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My Yerushe
A Story of InherItAnce

by Stacy LawSon

Whoever is hungry, whoever is needy, come let 
them eat.  —Passover Haggadah

H uman life is a blink, a few notes strung 
together, a germ of an idea, a scrap of 
consciousness, a brief moment when 

juxtaposed to the kabbalistic ayin-sof, the con-
cept of never-ending time in the universe. In our  
moment, we live, we breath, we need, we  
acquire, we accumulate, we gain, we lose, and, 
then, we lie down and die. Whatever we have, 
we leave behind. A Yiddish proverb says, keine 
keshiness in tachrichem, there are no pockets in 
coffins. If you believe in reincarnation and/or 
eternal life, you’ll have to reload at the next stop. 
What we leave behind here on earth, good, bad, 
beautiful, or ugly is a yerushe, an inheritance for 
the next generations. 

When my parents go, they won’t leave much 
money or jewelry. There will be boxes of photo-
graphs, books, silver, a few sets of china, and a 
lot of crystal stemware. There will be nothing to 
tuck away or hide from the IRS. There will be 
nothing to fight over or steal. More likely my 
three sisters and I will shove boxes full of stuff 
at each other. My father jokes that he will leave 
credit card debt for those unlucky enough to be 
named in the will.

History

O ne of the most precious things my mother 
will leave behind is gefilte fish, the eastern 

European Jewish poached delicacy that is a slick, 
palm-sized fish ball. What my yerushe comes 
down to is pounds of salmon, carp, pike, white-
fish, halibut, a one-hundred-year-old chopping 
bowl, a hand-held chopping blade, a Magnal-
ite roasting pan, and the gefilte fish recipe the 
Schneiders, my mom’s father’s family, brought 
to America from Russia. Gefilte fish has been 
passed down in my family from one generation 
to the next, much like the Torah was passed from 

God to Moshe, from Moshe to Aaron (Moshe’s 
brother), from Aaron to the elders, and so forth 
until the Torah made its way to the rest of us. 
Gefilte fish is not just fish, it is family history, 
family lore, a survival manual. It’s one of the 
ways that my family comes together to express 
our Jewishness and link to the past.

Gefilte fish is tied to our Passover obser-
vance. When we celebrate Passover, the historic 
exodus from Egypt — our escape from Pharoah’s 
bondage — we celebrate gefilte fish as if eating 
it guaranteed our liberation. When I was grow-
ing up, Passover didn’t begin with the first page 
of the Hagadah, the text from which the story is 
told at the seder, but rather it began when my 
mother brought out the large, round, wooden 
fish bowl the week before the holiday. For most 
Jews, Passover doesn’t just appear on the eve 
of the fifteenth day of the Hebrew month of  
Nissan. For weeks before Pesach, my mother 
made lists, shopped, invited, ironed, shlepped 
tables, borrowed chairs, delegated jobs, rear-
ranged furniture, baked, cooked, shopped some 
more, and most importantly, made gefilte fish. 

When the bleached and scratched fish bowl 
that was brought by my mom’s grandmother 
from Rhode Island to Seattle was moved from 
the basement to the kitchen, Passover had  
arrived. Ritual required that the bowl be carried 
with two hands. “This bowl,” my mother has 
said repeatedly, “is almost a hundred years old 
and very fragile. I’ll never forget how the liver 
bowl cracked and shattered when I dropped 
it.” This made no sense to me. How did a bowl 
rubbed for years with the fatty livers of chick-
ens become dry and brittle? The fish bowl, like 
a battle-scarred woman, is hard, thick, rough, 
and notched from use, deeply furrowed from a 
century of chopping. 

Two days before the first seder, with the 
bowl on the counter, my mother would prop 
Bubbie Minnie Schneider’s fish recipe, impre-
cise and handwritten on a 3 x 5 card, against the 
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backsplash. Then, the kitchen became 
a fish-processing plant. My handsome 
mother, a short, sturdy, grey-blonde-
haired woman with a wide easy smile 
and a nervous laugh, rolled up the 
sleeves of my father’s old dress shirt, 
and five pounds of pink salmon and five 
pounds of mixed white fish met their 
maker. She filled a large oval Magnalite 
roaster with water, onions, onionskins, 
sliced carrots, salt and pepper, and set 
it across two burners on the stovetop. 
Then she unwrapped a package of fish 
carcasses with heads and tails still on 
and placed them in the water to make a 
broth to poach the fish in. Fish-making is 
long, hard, messy work, and I remember 
Mom’s quiet, punctuated by sighs as her 
back, legs, feet, arms and hands grew 
tired from the hours of labor. She insisted 
on hand-chopping the already ground 
fish for over an hour.

