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Let it be known in advance to anyone who reads this description of my life that what follows is neither confession nor panegyric. I have undertaken this task neither for empty glory nor for self-mortification. Instead, having
free time while staying in the country, I choose to write rather than rush headlong after a hare or seek gout in a
tankard.
I was born into a family of respectable gentry. In what year I will not say, for that is of no use to anyone.
Chrono-logy is not at all necessary to my story, and besides, it is not very pleasant to remind myself that I am old.
Had I wished to trace my ancestry using those testimonials in the graduation addresses\fn{ Talks given at achool
functions published with dedications to important persons } and panegyrics attributed to my forebears (which to this day
hang rotting on the walls of my home chapel), I would perhaps have found myself related by blood to all the
ruling families of Europe.
However, I am quite removed from that type of vanity. Niesiecki included us in his book of genealogies to
spite Paprocki and Okolski,\fn{Paprocki’s genealogy appeared in 1584, Okolski’s in 1641-45, and Niesiecki’s in 1728-43 } and I
happened to read in one old manuscript that during the famous Glinianc Rebellion of 1379, one Gabriel Wisdom
carried the horsehair-tasseled ensign before Raphael Granowski, marshal and royal high hetman of the time.
Before I speak about my upbringing, a few words ought to be said about those to whom I owe my origin,
namely, my father and my mother.
*
My father—first a purse-bearer, then constable, later sword-bearer, lord of the hunt, cup-bearer, and finally
pander—saw his sixty years of service to district and province, his constant travels to electoral and administrative
assemblies, happily rewarded at the end of his days with the crowning achievement of being made lord high
steward. The degree of respect he had earned was so great that he was nearly made an associate judge, but fate,
heedless of virtue, prevented him from assuming that rank.
It was not long before he reconciled himself to this, however, by reflecting, as is customary to those who suffer
mis-fortune, on the vagaries of this world. An extremely pleasant disposition helped him to achieve this
reconciliation: he was the type of person commonly called a kind soul.
Father knew nothing of the deeds of the Greeks and Romans, and if he had heard anything about Czech and
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Lech\fn{The legendary founders of the Czech and Polish nations } then it was probably from a church homily. What his
father (who, it was maintained, possessed an even more admirable soul than he) told him, he also told us over and
over, namely, that our manner of speaking and thinking was inherited along with the land.
In sum, Father was a straightforward, sincere, friendly person. And although he could not define virtue, he did
know how to practice it. Because of his inability to define virtue, however, he had a somewhat mistaken notion of
kindness: he thought that being hospitable to a guest in your house meant to get drunk with him. As a result of
this, his wealth was diminished and his health impaired. He nonetheless bore his gout heroically, and during the
times it did not bother him, he would often repeat that it was his pleasure to suffer for his beloved fatherland.
My mother, brought up entirely in the country, I daresay had visited the towns nearby only on church festivals.
Anyone can easily deduce from this that she lacked many of the accomplishments of today. Not that this
concerned her in the least. Once when she was chided by a gallant for appearing to have overly strict principles
and a certain primi-tiveness offensive to those in high society, she told him with heartfelt sincerity that common
virtue was preferable to polite vice.
*
The earliest years of my childhood were spent in the company of women. Nurses and nannies interpreted my
as yet poorly articulated words to be extraordinarily sagacious responses. They were reported immediately, and
with great eagerness, to my mother, who, in turn, would launch into a discourse about them on any given social
occasion. Neighbors would nod in agreement, yawning, and not a few would finally have begun to doze, had
Father not kept them awake with frequent rounds of drinks. Thus braced, the neighbors would pay abundant
compliments, make en-treaties and predictions, while my father would weep.
Over the ensuing years I have concluded more than once that my earliest education was perverse. And I have
also pondered how evil and harmful it is to entrust even small children to unenlightened individuals. I heard far
too many fables and dreadful romances. To this day my head is full of them.
Although a thoroughly rational man, I frequently must struggle with myself not to lend credence to sorcery and
super-stition or to rid myself of some fear or other and not abhor the dark or solitude.
Furthermore, a penchant for slander developed imperceptibly in me. Hearing the women censure the manners
of every-one in the household and knowing that their tales were warmly received by the adults of the family, I
made it a point to win the good graces of Mother or the head maid by regaling them with all sorts of things about
the others. If there was nothing on which to base such talk, I made it up.
I noted too how conversations in the evening tended to be about ghosts, witches, and evil spirits and those in
the morning about dreams. One of the women would tell another what she had dreamed, and from their
interpretations and divinations I learned that when someone dreams of fire, one should expect guests in the house,
and if in the dream one loses a tooth, a relative undoubtedly will die.
Thus my life continued until, when I was seven years of age, my mother’s brother happened to pay us a visit.
He was a man notable for the office he held, for his education, and for his knowledge of the world.
*
I observed my uncle closely, especially because I saw that my parents showed him great respect. I mar veled
that, having stayed with us for two days, not once did he become intoxicated. He did not deign to believe what our
cleric said about ghosts. He became repugnant to me because he was not amused by my behavior the way others
were. To make matters worse, he did not respond at all to Mother’s exaggerated praise of me but, on the contrary,
perplexed me greatly by asking whether I knew how to read and write, and whether I possessed other skills
appropriate to one my age.
This was the first time I had ever heard words to this effect. At first Mother tried to shift the conversation to
another topic, but finding that this made him pursue his inquiry further, she stated—and I can still remember what
she said almost word for word—
“I know you will be surprised, dear brother, when I tell you quite candidly that our little Nickie does not yet
know how to read or write. But you will not reproach us for this when I tell you the reasons we have not wanted
to rush his education. First of all, the child is sensitive, weak; excessive sitting, which is so very necessary for
learning the ABC’s, might have harmed him. Then too, as you yourself can see, he is extremely fearful. If we had
found him a tutor, his spontaneity would have been sacrificed, and once spontaneity is lost, it cannot be recovered.
It would be difficult to find an individual as ideal as we would have liked for Nickie’s education. And finally, you
know the saying, ‘It does no good to break in a young colt.’”
“Well said, my dear,” Father responded. “My late father (may he rest in peace) said the very same thing about
me. But just the same, if your brother says so, it would probably be best to put Nickie in school. Be so kind as to
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name the place and person. For the present, let us drink to the health of this gentleman, honored sir, and beloved
benefactor.”
It would be difficult to express the joy I—and perhaps also my mother—felt when our common enemy left the
following day. His words, however, made a fatal impression on my father. Over and over he would begin
discoursing on schools. A primer and a slate were even purchased. This pained Mother immeasurably. However,
since she was a God-fearing woman and had been reproved for pampering me to death, she made what certainly
must have been the most heroic sacrifice of her life by permitting me to be sent to grammar school.
To grammar school because Father stubbornly and with great tenacity criticized domestic education,
maintaining that there was no such tradition in Poland.\fn{ Traditionally, the sons of the gentry were sent to grammar schools
run by monks, where the poor and rich mingled. Only the wealthiest magnates engagd private teachers for their children } I do not
remember what Mother’s response was to this. What I know and will always remember is that in the end, after
protracted squabbles, qualms, farewells, and blessings, I was sent off to school, shedding bitter tears.
2
Before describing the further course my schooling took, permit me to reflect on certain matters, especially my
state of mind at the time.
After seven years, not so much of upbringing as of pampering, I was devoid not only of learning but also of
any notion whatsoever that my wishes could be opposed. Hence this first instance of involuntary departure
seemed unbearable to me. I was being introduced for the very first time to the yoke of subordination. For the first
time I was being removed from the company of my parents, from the caresses of my mother, from the servants’
adulation.
What, however, horrified me most (as I remember) was the reason for which I was being dispatched:
education. I could hardly consider it something good, since I was threatened with it as though it were a
punishment. I thus came to the conclusion that it could not help but be something unpleasant and painful. Having
never seen anyone in our house read from a book except in church, I had supposed that the happiness of adults
was founded on not having to study. My apprehension was heightened by the lament-filled farewells of members
of the household who felt sorry because the young master was being sent off to study. Although my parents said
that learning would be beneficial for me, I decided they were merely trying to alleviate my misery, being
convinced in my heart of hearts that education was a punishment I deserved and that this was why I was being
sent away to school.
The long-desired tutor turned out to be a totally inexperienced young man, himself still a student. He was the
nephew of the father superior at the school to which I was going. My servant, someone I had long known, was the
son of our steward. He was about the same age as I and a faithful and inseparable companion in every escapade at
home. Completing the entourage were an old storekeeper and a housekeeper trained in the secrets of home
remedies—this for the restoration of my health should I fall ill, God forbid.
On the eve of my departure I was summoned to Father, together with the tutor, and was made to witness the
instructions given the latter. I understood then how kind souls are capable of readily accepting ideas completely
opposite to their inclinations. For having first bestowed parental authority on the tutor, my father begged him by
all that he held dear not to be lenient with me. Loudly singing the praises of the lash, he mustered up, as if for the
first time, a quotation that came directly from a primer:
“Spare the rod and spoil the child.”
Time and again he used glorious adages like this to punctuate the rather brief sections of his orations. Finally,
presumably as a sign of his right to punish me, he placed in the tutor’s hand a little whip, small and thin to be
sure, but as I was later to learn from experience, most painful. As we were leaving the room, he half opened the
door and, as if having forgotten the thing that was most vital, called out to the tutor:
“Flog him well, ’cause that’s what I’m paying you for!”
One can well understand how I felt then, how terrified I was, how I trembled and wept. I immediately ran to
Mother and told her everything that had happened, sobbing bitterly all the while. She summoned the tutor and in
very few words made him understand that if her child were touched, he would be dismissed and answer with his
hide as well. This provided me some consolation.
We set out the very next day. I moaned nearly the whole trip, while my tutor presumably pondered whether he
should obey the master or the mistress.
*
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We reached our destination without mishap and were received with considerable joy. The beginnings of my
school life were uneventful. Though I possessed great intelligence, I possessed an even greater aversion to study.
My tutor, recalling the threats of the mistress more than the commands of the master, at first was gentle with me.
But having received a lashing from his own professor, he got so heated that, although I was innocent, he gave the
same to me—only twice as hard.
From then on he satisfied alternately the obligations both my parents had imposed: lavishing praise without
reason, beating without cause. Upon receiving a set of clothing as a gift from Mother on his name day, he wrote
my parents posthaste that Master Nicholas would have surpassed even Hercules in learning.
My subsequent experiences in school differed very little from the initial one. The comradeship of my
schoolmates, and even more our joint participation in sundry gambols, often produced less notable though no less
injurious results.
I had reached my sixteenth year when I received news of my father’s death and orders to return home
immediately. To be sure, I experienced a natural feeling of sorrow, but once this was assuaged, the alluring prospect of freedom presented itself to me.
Welcomed home as a long-awaited guest, I now began to enjoy the adoration of the household in double measure. The tutor even attested that I no longer needed to attend school. The neighbors added their support to so
sound an opinion, persuading Mother that I had attained precisely the right age to make myself worthy of my
peers’ affection and to lend support to the popular Wisdom family fame to which I was heir.
With this in mind, I put in a generous supply of ammunition in the form of beer, mead, wine, and hard liquor
and began to welcome people to my home. Mother did not view this way of life favorably at first, especially after
my ribs were injured slightly when a sled turned over on me during a sleighing party.
Bribed with promises and gifts, however, the members of the household were able to cover up some of my
escapades. Those they could not gloss over were given at least a neutral appearance. The heady days of that sweet
life would have continued had not my uncle, appointed guardian in my father’s will, rent the fabric of my happiness.
The uncle arrived and displayed no revulsion, and I was beginning to feel triumphant. Then suddenly, pale and
trembling from fear, my valet, a former servant I had only recently promoted, came running up to me and announced that every one of my hounds, pointers, and greyhounds, used along with the mongrels to bring big game
to bay, had been drowned in the pond and that some of the horses had been taken to another village and others
sent to auction.
The huntsmen had been dismissed. And worst of all, the Cossack bandore player had been ignominiously
expelled from the house and given a painful viaticum for the road.
I was summoned to my uncle’s room and confronted there by both him and Mother. Overwhelmed by shame,
anger, bitterness, and humiliation, I had to listen to reprimands, like it or not.
Once again rules were laid down for me to follow. I was forced to make a virtue out of necessity: I pledged to
change my way of life, inwardly resolving not to fulfill one iota of what I had promised.
Either the neighbors found out about this row or certain gentlemen were purposely apprised of it, for I did not
see one of my former comrades during the whole of my uncle’s rather protracted sojourn with us. Instead, only
sensible, educated, and sober people whom I had not known before made merry with me. And I noticed that the
amusements I pursued with them, though not so jolly and uproarious as the things I had done before, nonetheless
had greater continuity and unobtrusively gave rise to new amusements.
After the old teacher was banished, a new one could not be found on short notice. Uncle meanwhile had set out
on a long journey. A female neighbor who had recently arrived from Warsaw was thus able to convince my
mother that what was needed for a young man my age was not a Latin tutor—they were for schoolboys—but a
tutor who could teach French and, even more important, impart good manners and breeding. She then proceeded
to recommend for this post a young Frenchman who was staying with her.
This young man, although he had entered her service as a valet, had done so purposely (according to him) in
order to disguise his famous name. Otherwise he would have been recognized and made to answer for slaying the
premier président of Parliament in a duel that had taken place at Versailles under the very eyes of the king.
3
During the first days of the tutor’s stay with us, that is, before he became well acquainted with everyone in the
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household, there was a general display of politeness, with particular respect being shown to Mother. For our part,
we tried as hard as we could not to appear bumpkins and simpletons in the eyes of M. le Marquis. And M. Damon
(who revealed that he was a marquis but requested that we not honor him with this title, lest he be detected)
graced us with more and more forms of special politeness, the likes of which had never been seen in our parts.
After a few days, Mother implored him to recount his experiences. At first most reluctant to do so, he
eventually was prevailed upon—but not without receiving beforehand a number of gifts. He disclosed to us his
near-royal birth, incredible adventures at sea and on land, amorous encounters—some favorable, others with bad
consequences, the most ill-starred leading ultimately to the duel with Parliament’s premier président. He finished
his tale, beseeching us by all that we held dear not to betray him.
Since he had revealed himself to us, his life was in our hands. He had already learned from a close friend and
prince that the king of France had written to our king with the request that he be sought out in Poland. We
promised M. le Marquis absolute protection in our house, warning him, however, that he would be regarded as a
tutor, except in private social gatherings, where he would be received as a family friend and a gentleman worthy
in every respect.
Mother could hardly conceal her great satisfaction at having found, with so little effort, such a treasure for her
house. But as M. le Marquis’s secret weighed somewhat on her conscience, she, being cautious and extremely
discreet, confided it to only two neighbors of tested prudence and then only after making them swear solemnly not
to divulge it. And when rumor spread throughout the region about M. le Marquis’s awe-inspiring adventures, she
could not comprehend how this had happened.
Everyone, however, had been properly discreet: they had gabbed about his adventures only at private social
gatherings. Several skeptics emerged, but there were also ladies who knew how to curb this vestige of Sarmatian
uncouthness. These were ladies who were inclined by nature to be compassionate and who looked with much
regret on the degradation of so illustrious a person as M. le Marquis.
I found the new tutor greatly to my liking, first and foremost because he presented my mother with clear and
unmistakable proof that learning was fit only for schoolboys. The intelligence of so illustrious a little master as I,
on the other hand, if hampered by rules, would serve little purpose except to make me the object of ridicule in
Paris.
“Among us in Paris,” he imparted, “the Latin language is held in such contempt that people who know it are
not allowed to appear in polite society. Ladies look askance at such people, and gallants term them pedants. A
good education begins with the acquisition of bearing and dash, it develops and progresses with the study of a
lordly, refined manner of thinking, and finally it comes to fruition with experience in feelings of the heart.”
I must confess I did not understand in the least this educational scheme, and perhaps Mother did not either.
Nevertheless, it seemed to us to be so fine, clever, and useful that everyone was most content with my being
trained in lordliness of thought and in the experience of feelings of the heart. Mastery of the French language
could not be neglected in this process, however, because without it (as M. Damon maintained) one could not expect to possess feelings or be lordly.
My uncle had left behind a French grammar. The next morning I presented it to M. Damon so that he could
begin giving me lessons. I was extremely surprised by his response:
“I think,” he announced, “that you need only study feelings in a thorough manner. I mentioned not long ago
that rules hamper the intellect. What is grammar if not a collection of rules? Abandon this schoolboy’s tool and
follow the path of high society. A gallant’s learning is reflected in his ability to make small talk with his peers.
Henceforth your lessons will consist solely in small talk with me. From it you will acquire a knowledge of things,
and the feelings of a gallant are what you will practice.”
I was so delighted by Damon’s response that I thought I had already mastered everything. We began at once to
bring the projected plan to fruition. It should be noted here that in a fairly short time I had begun to grasp, then to
comprehend, and finally also to speak French rather well.
4
Since I had become skilled not only in understanding but also in speaking French, M. Damon thought it vital
that we avail ourselves fluency in that language and acquire the rudiments of feelings. In the house, besides The
Heroine, A Turtledove’s Voice, and The Little Altar of Fragrant Incense,\fn{Examples of devotional literature very popular
in the 18th century, but now almost entirely forgotten } there was not a single book to be found.
After great effort on M. Damon’s part and several months’ waiting, romances about Cyrus and Clélie at last
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arrived. These vast, protracted stories did not frighten me in the least. Indeed, I acquired such a taste for hearing
M. Damon read them that, wondering how a complicated intrigue would finally end, I was sometimes prey to
sleepless nights, the magnificent Alcander or the faithful Mandane ever on my mind. Filled with feelings of heroism and not having yet experienced a Dorine, or a Cléomire, oh, did I sigh and find fault with the gods.\fn{ These
characters are all to be found in romance novels by the French writer Madeleine de Scudéry (1607-1701), the most popular author of
volumes of love and morals.}

