did. At seventy-seven, Benno Meisner was still a solid force, tall, sturdy and strong. He had uncommonly unblemished skin, smooth-textured cheeks and a high forehead rising to a profusion of silver-white hair, and a thin moustache above his lips which he smoothed out with finger and thumb from time to time. He was still the bon vivant he had been on board ship and loved to talk. Unlike other passengers, he had never been accompanied either by a wife or other woman, whereupon he had gained the sobriquet of Benno the Cavalier to signify his bachelor state and to broadcast to interested single ladies his availability.

What he told about himself was that he had been born in Warsaw the fifth son of a glazier, and, completing gymnasium lived, went on for some time to live the life of a chameleon.


‘A chameleon?’ I repeated after him.


‘A chameleon!’ he repeated in turn. ‘To give you examples: when my family’s synagogue needed a cantor, because I had something of a voice as a younger man, I served for a time as cantor. If I read somewhere that there was a shortage of button-hole makers in a factory, I turned to making button-holes. Then, when our local tailor Schepsi Wolf needed an assistant after his earlier one went mad and tried to leap across the Vistula lengthwise, as they say, when the father of the girl he loved refused to consent to their marriage, what did I do? I became a tailor's assistant, of course. And when an extra hand was wanted in a nearby kvass-making firm, I offered them not one, but both my hands, and did very well for myself, thank you. I often helped my father, too, of course, as he went about repairing and replacing windows, but it was just my nature that I couldn’t stay long in one occupation. I had too great a sense of wanting to do many things to be held down to one thing and one thing only. And it was precisely because of my bent for jumping from one thing to another that I spent four months in Warsaw’s lock-up in 'thirty-five. And why? For marching with strikers, and not because I had any strong persuasions myself, but simply to boost their numbers and join the ride. A former fellow-student, who wrote for a leftist broadsheet, had asked me to join the demonstration; so I joined. That same fellow, when he was arrested, got off scot-free. And if you ask me why, it should be enough to say that his father was a banker. As for me, even though my glazier-father pleaded with the court, left, feeling that he might as well have whistled into the wind.’


On saying this, Meisner smiled ironically with a skewing of his lips, going on to say, ‘Ach, they were interesting times, those ‘thirties going into ‘the forties. You weren’t even born yet, of course! So you can’t begin to know how interesting it was to have been Jewish then!’


‘Interesting?’ I replied, wondering, in the context of the prevailing circumstances, about his choice of word.


He let out a deep-throated laugh.

‘Oh, and how interesting! Orthodox Jews, Chasidic Jews, traditional Mizrachi Jews, secularist, even atheist Jews, and then socialist, Communist, Zionist, Revisionist, Bundist, assimilationist and converted Jews. All of them knowing exactly how best to bring about the coming of Mashiach! And think of how interesting we became to others, this time to the gentiles, and especially the German professors of this and that who suddenly took to studying our family pedigrees, the shapes of our Jewish heads and Jewish noses, and the sizes of our scalps, the distance between our eyes, the widths of our chins, and who, armed with numerous volumes of dense illustrated text, went on to declare us as undesirables along with homosexuals, gypsies, the crippled, the dull-witted and the mad and so on.


‘Then, of course, the tabloids discovered again how the Jews killed Jesus and how we baked our matzos with Christian  blood, while, at the same time as they saw us vermin, street-rats and unshaven hunchbacked cockroaches, we were also international financiers who ran the press, the banks and the government and were bent on ruling the world. What versatility they showed us that we had, which even we didn’t know! Now how many other people get such compliments as ours! And as if they wanted to show how passionately interested they were in us, just think of the zeal with which they built special getaway camps for us, especially around the Polish countryside, to which they provided free transport and where they offered us full board, shower rooms, heating ovens and even generous burial facilities, with everything done so orderly, professionally, and with so little fuss!’


He sipped his coffee and smiled, smiling with the kind of smile that often accompanied his readings of his more biting satirettes.

‘And you know something?’ he went on. ‘With so many changes taking place, I think we surprised even ourselves over how versatile we were. Especially in adapting to the new conditions! When those modern Haidamaks destroyed our shops, say, and our zlotys ran out, we learned to survive on kopecks! When we could no longer have Shabbes cholent, we adapted to bread, potato, barley soup and water! When the universities didn’t welcome our genius in the lecture halls, we created universities in our own scholarly kitchens. And when we couldn’t get passports by normal means, we found experts who could fiddle a little bit here and a little bit there and, so, with false ones as good as any originals, a number escaped to Shanghai, Switzerland or Spain or survived on the Aryan side and, later, ended up on the safer shores of Australia, Canada, America and Argentina. And while we are talking of fiddling, do you know why so many Jewish boys with a musical ear took to the violin? You think because Paganini became a sudden craze?’