To my mother, fish-making was 
proud duty. To me it was torture. The 
fish smell was altogether too Jewish 
for my ten-year-old psyche to bear. It 
marked our house more obviously than 
the Israeli flag. It said, “Jews here.” “Fish 
stink” wasn’t cool. I remember holding 
my nose as I looked into the caldron of 
simmering broth where the fish heads 
and tails bobbed, fish eyes gazing off 
into the distance until they clouded over 
and disappeared. I feared that people 
would think us “gross.” I thought we were gross. 
I feared being mistaken for the old Jewish refu-
gees in the neighborhood who chewed with their 
mouths open, spoke with heavy accents, and had 
crude blue numbers stamped on their forearms 
as if they had written their phone numbers there.

I remember being aware of my family’s 
Jewishness, and comparing it to our neighbor’s 
Catholicism. Jesus was as forbidden and Ameri-
can as tropical punch. When I looked into the 
Connolly’s front windows on Sunday mornings, 
I saw a clutch of Catholic children, beribboned 
girls in frilly pastel pink, blue, or yellow dresses, 
white tights, and scuffed, white patent-leather 
Mary Janes. When I went to synagogue or what 
we called shul on Saturday mornings, I wore 
white anklets, a blue and white sailor dress, a 

camel-hair coat, and saddle shoes. A striking 
contrast.

I never understood why my mom had to 
make the fish. I preferred the prepared stuff that 
my Jewish friends’ parents served. It slid out of 
a Manishewitz jar as if it were shooting down a 
river — wet, cold, gelatinous, putty-colored, en-
cased in jelly insulation, and smelling and tasting 
surprisingly unfishy. Flower power, black power, 
the civil rights movement, and the Vietnam War 
raged. Homemade gefilte fish seemed out of step 
with the times. Why make it when it could be 
bought in a frozen loaf, a can, or a jar?

As a young girl in the mid-sixties, I tagged 
along with my mother to City Fish, in down-
town Seattle’s Pike Place Market, to buy the 
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pre-ground fish from the Sephardic Jews. It was 
a cold wet store filled with barrels of oysters, 
shrimp, and clams. Slabs of salmon, snapper, 
sole, halibut, cod, kippered salmon, and lox 
were laid out in a cold display case; squid, crabs,  
octopus tentacles, and lobsters sat on crushed ice. 
I walked carefully to avoid touching the slimy 
sea harvest. 

Usually, we’d run into other 
Jewish women on the same mis-
sion. “Do you make East Coast 
or West Coast fish?” they asked 
each other. The West Coast fish 
mix was different from the East 
Coast recipe. West Coast fish reci-
pes called for salmon, along with 
lingcod, rock cod, perch, and carp. 
We Northwest Jews have always 
been proud of our salmon runs 
and our pretty pink gefilte fish 
balls, especially when compared to the anemic 
looking gefilte fish of the East.

These women would engage in the Pesach 
Olympics. “I’ve got thirty-two people coming the 
first night and eighteen the second,” said one. 
Another offered, “My husband’s entire family 
is coming. Thirty-eight people and ten of them 
are children under the age of seven.” Women like 
my mother, who worked, had even more to do, 
which was often overlooked in the competition 
to martyrdom. 

Despite the show-offs, the fish market was 
an improvement. When my great grandmothers 
got here from Europe, the fish came whole with 
heads, tails, and innards. The women cleaned, 
gutted, and cut the fish before they could begin 
the long work of chopping to make it into a 
smooth paste. Hours and hours of labor were 
required to transform whole fish into gefilte 
fish. I can picture my great-great-grandmothers 
in some godforsaken Russian village, chopping 
hard and fast, with sweat and dark hair glisten-
ing on their upper lips, and the soft flesh of their 
upper arms swinging back and fourth. No doubt 
there were children or grandchildren tugging on 
their skirts. 

Unasked Questions

I f the wooden fish bowls these women used 
had had ears, they would have heard gossip 

and family dramas — news about war, pogroms, 
births, brises, graduations, the drafts, the wars, 
marriages, intermarriages, business successes 
and failures, illnesses, divorces, and deaths. 
Each story was noted by a mark, scratch, or cut 
in the wood. Had these bowls recording devices 
or mouths, I’m sure there would be answers to 
unasked questions.

