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“Brilliantly and intricately conceived. The Chosen
established Chaim Potok’s reputation as a significant
writer. The Promise reaffirms it.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“The characterizations are vivid, the incidents dra-

matic, the narrative fluid. . , . Over all there is a

glow of humane erudition and compassion.”
—Book World

“Again, Chaim Potok has written a profound, move
ing book . . . profoundly humace . . ., refreshing,
inspiring.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Takes the reader’s breath away with its beauty,
It is a rewarding experience.”
—Wilmington Morning News

“It is with great pleasure that I can report that Chaim
Potok’s The Promise is just as absorbing a story as
its predecessor. . . . If you liked The Chosen, don’t
miss The Promisel”

—John Barkham
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“The pleasure of The Promise is in its nostalgic sim-

plicity, the wholesome goodness of its characters, and
the fierce concern with moral righteousness.”

—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt,

The New York Times

“It will bring tears to your eyes, knowledge to your
mind, warmth to your heart.” f
—Phillipsburg, N. J., Free Press

“A superb mirror of a place, a time, and a group of
people whe capture our immediate interest and hold
it tightly.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Moves quickly to a powerful climax. . . . Potok has
become a master of the story-teller’s art.”
—St. Louis Globe-Democrat

“What Potok really writes about is the love and re-
spect that people have for themselves and for others.”
—Miami Herald

BEFEIERTEEERERFAERANER IR REEEEEEEEE



Fawcett Crest Books
by Chaim Potok:

7 THE CHOSEN 24200 $2.50
IN THE BEGINNING 24032 $2.50
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Buy them at your local bookstore or use this handy coupon for ordering.
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THIS BOOK CONTAINS THE COMPLETE TEXT
OF THE ORIGINAL HARDCOVER EDITION.

Published by Fawcett Crest Books, a unit of CBS Publications,
the Consumer Publishing Division of CBS Inc.,

by arrangement with Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.

Copyright © 1969 by Chaim Potok

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce
this book or portions thereof in any form.

All the characters in this book are fictitious,
and any resemblance to actual persons,
living or dead, is purely coincidental.
ISBN: 0-449-23936-5

Printed in the United States of America
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TO
THE CHILDREN

Rena, Naama, Akiva



This is a work of fiction, one man’s vision of
things. No correspondence between the people,
places, and events in this book and people, places,
and events in the real world is intended. What
correspondence might exist is the result of coin-
cidence.

My deepest thanks to Professors Herbert Callen,
David Halivni (Weiss), and Solomon Zeitlin,
Drs. Israel Charny and Bernard Shuman, and
Adena, my wife, for helping with the research.

C. P,



If the book we are reading does not wake us, as
with a fist hammering on our skull, why then do
we read it? Good God, we would also be happy if
we had no books, and such books as make us
happy we could, if need be, write ourselves. But
what we must have are those books which come

‘upon us like ill-fortune, and distress us deeply,
like the death of one we love better than our-
selves, like suicide. A book must be an ice-axe to
break the sea frozen inside us,

FRANZ KAFKA

Master of the Universe, send us our Messiah, for
we have no more strength to suffer. Show me a
sign, O God. Otherwise . . . otherwise . . .1
rebel against Thee. If Thou dost not keep Thy
Covenant, then neither will I keep that Promise,
and it is all over, we are through being Thy
chosen people, Thy peculiar treasure.

THE REBBE OF KOTZK
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All around us everything was changing in the order of
things we had fashioned for ourselves.

The neighborhood changed. In the years before the
Second World War, the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn
had been inhabited by only a few Hasidic sects. By the
fifth year after the war, the neighborhood seemed dark
with their presence. They had come from the sulfurous
chaos of the concentration camps, remnants, one from a
hamlet, two from a village, three from a town, dark,
somber figures in long black coats and black hats and long
beards, earlocks hanging alongside gaunt faces, eyes
brooding, like balls of black flame turned inward upon
private visions of the demonic. Here, in Williamsburg,
they sct about rebuilding their burned-out world. Families
had been destroyed; they remarried and created new
families. Dynasties had been shattered; elders met and
formed mew dynasties. Children had been killed; their
women now seemed forever pregnant. And by the fifth
year after the war, Lee Avenue, the main street of the
neighborhood, was filled with their bookstores and book-
binderies, butcher shops and restaurants, beeswax candle
stores, dry-cleaning stores, grocery stores and vegetable
stores, appliance stores and hardware stores—the signs in
Yiddish and English, the storekeepers bearded and in
skullcaps, the gentiles gone now from behind the counters,
the Italians and Irish and Germans and the few Spanish
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14 CHAIM POTOK

Civil War refugee families all gone now too from the
neighborhood.