To make my doleful moans more resonant, I stole many a time to a copse not far from our manor. Once, while
lying on a soft grassy slope reading the most doleful chapter of the story of Hippolyte, I began to cry out in a
doleful voice:
“Why won’t you take pity on me, dear Julie?\fn{ Hippolyte and Julie are the protagonists of a French romance popular in the
18th century by Madame d’Aulnoy (c.1650-1705)} How can you be so cruel to one who would admit to being the happiest
man alive if he could but become your eternal servant. Say the word! I am prepared to do anything you wish.
Would that you did not choose to persecute me so mercilessly! For you I would be willing to go anywhere on
earth!”
“Oh dear Sir! Do not do me this injustice,” said a young ward of my mother who was standing near me at that
moment. She had the very same name, Julie, and, while walking through the copse, had chanced upon me just as I
summoned up these heroic exclamations.
“I do not understand,” she went on, “why my behavior should annoy anyone, let alone the son of the woman
who has become a mother to me, an orphan!”
I do not know whether it was this curious incident, Julie’s charming voice, the blush that accompanied it, or an
imagination made distraught by romances, but at that moment she seemed to me a goddess. I fell at her feet; my
tears bathed her hands. I pledged her eternal love. And had she not forcibly torn herself from me, I know that
whatever Cyrus told Mandane and Hippolyte, Julie, she would have heard from me in its entirety as I made my
debut into the world of sensual experience. My great respect for her, however, did not allow me to disobey her
command.
I remained in that same spot, and once she had passed from my sight, I began conversing with brook, trees, and
knolls. Imitating any and all originals that happened to occur to me, I did not omit even the smallest circumstances surrounding first encounters that I had learned from reading romances.
Until this time Julie’s beauty, though exquisite, had not made a great impression on me. Accustomed to seeing
her, I kept well within the bounds of respect proper to the fair sex. This curious incident seemed to be an extraordinary instance of predestination; Julie’s every emotion affected my heart. And since my heart now really had a
true object, it was no longer attracted to fictional adventures. When I came home, I noticed that Julie’s face had
become flushed and that when I entered, she lowered her eyes.
Not being yet fully aware of the signs of genuine romance, I assumed that my indiscretion had aroused ire. The
thought of this saddened me so much that I was unusually gloomy and distracted and looked forward with
anticipation to the night so that I might rest peacefully and thus lighten the affliction of my heart.
The night was passed virtually in sleeplessness. Julie—now as I had seen her in the copse, now angry—was
constantly before my eyes. And when at last overcome by sleep, my eyelids closed, I dreamed again and again of
her charming and pleasant figure.
5
If I wanted to describe the beauty of the one I had grown fond of, following in the footsteps of other lovers, I
would tire readers with a depiction much too long and drawn out. Lilies and roses, pearls and rubies, Diana’s
figure, Venus’s grace, doubtless would be de rigueur.
Real beauty, however, needs no embellishment. Moreover, my plain, forthright style would not be equal to the
task. Julie did not possess that radiance that, as they say in romances, makes lilies envious. Still, I do not wish to
be unjust to the rose or the lily, and so I shall simply say that she was fair, had a rosy complexion, that what was
most pleasing of all about her personality was her unusual modesty. Her dark eyes were vivacious and full. But
they did not wander to the left or to the right, nor were they flirtatious. Her gait was measured, though not heavy;
her voice graceful without being artificial. Perhaps these would be considered shortcomings by others, but she had
won my heart.
Not far from our manor was a wide pond. Mother and Julie had gone on a stroll in that direction and were
walking in the shade of trees planted on the dam. I meanwhile noticed a small boat near one bank. I got in it and
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pushed off. As I was nearing the very middle, Mother called to me. I tried to change the boat’s course too
abruptly. It listed so suddenly that I lost my balance and, falling into the water, went under.
The servants immediately came running. They hauled me out onto the shore nearly half drowned. They did this
with great trouble and at great risk, and not before I had gone under more than once.
When I first opened my eyes after coming to, I saw that Julie was weeping. This produced in me such strong
emotion that I fainted a second time. Only after being taken home and put to bed did I regain consciousness.
Once I had recovered, I diligently sought ways to see Julie. When I asked Mother about her, she said that my
second indisposition had frightened Julie so much that she had swooned, and it had proved well-nigh impossible
to revive her. Now she was gaining strength, resting in her own room.
If Julie’s infirmity gave me reason for sorrow, the cause of the infirmity put vigor into my veins. The conesquences, whether of fright or of the cold, were so great, however, that I could not get out of bed for several weeks.
Throughout my infirmity Mother was almost always at my side. One when Mother left the room, she directed
Julie to stay with me, saying that she would return very shortly.
When I saw Julie alone, in the absence of witnesses, the fear and confusion I felt were so great that I hardly
dared open my lips. However, overcoming my shyness, I said in a shaking voice:
“Can I indeed hope that my impulsiveness, perhaps improper, will be forgiven? … Will your faith in me grow
if I swear a hundred times to fulfill that which I promised?”
At first my question was met with silence. My eyes fixed on her, I waited for a pronouncement that would seal
my fate. Finally, with a deep sigh, she managed to utter the following reply:
“It does not seem to me that it would be good for the house in which I live largely by virtue of charity were the
sole heir of its considerable wealth to enter into a marriage that very likely would provide him nothing more than
honest affection and feelings of gratitude. I shall not conceal that I would be happy. But it is better that duty make
me unhappy than that I would become an ingrate. Let us cease to speak of this. I sense that I have already said
more than I should.”
Moved by this heartbreaking and yet not unwelcome response, I wished to overcome Julie’s inopportune sensitivity. I was just about to open my mouth when Mother came in and immediately began to talk of something else.
*
For a long time I sought a convenient occasion to make my demands known. Once when Mother was in good
humor and was conversing about how I would someday marry, I began to expatiate—as if speaking broadly—on
how it debases bonds so sacred to seek a dowry and rich trousseau. I then began to enumerate the qualities I
would like to find in a future spouse, subtly defining Julie in the course of so doing.
I am not certain whether Mother sensed my ruse, or whether she perceived in my attentions anything more
than politeness, or whether Julie’s eyes betrayed her, but under the pretext of giving her ward a better education,
she decided to send Julie to a nearby convent. In conversation she asked me without pretense if I were not
substantially in agreement with her on this matter.
A sudden blush betrayed the fact that her question had caught me off guard. Regaining my composure, I began
to expostulate broadly on the defects of monastic education. I spoke so eloquently, I daresay, that had Mother not
known why I held these convictions, the decision would never have been carried out.
At last the sad day of separation arrived. Only one who has found himself in such a situation will understand
what we suffered, the many clandestine tears we shed, the many oaths that were sworn, the declarations we made
to each other.
After Julie’s departure, Mother noticed that deep melancholy had taken possession of me. I avoided the company of others, and my favorite, and almost sole, amusement consisted of visits to the pleasant, now even more
precious copse. Afraid that this melancholy would damage my health and wishing to divert me from what she
supposed was premature love, she took her brother’s advice and decided to send me abroad. M. Damon, once he
had won Uncle’s approval, greatly expedited my departure so as not to be separated from me. In a matter of a few
weeks everything was readied for the trip.
6
Just as we were about to set out, unexpected business matters arose, and Mother was forced to dispatch me to
one of Poland’s finest cities to take care of them. To both my and M. Damon’s great regret, the journey abroad
was postponed. The city in question was quite far from home, and I was given a letter of introduction to a relative
who lived there.
9

Our trip proceeded without incident. I could not locate the persons whom the business concerned; the relative
was away and was not expected to return for a whole month. Since I did not have a single friend in the city, things
were rather dull for me until M. Damon mentioned that fortune had put in our path a rather favorable circumstance, for in this very city was a lady of his acquaintance, a baroness de Grankendorff. The baroness, a Pole by
birth, had been widowed recently and, having returned from abroad to take possession of a sizable inheritance,
had decided to spend a few weeks in the city.
“She receives only trusted friends into her home. After I introduce you there, try not to mention her sojourn
here to anyone.”
Hastily instructed about how I should behave in company so refined and supplied with a good imagination, I
made my entrance, although not without trepidation, onto the stage of the beau monde.\fn{Fashionable society}
We drove to a rather roomy house where there was a woman ripe in years and her two daughters. After greetings were exchanged and other formalities taken care of, the hostess announced that she was honored to receive so
refined a young man. She then presented me to the assembled company, which included four very well-mannered
gentlemen. These were friends of M. Damon, I decided, because they conversed with him in hushed tones.
What struck me was the bottle of champagne on the table. Around it lay several decks of cards and all the other
accoutrements of that trade. One of the four gentlemen wasted little effort prolonging the conversation. He popped
the cork and with the foamy wine began to toast the health of the group’s new guest. I was unable to restrain myself from toasting the health of our vivacious hostess. Copious toasts to worthy progeny, great success, etc., were
proposed one after another. The wine cheered my heart and added eloquence to the utterances that sprang from
my lips as I expressed my delight at being in such pleasant company.
The baroness’s older daughter seemed most beautiful to me. I was most desirous of striking up a conversation
with her but was invited to join in a card game, and thus my emotional outpourings were diverted. Nonetheless,
the desire lasted long into the night.
The following day I awakened about noon with a strong headache. While I drank tea, M. Damon informed me
that I had won no small amount of money as well as the heart of one of those goddesses who had inspired me to
be so eloquent the day before.
Damon could hardly express adequately his satisfaction with my magnificent bearing. He assured me that I had
gained the baroness’s esteem and that her older daughter had taken an interest in me that went somewhat beyond
the bounds of friendly relations.
We frequented this highly pleasurable house daily. I sensed that the baroness’s daughter grew ever fonder of
me, but to my great surprise my luck at cards changed. The first two days I went home with a profit, but from then
on whenever we played flush, the nines sailed past me, and in matrimony the queen of trumps avoided me.
Finally, wanting to recoup in piquet, I was forced to forfeit my aces and, what is worse, my money as well. I lost
so much that, had my mother’s credit not been good in that city, I would have been forced to return home.
My tutor cheered me up in this hour of my distress with the thought that my luck would change. He told how
once, playing reversi all night with Cardinal de Fleury,\fn{ André Hecule de Fleury (1653-1742) an adviser of Louis XV } he
had lost 160,000 livres. The following day he had won back the money he had lost plus 40,000 more. He further
consoled me by adding with a cunning smile that one who finds fortune in love cannot profit from cards.
I would have stopped playing without a moment’s hesitation had this not posed an obstacle; the baroness’s
older daughter, who had captivated my heart, liked to amuse herself at cards, and I was a member of her group of
players. In addition to my losses, my purse was also depleted by gifts I was obliged to buy for frequent birthdays
and name days. It was almost as if they alternated with one another. But not to have presented gifts and hosted
feasts on these occasions would have amounted to cornmitting an offense against the lordly thought and feelings
M. Damon had recommended.
It was at the end of the fourth week of thus experiencing feelings of the heart that M. Damon at supper, somewhat flushed by wine, quarreled with one of the young men in our group. At first both showed their displeasure
rather diplomatically. But one word led to another. Finally M. Damon was called a cheat and a rogue by his
adversary. Unable to tolerate this affront to M. le Marquis, I jumped to my feet.
The young man drew his sword, and in a flash everyone rose up in arms. There was a great disturbance, and a
brawl ensued. We gained the advantage, however, once M. Damon’s opponent had received a blow and fallen to
the ground. After a long bout, the others fled.
Parrying their blows, I found myself in the street surrounded by soldiers and abandoned by everyone. Just as I
was thinking of breaking off bayonets, I was wounded in the head—I know not whether by a sword or a battle-ax
—and fell senseless on the battlefield.
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*
What happened further I do not remember. I do know that when I opened my eyes, I saw that I was in an
unfamiliar place. When I asked where I was, I learned that it was a guardhouse. I immediately asked the soldiers
around me to summon their commanding officer. He came immediately and, upon learning my name, sent me at
once in his own carriage to my lodgings.
Let everyone judge for himself how I felt upon finding myself left with only four bare walls. An astonished
landlord gave me the heartbreaking news that the night before my honorable tutor had removed everything and
left by post chaise. Moreover, before leaving he had announced that I had departed earlier, on receiving word of
my mother’s death.
Extremely disconsolate, I made efforts to learn the whereabouts of the runaway Damon, but to no avail. I
wanted to inquire after him at the baroness’s house, but she was not to be found.
It turned out that she was an adventuress who had sojourned but a short time in that city, who deceived and
cheated youths by means of her alleged daughters’ attractiveness. Doubtless fearing that the consequences of that
recent incident in no way boded well for her, she had fled with the booty she had taken from imprudent youths.
7
Mother received news of my adventures sooner than I had expected, or wished.
And the letter that I received from her several days later, though it may have lacked the polish of the beau
monde, informed me in no uncertain terms that my actions did not meet with her approval. Fearing an unpleasant
welcome at home, I wrote letters to various friends and relatives asking them to excuse my rash behavior to
Mother and Uncle by saying that it was more the result of ignorance than evidence of a bad character. Parental
affection helped me more than the remonstrances of others, particularly after I myself wrote a letter acknowledging my mistakes and promising to change my life completely.
The response was favorable. Perhaps it was the desire to see an only child again that helped most, as experience taught me. For after an initial, and overtly chilly, greeting, when Mother took me aside and wanted to
deliver with proper dignity the harangue she had prepared, she had difficulty uttering the words. I fell at her feet,
which caused her to cry. Moved deeply, I even encouraged her to cry. And in the end, we parted on entirely
different terms from those either of us had anticipated; she was even more deeply attached to me than before, and
I sincerely wished to improve.
Thus I was taught by experience that there is no wickedness so great in a child that it cannot be overcome by
parental love.
And so I settled once again at home. Either the fervor of my recent conversion, the memory of an adventure
that had caused me embarrassment, or the sight of my exemplary mother effected a miracle. For an entire month I
led a model and irreproachable life. M. Damon had taken the romances with him. Since his dis course was still
fresh in my mind about French being the sole repository of all knowledge, I did not believe that entertaining or
useful Polish books existed or even could exist.
*
Once in the pantry, where according to time-honored custom I went every day before dinner, sometimes even
twice, after having a glass of vodka, to feast on gingerbread sprinkled with sugar, I found in a corner a history of
Alexander the Great.
Amazed to find in Polish a book that was not religious in nature, I took it back to my room, firmly resolved to
read it. That very day I managed to read half a chapter. Alexander’s unheard-of adventures amazed me, how he
went to sea and how he flew through the air in a cart drawn by griffins. Nevertheless I must confess that I found it
difficult to persuade myself to finish the book.
I had reached the twentieth chapter—in other words, this heroic undertaking of mine was half complete—when
a monk who often stayed in our house discovered what I was reading. He took the book out of my hands and,
after scanning several paragraphs, reprimanded me severely for daring to read a work that was both pagan and
inspired by Freemasonry. I was frightened by these words and carried the volume back to the pantry. When
Mother was informed of this evil, she had the book burned.
*
Among the many neighbors who visited us frequently was the local pantler’s wife, one of Mother’s close
relatives. At one time she had been at the royal court; more important, she had once been to the Diet in Warsaw.
Usually, not long after arriving, she would launch into a discourse about the splendors of Warsaw, about various
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scandals of her time, about good breeding in ladies, gallants hommes, and exquisite feelings in both sexes.
These conversations enabled her to dominate the whole neighborhood. In church no one dared to occupy the
pew in front of her. In feast day processions she walked right behind the priest. When our vicar distributed Christmas gifts, he always named and honored her first. And although this partiality would greatly irritate parishioners,
her standing was so well established that even the cup-bearer’s old wife, at one time first lady in the entire area,
patiently bore what amounted to a personal insult.
Once the pantler’s wife,\fn{The wife, in a great house, of the servant in charge of the bread and the pantry; an archaic term }
discoursing about the reading of books, told those present that, while she was in Warsaw, both men and women of
quality were perusing The Faithful Calloandro.\fn{A romance (1640) by the Italian poet Giovanni Ambrogio Marini (15941650)} When I asked whether that gallant, like my Alexander, flew through the air and fought the whole world, she
said:
“You are wrong, sir, if you think that on the basis of such things one is deemed a first-rate gallant. Calloandro,
although courageous in many of his encounters, was not esteemed for his courage. As his epithet clearly indicates,
his inviolate goodwill toward the one he loved dearly, the genuine and heroic services he rendered her even at
great risk to life and limb, and the abiding constancy of his spirited feelings is what made him worthy of the
appellation ‘Faithful.’ That appellation is more splendid than all of those that honor the knights and monarchs of
the world. Do not forget, sir, that to be faithful to one’s beloved is to be at once great, splendid, courageous, and
just.”
I had no answer to such a response. I remembered, however, that romance about Cyrus that my tutor had
brought to my attention, and after dinner, when the guests had begun to depart, I asked her if she would care to
lend me the Polish version of this choice work. At first she fretted about this. When finally in tears I insisted, she
condescended to grant my request, and that very evening the much-desired Calloandro entered our house. …
8
Mother had not yet learned that a number of creditors held notes for substantial sums bearing my signature,
sums of which M. Damon and his entourage had availed themselves. At first I did not dare bring up the matter. I
soon became fearful, however, lest the creditors make direct appeals to her, and at an opportune moment confessed
everything outright.
She absolved but did not spare me. She ordered that the creditors be notified to present their notes, with the understanding that each would be given his due. To be sure, she could have refused to pay off the creditors, and indeed this
was the advice of her business agent. Her conscience, however, did not permit her to ignore people who had been
harmed thanks to the transgressions of another. So, either not knowing how to draw distinctions between matters that
were legal and those that were just or not wishing to, she preferred to encroach upon what wealth she possessed than
to encroach upon the poor.
I can safely say poor because those in question were merchants and tradesmen of our provincial capital.
The reading of The Faithful Calloandro stirred imperceptibly in me the desire to further the education of feeling
begun by M. Damon. The country seemed too limited an arena for practicing the precepts I had so avidly learned. Julie
was not there. I discovered that the object of my affections was the daughter of the subvoivode.\fn{County-governor,
voivodes being divided into counties:H} When I began to make advances, however, the subvoivode approached me in
anticipation, promising his daughter, asking my terms, and stipulating joint tenancy of the property involved.
Such barbarity perturbed me greatly. Thoroughly disgusted with life in the country, I prevailed upon Mother to
dispatch me to Warsaw, which she did in the company of an uncle who was to represent our province in the Diet.
*
Every young man from the country arriving for the first time in the capital city finds himself overcome by the
great variety of sights that unfold before his eyes. That impression was even more intense in me because I so
longed to see and get to know (as they say nowadays) the beau monde.\fn{ Fashionable society} When I compared my
clumsiness with the marvelous dash of the Warsaw gallants, I at first felt great shame and humiliation. Uncle’s
instructions and expla-nations helped me to acquire the proper social graces and bearing, but it was the ladies who
proved to be my real teachers. Thanks to their attentions I rid myself of the vice of modesty, so inappropriate to
the gallant’s calling.
Made fun of in polite society for blushing shamefully, I became daring. I grew to learn that what ordinary
people call slander, polite society considers amusing banter, the essence of polite conversation. I soon became so
adept at this that I outdid those I had earlier been told to imitate.
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I had convinced myself that my refinement was in no way lacking, when an outspoken friend of two days
disabused me of this notion. The friend had come to Warsaw in a cheap coat and without a servant but now was
traveling in an English carriage with springs and axles bending under the weight of amply built haiduks.\fn{Coach
attendants, normally of magnats, clad in the traditional military uniform of Hungary } He took a liking to me and invited me for
oysters. After the other guests left, he began to talk.
“I know that you will not take umbrage if I give you certain advice and prescribe certain rules to you as one
who has recently debuted on this great stage, advice and rules that, as you can see from my circumstances, I have
fol-lowed to my advantage. If one were able to exercise control over one’s own birth, undoubtedly I would have
chosen your station or one even better. But with me things were different.
“To be sure, I was born a nobleman, but one so poor that my parents, who thought solely about providing for
the family, had no time to think about my education. As soon as I had reached the age of eleven, I was sent out—
actually pushed out—of the nest. Besides a blessing, I was given nothing for the journey. I found employment,
and a certain natural zest endeared me to those for whom I worked. I realized that this zest with some dash added
would serve to bring me happiness. I preserved and cultivated this natural gift as best I could. Over time I
augmented and perfected it to such a degree that it developed gradually into insolence.
“He who wishes to accomplish something in this world must be brazen-faced.
“Why is it, I ask you, that people who are virtuous, upright, handsome, and learned complain of their fate?
They suffer for the sole reason that they know not how to sell their wares.
“Do they suppose that modesty enhances virtue? That is absolute nonsense. Those times when virtue was
sought have long passed; they probably never existed at all (which I strongly suspect). One must forego virtue in
the name of happiness or ponder the vanities of this world on an empty stomach. It is good and most desirable to
possess talents, but it is more of an achievement if, having no talents whatsoever, you pass for being
accomplished.
“I will not entertain you with my adventures. You may surmise that they have been both many and varied for
me to have acquired. the standing you now see me enjoying. I will thus proceed to describe the various methods
one must use to gain favor and to develop the reputation of a gallant.
“First of all, one must acquire, to as great an extent as possible, the threefold reputation of gallant homme,
blade, and philosopher. The third quality, though not necessary in the past, is now essential.
“The fashionable young man of today is quite different from the gallants of Louis XIV’s France or August II’s
Poland.\fn{August II (1670-1733) was King of Poland (1697-1706 and 1709-1733) } The expression of feeling at that time was
so prescribed by decorum, modesty, and mystery that a lover who had chosen an object for his love either took the
narrow path of holy matrimony or remained to the end of his days a near slave to the one he loved. The smallest
infringement of the rules of gallantry was regarded as an unforgivable transgression. Ladies and gentlemen,
martyrs to convention, sometimes thought that they sincerely loved one another when in fact they found one
another’s company boring.
“The ladies perceived the glaring shortcomings of all this and, being bolder than we men, cast off the inconvenient yoke of decorum. ‘The longer lovebirds weep, the worse their plight,’ said a well-bred and very fashionable
lady to me recently.\fn{Lovebirds are monogamous. Folk tradition has it that after the male’s death, the female remains faithful to
him, lamen-ting him plaintively} Staidness is now the attribute of provincial minds alone.
“Possibly in the country people still fall in love in the traditional manner. With us here in Warsaw, even in
market stalls and workshops a mania for gallantry is now the prevailing fashion. Consequently, it is con sidered
passé to dwell on the emotions, to sigh, to cry, to wait patiently.
“You should impress people with your insolence, dramatic gestures, bold speech, slander; take pride in imagined happiness, stylish dress, elegant English carriage, extravagant expenditures.
“When you are at a social gathering among ladies, have a page bring you notes one after another that you have
composed yourself. Read them as if absent-mindedly, all the while complaining that you cannot find a free moment for yourself.
“When asked from whom these messages and notes come, say—now with an ingenuous air, now with a smile
—that it is a personal matter, of little import, etc. Should there be a fire in the fireplace, go over to it and, after
beginning another conversation, throw a note into the flames so subtly and circumspectly that everyone noti-ces.
“Your popularity in social circles will also be enhanced if you casually drop names in the course of ordinary
conversation: ‘I was at the hetman’s,’ ‘I played with the chancellor,’ ‘went hunting with the voivode,’ etc. This
style is somewhat akin to the art of swagger. And to gain recognition as a swaggerer, one must become familiar
with those who by means of bloodless duels have earned the reputation of being courageous knights.
13