He paused just long enough to give me moments for reflection, then, with lively mirth, went on to say, ‘Ha! You try carrying a piano on crossing borders.’ And, sitting back and rapping two fingers on the table, he added with patent irony, ‘Ah, yes, they were interesting times, those years, even if we, as God’s people, could all have done much better, thank you, without them.’

His satirettes, in which he needled communal leaders puffed up with their self-important airs, one-time socialists become factory owners in Australia drawing blood from their workers, the hoity-toity nose-in-the-air Anglo-Jews south of the Yarra disdaining their Polnisher brethren like ourselves, and more besides, were sharply acute and witty. But there were times when, with a penchant for intruding upon strangers in the same vein, he would so veer towards the caustic and even cruelly sardonic that had me wish to be swallowed up there and then into the floor beneath me. Tact, at such times, was not among his kinder refinements, particularly, it struck me, when he came to talk of children.

On one occasion, for instance, when, having briefly watched a lean, deeply-lined and grey-haired woman in dapper suit seat herself nearby appearing to be awaiting a companion, he leaned towards her and, without preamble, said, ‘Liebes Frau, My name is Meisner. You are from Germany, I believe, nein?’

From the swift stony glance she gave him, she was clearly taken aback.

Her single word reply, Also?’ confirmed Meisner’s belief.

He shook his head mournfully.

‘Tsk, tsk, tsk. When I think of your country’s Kultur! Goethe, Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, Buchner, Kant und Kleist …And its universities and scientists, philosophers und riese menschen in so many fields… What happened, please tell me, because I have never understood, how could your people have let itself and, spezial, let its children - its children even! - be dragged by one ranting small-time painter into such, forgive me, into such a moralisches cesspool?’

Whether the woman or I flushed more, I don’t know. But it scarcely surprised me that, after looking around for another place to sit, she grasped her handbag instead, rose and, mumbling some curse in German, marched out with quick clattering steps to wait in the street.

Her abrupt departure bothered Meisner not one bit.

‘I have seen her here before and if she doesn’t come again – just don’t tell the owner of this place - I won’t be sorry. Just as I wouldn’t have been sorry if that original bastard of a Schiklgruber had been stillborn!’

‘Hitler’s grandfather?’


‘Hitler’s grandfather,’ Meisner confirmed. ‘And while we’re talking about Hitler, do you know what was once prophesied about his death? Deep inside, it is said, Hitler was a very superstitious man. In the way that pagans especially are superstitious. And, at the height of his power, he wanted to know his future. So, he visited a palm-reader. After some study of his hands, the palmist said, “I’m afraid that the lines show that you will die on a Jewish holiday.” “Die on a Jewish holiday?” He was alarmed. “You’re sure? You’ve made no mistake? Nothing can be changed?” The palm-reader shook her head. “Nothing can be changed. Because whenever you die will be a Jewish holiday.”’

Benno Meisner laughed aloud, causing other diners to turn their heads..


‘Good story, no,? Tell it to your patients sometime.’


That episode with the German woman had no overt consequences, other than that I never again saw her at the Scheherazade and that it affirmed for me at first hand that a reputation as a comic could nonetheless sit very easily with bitterness and shameless lapses of judgement.


Where not downright callous.


As when, another time, a couple accompanied by a boy of six or seven also sat at an adjacent table. Already from the door, I saw that their boy had Down’s syndrome; that, in lay terms, he was a mongol child. Yet again, to my abashment by association which made me shrink into my shoes, Benno Meisner couldn’t desist from inserting his nose where it didn’t belong. As a coffee-drinker, even drunkenness could not be blamed as, leaning towards the parents and pointing his cake-fork at the boy, he proceeded to say, ‘Good friends, listen to this old man who has seen much and knows a thing or two! Hold to your boy tightly now. Not so long ago, right here on earth, children like yours were torn from their parents, never to be seen again. For the good of the state, the people who did the kidnapping said, and for purity’s sake, and to create a master race. While even today, there are people, even doctors – doctors, am I not right, Raphael? You’re a doctor, you should know - who say that such children not even be brought into the world. They only add to our problems, they say, while not having them is easier on the would-be parents, it gives them more freedom, it doesn’t tax society’s resources, and so on. But now that you have him, hold him tight. Because who knows from which nest the next crazy cuckoo may arise?’

Jokester though he may have been on the Kadimah stage or in greater company, or when he remembered all manner of homely tales we talked of Yiddish folklore, the local David Herman Theatre, recollections from the Surriento and other lighter matters, yet was I in his presence often on edge, never knowing when he might again attach himself to another stranger and shame me as he shamed his quarry. He had me so much on my guard that at times I dreaded coming to the Scheherazade at all.