The street I lived on changed. It was a quiet sycamore-~
lined street directly off Lee Avenue, and I had lived on it
all my life with my father and Manya, the Russian woman
who had come in to care fer me when my mother died
suddenly soon after I was born. The row houses on the
street were all three-story brownstones, with small grassy
back yards and neatly kept areaways in front where hy-
drangeas flowered and shone in the sunlight like huge
snowballs. Then the newcomers moved into the street.
They lived in a dimension of reality that made trees and
grass and flowers irrelevant to their needs. So the street
began to sag with neglect. The grassy back yards went
slowly bald, the hydrangeas were left to fade and die, and
the brownstones became old and worn. Soon even the
musky odor of the ailanthus trees in the back yards was
gone from the street.

The school I attended changed. The Samson Raphael
Hirsch Seminary and College stood on Bedford Avenue
near Eastern Parkway in the Crown Heights section of
Brooklyn. It had been a small Orthodox rabbinical school
and secular college during the war, the only one of its
kind in the United States. In the years after the war it had
begun to expand. Adjoining homes and buildings were
acquired, college departments were enlarged, additional
faculty was hired, and in the final months of my senior
year a graduate school was started. Sometime during the
summer after my graduation from the college in the fifth
year after the war, the name of the school was changed to
Hirsch University. 1 continued to attend the rabbinical
school for my ordination.

The winter came late that year. There was a long
Indian summer and the sycamores on my block turned
slowly in the gentle winds. The leaves remained on the
trees until early November, and then began to fall. Soon
the street was covered with them and I felt them beneath
my feet, thin, brittle, papery things that had once been
green with life. The sycamores stood bare against the sky
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and seemed to be waiting for the winter. In late December
the air turned suddenly cold and bitter. And on a day in
early January I walked beneath the naked sycamores on
my way home from school and saw the sky dull gray and
bheavy with clouds and felt the first flakes of snow against
my face, and the winter was here. _

All through that winter my father was writing his book
on the Talmud. He wrote during those afternoons when he
did not have to teach and every evening and night, except
the nights of Shabbat and festivals. He left the apartment
only to go to his school or occasionally to meet with a
colleague or to do research in the rare-manuscript room at
the Zechariah Frankel Seminary, the non-Orthodox rab-
binical school and teachers institute on Eastern Parkway.

In the late spring of that year I met Rachel Gordon at a
party. She was a junior at Brooklyn College and majored
in English literature, and when I first met her I found
myself intrigued by the fact that she was the niece of
Professor Abraham Gordon, who taught Jewish philoso-
phy at the Zechariah Frankel Seminary and whose books
were scorned and despised by the rabbis in my very
Orthodox school, T began to date her. Both of us were
surprised and pleased when we discovered we would be
together for part of the coming summer in a resort area
near Peekskill, a small town about thirty miles from New
York, where her parents had a lakeside home and where
my father and I vacationed every August in a cottage we
rented.

In the first week of June the spring weather ended
abruptly with a stifling heat wave. On Lee Avenue the
dark-clothed Hasidim sweated in the fierce heat, but the
sycamores on my block shaded the street and there was a
breeze in the nights and I could hear it in the leaves
through the open window of my room.

Rachel and her parents left for their summer home in
the last week of June. I went up to visit her on a Sunday
morning in the middle of July and met her cousin Michael,
who was with them that summer. He was a sad-faced,
precocious fourteen-year-old boy and he spent the morn-
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ing roaming along the shore collecting frogs and sala-
manders and the afternoon reading an astronomy book
while Rachel and I swam and sailed on the lake. New
York seemed dazed with heat when I returned that night.

In the first week of August my father and I packed
some bags and left for the cottage on a day when the heat
reached to just over one hundred degrees and even Lee
Avenue surrendered to the summier and stood empty and
deserted, a stagnant pool of shimmering asphalt burning in
the sun.