Mom’s wooden 
bowl evokes memo-
ries as it sits on the 
counter waiting for 
the fish. If it talked, 
we might know more 
about my mom’s in-
ner life. We might 
know about her re-
lationship with my 
father.  We might 
know more about her 

relationship with her mom. We might know more 
about my grandfather’s and grandmother’s mar-
riage. We’d probably hear choice words aimed 
at my father as he wandered in and out of the 
kitchen checking up on progress. 

My dad risked his life when he told and 
retold certain stories while my mother was cook-
ing. “My Ma,” he would say, “made fish every 
week for Shabbas.”  My mother would shoot back, 
“And your mother never worked a day in her 
life, so if she made fish every week, what else 
did she have to do?”

Mom chopped the fish first quickly and then 
slowed down as her hands tired and her arms 
began to ache from the up and down motion 
of the blade as she thrust it into the fish, hit the 
wood with a thud, and pulled it back up again. 
Once the fish looked smooth, she would add 
finely grated carrots and onions and chop some 
more until the additions were well integrated. 
Next, she’d add raw eggs one at a time, chopping 
them in to the mixture, until she had a total of 
two per pound of fish. She’d throw in a handful 
of matzoh meal, salt and water, a gulp at a time. 
She knew by look and feel what she needed more 
of. But, just to be sure she had gotten it right, she 
would taste it. She’d put a small bit of the raw 
fish in the front of her mouth and make a soft 
clicking sound as her tongue tapped the roof of 
her mouth several times, waiting for her taste 
buds to kick in. Once the flavor had registered, 

Gefilte fish is not 
just fish, it is 

family history, 
family lore, a 

survival manual.
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she’d spit the mush into the sink and maybe add 
a little more salt or matzoh meal. If we were in 
the kitchen, she would always tell us about the 
Japanese ladies who got worms from eating raw 
fish. She believed that if she did it quickly, she 
wouldn’t get worms. 

As the broth cooked and the chopped fish 
became lighter, the air in the house grew hot 
and unbreathable. At some propitious moment, 
Mom pronounced the fish ready to go. First 
she cleared the broth of the heads, tails, bones,  
onions, onionskins, celery, and coin-sized carrots, 
which she’d save for garnish at the table. Then 
she formed the fish mixture into palm-sized oval 
balls and lowered them into the broth. While the 
fish simmered gently, she moved her attention to 
four or five hairy, gnarled roots of horseradish. 
She peeled and grated them by hand, her eyes 
tearing and burning as she pushed the hard root 
against the side of a grater. She finished the sauce 
by adding white vinegar and beet juice to turn it 
from dirty white to fuchsia, and quickly loaded 
it into glass jam jars to keep the heat in. 

By this time the fish was done. She removed 
it from the roaster with a slotted spoon, careful 
not to break any of the balls. When the last piece 
was out, she poured the pungent broth down 
the drain, its job done, and began the cleanup. 
At least an hour later, Mom would sit down, 
put her feet up, and sip a gin and tonic that she 
probably mixed herself.

Historical Craving

A t the seder my mom presented the fish with 
the fiery horseradish. My father, flanked by 

Uncle Harry, Uncle Fred, Uncle Dave, Aunty 
Sandra, Aunty Betty, Aunty Mary, Aunt Toots, 
Uncle George, and my Bubbie and Grandpa, 
would raise their forks in unison and with  
historical craving take the first bite. Uncle Harry 
would lead with a compliment delivered with a 
one-syllable-at-a-time twang. “Ri-ta Mae (a name 
she hates), the fish is ve-ry good. Let’s have an-
other piece, my dear.” My grandfather would 
follow in his husky voice, “Rita, the fish is out 
of this world.” And Uncle Fred would declare 
in his heavy Viennese accent, “Ri-ta, da vish is 
absolUtely vooonderful.” To them it was always 
good. Even Uncle Dave, my Turkish uncle, 
would eat with relish. He’d chime in, “Rita, I’m 

serious. This is the best fish you’ve ever made.” 
My mom would deflect the compliments by say-
ing something like, “I was worried that I didn’t 
use enough salt.” 