So much so, that when he did precisely as I had feared, I resolved within, ‘That’s it, Benno Meisner! It will be a long time before you see me again!’ For, as we were leaving the coffee lounge together, he paused at a table occupied by a young couple and, looking from one to the other, said, ‘Ah, congratulations to you both. You are pregnant, young lady, I see. Well done! Very well done! But, be honest, did you think through beforehand what you were doing? Why you were making a baby at all? And that you might have to put up with their crying for months? And not sleep whole nights afraid for them when they are sick? And then having to feed them, dress them and pay their school fees for twenty years or more? And what debts and overdrafts you will have to deal with? And the effects that having a child will have on you as husband and wife? And the troubles that you will have with them as parents when they grow up? And if this is not enough, then have you thought of the world that you’re bringing them into with all its suffering, squalor, ugliness, delinquency, drugs, terror, riots, killing, mass killing, depressions, suicides, fear? Have you? Hm?’

And he rounded off, ‘I should live so long, but if I do, let us agree to meet here in twenty years and tell me if you are still as sane then as you believe you are now, shall we? Think through carefully what I have said.’

Leaving the couple nonplussed behind him, Meisner moved on to settle his bill at the counter, not seeing the husband pointing a forefinger at his temple and saying to his wife, ‘You get all types here, but this one’s perfectly nutty!’


Instead, what he said as I came up beside him to settle my account  in turn was, ‘Ha, “be fruitful and multiply,” the Bible says. Whoever wrote that could have known nothing of what messes he was letting humanity in for. The kindest thing to do for children today is not to have them.’
True to my private vow, I changed my visits to the Scheherazade from Sundays to other days. And I may not have seen Benno Meister again had he not one day appeared some two months later, not at the coffee lounge this time, but at my surgery.

He had phoned in the early afternoon and my receptionist Margaret had given the last appointment for the day.

Even before he crossed the threshold into my consulting-room, he said, ‘Haven’t seen you at the Scheherazade lately. Found better coffee elsewhere, have you? I missed you. I’ve composed some very funny satirettes lately that I wanted to show you.’

I mumbled some alibi about having been occupied with medical seminars and home renovations, then said, ‘But what a surprise to see you here!’


‘I’m afraid I’ve spoiled my copy-book of having the health of an ox,’ he said as he seated himself opposite me at my desk. ‘And my regular doctor is at a conference in Noosa so I thought of you.’


He moved with his customary solid presence, his sweep of white hair was no less impressive than before, he was as immaculate as ever in his pressed suit and tie, while his appearance betrayed no disquieting outward signs of illness. Not that swift appraisals alone meant anything, of course.


‘Thank you for the compliment,’ I replied, then proceeding to ask, ‘So, I’m all ears, what’s been happening?’

Meisner told; I listened; he lay upon the couch; I examined him, recording all details in his pristine clinical file. In short, apart from his recent bleeding from the bowel and some vague resistance to pressure to the left of his belly, neither my questioning nor my examination yielded anything more, except for an unbridled talkativeness peppered with assorted asides.


‘Whether we are seven or seventy-seven, that fellow with the scythe does eventually catch up with us all, doesn’t he?’

‘To judge by the sicknesses hitting my friends – this one, a heart attack, that one a stroke, a woman I know, breast cancer, and so on, I would sacked whoever it was who made us if he’d been working for me.’

And: ‘This reminds me of some clever fellows who hid jewellery up their bums on the way to the camps, thinking no-one would find it. A lot of good it did them! What they didn’t reckon on was that in the camp, squatting on those planks, one rarely shat alone.’

The long and short of his present situation was that, apart from dysentery and malnutrition during the war, he could not recall a day's loss of work through illness, whether in Warsaw, the German Displaced Persons’ Camp, Paris or Australia to which we had arrived together in the early ‘fifties. At least, not until now.


‘It’s probably piles,’ he said as he dressed, ‘for which some ointment will be enough, no?’

But, then seating himself again, he faced me squarely as I contemplated the notes I had made.


‘The owner of a face that tries hard not to look worried,’ he said, ‘is very worried indeed. Have you found something?’

‘No, it’s not worry,’ I countered, even though it was worry that prompted what I was about to counsel. ‘I’m simply thinking through how best to expedite the very least that we ought to do, and that’s a colonoscopy to fine the source of the bleeding – a polyp, sacs on the bowel, some inflammation in there. Until I have the results, there’s nothing else that I can say.’