“Recounting bold acts and reckless deeds in the company of ladies or serious-minded people can help a great
deal in many situations. Once you have gone abroad, a wider field of this kind of activity will be opened to you,
for you will not have to fear witnesses. Thus you will be able to flaunt your courage even before swaggerers.
“It also would not be ill advised to have at all times next to your bed a pair of pistols, even if they are not
loaded, and in the same chamber hang or place in the corner a sword with a cross guard.
“As to philosophy, you should know that our present age is one of enlightenment. Along with English frock
coats, philosophy has come into vogue. In the boudoirs of the most fashionable ladies, right next to embroidery
hoops and face powder you will find volumes of M. Rousseau, the philosophical works of Voltaire, and other
writings of that sort. Consequently, it is absolutely necessary to prove you can carry on a discussion about such
matters should someone turn to you with a question.
“Do not think, however, that for this reason you must constantly read to improve your mind or enter the realm
of profound speculation. It is not nearly so difficult to become a philosopher as you may think. Praise only what
others criticize, think whatever you wish as long as you take pains to be incisive now and again, jest at the
expense of religion, make bold resolutions, and talk loudly.
“I guarantee that in no time you will pass for a great philosopher.”
He intended to say more, but word came that it was time for him to be on his way. Thus regretfully our discussion ended, and we set off together for a soirée. …
253.160 Excerpt from Malvina, or The Heart’s Intuition\fn{by Maria Anna Wirtemberska (1768-1864)} Warsaw,
Warsaw County, Masovian Voivodeship, Poland (F) 11
1
“Now the storm’s over it feels so close indoors. We’d do well to open the verandah window.”
“But, sister, the light will attract thousands of mosquitos!”
“The shutter won’t let in the mosquitos, but the cool will reach us along with the sweet scent of the mignonette, which the rain must have refreshed. But it’s not so much the mosquitos you fear, my little coward,”
continued Malvina, smiling at her sister, “as the claps of thunder. Though it’s true they have been quite powerful
for the past few hours. But now they’ve completely died down, you should calm down too, my dear Wanda. And
to make it easier for you to forget your fear, I shall play you that mazurka which you keep telling me makes you
think of the most tantalising balls.”
Persuaded by these words young Wanda put aside her embroidery and leapt to open the window, whilst Malvina, fastening her own work, sat down at the piano and began to play the favourite mazurka. As she bounded
gaily about the room dreaming of the winter balls, Wanda totally forgot that such a thing as thunder ever existed.
But then she remembered it was her wish to cease being a child and to be regarded as a serious person. She
assumed a grave attitude and sat down beside the piano:
“Enough of these extravagances,” she said, “enough of that mazurka! Play me instead, dear sister, one of your
songs, not exactly sad but which always move me to tears when you sing them in your sweet voice!” Malvina,
always eager to please and especially her sister, played a few bars and then began to sing:
The pride of every grove I chose,
The violet sweet, and lilly fair,
The dappled pink, and blushing rose,
To deck my charming Cloe’s hair.
*
At morn the nymph vouchsaft to place
Upon her brow the various wreath;
The flowers less blooming than her Face,
The scent less fragrant than her breath.
*
The flowers she wore along the day:
And every nymph and shepherd said,
That in her hair they lookt more gay,
Than glowing in their native bed.
*
Undrest at evening, when she found
Their odours lost, their colours past;
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She changed her look, and on the round
Her garland and her eye she cast.
*
That eye dropt sense distinct and clear,
As any muse’s tongue could speak;
When from it’s lid a pearly tear
Ran trickling down her beauteous cheek.
*
Dissembling, what I knew too well,
My love, my life, said I, explain
This change of humour: prythee tell:
That falling tear—what does it mean?
*
She sighed; she smiled: and to the flowers
Pointing, the lovely moralist said:
See! friend, in some few fleeting hours,
See yonder, what a change is made.
*
Ah me! the blooming pride of May,
And that of beauty are but one:
At norn both flourish bright and gay,
Both fade at evening, pale, and gone.
*
At dawn poor Stella danced and sung;
The amorous youth around her bowed:
At night her fatal knell was rung;
I saw, and kissed her in her shroud.
*
Such as she is, who died today;
Such I, alas! may be tomorrow:
Go, Damon, bid thy muse display
The justice of thy Cloe’s sorrow.\fn{“The Garland”, by Matthew Prior (1664-1721); modernized spelling:H }

