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On Wednesday evenings, Tom Eccardt pulls his bike up to the curb at
Park Avenue and 21st street, takes off his helmet, and enters a small
deli called Emma’s Dilemma. Inside, he peels off his jacket like Clark
Kent, exposing a bright green tee shirt emblazoned with one word,
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one mission: ESPERANTO. A substitute high school teacher by day,

Eccardt has been offering free classes in Esperanto—a 120-year-old canto In Search of Lost Time
e BY MARCO ROTH

language devised to do nothing less than unite everyone in the world oken here
—for 17 years. Eccardt first began studying Esperanto in 1987 at the
Stuyvesant Adult Center, in the old Stuyvesant High School on 15th
Street. 1987 marked the 100-year anniversary of Esperanto and he
thought it was time to learn the language. On this particular evening,
Eccardt works with two students at a table overlooking a pizza
counter and the deli's long hot buffet. A few homeless visitors are
slumped over neighboring tables while upright customers try to
untangle what sounds to the untrained (or unsuspecting) ear like mangled Spanish,
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When people think of Esperanto—if they think of it at all—they most likely place the Dalia Sofer depicts one family's
language with other short-lived "democratizing” movements, like Hands Across America: feartul and bitersweet days in
another failed and fleeting utopian vision. Esperanto last made some semblance of a revalutionary Iran <3

public appearance—if you can call It that—in Incubus, a 1968 sci-fi movie starring Willam Power Failure

Shatner, filmed entirely in Esperanto, and responsible for another group of fans who prize BY SCOTT MEDINTZ

the language purely for its cult status as, basically, a joke (a common complaint among
Esperantists: Shatner's pronunciation was entirely incorrect) e e
Not Just for Passover Anymore
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But as Eccardt and its other adherents will tell you,
the language is more than a joke. Or at least it
started out that way 118 years ago, when Ludovic
Zahmenhof first conceived of it. Born in 1859 to a
middle-class Bialystock family, Zahmenhof created
his earliest version of Esperanto while still in high
school. Though the Zahmenhof family moved to
Warsaw in 1873, the political and cultural conflicts of
Bialystock inspired Zahmenhof's pursuit of an
international language.
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In 1678 Zahmenho completed his firs draft of what woRe I HisTORY
Would become Esperanto, thouih he hardly needed
the language to speak to his countrymen. In adciton
to studying Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Yiddish, and
Englsh, Zahmenhoff spoke Polh, German, and French. The goai? To connect people in
his region of Russia who spoke four different langusges—German, polsh, iddish, and o g et
Russian, and by extension to create eventually w

and peace. Zahmennofs father promptly bured his son's daft out of 2 ears both frge

(that Zahmenhof would anger Tsarist authorites, who counted o a divded nation) and
small (that Esperanto would distract Zahmenhof from his medical studies and, if
publshed, characterize him as a fiake).

Tatiana de Rosnay

There’s something a bit ironic about the last considering Zahmenhof inherited his interest challenges France's hero complex
in linguistics from his father—who taught languages at state schools and was (unusually Bubbling Over
for a Jew) a favorite of Russian authorities—if not his religious views. While his father RN rcuicw ov

was firmly rooted in the Haskalah—a movement likened to a sort of Jewish
Enlightenment, with bits of Positivism thrown in the mix—which stressed secularism,
especially In the realm of education, Zahmenhof, from a young age, believed
unwaveringly in the importance of God, a conviction that eventually led him to Zionism
As a student in Moscow in the 1870s and 1880s he helped found some of the city's
nascent Zionist groups. But while his religious feelings never changed, he ultimately grew
skeptical of nationalism in general—in 1914, he wrote and published a statement against
it—and Jewish nationalism in particular. In the battle of interests—Zionism versus
Esperanto; nationalism versus universalism—Esperanto and universalism won.
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Nine years after his father destroyed the draft, Zahmenhof—by this point a doctor with a Battome's chronice of a German-
busy practice in prosperous Warsaw neighborhood—reconstituted a second, more evolved Jewish famiy's struggle to
version of the language, a curious amalgamation of the romance languages, spoken survive under the Nezi regime

entirely in troches, without exceptions, and with a grammar contained almost entirely in
sixteen rules.

Shortl thereater, he met his future wife, Klara Zilberni, and found supporters in her P erman conceptun
and father. The couple married in 1887, and Kiara's father helped finance the publication ot e e
of an Esperanto primer, under the title Unua Libra (*first book”). Zahmenhof published Totsemst

the text under the pseudonym Dr Esperanto, which translates roughly into "Dr. One-Who-

Hopes.” Zamenhof's father, meanwhile, had come round to his son's way of thinking, or
at least decided the project was harmiess. He did his part to push the publication past
the censors.
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But Esperanto already had several obstacles to Robert Klose's visi to th

overcome: In addition to the sheer challenge of

canverting people to.the cause—a figulsti bridge s
between contending ethnic groups—and. teaching S o s
o o o
people the language, Esperanta had to compete with B Shos g o et
another invented auxilary language (aux-lang for i e
b

short) called Volapuk, introduced in 1880 by EHATL PERMALINK
Johannes Schieyer, a Catholic priest from Konstanz,
Germany, who claimed that God had instructed him
in a dream to invent a universal language. In the
1890s Volapuk was immensely popular, with several
clubs and periodicals, especially in German-speaking
countries, and later in France. Today, there are an =
estimated 20 Volapuk speakers in the world. (o
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Esperanto’s simplicity eventually won out. By the

7
tum of the century, Neutral Moresnet—a siiver of land once wedged between Belgium FUAIL peRRALNG

and the Netherlands—was considering becoming an Esperanto state. In July 1905, 688 With a Twist

people showed up for the Inaugural 1905 Esperanto Congress I Boulogne-sur.Mer, In Noscaw, purtes thrown b7

France. There, Zahmenhof made clear that he was pushing more than a language: g s o e
And now for the fist time the dream of thousands of years begins to be mehmakitg, organzer o
realized. In this smal French seaside town I have met men from the most Nk sulis
varied countries and nations, and they meet each other not as deaf-mutes, i or b
but they understand one another and speak to one ancther as brathers, a5
members of one nation. Groundbreakitg

of Jewis ife in Poland in
Poland that flouishe for 1,0t
ars before t was destroyed.

The language has always had its share of champions, including a great number of writers,
some of them more illustrious than others. Leo Tolstoy supposedly learned the language

e aueted o hovng s 1 ke for = com amguage o the Towerof Bl e e e L2
survey and came up with 1.6 millon—and t's estimated that there exist 1,000 native amaunted to throwing down a

societies, clubs and classes abound throughout the United States and numerous other
countries. Eccardt is the former president of the New York Esperanto club, and now
serves as vice-president. In addition to monthly meetings, the New York Esperanto group
—about 60 people strong—has formal talks in Esperanto as well as an annual picnic in
Central Park, tables at flea markets and at the now-defunct New York is Book Country
fair. In the fall, Esperantists in the Northeastern region often gather at Lake George for a
retreat that lasts several days.

PAGE12  NEXT: In Mein Kampf, Hitler pegs Esperanto as the diabolical ool by which Jews might enslave other races,
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