‘Well, I guess that’s that, is it?’ Meisner said, grasping his chin with forefinger and thumb. ‘There is one thing that I can say, though. Whatever is in there will certainly not be the kind of jewels that any man or woman would want, hm?’

Of course, there was much that I could have said, even then, if I had wanted to expand on my suspicions. I held back, or, at best, remained non-committal in everything else I said, grateful that he did not press for more, saying only as he left the surgery, ‘Even cars have trouble with their exhausts, don’t they?’


When he returned a week later, on reading again the biopsy reports which had arrived earlier that day, I was duty-bound to tell him the worst.


‘Yes,’ he said, rubbing a cheek. ‘I knew it before you told me. Even after I left you last week, after you listed what might be bleeding but deliberately, I picked up, leaving out the most likely culprit in a man not far from eighty. So, okay,’ – he went on – ‘I’ll do whatever has to be done. I’ll see whichever specialist you send me to. I’ve never been one to receive bad news and simply turn to the wall.’

I proceeded to write a letter of referral to an appropriate bowel surgeon. And while I was writing, Meisner interrupted me, saying, ‘I’m known as a bit of a joker and teller of all kinds of stories. There is one that I’d like to share with you that I’ve never told anyone. Anyone! I’ve never found quite the right occasion or found an appropriate  punch with which to bring it to its comical end. So, you will be the first to hear it.’


‘Oh? Tell me,’ I prompted, raising both my head and my pen from the referral letter I was composing on his behalf.

‘You really are the first,’ he repeated.


He tugged at his cuff-linked shirt sleeves beyond the ends of his suit jacket, clicked his tongue and embarked on what he had foreshadowed as a joke.


‘Well, then. Imagine it. In my apartment block on the Zamenhofa in Warsaw,’ he began, ‘there once lived a young couple. They were a cheerful endearing pair who, as time went on however, became more and more pained as they watched their years go by without any children.


‘But after a long time spent consulting doctors, rabbis, herbalists, clairvoyants and all other sorts of healers, the wife did conceive. She gave birth to a son and the brith and pidyon haben that followed were the first celebrations in many years at which the delighted parents permitted themselves to smile and to laugh again as they had used to laugh.


‘But scarcely inside six months, they visited their rabbi to pour out their souls to him on their child’s account. The listened attentively, gazed into their hurt and unhappy faces, thought deeply into the matter and, rubbing the inner corners of his eyes, told them tales of similarly handicapped children who were miraculously healed and became leaders of their communities, and talked of God Who, being a well of mercy, would – they should only be patient – one day give them reason for deeply gratifying pride in their son, and offered to check the mezuzot on their doorposts, lest there should be some error in the holy text within them and, hence, inviting of ill-will upon their home.

‘And just before they left, he said one last thing. “I understand your sadness,” he said, “I do, but do not despair. For, even if it is ordained that your child will not be healed, then know that he has been given to you because God has esteemed you so highly, having found no other so worthy to whom to entrust the child as guardian over the body and soul.”

‘As you will have guessed,’ Meisner went on, ‘the child had proved much retarded. No doctor could help. Not in Warsaw, nor in Bialystok, nor in Vilna where, with their accumulated savings, they had sought out an eminent specialist they had heard about. At that time, Vienna and Berlin were, of course, out of the question. They took succour of a sort from their rabbi’s words, but how long and steadfast, do you think, could such emollients of the word truly sustain the parents of a child whose expression, even at seven, was constantly vacant, who just as constantly dribbled, could hold neither his bladder nor bowels, was pale and undersized, and who kept flinging now one arm, now another, bruising his parents and breaking a vase, a photograph frame or whatever else that was nearby? Humiliated, the couple kept their child out of sight for all of his seven years in a, whose furnishings consisted of a wooden cot, an infant’s changing table and a chamber-pot.


‘At this time, the ghetto was raised around Warsaw and some time after there followed the regular round-ups and deportations. In time, the couple, too, when called duly packed a suitcase each and shoulder-bags for the relocation they’d been told about and locked their apartment. The father eventually returned. And he learned that, after they had gone, the apartment had been sacked and the body of a child discovered in a cot, having clearly been smothered by a pillow which had not even been removed.’

Benno Meisner paused and, leaning forward with elbows on the desk and lightly rubbing his hands between us, he looked at me with an expression of calm, scanning my own face, with one corner of his lips turned up a jot and shallow creases of mirth alongside his eyes, as he turned out his palms, saying:

‘What a man’s hands can be led to do! I never saw my wife again. But I came through and have lived with this crab all my life.’


He then looked down at his belly.


‘So, how right it seems that another crab inside will be taking me away.’

Upon which, he reached across my desk to grasp my forearm and said, ‘Why aren’t you laughing? Isn’t that a joke?’