Never had Malvina’s voice rung out so pleasantly as it did that evening. As she repeated the last verse once
more at her sister’s request, Malvina thought she heard something stir on the terrace below the window as if
someone were walking to and fro, interrupting her singing. Malvina fell silent. Wanda, as was her nature, began to
feel startled. Then they both plucked up courage and ventured onto the verandah, but they uncovered nothing but
the black night. Thick clouds presaging more rain and thunder darkened the entire sky. Absolute stillness hung in
the air (as is common before great tempests). Only a nightingale broke the otherwise total silence, warbling its
strains of love from a poplar close by.
“Clearly we made a mistake,” said Wanda, “believing we heard a noise. There’s no living soul out here. It’s
horribly dark. And since we no longer live in an age, alas, when sylphs haunt the abodes of mortals, my advice
would be to go back indoors since nothing awaits here but a bad cold.”
Malvina, leaning against the latticework of the verandah, her eyes staring into a darkness that engulfed all
objects, only half listened to the sensible advice of her sister. But at that very moment another flash of lightning
pierced the black thunderclouds and cut short her reverie. Wanda, taking advantage of this occurrence, pushed her
sister back indoors and then drew both the shutters and curtains so they could neither see nor hear, as far as was
possible, the peals of thunder and the flashes of lightning that she had been anticipating with such fear.
She had scarcely carried out these precautions and both sisters sat down again to their embroidery, when an
unbelievable gale blew up, tossing and sweeping through the poplars by the house. Heavy drops of rain beat
against the windowpanes. Fresh claps of thunder resounded across the surrounding countryside seizing Wanda’s
anxious heart with a new terror. Even Malvina, who was not usually afraid of thunder, stood up gripped by the
horror and gave orders for all the doors and windows to be shut, but at that very moment such a terrible burst of
thunder rang out that noone was in any doubt that the lightning must have struck the house, or at least somewhere
very nearby.
For a moment Malvina stood petrified, but when she saw Wanda lying lifeless with terror, she cast aside her
own fear and rushed to save her. In her great haste she almost ripped the bells off their pulls. The servants came
running from all over the house and their efforts soon restored Wanda to life. Only when Malvina saw her sister
less pale and smiling again could she listen to the long-winded reports that the whole household was trying to give
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her at one and the same time, of the awful thunderbolt and the impression it had made on everyone.
“As God’s my witness,” said Frankowska, Malvina’s chambermaid, crossing herself, “I’ve never had such a
fright!”
“I was just ironing one of your ladyship’s ruches,” added the servant Marysia, “but I was so terrified I dropped
the iron on Kora’s paw and she’s been whimpering ever since!”
“That’s nothing, let me give you a brief account of the even more amazing thing that happened to me,” cried
Martin, the old butler, in the general consternation.
Upright and kind, Martin possessed many virtues, but ever since he was a small child he could never say
anything briefly, and God only knows how long his story would have dragged on had it not been interrupted by
another incident. Another servant burst into the room with the news that the thunderbolt that had terrified
everyone had struck the village and set alight the peasant woman Somorkowa’s barn. But a strong wind was up
and the proximity of the cottages meant there was a real risk of fire; the whole village might even burn down.
Kind Malvina, whose first reactions always moved her to pity and help suffering people whatever their station
in life, also had a personal reason for caring about Somorkowa, for the peasant woman had suckled her with her
own milk and loved her as her own daughter since she was a little girl. Then Malvina, paying no heed either to the
night or to the wind or to the warnings of old Martin, who had plenty to say concerning her neglect of her health,
gave orders to him and to her women to stay with Wanda who was still weak, and, throwing on nothing but her
shawl, herself ran from the house.
Hastening where the light of the moon guided her, she was soon confronted by an extremely pitiful sight.
Somorkowa’s barn along with its corn had already burnt down, her cottage and several others were ablaze; the
peasants, roused from their sleep, neither knew how to rescue anything nor wanted to, believing it was wrong to
extinguish a fire that had been started by lightning. The weeping of the women and children, the dark night, the
mighty wind, all coming together made Malvina panic and temporarily deprived her of the chance and ability to
give orders as to what should be done next.
And then the words, “Agh, my little granddaughter, my poor little Alice is asleep in the bedroom, she’ll die for
sure!” uttered by Somorkowa with the most heart-rending moan threw her into complete confusion. No longer
aware of what she was doing and listening only to her kind heart in its desire to save the child, she flew among the
clouds of smoke blinded by the glow of the fire; then a burning plank of wood landed in front of her and totally
blocked her path. Her strength, worn down by so many intense emotions and not equal to the powerfril impulses
of her soul, deserted her at that very moment; she had time, however, to notice how a man she had never seen
before ran towards her leaping over the burnt rafters, beams and fallen timbers. Dragging her from that dangerous
place, the stranger led her out into the fresh air. Malvina did not see the conclusion, however, since she passed out
completely on the arm of the man, who, having successftilly rescued her from the midst of the fire, handed her
over to the loving care of her women and servants and then went back to save the child, who might well have
been the innocent cause of the death of the generous Malvina.
The young stranger, despite the dangers threatening him, managed to reach the refuge where little Alice had
been sleeping peacefully in her bed throughout the commotion and yet so close to death. Wrapping her in the first
covering he came across, he brought her out as fast as he could. The fire was soon put out with his instruction and
assistance.
Malvina meanwhile was carried to the nearest cottage. Presently restored to life, she had no clear idea where
she was, but when she opened her eyes the first thing she saw happened to be the same stranger whose shadow
had merely flashed before her eyes earlier on. Now she saw him watching her with the most affectionate concern
and beside him she saw little Alice, the object of their tender compassion.
“She’s alive and in perfect health,” said the stranger eagerly, “and will surely live happier than most in the
knowledge that one day she might repay her caring benefactress!” The sight of the child, and perhaps also those
words and the manner in which they were uttered, helped soothe Malvina’s troubled heart, warming it with a rush
of stirring emotion as yet unknown to it.
“Both I, and Alice,” said Malvina to the stranger, “owe our lives to a man whose name I would now wish to
learn, so as to know to whom I owe so much gratitude.”
“That is to overestimate an incident which it was my good fortune to accomplish but which any other man
would have considered his duty,” replied the stranger. “As to me, I would never dare to inconvenience anyone
with myself but your command, my lady, I am bound to obey. My name is Ludomir. I was passing this way on my
travels and had stopped at the post-house because of the storm. Taking advantage of a lull, I allowed myself to
stray a while along the beautiful paths which led to a house, whose owner … I can now readily imagine must be
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…”
“Ah, and I too can now imagine, who … interrupted my singing this evening,” Malvina was about to add.
These words, about to escape from her lips, ran ahead of any judgment she might have exercised regarding their
necessity; she blushed and did not finish her sentence, while Ludomir, observing her confusion, pretended he had
not noticed and began to speak again:
“When the tempest blew up a second time, I sheltered under a balcony not far from here. I heard the
thunderbolt strike and soon noticed the fire. I then came running over and shall henceforth regard the hour, when I
could be of service to kindness and innocence, as the happiest of my life.”
Ludomir fell. silent. Somorkowa, who was almost beside herself with joy seeing both her granddaughter and
her beloved Malvina safe and well, could not find words sufficient to express her gratitude to Ludomir. Malvina’s
household, all fondly devoted to their mistress, added their heartfelt support to Somorkowa’s words. Wanda,
laughing and crying at the same time, thanking God, thanking Ludomir, hugging little Alice, Somorkowa and
anyone else she accosted, put her arms round her sister’s neck.
“Ah, how well Providence has decreed that you are in the world," she declared, "that you are my sister, and
that you love me and I love you from the bottom of our hearts.” After this outpouring of emotion she was restored
to her more habitual frame of mind and began to say to Malvina with a smile:
“I would expect, dear sister, that being so well acquainted with the ancient rules of chivalry, which you are
always commending me to respect, you must know that the gallant knights, who risked their own lives to save the
lives and honour of ladies, were later received and feasted in the castles of those ladies. We do not possess an
ancient castle, but you should at least invite home our knight, with whose bravery and humanity we are well
acquainted even if we know nothing else about him.”
Malvina, who wanted perhaps even more than Wanda to offer her home to Ludomir, wavered nevertheless over
taking in a guest who was a total stranger, especially in the absence of her aunt who usually resided with her but
who happened to be away from home. But to the good fortune of Ludomir, who had so far managed to keep this
hidden from the ladies, Wanda discovered that a heavy piece of burnt timber had hit his shoulder when he was
rescuing little Alice and that it had painfully injured him. Because he had paid no attention to it immediately the
swelling in his arm had intensified; his bloodied sleeve gave away the secret.
Malvina’s scruples had to surrender before such an important cause; it was therefore decided to the great
delight of Wanda that they should invite their knight into their castle and attend to his wounds. Malvina promised
to compensate the peasants who had lost everything in the fire.
“But from now on,” she added turning to her old wetnurse, “I want to look after Alice myself.”
Little Alice, proud of such a promise, was soon clutching the dress of her second mother and begging her to
take her with her at once, to which her grandmother willingly agreed. Ludomir, though one of his arms was
injured, would not let anyone else carry her but set out with her on his good arm, not back to the post-house but
with the two sisters in the direction of their castle.\fn{Chapter two is entitled: Ludomir’s Letter to Telimena}
2
Krzewin, 15 May 18—
You must already have received the two letters I wrote since my departure, Mother dear! Apart from
expressing my attachment to you, my missing you as well as the strange yearning which drove me from home and
which has so far not deserted me, I can bring you no news of any thing.. I will not repeat the tedious progress of
my somewhat mournful journey; I went because you commanded me to go, seeing me so dis tracted, sullen and,
ah, little short of miserable (if it is possible to be miserable in your company). Your tender loving care for me
made you imagine that a change of place, the distraction of travelling, would perhaps soothe the deep melancholy
of my heart and the stormy impulses of my soul which, feeling itself capable of anything, suffers all the more for
being condemned to eternal inactivity by unrelenting fate.
But enough of all that, which has grieved you much too much; far better to listen to my account of yesterday,
opportune for myself, since on that day I was able to make myself useful.”
(Here Ludomir described what the Reader knows from the previous chapter about how he met Malvina for the
first time. He went on)
In the dazzling glare of the fire, amongst the smoke and collapsed beams, amidst the panic and perils, I espied
a woman, or rather an angel! Ah, Mother! I have never seen anything with which to compare her, or rather nothing
has ever made such an impression on my heart. I caught sight of Malvina, wrested her perhaps from a terrible
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death, conducted her outside fainting on my arm. Malvina’s exquisite head hung on my arm close to Ludomir’s
heart like a white lily battered by the storm! Her pale face, her long black tresses, falling over her neck and snowwhite dress … ah, Mother! That sweet vision will never be erased either from my heart or from my memory. But,
Mother, it seems I can hear you saying:
“So Ludomir has once again succumbed to his enthusiasms! Oh, that burning head, when will it ever settle
down!”
In order not to deserve any more such accusations, I will tell you the rest coldly and rationally.
I returned to the castle with Malvina and Wanda. My arm, which is badly injured, detains me here a few days
more, for the kind and solicitous mistress of this place will not let me go until the village doctor, whom they
brought to attend me, releases me from my agreeable prison. Neither am I tearing myself away necessarily, I
confess. I don’t know why, but I can breathe more easily here, the air must be healthier at Krzewin, the meadows
seem greener, the trees more luxuriant, the flowers more fragrant than anywhere else.
I don't know whether because of the nightingales, of which there are thousands here, but I could not sleep all
night; and yet I got up this morning with a more refreshed, more cheerful heart than I have ever felt beating inside
me before. At ten I was told that they were waiting for me with breakfast, for at Krzewin they usually sit down to
it together. The breakfast had been laid outside Malvina’s windows on the truly emerald grass between two
enormous poplars.
Malvina, no longer as pale as yesterday, but rosy as the break of day, was dressed in the whitest muslin I’d ever
seen. She wore a white hat tied with a pale pink ribbon, which slightly shielded her face and prevented her
luxuriant hair from falling everywhere.
Now you can no longer say, Mother dear, that I never pay enough attention to a woman’s attire; I suspect I
have described this one’s in rather too much detail.
Wanda and little Alice were running on the grass. They all asked anxiously about my arm. We sat down to
breakfast; everything seemed fresh to me, appetizing. I sat next to Malvina. The sky was so clear.
Malvina’s words, her look, her smile were so kind, so engaging. … ah, Mother dear! I will never again say that
there is no happiness on this earth! There is happiness, there can be happiness, happiness beyond all expression!
But Ludomir, singled out by the black sentence of fate before he was even born, should not dream of such
happiness!
Farewell, Mother dear! Since black thoughts are once more crushing my feelings, I do not wish to sadden a
heart so well disposed to me. Farewell, beloved Mother, Ludomir's only friend; as long as he lives he will never
cease to love you and hold you in high esteem.
3
Malvina, born into one of the foremost families in Poland, had completed her fourteenth year when her parents
resolved to marry her off. Having scarcely emerged from her childhood years, she had never reflected upon her
future. She was unable to determine what would make her happy, or unhappy. She had no knowledge at all of the
world and possessed no other feeling, no other thought, than her devotion to her parents and her desire to please
and obey them in everything. Therefore in marrying this man, though she felt far-distanced from whatever en ticement or pleasure she might have imagined for herself in a future marriage, and though she loathed the man
proposed for her, she nevertheless accepted him because her parents ordered her to accept him.
But before she gave him her final consent, she declared to her future husband that she felt no attachment to
him and was marrying him only because her parents demanded it, to which he replied that he did not mind in the
least, that once she was his wife she would get used to him and would find happiness in the fulfilment of her
duties. This total lack of delicacy struck Malvina’s heart with foreboding and augured a none-too-happy future.
Despite this Malvina became soon afterwards Malvina. Her parents were not destined to witness her
subsequent fortunes for long (fortunes whose unhappy twist, due to her obedience to their will, was naturally
bound to follow). Already advanced in years they both passed away a few months after their daughter’s wedding.
Their loss was a mortifying blow. Her husband, who combined uncontrollable jealousy with many other faults,
immediately removed her from her family and friends and took her away to his secluded castle, buried deep in the
remotest provinces. There with his unbridled nature, his unfounded jealousy, his constant violent accusations that
she did not love him, he poisoned her young years, all the days and hours of sweet-tempered, innocent Malvina,
who, on her own admission, was unable to love him but who gave him no just cause for accusing her of offending
him in any way.
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She lived through two of the unhappiest years imaginable; until finally her husband, whose passions were all
as fleeting as they were intense, grew sick of tormenting his wife with his inept attempts at love and, changing
completely his way of life, developed a craze for hunting. He would spend whole days in the company of his
neighbours, equally self-indulgent in their pursuit, torture and murder of the wretched deer, foxes and hares. And
in the evenings, following their return from the chase, he would drink to excess with those same neighbours until
late into the night.
Malvina meanwhile, still only sixteen years of age, was left to her own devices and lived in absolute solitude.
Since she never journeyed from home nor received any guests; her husband, who rarely even saw her, never
questioned her further. At first such complete rejection saddened and frightened Malvina, but fortunately Nature
had endowed her with a vivid imagination and a desire to be occupied. These two attributes defended her against
boredom (against that poison which can blight not only perverse destinies but the happiest of cups with loathsome
bitterness).
These two attributes rendered Malvina’s situation not only bearable, but often even pleasurable. All those
hours she had at her disposal were shared among a variety of activities, amusements, relaxations. The wellstocked library that Malvina discovered, though neglected, became a great helpmate and genuine delight. Young
and ignorant of many things, she read a lot and with great attention; one might even say she educated herself. She
embellished her natural intelligence with agreeable knowledge whilst she moulded her character, I hesitate to say
still childish, according to certain principles.
But alongside such sensible books from which she drew so much good, Malvina would not shun those which
were the products of inventive and sometimes far too wanton imagination. In a word she devoured romances with
great avidity, and perhaps devoured rather too many. This insignificant fact was to influence to some extent her
entire life, since it gave a particular bent to her thoughts, to her way of seeing things and judging people.
But one cannot read all day long; so having spent several hours a day reading Malvina would divert herself
with music. Her fine voice often echoed through the gothic galleries and cavernous empty halls of the ancient
castle. She was fond of songs about the knights of old and would accompany her young voice with the solemn
chords of the organ. Her vivid imagination bore her back in time, conjuring up in her mind the glorious days of
chivalry and the misty musings of the bards.
Her lithe and comely figure, her long black tresses, her sweet gentle face, where neither the years nor passions
had yet carved their mark, made her the heroine of some medieval ballad. As she swept through the empty vaults
like a weightless shadow in the moonlight entering through the slits, robed in her white gown, her form—like her
name—would evoke the youthful maidens who drifted once through Fingal’s palaces and of whom Ossian sung
the praises.
I cannot conceal, however, that Malvina, roused by the music or lost in her contemplation of former ages, of
chivalry, of the solicitous gallantry of the knights, would occasionally sigh, seeing herself alone, always alone.
But her young age, the tender age that Malvina then was, sensed in its bones the prospect of a long and happy
future, a prospect that instinctively soothed all cares and relieved her transitory yearnings.
At the same time she did not scorn womanly activities and gave up her early mornings and evenings to long
rambles among the rocks, forests and torrents that surrounded her abode. Often on these lonely walks Malvina’s
kind heart found pleasant diversion in calling at poor cottages, at lowly farmsteads, where she brought comfort,
well-being and the health that accompanies it. The blessings of the old folk, the thanks of the young, children’s
smiles, were her only reward, and she would return to her dreary castle in the evening with her heart full of hope.
In this way the hours, days went by uneventfully, when suddenly one morning without warning, just as
Malvina could see her fourth autumn at Głazów approaching, news reached her that her husband, who had gone
hunting that day as usual, had slipped with his horse as they were chasing a beast along an overgrown ravine, and
that the huntsmen had found him lying unconscious and had carried him to the nearest village, from where they
sent forthwith to the castle for assistance. Filled with dread Malvina rushed to the scene as fast as she could; but
despite her earnest prayers, despite the efforts of the doctor and despite all remedies being applied that possibly
could have been applied, her husband gave up the ghost a few hours after his accident without re gaining
consciousness.
I would be misrepresenting the truth if I were to say that at the time Malvina regarded her husband’s death as
an undeserved misfortune; but I can also add that Malvina, kind and not at all unrelenting, and forgetful of the fact
that she had shared so little happiness with this man, shed heartfelt tears over his terrible and untimely death, and
—and this will seem even stranger—that Malvina, abandoning Głazów soon afterwards, experienced feelings of
great pain and sorrow, though she was now completely free, in the bloom of youth and looking forward, as it
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were, to thousands of happy times, parties, pleasures in her new life that was just beginning.
Her heart bled as she drove over the drawbridge. Her black eyes fixed upon the dark overgrown castle, she
gazed behind her until the windows of the corner turrets, illuminated now by the rays of the setting sun, faded
from view. Malvina, perhaps already a quarter of a mile away, uttered with emotion her final farewell:
“I take my leave of you, ancient castle, where I have enjoyed many years of tranquility; I am entering a world
of which I know nothing! I am leaving you, lonely God-forsaken abode! May I never regret leaving your peace!”
Not wishing to travel straight to town as she was still in mourning, Malvina arranged to stay for a time at
Krzewin, one of the more agreeable of her properties, located not far from the city, close to her family and in a
most felicitous position. Having established herself at Krzewin, she wrote immediately to her aunt begging and
urging her to spend time with her or even stay for good. From the time she was a little child, her aunt had been
particularly devoted to Malvina. As she too was a widow and there was nothing to stop her, she willingly
concurred with Malvina’s requests. To Malvina’s great delight she also brought Wanda (who had been living with
her aunt since their parents’ demise). United once more they had spent eight months together most congenially,
when shortly after that, as we have seen in the previous chapters, they came to know Ludomir.\fn{ Chapter Four is
entitled: Wanda’s Letter to her Aunt}
4
Despite your express promise to write to us regularly, we have not received a single word from you since your
departure. That is your first crime; the second is that you were supposed to be back at Krzewin by the fifteenth,
but the twentieth has already passed and there is no sign of you. How this travelling corrupts people! Now I
understand why you never let me travel, despite my ardent protestations, further than two miles to the fair at
Rozniszewo, to that busy, venerable little town where I could certainly never be corrupted.
But Aunty, do come, and strike up new acquaintances, for we too have lots to keep us occupied at home. For
nearly a week now we have had a guest, a very unusual guest. Aren’t you curious, Aunty, to know who it is? As a
punishment for forgetting about us, I shan’t tell you, except that he is called Ludomir, that he never treats me as if
I were a scatterbrain (unlike everyone else), that he is very polite to me, though it seems he is politer still to
Malvina.
Ludomir is tall, has beautiful teeth, but rarely laughs (which in my opinion is not good). He has a languid stare
and huge dark eyes that never look at anything fleetingly. I particularly noticed this yesterday; I must describe it
to you, my dear Aunt!
Yesterday after breakfast we sat down to our embroidery and Malvina asked Ludomir (who amongst other
things reads wonderfully) whether he would like to read us Ludgarda, an original and unconventional tragedy,
which has recently been published.\fn{ By Ludwik Kropinski (1767-1844)} Ludomir read magnificently, with great
attention; he seemed to read the scenes not only with his eyes but with his heart. I don’t know how he did this,
however, for he was staring at Malvina the whole time and had his eyes fixed much more on her than on the book.
Malvina, lost in thought—I don’t know why—and bent dreadfully over her work, I am sure did not no tice, but I
certainly did …
And it’s even comical, Aunty, I’ve never in my life seen such a stare as Ludomir’s, especially when he stares at
Malvina. What I will confide to you, however, is that I have observed in this same Ludomir (whom otherwise I
like a lot) certain shortcomings. In the first place, he is often distracted, sometimes dejected, and that is not good.
On one occasion Malvina asked him quite innocently about his family and his parents, where they are, where they
live. At these words Ludomir’s face became totally transformed. Instead of the customary solicitude it usually
shows us, deep sorrow was expressed upon it, as he answered Malvina thus:
“To know the details concerning the fate of such an insignificant creature as I is of no consequence to anyone.
Allow me therefore not to answer that one question.”
Confess, Aunty, that it is not a becoming thing to torment our curiosity, and my curiosity especially, in such a
way. But I can foresee that you’ll forgive Ludomir everything and defend him against my curiosity when I tell you
that he saved your beloved Malvina from a fire and possibly from a ghastly death …
Why is my Wanda rambling on about death, about rescuing, about some Ludomir, whom nobody knows but
whom everyone loves etc., etc.?—you will doubtless say, Aunty,and say truthfully if you do say, because I’ve just
read through my letter and discovered it’s difficult to piece together and comprehend what I am trying to describe.
But come and join us as soon as you can, dear Aunt, and then everything will be crystal clear.
In the meantime at least learn clearly and plainly from this letter from your Wanda (always a little crazy) that
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she loves and respects you with a most sensitive and grateful heart.
P. S. Malvina, though she will not admit this herself, seems to me not to have been too well for some time. I
cannot properly distinguish whether I find her happier or sadder; but, seeing some kind of change in her, I assume
it must be because of her health. But what puts my mind at rest is that she is brighter and prettier than I have ever
seen her before!
5
The aunt of our two sisters was one of the best of people; she judged everyone according to the high demands
she placed on herself, never judged ill of anyone and never perceived evil in anything. She loved both her nieces
from the bottom of her heart, but her feeling for Malvina was akin to worship. She saw her as the perfect and
genuine representation of those heroines of romances whom our good Aunt prized above everything but who are
nowhere to be found, or at least only rarely, except in books.
Malvina, however, was far from perfect; she was agreeable, young and kind, but numbered several
shortcomings among her many attributes. But since the opportunity arises, let me be permitted to give my own,
sincere representation of my Malvina and may I be forgiven for lingering a while over this portrait. I admit my
weakness for the original, therefore it should not seem strange that I indulge myself a little longer with my
description.
Malvina possessed a sensitive heart rather than violent emotions. She also owned a vigorous and perhaps too
exuberant imagination, the product of her lonely upbringing and of a mind nourished by poetry and by romances,
which had frequently enticed her young mind into the attractive but deceptive realm of delusion. She had an
uncommonly quick intelligence and that fortunate, but rare gift of easily appealing to different age-groups, to a
variety of temperaments, to contrasting personalities. She possessed that feminine compliance so agreeable in social intercourse, and a natural perspicacity that enabled her always to know what to say to people, how to listen to
them and how never to mortally offend them. This tender fear of Malvina never to mortally offend makes me
think of what one German author said in one of his works:
Never wound another’s heart, it is so easy to wound; do not wound the heart of a happy man so that you take away
his happiness; remember that happiness should be held in high esteem, for it is rare; do not wound the heart of an
unhappy man, for unhappiness—because of its very universality—should be held in even higher esteem!\fn{Source
unknown}

Malvina had her own, very personal way of looking at things. She would see everything, I do not say better,
but differently from other people, which imparted to her thoughts and utterances something especially attractive.
Her nature was a combination of many contradictions: she was readily absorbed by melancholy yet was often gay,
and merry pastimes could make a great impression on her.
She was happiest living in the country and in solitude. In her new existence, however, city life, high society,
the clamour of the fashionable world were by no means uncongenial to her. A gay and witty mood would
sometimes tempt her to sneer or make fun of someone, but in this she always quickly restrained herself. For
Malvina was above all kind, particularly kind.
But Malvina was also a woman! Possessing all the attractions and attributes of our sex, she was not entirely
free of its shortcomings. Insufficient reflection and lack of caution in her actions (which were not always
governed by discretion but more by the initial impulses of her heart), as well as a perhaps excessive need to be
liked, might be described as her chief faults. But these perhaps may be forgiven when the Reader recalls that
Malvina was not an ideal work of art but a real human being, and noone in reality is ever perfect.
Malvina was pretty and attractive; she was often and easily liked by people, though in her beauty too she
lacked perfection. She was rather tall, possessed a lithe figure and movements full of grace, smooth raven-black
hair, soft and curling naturally, and large black eyes that reflected all the emotions of her soul. One was sometimes
struck by something angelic in her gaze, but then would observe a roguish glint. She had a most bewitching smile.
Her complexion was usually a little pale, but joy and amusement could make her face light up and bloom with a
happy rosiness. Such was Malvina. I should be pleased if, despite her faults and imperfections, she might
encounter indulgent readers. But now I shall return to her aunt whom we abandoned a little ungraciously.
Having received Wanda’s letter she hurriedly wound up her affairs and returned to Krzewin. She immediately
took to Ludomir with her customary effusiveness and even tolerated his secretiveness concerning the disclosure of
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his family name.
“There’s no need to torment him with unnecessary questions,” she said to her nieces. “It is enough for us to
know that Malvina owes him her life, that he is kind, pleasant to be with, gallant, and that it would be cruel to turn
him out, at least until his arm has healed.”
Malvina, who had not necessarily been wanting Ludomir to depart, now derived support from the respectable
opinions of her aunt and felt contented. She forgot that Ludomir was only known to her by his Christian name,
and without any thought or worries about the future she began to take pleasure in his company, enjoyable in every
respect.
Ludomir infused new life into everyone at Krzewin. Their walks through the neighbouring woods and valleys
strewn with wild flowers seemed to Malvina more enjoyable with him. Nobody could force a way better than he
along the overgrown chasms in order to reach the wild lilies, of whose scent she was particularly fond, and
Malvina sensed involuntarily (though she did not clearly explain this to herself) that if those lilies had been
situated on a burning precipice then Ludomir would have leapt after them just the same, if she had asked for them.
Malvina’s voice had never sounded so lovely as when it was accompanied by the voice of Ludomir. And when
they sang together:
Dunque mio bene, tu mia sarai si cara speme, io tera sero …\fn{Ah,
my darling, you will be my sweetest hope, I will be yours …}

or something in similar vein, Malvina, truly contented, forgot that there was such a thing as care.
She put greater effort into developing her talents, seeing that they were pleasing to Ludomir. Meanwhile she
learnt for the first time the pleasure that hard-won knowledge could bring; she often discussed what she was
reading with Ludomir. Usually they saw things the same way and formed the same judgments, but when Ludomir
disagreed with her Malvina found pleasure in this too. She enjoyed listening to Ludomir, enjoyed gaining from
him so much knowledge she did not possess. He was the first person in her life who understood her thoughts,
guessed her feelings, did not stifle her imagination. And like noone else on earth he was able to grasp intuitively
the true workings of her heart, buried somewhere deep down inside her and normally draped in its wintry shroud.
Ludomir, who loved everything that Malvina loved, liked whatever she liked, easily succeeded in making
himself agreeable and responsive not only to Malvina but to all the residents at Krzewin. He accepted with
gratitude her aunt’s advice and the home cures that she showered on his sick arm, though he never made use of
them. He raced over the hills with Wanda, and in the evenings, when they all sat gathered together on the terrace
in front of the house, he would relate at her request many a tale of terror. He brought little Alice the very first
raspberries and wild strawberries. He was held in immense esteem by all the domestics as they saw in him the
saviour of their beloved mistress; but Martin, the old butler, had even more reason to be fond of him because
Ludomir—though he was always thinking about something else—would hear out his sometimes longwinded
stories, from which the rest of the household always fled.
In these circumstances it is hardly surprising that nobody chose to remember Ludomir’s arm though it had
healed some time ago. The days and hours passed by so pleasantly that the fourth month of his stay came to an
end and nobody at Krzewin imagined that Ludomir would ever leave it.
Now that the Reader has read what has transpired so far, I wonder what you have made of it. Was Ludomir in
love with Malvina? Was Malvina in love with Ludomir? I am not in a position to answer these questions. All that
has reached my ears is that at that time Malvina still did not properly know herself, nor did she wish to know,
what was going on in her heart. Let us not rush therefore to elucidate the mystery; poor Malvina may yet expose it
rather too precipitously.
6
It is a fortunate thing in life to be loved. But I would add that it is al ready a fortunate thing to love, that being
in love perhaps even surpasses being loved.
When one is very much in love, one’s thoughts, soul, heart are occupied with this alone. No hour is indifferent.
The days are filled most pleasantly with this one preoccupation, with the single thought of how to delight and
enhance the destiny of the beloved creature, not only in important but also in the most trivial situations. Such
small everyday efforts, pleasures, services do for the heart what flowers do for Nature. They impart sweetness and
colour to life, just as flowers festoon and beautify the countryside. And if it is an overwhelming delight to re ceive
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flowers from the beloved, then it is a thousand times more delightful to lavish them on the favoured object of
one’s passion.
At Krzewin they thought the same and no opportunity was spared to afford pleasure to someone they loved.
Malvina’s name-day was approaching, and Wanda and Ludomir resolved to amuse her with a surprise
entertainment. Opposite the house there rose a large green hillock covered in shady woodland. That evening as
Malvina opened her window and contemplated going for a walk, she espied a beautiful boat complete with mast
and white flag on the backwater that separated the house from that wooded knoll. Cords woven with cornflowers
swayed in the gentle breeze instead of ropes, whilst the boatmen, otherwise dressed alike, wore different coloured
ribbons in their hats. Malvina was easily persuaded to board the beautiful boat and in no time was ferried across to
the banks of the knoll.
As she walked along the path between the dense hazel-thickets, she could hear the sound of music leading her
further and further until she eventually reached a spot where the greenest of meadows encircled by the loveliest of
trees opened before her eyes. Under the trees crowds of people stood bunched in separate groups and clusters; for
apart from the residents of Krzewin the entire neighbourhood had been invited. Opposite where Malvina stood,
where the thicket was densest, the place had been decorated with beautiful shrubs; here, in the midst of the fresh
greenery, an ethereal Wanda, representing the goddess of Friendship, posed on a stone pedestal. Clad in a delicate
white robe, a crown of ivy resting on her brow, she held in her hand a garland of the prettiest flowers.
Little Alice meanwhile, seated under a rosebush, was meant to portray Cupid—and with her impish little face
she played the role perfectly. Her tumbling coils of golden hair held back by a pale blue hairband, a golden quiver
and arrows resting on her childish shoulders, she, or rather Cupid, clutched the other end of the floral garland and
peered up at Friendship with a smile. A purple shawl strung between two oaks served as a backdrop to this
charming tableau, whilst Old Father Time, in the person of a venerable old gentleman with scythe in hand,
strewed the scene with yet more flowers as he dashed past. On the stone were written the words:
Friendship and love, linking the tribute of loyal hearts,
Weave a rich garland fresh and fragrant;
So fleeting Time might likewise flowers impart
To all fair Malvina’s days abundant.

