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From Isaac Babel’s Red Cavalry Diary. July 24, 1920

<…> By night, we arrive at Demidowka. A Jewish town. I am on guard. Jews are wandering in the steppe, everything has been destroyed. We are in a house with masses of women. <…>

The main quarrels are around the Sabbath which is today. Prishchepa <a red Cossack> is forcing them to fry potatoes, but tomorrow is fasting — it’s the 9th of Av
, and I am keeping my mouth shut because I am Russian.
 The Woman dentist <the owner of the house> pale from pride and self-esteem, insists that nobody will be digging up potatoes, because today is a holiday.

Prishchepa, whom I have tried to hold back, finally breaks out: Yids, f…ck your mother, the whole armory of expletives; and they all, hating all of us, myself included, are digging up potatoes, trembling from fear <…> The mother is ringing her hands: it’s Sabbath, and they are lighting up the stove. Swearing is all around. Budennyi was here and left. The argument between Prishchepa and a Jewish youth.  The youth is bespectacled, his hair is black, he is high-strung, red puffy eyelids, speaks fractured Russian. He believes in God. God is the ideal we carry in our souls. Each man has his own God in his soul; you act badly, God mourns; he is uttering these stupidities with exaltation and pain. Prishchepa is offensively stupid; he discourses about religion in ancient times, confuses paganism with Christianity; for him the main thing is that in the ancient times, there was a commune; jabbers on without any rhyme or reason. The youth asks him: what is your education? Prishchepa: none. And the Jews, sixth graders from the Rovno Gymnasium tell him — right out of the Platonov’s history textbook — touchingly and ridiculously about tribes, elders, the god of thunder, paganism.

We eat like oxen: mountains of fried potatoes and five cups of coffee each. We are sweating; they all serve us; it’s horrid; I tell tall tales about bolshevism, renaissance, express trains, Moscow textiles, universities, free food, delegates from Revel, and to top it off a story about the Chinese, and all of these tormented people now follow me. The 9th of Av. The old woman is howling sprawled on the floor; her son, who adores his mother, says he believes in God in order to humor her; singing in a pleasant tenor, he tells her the story of the destruction of the Temple. The horrific words of the prophet:  eating of feces, virgins defiled, husbands are killed; Israel has been wounded. Wrathful, mournful words. 
 The lamp smokes, the old woman howls, the youth sings melodiously, young girls in white stockings, outside the window: Demidowka, night, Cossacks — everything as in the days of the destruction of the Temple. I go out to sleep in the yard that is stinking and wet. <…> 

� The fast of the Ninth of Av commemorates the destruction of the two Temples in Jerusalem: The First Temple, built by King Solomon, was destroyed by the Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar in 586 BCE. The Second Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 70 CE.


� I. Babel was registered in the Political department of the Red Cavalry Army as Kirill Vasilievich Liutov, using the idenity card issued by the Committee of the Odessa Gubernia Soviet.


� Ezekiel 4ff.: 12 And you shall eat it as a barley cake, baking it in their sight on human dung." 13 And the LORD said, "Thus shall the people of Israel eat their bread unclean, among the nations whither I will drive them."  See  Ezekiel  5: 10 Therefore fathers shall eat their sons in the midst of you, and sons shall eat their fathers; and I will execute judgments on you, and any of you who survive I will scatter to all the winds. 11 Wherefore, as I live, says the Lord GOD, surely, because you have defiled my sanctuary with all your detestable things and with all your abominations, therefore I will cut you down; my eye will not spare, and I will have no pity. 12 A third part of you shall die of pestilence and be consumed with famine in the midst of you; a third part shall fall by the sword round about you; and a third part I will scatter to all the winds and will unsheathe the sword after them. 








