
The Oral Tradition 

 

My father was the neighborhood glee  

of Sunnyside and the scop of Forest Hills. 

In my earliest Catskills summers 

crowds huddled around our porch 

at the Shady Nook Bungalow Colony  

listening to endless new episodes in 

the epic story of Hadassah Horowitz, 

Queen of Galitsyaners, and her 

thrilling, star-crossed pursuit 

of Louis Lefkowitz, King  

of the Litvaks. So many twist-and-turns, 

so many unexpected frustrations  

and near misses! Everyone sighed 

and laughed in unison. The air was 

thick with cigar and cigarette smoke, 

the tips glowing in the dark.  

Long-time listeners already knew the 

tempestuous teenage prince and princess, 

the objections of the royal families,  

the conflicting rulings of the Gaon of Vilna, 

the Bratslavers and Lubavitchers, and 

the dangers of the Tzar and the Cossacks. 

To be as accurate as possible, listeners 

were treated to a mixture of Yiddish dialects 

and English. People called out corrections, 

missing scenes, and curses and insults 

where appropriate. The story was 

transcontinental, transoceanic, and 



crossed centuries. My father  

signaled the end of the night’s episode 

with a short advertisement,  

a word from the sponsor:  

Lipschitz’s Lip Balm for Loose Vowels 

and Heavy Diphthongs. 

 

All Those Exiles 

 

Our first apartment was in Forest Hills, 

Queens, near my father’s dental office 

in Sunnyside. Such bucolic names! 

 

I heard recently that the greatest  

concentration of languages on the planet 

is right there, in that one county. 

 

We were always hearing stories,  

sometimes second or third hand,  

whispered or shouted, given 

 

layers of secrecy, long prologues 

of history and places. Maps and 

globes were often rushed out 

 

to dinner tables or living rooms 

so we could follow the new stories.  

Every night my father told us  

 

what patients and others told him 



about their journey and travails 

(as well as the dental work they needed). 

 

Over the years, he made a notebook 

filled with greetings and dental phrases 

in at least twelve languages. It evolved 

 

as Queen evolved, as new groups arrived 

and the earlier wave spread to suburbs. 

He always had patients who spoke 

 

Yiddish, his own mother-tongue. But 

he needed to say This won’t hurt in 

Hungarian or Open wide, don’t bite down 

 

in Greek, and Rinse and spit in the sink 

in Chinese. He needed all of the phrases 

in all of the languages, including 

 

good morning, afternoon, evening, don’t worry, 

and it’s good to see you. The phrases were 

in ink, fastidiously printed. Below,  

 

in pencil, were his phonetic versions.  

Customers and staffs in restaurants  

were brought to hysterical laughter 

 

helping my father get it down pat, 

shouting as a chorus, This won’t hurt! 

Don’t bite down! In addition to stories, 



 

they brought pots and foil-covered 

trays with wonderful foods, filling 

the office with mingled aromas. 

 

Each One a Genius 

 

My mother’s brother was closest to her 

in wild temperament and in feuds.  

Cousin Larry glowed with hippy wisdom 

acquired through heroic adventures. 

He had hitchhiked through India and Nepal, 

had gone by bus through Afghanistan, 

stayed in kibbutzes in Israel and communes 

in California. He spent eight years 

working on his undergraduate degree, 

managing to maintain his draft deferral.  

He knew the Babatunde Olatunji, 

Tuvan throat singing, and Leonard Cohen.  

He inhabited the Zeitgeist, as did we all, 

from the young, crewcut-topped boy 

pleasing the audience at the talent show 

at the Shady Nook Bungalow Colony  

with his accordion renditions of  

“Ladies of Spain” and “Sunrise, Sunset,” 

to the man dressed in well-traveled 

bell bottoms and sandals or serapes  

or thick, colorful sweaters made by 

friends who lived with alpacas. He 

wore more jewelry than my mother, 



including amulets, earrings, bracelets, 

and peace signs. He won my mother’s  

approval because of his style and 

always good cheer, by the way he 

infuriated her brother. He drove, 

of course, a noisy and festive 

Volkswagen Beetle. She mentioned 

her brother’s celebrity when young, 

winning a prize at six for performing 

“Oyfn Pripotchik” on the violin.  

He had a personality for sales, she said. 

Even on vacations and weekends 

he looked for opportunities, improving 

the lives of his customers. He enjoyed 

sneaking into private beaches, an exotic 

apparition, his arms straight out, covered 

with silky, flowing clothes and shouting, 

Muu-muus, ladies!  

Get your muu-muus here! 
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