Malvina’s joy and gratitude may easily be imagined. Both her guests and her friends as well as her servants
congregated around her, congratulated her, sincerely wished her well, for the kind Malvina was universally loved.
Moved, she thanked them all, but pressed her precious Wanda most keenly to her heart. Wanda, for whom control
over her tongue was not a cardinal virtue, drew close to Malvina’s ear and whispered:
“Dear Sister, there is someone else whom you should thank, for though I honestly wanted to celebrate your
name-day in the finest way possible, I could not for the life of me think of anything good; no bright ideas would
enter my head. Ludomir thought of everything, set up everything. He wrote the verse, decorated the boat. He
chose this spot and worked since early morning to decorate it. In a word, without him I would never have had
anything organised; all I did was invite the guests and order the supper.”
Hearing Wanda's words Malvina began at once to search for Ludomir, but he was lost in the crowd and at first
she could not find him. She was so confused when she approached him that she could not bring herself to say
without hesitation:
“That was lovely.”
Then, fortunately, they were surrounded by guests. Supper diverted them all, and when it dragged on a little
late into the evening, the guests had to return to Krzewin in the dark. More boats appeared even prettier than the
first, lit with coloured Chinese latterns. The company split into groups and embarked. Then they all sailed happily
back across the backwater to the strains of music. As they were crowding into the boats Ludomir offered his arm
to Malvina, while she, after a long silence and without turning her head, at last found courage to say to him:
“I am determined that the little meadow, today so beautifully festooned in flowers, will henceforth be called
Ludomir’s meadow.”
“Would that it were at least a reminder of poor Ludomir!” he replied with the deepest of sighs.
They were just getting into the boat, but at these words Malvina involuntarily seized Ludomir’s hand as if
afraid he was about to forsake her. But this was no doubt merely from caution, lest she fell into the water; at least
that is how I understand it.
On their arrival back at the house the ladies retired to their rooms to freshen their costumes; when they
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reappeared the ball started up and continued buoyantly until late into the night. I cannot say, however, whether
Malvina, thrown into an overwrought state by her conflicting emotions, actually enjoyed herself. Whether or not
she rested long and well after the ball, we will learn in the next chapter.
7
Her name-day had been a gratifying day for Malvina, an exceptionally gratifying day, during which she had
received so much evidence of Ludomir’s preoccupation with her. But that day was over. Alas! The happiest days
always pass the swiftest! When she returned to her room that evening, those words of his, “would that the
meadow were at least a reminder of poor Ludomir”, words he had uttered with such an agonised sigh, echoed
constantly in her ears, or rather, it seemed, in her heart.
Until that moment she had savoured, with complete peace of mind, the thousands of pleasures which had
emanated from Ludomir’s presence without being concerned at all about what might follow, with out any
reflection. But those few words uttered by him now exercised a power over her that suddenly brought her to her
senses as if from a charmed fascination. The green drape of unconsciousness, which had shielded her eyes from
the future and which had been drawn over her own heart, had suddenly collapsed.
For the first time Malvina realised that Ludomir might forsake her, for the first time she felt that the sweetness
of life might likewise forsake her along with him. She observed with consternation how deeply her consciousness
of him was engraved on her heart. With consternation too she considered how this Ludomir, so dear to her, so
essential to her life, so dearly (one has to finally say it) loved, was a total stranger to her, that she did not know
who he was, and that the mystery that surrounded him could equally well conceal a crime as it could misfortune.
Finally that this very same Ludomir, though he had appeared to be interested only in her, had never spoken so
far of love, and that he even took particular pains never to find himself alone with her.
Once Malvina had considered all these points and had unravelled, so to speak, the condition of her heart in the
light of cold reason, a thousand anxieties, fears, regrets, which she had never known until now, suddenly pressed
on her soul. And it should come as no surprise that when dawn began to break Malvina had not slept a wink.
Having given up any hope of falling asleep and exhausted by the gloomiest thoughts, she pulled on a summer
dress in order to step outside, believing that the fresh morning air would revive her flagging mind. But before she
went out she fell on her knees, governed by an instinctive reflex, and prayed with tender emotion:
“O God of mercy, who permits us to call Him Father, do not ever abandon me! I will accept from Thee, and
with complete devotion to Thy will, whatever cruel turns of fortune Thou might wish to inflict upon my future
years, but, O God of mercy, protect me from deeds which may cause me to deserve them.”
Having uttered this short prayer Malvina felt stronger. She opened her window and wishing to divert herself
picked up her guitar and went out onto the terrace that encircled the house. The morning promised the most
beautiful, the sunniest of days. Heavy dewdrops sparkled on the leaves of herbs and flowers enhancing their
radiance and freshness. The air was fragrant with the scent of orange blossom mingled with the delicate perfume
of myrtle. Skylarks soaring above and chaffinches on the branches joyously greeted the dawn; bees buzzed about
the flowers; little fish leapt in the water. From afar could be heard the merry songs of the ploughmen and the
lowing of the cattle leaving the farm for the pastures. All Nature seemed to be waking up to relish new delights.
But this universal bliss, instead of distracting her, weighed even more painfully on Malvina’s heart. Ah!
Hidden cares never feel so painful as in the midst of ostentatious joy or in the company of mirth and rejoicing
Malvina was pensive as she gazed at the beauty of the countryside, leaning lost in reverie against a large
orange-tree covered in blossom. A gentle breeze blew up and showered her with white petals like a thick coating
of snow.
“Ah,” she thought, “this kind of blossom, alas, blooms later than others, and fades the last; before long the
leaves too will start to wilt, soon autumn will be upon us! Oh, how quickly this year has gone by!”
Malvina then descended from the terrace and mounted the dike that ran along the bank of the backwater
amplifying the beauty of the garden as well as protecting it from injurious floods. A bench under a spreading
chestnut at the far end of the dike lured her towards it. The view over the backwater, the wooded knoll, the
Vistula, the loveliest of landscapes made this spot especially attractive. Malvina rested there and removed the
white veil that had concealed her face. Mechanically she took up her guitar and, having strummed a while to
herself, began to sing in a low voice words that reflected her feelings:
To be loved as one loves
To find a soul to match one’s soul,
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Is it a request too frivolous
To move the heavenly whole?
*
Vain dreams of happiness,
Where hearts deceive the mind,
Constant, sweet illusoriness,
No requital will you find!

People are sometimes amazed when infatuated lovers, by some peculiar twist of fate, always contrive to find themselves
in the very place where they might catch a glimpse, if only for a moment, of the object of their infatuation. This does not
happen by magic and we should stop being surprised by it. It is not difficult to conceive how those who are constantly
occupied with the same thoughts might also, to some degree, act the same.
Ludomir, occupied exclusively with Malvina, as she was likewise occupied with him, had also risen with the
dawn and gone out into the garden, so that he might think about her in freedom. Hearing her voice he ran to where
she was sitting, unobserved by her. But when she stopped singing Ludomir, his heart too full for his reason to
maintain the slightest control over it, completely lost his head and fell at Malvina’s feet, unable to say anything
but:
“I have frightened you, Malvina! Ah! Spare me! Forgive me; but I am so unhappy!”
Malvina, alarmed, confused, was speechless. Her heart at that moment was so convulsed by so many
contradictory emotions that she did not know how to reply, but when she raised her eyes she observed an
expression of such regret and suffering inscribed on Ludomir’s face, that the faint hint of anger, which among
other feelings had flashed through her mind along with his sudden appearance, vanished completely and nothing
remained in her heart but the tenderest pity. Instead of uttering words of anger she spoke hurriedly:
“Oh, don’t be unhappy! That would torment me more than anything, it would be the worst thing for me to
bear.” Having enunciated these few words, flushed and confused, she buried her face in her veil and began to sob
bitterly.
“Malvina, adorable one! Angel of kindness!” said Ludomir, “don’t cry. Oh, don’t ever cry. I would gladly give
my last drop of blood to redeem every tear that you shed.”
The noise of people approaching in the distance interrupted their conversation. Malvina stood up in haste.
Ludomir, trying to detain her, added with the most touching emotion:
“Malvina, by everything that is dear to you in this world, I entreat you, do not forsake me, do not leave me
with the terrible thought that I have offended you. Have pity at least, for you cannot imagine, you will never
imagine, what it means to dare to love you without the hope of ever being loved by you!”
In this moment Malvina felt keenly in her heart just how much she loved Ludomir. Unable to comprehend how
Ludomir could not have suspected it, she allowed one phrase to escape from her lips:
“Ungrateful one!”
Then, as she heard the people getting closer, she only had time to flee as fast as her legs would carry her. In her
haste she forgot her veil, sodden with tears.
“Ungrateful one!” repeated Ludomir with inexpressible feeling. Seizing Malvina’s veil he pressed it to his
heart and said with ardour:
“May I never part with it except with my life.” …
1819
82.140 Anhelli\fn{by Juljusz Slowacki (1809-1849)} Krzemieniec, Namysłów County, Opole Voivodeship, Poland (M)
4\fn{Archaic English spelling has been modernized within the original sentence structure, which of course has been retained, clumsy
though it is:H}
Exiles came to the land of Siberia, and having chosen a broad site they built a wooden house that they might
dwell together in concord and brotherly love; and there were of them about a thousand men of various stations in
life.
And the government had provided women for them that they might marry, because their sentence made known
that they were sent to people the country.
For a time there was among them great order and great sorrow, for they could not forget that they were exiles
and that they should see their fatherland no more—unless God should will it.
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And when they had already built the house and each one had taken up his own work, except the people who
desired to be called wise men, who remained in idleness, saying: “Lo, we ponder on the salvation of the
fatherland,” they beheld upon a time a great flock of black birds flying from the north. After the birds there
appeared a sort of train and caravan, and sledges harnessed with dogs, and a herd of reindeer with branching
horns, and men on skis bearing spears: it was the whole Siberian people. At their head, moreover, walked the king
of the people, who was at the same time a priest, dressed according to their custom in furs and in corals, and he
wore a wreath of dead serpents instead of a crown. Then that ruler, drawing near to the throng of exiles, said in the
language of their own land:
“Hail! Behold I have known your fathers who were also unfortunate, and I have seen how they lived in the fear
of God and died, saying:
“‘Fatherland! Fatherland!’
“Therefore do I wish to be your friend and to make a covenant between you and my people, that you may be in
an hospitable land and in a country of well-wishers. And of your fathers now is none living except one only, who
is already old and who is well-inclined toward me; but he dwells far hence in a lonely hut. If you desire that the
friend of your fathers be your leader, I will abide with you and forsake my own people; for you are the more
unfortunate.”
Yet more that old man said, and they showed him reverence and invited him to their tabernacle.
And they made a covenant with the people of Siberia, who departed and settled in their snowy villages; but
their king remained with the exiles that he might comfort them. And they marveled at his wisdom, saying:
“Lo, this he had surely gotten from our fathers, and his words are from our ancestors.”
And they called him Shaman, for so the people of Siberia call their kings and priests, who are wizards.
*
The Shaman, when he had searched in the hearts of that multitude of exiles, said to himself:
“Verily, I have not found here what I sought; lo, their hearts are weak and they give themselves over to be
conquered by grief. In happiness they would have become a good people, but misery will transform them into
men evil and mischievous. What have You done, O God? Do You not grant to every flower to come to bloom
there where it has the soil and the means of living proper to it? Why are these people to perish?
“I will choose, then, one among them and will love him as a son, and dying I will give to him my burden, and a
greater burden than others are able to bear, so that in him there may be redemption.
“And I will show him all the sorrows of this earth, and then will I leave him alone in great darkness with the
load of thoughts and yearnings in his heart.”
Having spoken thus, he called to him a youth by the name of Anhelli, and having laid his hands upon him, he
breathed into him heartfelt love for men, and compassion. And turning to the crowd, he said:
“I will go away with this youth to show him many grievous things, and you shall remain alone to learn how to
endure hunger, wretchedness, and sorrow.
“But be full of hope; for hope shall pass from you to future generations and make them alive; but if it dies in
you, then the future generations will be of dead men. Just as are your fathers who are in their graves: for look
upon each one of their skulls; it does not gnash its teeth nor suffer, but is calm and seems to say:
“‘I have done well.’
“Keep watch over yourselves, for you are like men standing on an elevation; and those who shall come shall
see you. Lo, I would reveal to you a secret, that the souls of some go to the sun, and the souls of others draw away
from the sun to the dark stairs—but you will not understand me! I would tell you why you are alive and why
millions of new souls are born, and to what end the body was given—but you will not comprehend me!
“But I say unto you: Be at peace, not as to the morrow, but as to the day that shall be the morrow of your death.
And worse is the morrow of life than the morrow of death. Although men base and men of little heart think not
so.” Then said the multitudes to the Shaman:
“Who has given you authority to teach of life and death? Behold, we have among us priests, to whom belongs
the word of God.” Thereupon the Shaman answered them:
“You have heard of Moses and of the miracles that he wrought? I am the Moses among the people of Siberia,
and more terrible miracles have I wrought than did that other of former ages.
“And did there not come forth from the northern lights an angel when I summoned him from the flames? Ask
my people. At my word this snow became blood and this sun grew black as coal; for in me there is much of God.
“But tempt me not, asking for miracles; for you are an old people, and to restore you is a miracle. For that
beseech God. That He may restore you, I say, and raise you from the tomb and make of you a nation which a
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second time is laid in the cradle and wrapped in swaddling clothes, that it may grow up straight and not crooked
in body.”
Thus spake the Shaman, and the exiles dared not answer him; but they promised to keep the covenant with the
people of Siberia.
*
And lo, once on a time at night the Shaman waked Anhelli, saying to him:
“Sleep not, but come with me, for there are mighty matters in the wilderness.”
Having put on a white garment, therefore, Anhelli followed the old man, and they walked by the light of the
stars. And when they had gone a little way they beheld a camp all of little children and striplings who had been
driven to Siberia, and they were resting by a fire.
And in the center of the throng on a Tatar horse sat a Russian priest who had at his saddle two baskets of bread.
And he began to instruct those children according to the new Russian faith and according to the new catechism.
And he questioned the children on unworthy matters, and the striplings answered him, striving to please, for he
had at his saddle baskets of bread and could feed them; and they were hungry. Then, turning to Anhelli, the
Shaman said:
“Tell me, has not this priest gone beyond bounds in sowing evil seed and in staining the purity of soul in these
little ones? Lo, already they have forgotten to weep for their mothers, and here they fawn upon him for the sake of
bread, like young whelps; they bark out evil things and those that are contrary to the faith; saying that the tsar is
the head of the faith and that in him is God, and that he can counsel nothing contrary to the Holy Spirit, even
when he commands things which are like crimes, for in him is the Holy Spirit. Therefore will I use against this
priest fire from heaven to burn him up, and I will destroy him before the eyes of the children.”
As soon as the Shaman had pronounced the word of his malediction, that priest caught fire upon his horse and
from his breast came flames which joined together in the air above his head.
And the affrighted horse began to bear him away over the plain ablaze; and then, shuddering, flung from him
the ashes of the rider seated on the saddle, to the last one of them.
And lo, over the charred body of the man ran sparks like those sparkles on a burning paper than wind and
wander in various directions. Then, approaching, the Shaman said to the children:
“Be not afraid; God is with you! The fire terrified you like sleeping doves, for you had fallen asleep in a house
that was burning and your bodies had already withered.” And those children stretched out their little hands to the
old man, crying:
“Father, take us with you!” And the Shaman said:
“Whither shall I lead you? Lo, I go the road of death; do you desire that I take you and hide you under my coat
and scatter you from my skirt before the Lord God?” The children answered him:
“Take us and lead us by the broad highways to our mothers.”
And all began to cry out with great pride: “We are Poles, lead us away to our fatherland and to our mothers,”
until the Shaman began to weep as he smiled. And he could not depart, for one little babe had fallen asleep on his
cloak, even on the skirt of his cloak, while he was speaking.
And the Cossacks who had drawn near gazed in amazement at what had happened; and they began to drive the
children away from the stranger-people, not daring, nevertheless, to beat any one of them, remembering that fire.
And the Shaman passed with Anhelli over the desert ways of Siberia, where stood prisons.
*
And they beheld the countenances of some prisoners through the gratings, gloomy and wan, gazing at the sky.
And beside one of those prisons they fell in with men bearing coffins, and the shaman stayed them, bidding
them open the coffins. Then, when they had taken off the coffin lids, Anhelli shuddered, seeing that the dead were
still in chains, and he said:
“Shaman, lo, I am afraid lest these martyrs may never rise from the dead. Waken one of them, for you have
power to work miracles; waken this old man with the gray beard and the white hair; for it seems to me that I knew
him when he was alive.” But the Shaman, looking down sternly, said:
“Wherefore then? Lo, I will restore him, but you shall kill him again. Verily even twice will I raise him and
twice from you shall he receive death. Nevertheless let it be as you require, that you mayest know that death
protects us from sorrows which have already set out on the way to meet us, but have found us dead.”
So saying, the Shaman looked down upon the old man in the coffin and said: “Arise!” and the body in chains
raised itself and sat up, gazing at the people like a man asleep. And recognizing him at that moment, Anhelli said:
“Hail, you man mighty aforetime in council and one of the wisest! What, then, befell you in prison, that you
27