Nineteen years ago, around the time my 
mother retired at age fifty-nine, she passed the 
tradition, the recipe, and the privilege of mak-
ing fish on to three of her four daughters. She 
taught Terrie, known in the family as Esther (her  
Hebrew name) how to make gefilte fish. In  
Esther ’s house, Passover was celebrated 
alongside Easter. Esther learned the process step-
by-step from our mom. Then Esther taught my 
sister Debi and me how to make what we refer 
to as Mom’s fish. Unfortunately, my oldest sister, 
Nance, lives in Vancouver B.C. and makes her 
late mother-in-law’s fish recipe from Winnipeg, 
the pale kind. 

Still Making Fish

T wo decades later, my mom hasn’t made fish 
in years, but still keeps the bowl in her base-

ment. We haven’t earned the right to hold onto it 
year-round. On fish day, my sister Debi picks up 
the bowl, blade, and pot, and brings them to the 
fish-making site.  She no doubt gets a reminder 
from our mom about how fragile the fish bowl 
is and how the liver bowl shattered. 

We call my father while we chop to taunt 
him. “We’re going to add parsley to the fish.” 
Sometimes we say garlic or basil. “Wolfgang 
Puck says it’s absolutely wonderful.” Of course 
we are teasing. My father says, “What does that 
shmuck know about making fish?” We laugh and 
hang up. Sometimes we call again when we are 
good and goofy from chopping. Or, sometimes 
he calls us to make sure we aren’t cocking around 
with the fish.

We have innovated a bit here and there. We 
cut the chopping time in half. Would you chew 
blended food? We cook the fish for an hour in-
stead of two. And, we refuse to taste the raw fish 
as my mother did to make sure the seasoning is 
right. We cook a small ball for fifteen minutes, 
taste it, and adjust the seasoning as needed.

We also introduced the Cuisinart for grating 
the horseradish, and we do it outside the back 
door with the help of an extension cord. We place 
a towel over the feed-tube and push the root 
downwards against the spinning blade. 
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At the seder, my sisters and I get the honor 
of bringing out the fish and waiting for the cri-
tique which now comes from my dad, my mom, 
brothers-in-law, and guests who are old enough 
to appreciate gefilte fish. One time we had clearly 
added too much matzoh meal, as was obvious 
from the color of the fish. My father said to my 
mother, who was in the kitchen serving, “Rita, 
if you run out of matzoh balls, use the fish.” 
We’ve under-salted, over-salted, and forgotten 
to sprinkle the black pepper garnish on top of 
the balls while they are cooling. But, for the most 
part, the fish always gets rave reviews. 

My sisters and I are now middle-aged. I am 
forty-seven and my oldest sister Nance is fifty-
seven.  It’s not clear what will happen next to the 
family’s gefilte fish tradition. None of my sisters’ 
kids, all of whom are old enough, has interest in 
learning how to make fish. Most of them don’t 
eat it. My sons, Noah age ten and Shiah age six, 
run around shrieking and plugging their noses 
when we cook it at our house. They won’t touch 
it, let alone taste it or want to learn to make it.

It remains to be seen whether or not fish will 
be a part of the next generation’s repertoire. It 
would be great if someday the grandchildren 
fought over the perfect rendition of the family’s 
gefilte fish, but I’m not hopeful. An inheritance 
is not just given, but it also must be received and 
claimed. My sons, I think, have already chosen 
their Jewish inheritance. Noah can make my 

challah, the braided egg-bread for shabbas, by 
himself. Shiah can make it if I oversee the mea-
suring. He loves to smell the yeasty water as it 
proofs in a jar. “It smells so good,” he says each 
week, as if he’s made a new discovery.

I wonder if, one day, challah will seem too 
American and some of our kids might turn 
back to gefilte fish or pitcha (garlic gelatin) to 
connect to their eastern European roots which 
have been stripped away by time and trends. 
When I was young, I was horrified by gefilte fish,  
carrot tzimmes, chopped liver, roasted tongue, 
and pickled herring. I kept my non-Jewish 
friends far away from these culinary embar-
rassments. Now, despite the fact that I wouldn’t 
eat most of it on account of being a fish-eating 
vegetarian, I miss the cooking smells. 

I feel compelled to admit, however, that I 
don’t eat gefilte fish because I like the taste. I 
eat a piece at the seder to honor tradition. By 
smelling it and eating it, by dipping the fish into 
the spicy horseradish, I connect with my Jewish 
roots, my relatives long gone, my history, and a 
country (Russia) that I’ve never stepped foot in. 
It’s always a surprise how much can be packed 
into a single piece of fish. a
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