did bend yourself before power and make that confession of guilt of which we have heard? Why did you deny
your own heart and your own past? With their tortures did they take from you reason and memory? What have
you done!
“You have worked us injury; for today stranger-people say to us:
“‘Lo, your leaders deny themselves and change their hearts for the nation, and only little men remain in their
constancy. This constancy of little men is then stubbornness, since the foremost men in the nation acknowledge
their error, not even expecting forgiveness.’”
And when Anhelli had spoken thus, it came to pass according to the words of the Shaman that the man who
had been resurrected groaned and died anew. Then said the Shaman:
“You have killed him, Anhelli, repeating men’s slanders and calumny, which he knew not before his death.
Nevertheless I will raise him a second time, and do you watch that you bring him not a second time to his death.”
Having spoken thus, he waked the dead man, and that man in the coffin raised himself, shedding tears from his
opened eyelids. And Anhelli said to him:
“Forgive me, for I knew not that I spake slanders and calumny. Lo, I have seen you in the council of the nation
with your brother, and I have seen your two heads ever together, in their whiteness like two doves that fly down
together upon millet. For it is true that you flew down like two doves upon the urn of plans and stripped from the
husks the grain of the laws; and upon your chaff flew down little sparrows, chirping of things of less import.
Forgive me that I compare you to God’s birds and trifling things, for so your whiteness and simplicity bid me. O
unfortunates! Lo, one seeks rest in a graveyard in Siberia, and the other lies under the roses and cypresses of the
Seine. Poor doves, who were separated and died!”
Hearing those words, the man who had been resurrected cried out: “My brother!” and fell back in the coffin
and died. And the Shaman said to Anhelli:
“Why did you tell him of the death of his brother? Lo, a moment, and he would have learned it from God, and
would have met his beloved brother in the heavenly land. It has come to pass! Let them cover these coffins and
bear them to the graveyard. And do you not beseech me more to raise those from the dead who sleep and find
rest.”
*
And so the Shaman and Anhelli made their pilgrimage through the sorrowful country and over the desolate
roads and under the roaring forests of Siberia, meeting men who suffered, and comforting them. And lo, one
evening they walked beside still and stagnant water, above which grew some weeping willows and a few pines.
And the Shaman, seeing the fishes leaping out toward the evening glow, said:
“Lo, you saw this roach that flew through the air and again sank. And now she will tell her sisters at the bottom
that she has beheld the heavens, and she will tell them various things of heaven, and from that she will have honor
among the other fishes.
“Hearing, then, the tale of the heavens, they will swim into the nets and tomorrow they will be sold in the
marketplace. Is not that a lesson for men and for those who wander like festoons after men who prattle of God and
the heavens, and so let themselves be snared in the nets of men and be sold?
“But a fatal illness, I tell you, is melancholy and excessive pondering within oneself of the things of the spirit.
For there are two melancholies: one comes from strength, the other from weakness; the first is the wings of lofty
men, and second the stone of men who drown themselves.
“I tell you this, for you do incline to sorrow and do lose hope.”
*
So saying, they came upon a throng of Siberians who were catching fish in the lake. And those fishermen,
having perceived the Shaman, ran up to him, saying:
“Our king! You did forsake us for strange people and we are sorrowful, not seeing you among us. Tarry
through this night, and we will set out supper and spread you a bed in the boat.”
The Shaman seated himself on the ground, therefore, and the women and children of the fishermen surrounded
him and put to him various questions, to which the Shaman answered with a smile, for they were trivial. But after
supper, when the moon rose and spread her light over the smooth water like a golden highway to the south, the
women and children began to talk more sadly, saying:
“Lo, you have left us and do work no more miracles among us. Therefore we have begun to doubt the things of
the faith, and we doubt even whether there is in us such a thing as a soul.” To this the Shaman said, smiling:
“Do ye desire that I should show you a soul before your eyes?” And all the women and children cried out in
unison:
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“We desire it! do so!” Then the Shaman, turning to Anhelli, said:
“What shall I do for this crowd of magpies? Do you wish me to put you to sleep, and, having called your soul
from your body, to show it to these people?” Anhelli answered him:
“Do as you will; I am in your power.” Then the Shaman, having called one of the children from the throng,
placed it upon the breast of Anhelli, who had lain down as if to sleep, and said to that child:
“Lo, lay your hands upon the brow of this youth, and summon him three times by the name Anhelli.”
And it came to pass that at the child’s call there came forth from Anhelli a spirit having a beautiful form and
varying colors and white wings on its shoulders. And seeing that it was free, that angel walked to the water, and
along the column of moonlight proceeded toward the south.
Then, when it was already far off and in the center of the lake, the Shaman bade that child call the soul to
return. And the bright soul looked back at the summons of the child and returned lingeringly over the golden
wave, trailing behind it the tips of its wings that drooped in sorrow. And when the Shaman bade it enter into the
body of the young man it groaned like a broken harp and shuddered, but it obeyed.
And awakening, Anhelli sat up and asked what had befallen him. The fishermen answered him:
“Master, we have seen your soul, and we beg you: be our king! For the kings of China are not arrayed in such
glory as the soul that is of your body.
“And we have seen nothing more glorious in the world except the sun, and nothing more brightly gleaming,
except the stars, that are rosy and blue. Wings like these have not the swans that fly in May over our land. And we
even perceived a fragrance like the fragrance of a thousand flowers and the breath of lilies of the valley.” Hearing
this, Anhelli turned to the Shaman and said:
“Is this true?” And the Shaman said:
“It is true; you are possessed of an angel.”
“What, then,” asked Anhelli, “did my soul do, when it was free? Tell me, for I remember not.” The Shaman
answered him:
“Lo, it went along that golden highway that the moon spreads upon the water and fled in that direction like a
man who is in haste.” And at these words Anhelli bowed his head, and after pondering within himself began to
weep, saying:
“Lo, it desired to return to the fatherland.”
82.154 Ad Leones\fn{by Cyprian Kamil Norwid (1821-1883)} Laskowo-Gluchy, nr. Warsaw, Masovian Voivodeship,
Poland (M) 5
His was a talent by no means unpromising, nor was he of an order disinclined to persevere, the red-bearded
sculptor who went to the Café Greco almost every evening after working hours, accompanied by his Kirghisian
greyhound bitch.
The very choice of such an animal, in whose plainly marked muscles grace and strength were combined,
would have led any thoughtful observer to a favorable impression of the spiritual dignity of the man who favored
this creature and no other.
General Jomini maintains that it is the horse and not the rider that makes the cavalry. If this is true, then for
reasons more deeply psychological it should also be proper to maintain that the selection of this species of dog or
of another provides a telling indication of the mind and sensibility of the chooser. Clearly, the dog in the mind of a
butcher would be altogether different from that of a hunter or a noblewoman.
Lovely she was, that red-bearded sculptor’s dog, pacing slowly before him, with open mouth, her amaranth\fn
{Reddish blue-red color} tongue spread over the white fangs like the fresh leaf of some purple flower.
She stepped slowly, with a kind of urbane grace, never brushing against anyone. But if any street urchins
sought to annoy her she would glance back once at her master and then, like a perfect spring uncoiled, leap clean
over the crowd and continue on her way, while the mischief-makers picked themselves up from the ground, not
yet recovered from the shock, completely at a loss to what had happened.
Likewise, at the café, she would leap over a few tables laden with glasses, disturbing nothing, and then resume
her slow and natural movements. She expected no applause, as if she deemed each one of those sitting at the
tables capable of doing the same themselves.
The lovely greyhound was therefore held in the same high regard by all. When we say “by all,” we mean by a
certain group, and by two Greek choruses, by the chorus of reciters and that of gesticulators.
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The red-bearded sculptors group took up one of the four corners of the billiard room and consisted principally
of the editor of a political and literary gazette, a handsome singer who gave lessons to foreigners, a gifted painter,
and a young tourist whom his parents had sent, as he himself expressed it, “to form his opinion on things.” The
latter was accompanied by a tutor so “inseparable” that one was perpetually seeking the other all over the town,
asking everywhere until eventually they met in the evening at the Café Greco.
All this and details more personal—one might have known almost involuntarily. Owing, perhaps, to a certain
transparency in the moral and social atmosphere and to the clarity with which the characters outlined themselves
(two things little familiar to northern towns and people) it could happen that even a stranger who came to the café
only once could easily have distinguished who worked at what, was bush with what, concerned with what, and
even preoccupied with what at the moment.
A figure like the editor might, in fact, have been known by his public attributes alone, but a stranger would
have been assisted in more rapid identification by his alert eyes, his facile courtesy and easy gestures, his reluctant
speech and his faded umbrella, something like a cardinal’s, and finally by the fact that when he once started
speaking his style was that of a writer.
Anyone who has observed revolving glass gimlets kept in motion by a concealed mechanism, imitating to
perfection a gushing stream of water, or seen such glasses revolving in the mouths of plaster lions surrounded by
flowers and greenery and realized that neither leaf nor flower there has felt the proximity of a drop of water or its
coolness and sustenance, will have a perfect picture and the style and eloquence of the editor.
What is his most recent preoccupation? Clearly it must be something exceptional, for he is dressed more
carefully than of late and comes to the café at odd hours and for fleeting moments only.
The singer, likewise, with his mantle thrown over his arm or shoulder, humming a tune under his excessively
groomed moustache, with a roll of music under his arm, was not at all difficult to decipher.
A less distinct type was the tutor (hunted by the youth entrusted to him), speaking rapidly but indistinctly with
a faint lisp and spluttering saliva whenever he was in a fit of enthusiasm. He would, however, have been more
amenable and comprehensible had he made less literal use of the adjective “scientific,” to which he was addicted.
But he was quite adept with his pen, for while rolling a cigarette, one of his none too discreet but observant guests
had spread his tobacco on a sheet of white paper, and had there observed, a year to,\fn{ A year before} the first words
of the title of a manuscript: “Survey of …” Yesterday, in the same place and under similar circumstances, he could
see nothing added to it.
It was however generally known that he was working at the “Survey of …;” but what was all the more Astonishing in a man so scientifically minded was the fact that, when a billiard ball went off in the wrong direction, he
would at once shift the weight of his body in the desired direction, helping to push the ball along with his eyes,
seeking with his leg and heel to change the course of the mass … an effort as useless as it is unscientific, contrary
as it is to the law of gravity.
Of the red-bearded sculptor in black velvet, who is sitting motionless like an old Venetian portrait, taking no
part in the trials and toil of the billiard-table, it is known that he has had enough exercise already in the course of
his daylong labors at his great work, carried on with great zeal; he is not looking for any further recreational effort
in the evening. However, you need not belong to an artist’s intimate circle in our honored Rome to have a preconceived idea of his work. The Spanish Square is quite close to the Café Greco—wide steps\fn{The Scala de Spagna
(Spanish Steps) completed in 1725, leading from the Piazza di Spagna to the Church of the Trinity } spreading like two wings rising
towards the Monte Pincio like some enormous legendary bird that wishes to soar from the pavement, waiting only
for people to gather on its wings.
That square and those stairs are the forum for models, some of then resting, some looking for jobs; one has
only to approach one of these sculpturable, paintable and witty groups to learn about every artist’s current work.
There also it was very well known that the sculptor was working on a colossal group, that the work was to
reflect the inner tragedy of mankind, that it was a composition in the mood of Euripides, representing two
Christians thrown to the lions at the time of Domitian,fn{ Titus Flavius Domitianus (51-96), Emperor of Rome (81-96) } and
these particulars were so commonly referred to that an intimate friend would not call the sculptor by his name but
“ad leones!”
To this the sculptor responded in the right spirit, by slightly raising the wide brim of his hat and accentuating
this with a significant movement of his right arm, as if he were adding a handful of clay, which made the greyhound stop and look up into her master’s eyes as if trying to guess what he wanted.
The artist’s work, which had barely seen the light of day, which had hardly been born, was becoming some
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kind of magic symbol. Sitting in a café and reading in the paper of some tragic political event, people would turn
to the sculptor and say, meaningful, “ad leones!”—to which he would reply with a conspiratorial and ambiguous
wink of his left eye.
The farcical aspect of this custom notwithstanding, it is really remarkable (and quite unheard of in cold and
northern countries) how much the good will of the public contributes towards the perfection of a work of art and
its introduction into the world
Indeed, happiness is only for an artist who knows how to understand and coolly accept so hospitable a recaption of his work.
It is a custom of many years’ standing to use the Greek café as your address and collect your post there. I was
slightly astonished, coming one morning at an early hour, to find the editor and the sculptor already there.
I even thought of going past them, thinking them particularly occupied with some important business, but the
greyhound which was sent to fetch me compelled me to approach her master and his friend. Having done so, and
after receiving a verbal invitation to visit the sculptor in his studio at a set date and hour, I said:
“I’m not quite so profane as to think that you want to show us a work of art which has already been completed!
But I think that you may have reached that interesting stage at which an artist has already revealed and established
his general idea; experts however maintain, and not without reason, that an artist should reserve to the very end
the right to alter his composition entirely, and it is in fact this that gives a composition life, motion, and spirit.”
The editor promptly began to support and develop this theme, and though he was making some pencil notes he
continued to take an active part in our conversation. Then, for politeness’ sake, they both asked me if I wouldn’t
like to tell them what I was working on.
“My small part in things artistic does not permit me to make much of myself; but reciprocating your frankness
I confess I have lately been very busy working on two head. When I say two head, this also implies everything
pertaining to their completeness and motion, for the leading idea of the composition is embodied in these two
heads alone. The object being that one of the figures should turn her eyes towards heaven and the other either
towards the ceiling or towards a hook where a round chandelier will be suspended. The eyes of both are turn
upwards—I must admit that this task has often proved trying enough!”
The sculptor rested his head on his strong hand in a manner that made the greyhound lying at his feet get up
and try to catch her master’s eye. The editor was making lines with his pencil on the table, and I, politely taking
my leave of them, left the place—being stopped for a moment at the door by the young tourist inquiring after his
tutor.
A few steps away, I met the tutor on the Spanish Steps and was informed that my invitation to the studio was
no special favor and that all his friends and acquaintances were expected there, to help establish the ultimate and
irrevocable spiritual content of the group and the attributes of the individual figures. Moreover the editor owing to
his connections, had scored a splendid success: the rich correspondent of a big American newspaper was considering commissioning the sculpture, buying it and shipping it to America providing that both the composition and
its execution were in accord with his wishes and ideas.
*
On the day of my visit to the sculptor’s studio I found myself among a number of well-known people and in
the presence of an interesting sight.
The disorder and the untouched layers of dust in the four corners of the large hall made a fantastic frame. But
dust covering exquisite works in plaster highlights them and renders a good sculpture more comprehensible. The
disorder, which can be explained, should not be put down to untidiness, but rather to drama.
In the center of the studio, exposed to the full light, stood a bulky mass of damp clay, representing an unfinished group, from which the sculptor was just removing the last pieces of moist cloth.
This task was accompanied by loud cheers, freely proffered in anticipation:
“Bravo, bravo!” they cried whenever the removal of a rag revealed a well-molded shoulder, a hip, or the main
folds of a robe.
The male figure promised a very beautiful torso, the girl’s, a dramatic attitude; both figures exalted the pro
Christo sign of a cross. The lion which was supposed to be stunned and faltering at their feet was only a lump of
clay, resembling some piece of furniture which gave the rest of the group a more finished appearance.
“Ad leones, ad leones!” exclaimed the young tourist.
And rushing to the darkest corner of the room, by the door, from behind a Dionysiac figure he pulled a small
boy with a napkin over his shoulder and a basket full of wine, the immediate consumption of which helped to
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intensify the cheering.
The sculptor himself spoke in an appropriately challenging tone. The tutor, among some busts standing on the
floor, pointed to the nearest and said:
“This surely is Domitian?”
“You are not mistaken,” retorted the sculptor, and kicked the emperor’s nose off, which made the greyhound,
who had been lying there like a bronze griffin, rise and sniff the bits of broken plaster, whereupon she resumed
her former statuesque and serene posture. The handsome singer threw his cloak gracefully over one shoulder and
began to sing in his superb baritone, first very low, then in a booming voice:
Tyrants, bow down!
Judgment draws nigh.
The people shall strike
As a bolt from on high
taramta tata rata
Tyrants, bow down!

The painter and the young tourist seconded him:
ramta tarata tata!
Tyrants, bow down!

This moment of ecstasy was followed by a psychologically necessary silence, which was interrupted by the
painter:
“I also happen recently to have created something which gratifies me, but I have still to ask some well-read
person what it represents, what it will finally be. For as it is, it could be Cleopatra—or the Assumption.”
When silence reigned supreme and everybody had taken their seats again, the editor, addressing himself primarily to the sculptor but simultaneously to the audience as a whole, spoke as follows:
“No one present here has any other thought, nor will have after careful consideration, than to see the work of
our friend and great master gain its rightful place in the future. Considering that expenses and investments have
already been considerable and will continue to increase …”
Here everyone indicated his affirmation in one way or another before listening to the sequel.
“Well then, a rich correspondent of a big American newspaper might be, or in fact already is a welcome sponsor. As we do not know what church this gentleman belongs to (and there are scores of them in America) it might
I think be wise, and aesthetic, to remove the crosses from the hands of the figures. Why is it necessary to have this
lifeless symbol, whose feeling at all events prevails in the work as a whole, but whose actual presence might make
it impossible for the client (who may be of the Jewish faith) to set the sculpture up in the park in front of his
home, and might prevent him from acquiring it?”
The sculptor remarked that the crosses were breaking the main lines of the composition to advantage; but,
playing with the box-wood handle of a wide chisel, he looked at every one attentively, as if he were trying to
fathom the general opinion. As I was standing nearest he turned to me with a questioning look.
“I personally think,” I said, “that the grasping of the cross is one of the most complex problems both of choreography and of sculpture.
“THE FINGER TOUCHES THE SYMBOL—This should be neither clever nor elegant, menacing nor meaningless,
neither easy, nor exaggerated, neither too simple nor to sophisticated, neither beautiful nor ugly. I don’t know
anything more difficult. An artist who can handle that can handle any composition in the world.”
So said I, hardly aware that this remark of mine had had the opposite effect to that which I intended, for the
sculptor and the editor suddenly exclaimed: “Why, that’s one great difficulty less,” and the sculptor, repeating the
remark once more to himself, ran up the steps leading up to the sculpture, where with two rapid strokes of his
box-wood chisel, he chopped the cross out of the main figure’s grasp, and then stayed his hand above the hand of
the female figure, while the tutor exclaimed:
“If anything is to be placed in the woman’s hand for the sake of breaking the main lines the scientific approach
should be that the Jews and later the Christians had taken over the old Chaldean and Egyptian custom, according
to which keys are placed in the hands of persons revealing or predicting important matters. (Traces of this are
found in the Evangelists—the keys of St. Peter—and in the Apocalypse.)”
The sculptor, whose hand had been at rest during this speech, lowered the tool over the second cross and, with
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a few deft strokes, indicated the general outlines of a key.
This happened almost like magic, the result of a common trend of feelings and ideas and a complete absence of
rational protest. However, when the sculptor descended the steps, he turned to the editor, saying:
“But in this way and for these very reasons the whole Christian scene would have to be changed!!” The editor,
as though he were taking the tutor for a witness, said with an impatient smile:
“Is this a historical work? Isn’t this scene placed in the times of Domitian and not those of Nero?\fn{ Lucius
Domitius Ahenobarbus (37-68) Emperor of Rome (from 54), and the last of the Julio-Claudian line of emperors .} Are these figures
portraits of some definite martyrs? Of course not, it isn’t the individuals that matter, but the drama.” To which the
tutor added:
“A cursory scientific survey of the sculpture could explain everything—they need not be Christians thrown to
the lions at all. They may in fact represent struggle, sacrifice, or in fact merit. They may in fact represent all that
the artist was searching for in that work, all that he cultivates, and everything that the public expects.”
The slightly drooling speaker wiped his mouth while the sculptor was shaking both their hands.
Meanwhile the singer, the tourist and the painter, who were in the habit of avoiding any discussion (unnecessarily taxing their brains) had withdrawn quietly and politely from the studio.
The silver bark of the greyhound, whose custom it was to accompany departing guests with the usual ceremonial, was suddenly heard from the corridor. The sculptor made a sign to the editor and to all of us that he could
guess from the dog’s voice what was happening.
*
Suddenly the door opened, admitting a short gentleman in a flat gray hat and a neat gray suit, with which
appeared a thick gold chain, maintaining on his belly a number of keys and seals studded with precious stones.
It was the American, correspondent of a big United States newspaper. He greeted the editor cordially, bowed to
the sculptor, and, waving politely in our direction, approached the sculpture directly. For a brief moment he stood
looking at the statue with gray, deep-set eyes, his hat pushed back from his brow, stroking his reddish beard—
which owing to the lack of moustaches looked all the more bushy.
“I wish to get a detailed explanation of the figures,” he said, turning to the editor and to the sculptor, who
suddenly withdrew half a step so as not to be the first to speak.
“This is … er … as it has been mentioned before,” said the editor, “a pathetic scene taken from life’s tragedies
—the man represents energy, action, which initiates work … the woman hastens to participate …”
“And she,” interrupted the American, “is, I think, holding a key, because I see below (and here he pointed to
the lump of clay intended to become a lion) a coffer. This woman, then symbolizes thrift. The man’s energy
promises to become very beautiful and appropriate. In my opinion some agricultural implements and artisans’
tools should be sculptured near the coffer. As it is now, the thing looks more like a sleeping animal than a coffer!”
The sculptor approached the group, and marked out the form of a sickle and the sides of the coffer. The
American, having walked once more round the statue, exclaimed:
“Never before have I struck on a more clearly expressed and beautiful thought. The group symbolizes CAPITALIZATION, in a most comprehensible and accessible way. For the moment, while the work is at its present stage,
it will suffice if my friend the editor will kindly write on my card”—he handed his card to the editor, who was
obligingly getting ready to write, and continued,—“the following:
Isaak Edgar Middlebank, Jr., hereby orders from the distinguished Sculptor: a group symbolizing CAPITALIZATION, which is to be executed in spotless and flawless white marble and whose price should not exceed by much the
sun of fifteen thousand dollars.

“Will that be satisfactory?” the American asked. The sculptor in turn handed his card to the editor, who wrote:
The Sculptor undertakes to execute a group CAPITALIZATION in white marble, as spotless and flawless as possible,
the price of which shall not exceed by much the sum of seventy-five thousand lire according to the order of Isaak Edgar
Middlebank, Jr., Esq, etc., etc.

Whereupon the American scanned the cards carefully through his eyeglass, requested that the date, which had
been omitted, be added and when this was done exchanged the cards, saying:
“Now everything is all right. I congratulate you on your great talent (here they shook hands) and on your beautiful dog! What an exquisite animal—what breeding! I’m convinced there isn’t another like her in the world.”
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Saying this, he bowed and made for the door.
*
With one hand the sculptor deftly threw the wet rag over “Capitalization;” with the other he caught his hat and
hurried after the editor and the tutor, who were complimenting the guest, for whom a modest carriage was waiting
to take him elsewhere.
My heart was full and heavy and I felt humiliated. A wind or a moan was dismally whispering in my ear:
“And thus everything, in this justly cursed world of ours, has to be sold for six dollars—30 pieces of silver!”
And although I had promised myself not to say anything, not to add anything nor repeat anything, I could not
bear all that moral burden. I told the editor:
“How far remote are faith and the faithful thrown to the lions from capitalization!” Adjusting his spectacles,
drawing something with his umbrella on the pavement and not raising his eyes, he answered:
“A newspaper office is not a telephone. We do the same thing every day with every feeling and every thought:
REDACTION IS REDUCTION.”
“Just as conscience is conscience,” I replied.
82.173 Community Welfare Service\fn{by Maria Konopnicka (1842-1910)} Suwalki, Suwałki County, Podlaskie
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 9\fn{Amazon says about this short story on it’s web-page publicity blurb: “The immediate incentive to
write it was Konopnicka’s direct observation of Swiss life. Since 1891 she often stayed in Switzerland. In one of her letters she criticized
strongly some attitudes of its inhabitants, well-off, self-satisfied and content with their own way of life. She was shocked by the ‘levelling
of all the classes without spiritual uplifting of any of them, the tyranny of democracy, of crudeness, of lack of culture, a certain superficial
friendliness which does not make people closer to each other in their hearts, thoughts and spirit but creates an atmosphere in which an
unembarrassed rudeness of manners may be easily displayed. … I dare say they are good people,’ she wrote, ‘but how lonely a man feels
among them if he does not own a silk-manufacture or a cheese shop!’.” The actual scene is based on an auction, in which the successful
bidder is the person to whom the community pays the least amount for the general upkeep of the one being auctioned off in exchange for
the winner sheltering, feeding and clothing the erstwhile poverty-stricken communal charge while he wrings as much work as possible out
of (for all intents and purposes) his new property. It is nowhere specifically stated, but the reader must apparently assume that this method
of caring for the basic needs of the communal destitute was then less costly than by using this method than it would be to support the aged
and inform by guaranteed direct payments made according to modern concepts according to a fixed periodic timetable (which, in fact, is
what the Swiss nation does today). (H)}

On the clock of the Community Building\fn{The story is subtitled: Pages from Hottingen.} it is almost nine. The azure
sky shimmering through the light morning mist promises fine clear weather.
In front of the building groups of people are awaiting the arrival of Councilor Storch, whose gray felt hat and
cane with the silver knob one can see in front of Gehr’s café, by the table of the justice of the peace, who is reading his morning paper and sipping an insipid coffee. The councilor is due at any moment now, at least in the opinion of the caretaker, who stands at the entrance in a semi-official attitude and acknowledges the greetings of
passers-by by touching his navy-blue white-rimmed cap with two fingers.
One can hear the lively voices of the two gentlemen talking at Gehr’s. The councilor stopped there just for a
moment, he did not even sit down, but the conversation with the justice of the peace is evidently amusing him, for
every now and then he bursts into gay, candid laughter, which is echoed by the short barks of a splendid brown
setter that lies by the table like a sphinx.
Meanwhile people gather in front of the building, greet one another and stand around chatting. Some go
straight inside, others sit down on the stone posts whose loosely hanging chains fence off the street from the
pebble-strewn square; still others stand with their heads raised and look at the building. It is new, erected on a
square where old trees used to grow. Two of them have been left standing—large plane trees with delicate scaly
bark; the autumn sun is already beginning to gild their lush green foliage.
The building itself is simple, gray, almost square; there is a low iron railing with golden knobs on its flat roof,
and four pillars and a memorial tablet with an inscription on its façade. The inscription, with its gaily gilt letters,
attracts attention. Practically every newcomer raises his head and reads it, his expression serious.
Has he not a perfect right to do so? Hasn’t everyone made his little contribution towards building it?
The building is the common property and the common accomplishment of the community. No less attractive is
the clock placed at the very apex of the triangle which rests on the flat capitals of the pillars; but somehow its
hands seem to move more slowly than usual round the polished face. Such, at least, is the opinion of the owner of
the nearby brewery, who keeps pulling his huge round silver watch out of his pocket to compare the time with that
on the community clock.
Good God, why—after all—should a man hurry? Time flies anyway.It is only a few minutes to nine now, and
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the groups begin to gather at the entrance, laughing and talking loudly. There is nothing particularly festive about
this meeting: people have come in their working clothes. Simply on business.
Men in gray workday jappen; Wallaueer, the butcher, wearing his pink kaftan; Jan Blanc, the saddler from
Höschli, his green denim apron fastened with a brass hook and chain; many are only in shirt-sleeves, in spite of
the chilly morning; Mrs. Knaus, the widow, has come straight from the market with her basket full of vegetables
and a new broom tucked under her arm. Why not? They are among themselves, aren’t they?
*
At last the square tower of the New Münster starts chiming the quarters and simultaneously comes the gay
barking of the setter following the councilors. It runs ahead, returns, runs ahead again, comes back in a few leaps,
and in high spirits they enter the open door of the office building. The groups of waiting people follow them into
the building.
They enter the hall and split into two groups: the curious ones, and those who have come on business. The latter push in a solid mass toward the yellow baluster railing that divides the official part from that reserved for the
public; the curious ones advance more slowly and occupy the benches along the walls.
Yet this division is not final. Every now and then people have things to tell to someone in the other groups;
sometimes one of the curious suddenly decides that he too has a more pressing interest, and tries to find a place at
the barrier. Anyone has a right to make up his mind even at the last minute.
The immediately interested group is the smaller; theirs is the more important role in this hall. There is Sprüngli
the rope-maker, who recently married a widow and wants to enlarge his shop; there is Kägi Tobiasz, the owner of
the Green Rose brewery; there is Lorche the baker; the innkeeper from Mainau; Dödöli, the owner of some
vineyards; Wetlinger Urban, the malt manufacturer; Tödi Mayer, the locksmith; Kissling the boiler-maker; Dörfli,
the gardener; Leu Peter, the joiner—and a number of others.
Each of them needs some help—either at the workshop or at home or on the land. And each prefers to get it
more cheaply than by hiring a helper. They lean against the barrier and talk in low voices. Widow Knaus is also
among them. Since her son got married she could not push anyone to work for the glory of the Lord. She has a
charitable heart and would be quite ready to take in any poor creature, provided she could get some real help out
of it. And provided, of course, the subsidy isn’t too mean. One can’t very well take in a ne’er-do-well for nothing,
can one? And the commune has a fund to pay for the upkeep of poor people who can no longer work.
They can’t go begging, for that’s forbidden. She wonders if there will be any choice? Round autumn, they get
as weak as flies. She’d rather get an old woman. Well, she’ll take an old man, of course, if they have no woman.
Just in order to get around, to get around. And isn’t there a lot of that rabble in the community? Hardly a week
goes by without some pauper or other calling at the office convinced that he can no longer manage to work.
Nonsense. If you know how to make a fellow like that work, he’ll soon enough do as well as a young one. And
whatever the commune may pay is welcome. It happens time and again that an old timer like that kicks the bucket
before he’s eaten up his feed money. The Hoppingers had thirty francs left over when old Regula popped off; they
had it from the office in Spring. And what about Egli? Egli made Alois sweat more than a farmhand, and he
hadn’t spent half the allowance when the old man turned up his toes.\fn{ Died} The Lord is merciful and wants no
one to come to harm.
At that point, the widow sighed and the black camlet kaftan over her big breasts rustled.
But one after another the people keep looking at the door. Why hasn’t Probst shown up? He was expected to be
the first to take part in the auction, and he hasn’t come yet?
At last the room quietens down and the councilor raises his head from his desk, where he has been standing
reading a paper.
He is still young, a handsome, imposing figure, with light brown hair; that small bald spot doesn’t seem to
make him look any worse. He has a round, fleshy face, a reddish moustache, and a frank, pleasant way of looking.
He is dressed with a certain elegance, which is not usually the case with Swiss\fn{ A note reads: Owing to persecutions
under the tsarist regime, the writer was compelled to live abroad most of her life, in Italy, Switzerland and Germany } officials. Particularly remarkable is the snow-white shirt front with its tiny golden buttons.
*
Having raised his head, the councilor screws up his eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses and looks at the
people. Now the caretaker shuts the door. No one else will come, it seems.
“Well, gentlemen,” the councilor begins, and passes his fat white finger between his slightly too tight collar
and his slightly bulging throat. “Well, gentlemen, as you all know, we have met here.”
“That’s right, sure.” A few voices agree.
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“Well, then, gentlemen,” continues the councilor, pushing his finger along between his collar and his neck with
its overlapping pleat of fat skin. “well then, let us begin.”
“Certainly. Quite right.” Some voices are again raised in agreement.
But the councilor, an official just recently elected, does not like to miss any opportunity of making one of those
brief speeches that might enhance his popularity. He therefore clears his throat, places his hands firmly on the top
of his desk, leans forward and begins:
“Gentlemen, you all know the generous welfare laws of our commune. You all know that our commune does
not let any of its members suffer from want. It dries their tears, it clothes the naked, it feeds the hungry, it provides a roof for the homeless, it offers support to the weak.”
Proud of this very successful opening, he makes a brief, but significant pause. Then he looks round the audience and continues:
“The laws of this commune are the laws of Christian charity; they are more than merely an achievement of our
civilization—they are our pride. You know that youth does not last, that human strength declines, illness and want
break a person. Such is the universal law that governs the world. But our commune has taken up the fight against
that law. How? Very simply: it takes care of those whom life has hurt, it takes care of the poor and the disinherited, it takes care of the cripples and the weak and aged.”
The councilor himself is astonished at how well it is going; he makes another pause. A pity there’s only that
handful of people listening. A speech like this, made before any large gathering, would boost his reputation enormously. He looks down condescendingly upon his audience and concludes:
“That’s how it is, gentlemen. The commune takes care of them. Using its common sense and its kind heart, it
concludes: this old man, this pauper, this cripple can no longer work for a living. He cannot work any longer. He
has no family to feed him, or else his family is poor and their work hardly gives enough to keep body and soul together. Are we to let him roam the streets as a disreputable beggar? Never.” He shakes his head energetically and
raises his voice:
“Baliff, bring in the candidate.”
The caretaker crosses the hall in long strides and disappears behind a door leading to a small storeroom used
occasionally as a prison cell. A murmur spreads among the assembled people, while the councilor still stands with
his head raised high, holding his attitude with care. A short pause. Then a head appears in the side door, trembling
on a long, thin neck; then enter a pair of badly bending knees, then a pair of feet stuck in what used to be shoes,
then two shaking, withered hands grasping the knobs on both sides of the door, to help the legs to cross the
threshold, and finally a pitifully bent back.
It is Knutz Wunderli, an old porter whom everyone knows.
The murmur in the hall grows louder.
“Do you call that a candidate? For pity’s sake, what sort of a candidate? Who would ever agree to take in a
corpse like that? What help could he possibly be? What use? Well, well! What’s the community ready to pay for
taking in that dead wood? A bagful of bones is about all there is.”
Indignation is rampant. Some reach for their caps and withdraw from the barrier. But the councilor pays no
attention to the murmuring, and as soon as Kuntz Wunderli appears in the doorway he winds up his speech:
“That’s how it is, gentlemen. Our admirable laws have done away with begging in our land and have brought
in charity instead. No man is forsaken. The commune is his mother, the commune feeds him.
“Now here is an old man incapable of working any longer. Which one of you, gentlemen, will take him into
your household? He can still render some service. The commune does not ask its members to do it for nothing.
The commune is ready to contribute to the upkeep of this old man, in accordance with its laws. Approach, candidate. Gentlemen, look at the candidate.
The councilor bows his head and mops his forehead with a handkerchief. He perspires easily, and it is beginning to get hot in the hall.
*
Meanwhile Kuntz Wunderlik pushed a little from behind by the caretaker to help him get over the threshold,
succeeds in passing through the door and then stops. The bright light coming through the window that opens on a
large meadow falls on his stooping, emaciated figure.
He stands still for a while fingering his old felt hat, and his bony knees tremble more and more. He is very
nervous.
Suddenly he straightens his back, raises his head and looks with a smile at those present. An inviting smile, almost merry. Kuntz Wunderli does not know who will become his master. So he smiles at all of them and twinkles
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vigorously.
His eyes are cold, baffled and worried, but old Kuntz tries to make them twinkle lightheartedly and almost
roguishly. When one of them gets tired sand turns dead and motionless in its deep hole, he blinks with the other,
as if he wanted to say:
“I’m still strong, you don’t know how strong! You won’t have to feed me for nothing. I’ll work, I can manage
any kind of job. I’ll carry water, chop wood, peel your potatoes, and sweep the floors. I’ve still got a lot of
strength, a lot of it.”
And as he looks round with such an effort, his old head shakes more and more, his eyes become immobile and
fill with big tears, and his hands grope for support. Only his thin-lipped, sunken mouth keeps smiling, smiling
while two cold heavy tears roll slowly down the wrinkled cheeks.
Here and there somebody starts looking him over, attentively. The old man still looks fairly sound. He shaved
this morning, the caretaker lent him his razor. It is in the commune’s interest that a candidate should make the best
possible impression; otherwise no one will want him. So besides the razor the caretaker lent him an old coat and a
blue scarf that he will take back after the auction.
Old Kuntz appreciates that. He knows the commune’s motives for helping him so graciously, and he is glad to
show off the details of his attire.
But the sleeves are too long and the coat itself is too large, doesn’t fit, just hangs on him, and the showy blue
cotton kerchief contrasts oddly with his scrawny neck with its million wrinkles that Kuntz cranes and pulls in
again, for he isn’t quite sure how best to display that kerchief.
To be quite frank, his position is rather difficult.
He has to arouse their pity, and yet he mustn’t seem to be too infirm. He knows that he stands there as an old
man who can work no longer, but he is also aware that everyone of them is looking at his hands and figuring
whether they are fit to do any work.
The community is charitable, certainly, but it won’t pay much for his keep. He knows quite well that he can’t
ask for much.
Embarrassed, anxious, he watches the eyes of the people and wonders what each one is thinking; he also casts
a glance every now and then at the caretaker, as if to reassure him that the razor, the coat and the kerchief won’t
prove useless.
The people look at the old man and discuss the matter loudly. No one cares to seem too eager. They might have
kept that up till noon, leaning against the barrier and sniffing their tobacco, but the councilor is not fond of
protracted meetings.
“Well, gentlemen,” he asks loudly, “have you looked the candidate over?”
“What is there to look over?” asks Kissling after a moment of silence. “Don’t we see him every day? The old
fellow’s wheezy, he can’t pull anything, or lift anything. What do you think, brother-in-law,” he turns to Faustin
Tröndi, “I reckon he must be eighty or over?”
The old man clears his throat; he is over eighty-two. Eighty-two! But he just smiles and keeps quiet.
“How old are you, old man?” asks Tödi Mayer. Kuntz winks at the caretaker and says:
“Seventy-four, my dear, seventy-four.”
“Show your teeth, old fellow,” says the innkeeper from Mainau. Kuntz casts another glance at the caretaker
and opens his dry lips, showing two rows of quite good teeth. The public begins to laugh.
“Well, well,” someone says. “Good enough to bite through a bone.”
“He won’t shrink from bread,” adds another. Leu Peter, the joiner, leans over towards him:
“Swing your fist, old man, come on!”
Wunderli takes a step forward, raises his head a little, straightens his back and swings his arm a few times; the
fist is lost somewhere in the long sleeve of the borrowed jacket. Every time his arm falls down again like the
broken limb of a tree. His joints crack mercilessly.
“Well, doesn’t he swing ’em all right?” asks someone from a bench.
“Phew,” says another one, well aware that no remarks from the gallery are ever lost on the people interested.
“What about his legs?”—again it’s Tödi Mayer who asks: he is evidently interested in getting Kuntz. “Let’s see
you march, old man.”
But the old man is evidently perplexed. His legs are his weakest point. Oh, if it weren’t for those legs! And it
isn’t so much the legs as the knees. At the mere thought of stretching them, he feels a shooting pain.
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But Kuntz Wunderli will not let the community down. With the greatest effort he lifts one foot from the ground
and puts it down immediately in the same spot. No, no, he must have made a mistake. It isn’t this one; this is the
sorer one! So he lifts the other foot, but lets it down even more quickly, with a loud hiss. What the devil … is it
the other, after all, that hurts less?
The clients frown and don’t say a word. The gallery have left their benches and approached the barrier. They
are laughing loudly.
“Go ahead, come on, march, march, old fellow.” The councilor looks severely at the laughing gallery, then he
turns to the old man, rather annoyed:
“Why do you keep standing there? Get out of that corner.”
Kuntz Wunderli smiles, timidly, painfully. All right. All right. Sure. Why does he keep standing there? He’ll
move away at once. And abruptly, pulling himself together, he raises his head, his faded eyes bulge, he cranes his
neck, straightens his back, presses his knees down with his hands and he marches towards the door.
That sight is so funny that the whole audience burst into loud laughter. Those closer to the benches flop down
on them, holding their sides. The councilor covers his mouth discreetly with a document, and the caretaker turns
away puffing with laughter.
“Fine, splendid,” the call from the benches.
“Go ahead, march on!” call some others.
The old man walks on. His stiff legs don’t bend at all; he lifts them like sticks in a tremendous effort—and lets
them down again, pressing his hands desperately against the sore, swollen knees. And, as if to spite him, the hall
becomes longer and bigger, the door seems to withdraw, the walls assume a terrifying depth; old Kuntz thinks that
he will never be able to reach the door. But he feels all those people looking at him, the entire community looking
at him! He sets his teeth and again raises a stiff, heavy leg.
*
Suddenly he stops and opens his eyes wide. At the door, among the crowd, he sees the head of his son.
That he had not expected. No, no, not that!
Deep red color rushes into his face, the rest of his heart’s blood. No longer does he hear the laughter, not even
the voice of the councilor ordering him back to his place. His son is all he sees.
He looks at him spellbound and begins to tremble as if there were a terrible frost; all his old bones shake. His
frightened face pales, becomes white, very white, deathly white.
There is a hard, severe frown on his forehead; his eyes light up and become dull again. Desperate eyes, dead,
staring with fear and amazement at his son.
No, no! he does not want his son to bid for him at the community auction. That he will not have!
He shrinks, lets go of his knees and spreads out his hands to ward it off. No, no! He is afraid! He does not want
that! But the caretaker approaches and takes him by the arm.
“What the devil’s the matter? Why are you standing here like a fool? Can’t you see the boss is waiting? Go
ahead!”
But old Wunderli is too weak at that moment—weak as a child. He simply cannot move. His legs fail him, his
teeth chatter, his head wags to right and left like a leaf in autumn. The caretaker pushes him along, holding him up
a bit. If he didn’t hold him up, the old man might fall down. But to his mind there is very little hope of the
community’s getting rid of the old man. He realizes now that neither his razor, the kerchief nor the jacket were of
any help. None whatever.
“Hurry up,” the councilor calls impatiently.
Kuntz Wunderli pulls himself together somehow and is back at his former place. It is well chosen. Golden light
falls through the wide open window on the miserable man. In that light his deathly face looks a livelier color. His
bald skull reflects the serene fair weather. His dull eyes gaze up somewhere far away into the blue sky.
Who knows? Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all if the son’s bid were accepted? Who can tell? True, his
daughter-in-law is bad-tempered and stingy. But he could at least die in the midst of his own folk. And then the
children … he would be able to see his grandchildren every day!
His eyes grow moist, they become soft and kind; an unspoken word trembles on his lips; the hard, harsh frown
smoothes out and disappears. Now he certainly does not look more than 74. The interest of the clients is
reawakened.
“Not very firm on his feet,” says baker Lorche, shaking his head.
“What d’you mean, not very firm?” retorts somebody from a bench.
“He’ll out-jump all of us yet,” adds someone else.
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“Gallant old fellow!” calls yet another.
“What do you think, brother-in-law?” asks Tödi Mayuer of his neighbor in a low voice.
“If you ask me, I’d take him. He’s weak in the knees but he’ll do at the workshop.”
“I wouldn’t even think of looking at that weakling,” says Dödöli, “if they had anyone else.”
“So what? Round the house even that can be useful,” argues Kissling.
The councilor eyes the audience keenly. The moment seems propitious to start the auction. The whole thing
has lasted too long already. Too many spectators.
He pulls out his watch, holds it up close to his eyes, compares the time with that of the clock on the wall,
beckons to the caretaker and says in a businesslike tone:
“Gentlemen, let’s make an end of this. The candidate presented to you by the community is most worthy of
your attention. He is in good health, not too old, quite strong and will be useful at any easier work. Which one of
you is ready to consider the matter? And at what price?”
A moment of silence follows. Some are considering whether they need help and if they can afford it.
Sprüngli starts fidgeting and shifts his weight from foot to foot. The councilor notices it and says politely,
bowing, bowing to the rope-maker:
“Gentlemen, Mr. Sprüngli will start us off.”
“Mr. Sprüngli, what subsidy would you consider to take the candidate into your home?”
“Two hundred francs,” replies the rope-maker and stops, not quite sure if he has not asked too little.
“What? Two hundred francs?” repeats the councilor, feigning astonishment. Then he makes a short pause.
“Gentlemen, I should be only too happy if the finance of the community permitted the social welfare section to
incur such formidable expenses. But as this is not the case, we have to suggest more reasonable figures. Think it
over, Mr. Sprüngli. Well, gentlemen? You’ve seen the candidate’s teeth? He is still quite strong.”
“Who cares about his teeth?” says the innkeeper from Mainau. “So much the worse if they are sound. If the old
one eats a lot, I won’t be able to fill him up, and he won’t work.”
“Oh, don’t you worry, we’ll make him work all right,” says Kägi, winking with his squinting eye.
“Come, come,” Kägi continues, “you know how to squeeze a farmhand.”
“What you talking about? I’m not Probst, am I?” They both laugh.
“Who can tell if it was Probst’s fault?” says Kissling. “Maybe the old man was a drunk?”
“Believe me, I never saw him drunk,” counters Lorche. “It wasn’t Probst’s doing, anyway; it was his wife’s.
She’s a hag,” says a voice from the bench.
“A hellcat she is,” someone else adds.
“Never mind who’s to blame,” says Sprüngli. “The fact is that old Hänzel hanged himself in his house.”
“He must have had a sweet life there!”
“What’s that?” cries Wettinger the butcher. “So I’m expected to feed him, clothe him and take him under my
roof for the few miserable coppers I get from the community—and I won’t even be allowed to make him work?”
“Sure you can, but—on the other hand …”
“Gentlemen,” interrupts the councilor, “we must make an end of this. There’s a time limit for official business.
Mr. Sprüngli had bid 200 francs. Which of you is going to lower that?”
Silence.
“Which one of you gentlemen is ready to bid?” asks the councilor again. “Will you reconsider, Mr. Sprüngli?”
“I’ve already reconsidered,” says Sprüngli. “I can’t take less than 200 francs.
The councilor turns away from him.
“Do I hear another bid? Your bids, gentlemen!”
“I’ll take 185,” says Lorche in a slow, deliberate voice. “But he’s got to wear his own clothes, this winter at
least. It’s warm in my place.”
Old Wunderli looks down at his clothes and then round at the others and begins to shiver. He has the impresssion that his very bones are freezing. Wear his own suit? What suit has he got? Has he been earning enough to afford a suit? All he earned was his daily bread, and even that by hard work. He has a cotton blouse, badly patched.
How can he wear that through the winter? One can’t even call it a piece of clothing.
“180, on the same condition,” says Dödöli, who owns a vineyard, in a booming voice.
“On the same condition,” thinks old Kuntz, and his miserable legs tremble more violently. “Dear God. Why do
they insist on that condition. And me standing here before them like poor Lazarus. What a condition.” Silence
again after Dödöli’s bid. The councilor is on tenterhooks. For a while he plays with a coral trinket on his watch
chain, then he says as politely as he can manage:
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“Let’s go on, gentlemen. Let us proceed: will you give me another bid?”
“175,” says Tödi Mayer in a clear voice. He is terribly pressed for help. Work is piling up at his place.
“160,” someone calls from the corner.
*
They look round, disbelieving their ears. It is customary to go down five francs at a time, seven at the most;
there has never been a precedent for anyone bidding 15 francs lower!
The councilor himself looks in surprise towards the corner. Old Kuntz also raises his head and looks.
At the side near the door, behind the backs of the bidder, his son is leaning against the barrier, a short pipe
between his teeth. He is holding his youngest son by the hand.
The old man opens his mouth and watches, half afraid, half hopeful.
The son comes up to the barrier, takes the pipe out of his mouth and stands in the first row, holding his head
high. No one blames him.
He has a bunch of children, works hard himself. One more mouth to feed is quite a problem where the people
themselves haven’t enough to eat. He couldn’t possibly keep his father for nothing. God knows he couldn’t. But
he will try with whatever the community will chip in. He doesn’t want much. He has bid three times less than any
stranger would. He doesn’t want to make money out of the community or out of the old man. He just wants to get
back his own.
Everybody understands that perfectly well; everyone would do exactly the same. A person grows worn out just
like everything else, and worn out he becomes a burden. Those that can afford it can keep even a grandfather, to
say nothing of a father; but people who haven’t enough can’t go out and steal to do it. That’s as clear as daylight.
But though it is as clear as daylight, it throws an ominous shadow upon all the faces. The people look away as
if they do not want, as if they dare not look one another in the eye. The silence lasts longer than usual. And in that
silence one hears old Kuntz’s deep sigh, that sounds almost like a moan.
The councilor watches the people with his eagle eye. Obviously the son’s bid will stand.
“Well then, gentlemen,” he begins, after a pause. “Well then, the last bid stands: 160 francs. I am pleased, I am
very pleased.”
He stops abruptly. He really doesn’t know why he should be pleased. Perhaps at the fact that they will all leave
at last. He can’t tell them that to their faces, can he? Anyway his speech appears to have been premature.
“155,” bids Tödi Mayer, wiping his broad forehead with a red cotton kerchief.
The son withdraws quietly from the barrier and blows into the bowl of his pipe to keep it alight. But the child
he is holding by the hand suddenly spots the old man.
“Grandpa, grandpa,” he calls in a thin, squeaky voice.
The old man cannot see his grandson, he can only hear him. A tender smile appears on his faded lips. He
shakes his head cheerfully and makes a gesture as if he were taking a sniff of tobacco. Things seem to be turning
out all right, thank God. Everything may still end up well!
“One hundred and fifty,” bids the son.
But Tödi Mayer has no intention giving way. He is stubborn—one of those who take a firm grip and hold on.
What does a son matter? The son could have taken him in for nothing. So long as the community pays everybody
has a right to bid.
“145,” he calls, raising his voice.
The son tilts his head, half closes his eyes and looks down at Tödi Mayer. He thinks it over for a while, then he
shrugs indifferently. He can’t risk more than that. He’s done his duty, but he can’t afford any more. His head with
the straight hair and the square wooden face withdraws from the line of bidders and the tall, bony, slightly-stooping figure moves through the crowd towards the door.
The old man’s eyes follow him. He is anxious; he opens his mouth and cranes his neck; his left eyelid begins to
twitch nervously. He looks old now, very old. Tödi Mayer suddenly realizes that the deal is not a particularly
advantageous one; he talks in a whisper with his brother-in-law.
Meanwhile the councilor taps on the desk.
“Well, then,” he says in his clear, refined voice. “The bid is 145 francs. For the first time, for …”
*
“Just a moment,” Tödi Mayer interrupts him suddenly. “I want to ask if the joppe\fn{The coat} really belongs to
the old man?”
A frown appears on the councilor’s fine, smooth forehead.
“That is not a question to be discussed by the community office,” he replies in a dignified tone, while the
40

caretaker turns towards the corner and coughs loudly.
“Why isn’t it?” Spengler steps in for his neighbor. “The community’s got to know what it’s giving away, and
the one that takes it has got to know what he’s taking. That’s only fair.”
“Is the joppe yours?” Tödi Mayer turns directly to old Kuntz.
But old Kuntz does not hear him. His left eyelid twitches more and more violently, as his eyes turn glassy. He
sees his son disappearing behind the door. A moment later he sees him again through the open window and hears
the child’s prattling. They walk along … they are gone. The old man bows his head and shakes it quietly. Then he
shuts his eyes tightly, as tightly as he can. Something is stinging his eyes, something salty, bitter … it stings and
burns …
*
“Can you hear me, old man,” Tödi Mayer repeats in a louder voice, “did anyone lend you that joppe or is it
your own?”
He hears the question at last, looks down at himself, his reddened eyes blink quickly, then they cast a stealthy
glance at the caretaker in the corner. Tödi Mayer bangs his fist on the barrier.
“That’s plain cheating!” he shouts angrily.
“It certainly is. He’s right,” several voices agree. The noise increases; everyone is indignant.
“Look here, a fellow wants to be charitable,” cried Tödi Mayer, throwing up his huge red hands, “he’s ready to
take on such a burden like that for a miserable sum of money, but he has a right to be treated on the level. I’m
sorry, but that’s how it is!”
“That’s fair, that’s right.” More voices join in the chorus. Spengler’s voice dominates all the others. The
councilor flushes with anger.
“Off with your coat!” he yells at the old man, and Kuntz Wunderli starts to unbutton it hastily. That is not so
easy. His hands are trembling; the stiff, crooked fingers do not find the buttonholes right away; the caretaker helps
the old man, furiously pulling off the sleeves. As an official of the chancery, he feels almost as offended as the
councilor.
“You fool! You idiot,” he whispers furiously, pulling alternately at each sleeve of the ill-fated coat. Once the
coat is off, the whole appalling misery of the candidate becomes apparent, his sunken chest, his protruding ribs,
barely hidden by a sorely patched-up shirt and the ragged remnants of a summer waistcoat.
Old man Wunderli trembles frightfully, partly from the cold, partly with fear. It’s come out. What will happen
now? Everything’s come out! Horribly embarrassed, he tries to undo the kerchief round is neck which the
caretaker had knotted with such care.
“The kerchief isn’t yours either?” yells Tödi Mayer, at the end of his tether.
“Not … mine,” replies Kuntz Wunderli in a hardly audible whisper. The caretaker jerks it out of his hands.
“Numbskull, blockhead, stupid ass,” mutters the caretaker, his teeth set.
The case of the kerchief makes him even more furious than the coat. The idea of the coat was not his own; it
came to him when the councilor had casually remarked that the candidate was too poorly dressed to appear in the
administrative part of the office. But the kerchief? The kerchief was his own idea. He had tied the bow himself,
with an artist’s taste; he had put his soul into that bow. And besides, it wasn’t at all necessary to remove that
kerchief! No one had any suspicion, no question had been asked.
So furious is the caretaker that he crumples the blue piece of cotton between his hands and throws it down on
the floor under the coat-hanger at the door. For the moment he cannot find any more drastic means of giving vent
to his anger and his boundless disdain.
And meanwhile Kuntz Wunderli stands before the public, shamefaced, depressed, robbed of his glamour.\fn
{To say nothing of his dignity} Only now can one see his knees bent forwards so sharply that he seems to be squatting;
now one can see his twisted, heavy feet and his white elbows.
But the neck is the funniest part of him. It is so thin you could whip it off. It makes the old man look like a
plucked bird, especially since the head which is no longer supported by the stiff bow looks disproportionately big
and heavy on top of that thin neck. It wags to right and left, almost touching the scrawny shoulders.
There is a burst of merriment in the room: some laugh good-naturedly, other maliciously, with a glance at Tödi
Mayer. The most charitable souls just nod and smile faintly.
“Ecce homo,”\fn{Behold the man; Pilate’s words to the mob, as he displayed Jesus to them, after he had had Him scourged, a purple robe thrown about His shoulders and a crown of thorns planted on His head } says Kissling, the boiler-maker, ostentatiously.
His brother serves as janitor at the canton\fn{Switzerland is composed of 20 full cantons and six half cantons} library and he
can read all the books free of charge.
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Thunderous laughter greets that comparison. The majority presume that he is referring to the peak just behind
the Big and Small Mythen, called Mount Ecce Homo as a counterpart to the rugged Mount Pilatus; some of the
audience have seen that mountain at close quarters. The old man has of course no resemblance whatever to any
mountain peak, but that makes the joke even funnier.
Tödi Mayer is the only one who takes no part in the general gaiety. His round, protruding eyes run over the
figure of the old pauper as if they were making every one of those dried-up, trembling bones responsible for his
great disappointment. He looks at him piercingly, as one might look at a counterfeit coin; he examines him like an
old rag, dissects him to the last vein, to the last bit of breath in his chest.
“I withdraw my bid,” he calls out finally. “I can’t do it for so small an a …”
“No bid can be withdrawn,” says the councilor gravely.
“What do you mean? The bailiff hasn’t knocked him down to the bidder yet.”
“He hasn’t knocked him down! He hasn’t!” confirm some people from the benches.
Then there is a silence. Everybody is waiting to see how things will turn out. The councilor is rather dissatisfied. He looks askance at the audience, wrinkles his handsome forehead and pulls at this moustache.
“I won’t take the old fellow wearing rags like that, not even if they gave me 180 francs,” Tödi Mayer asserts
with determination, feeling himself backed up by the whole room.
“I wouldn’t take him even for 200,” seconds Spengler.
“What? 200? Even 210 wouldn’t be too much!” chips in the innkeeper from Mainau.
Old Wunderli listens to all this with fear in his heart. What will happen? What is going to become of him?
Maybe no one will want to take him in? And why on earth do they want so much money? Why that much?
His wretched old face shows his great anxiety and amazement. He raises his gray eyebrows higher and higher,
looking down at the ground; his head keeps wagging faster and faster, dropping now on one shoulder, now on the
other.
“Now then, Mr. Tödi Mayer,” says the councilor in a conciliatory tone, “stop joking and let’s make an end of
this, gentlemen.”
“All right,” cries the locksmith energetically, “I’ll take him at 200.”
“Oh, come on, come on!”—the councilor is losing patience. “How can you expect the community to pay out
such an amount? Do you gentlemen think the community is sitting on a gold mine? The community has to be
careful with every penny it spends. The community has expenses, considerable expenses! It holds charity sacred,
but there is a limit even to charity!”
*
The councilor has hardly finished his last sentence when the door opens wide and in come Probst. A stout man
with a thick neck and a broad red face. His brown unbuttoned coat exposes a formidable chest, upon which is a
dangling silver chain. He has small piercing eyes and a narrow oily forehead, with curly red hair growing low
down on his temples.
Probst advances, self-assured, swinging his huge arms and fists; but he had no need to make room for himself
for everyone steps aside with something like respect. A strong, powerful fellow with a sullen aggressive look—a
fellow you’d rather not pick a fight with. Probst approaches the barrier, bows to the councilor, nods to some acquaintances.
Would the councilor please excuse him. He has come late, but it was no fault of his. That damned worker he
took on after old Hänzli’s death got sick, just as if to spite him. So he had to deliver the milk himself, and it’s a
devil of a long way down one hill and up another.
The councilor listens and nods sympathetically; those whom Probst has greeted smile sympathetically, shaking
their heads.
“He had to do the delivery himself? Oh, my! Such a long route, too!”
Outside the window they hear the barking of the dog whom everyone knows: three times a day it arrives
pulling the car stacked full with tall milk cans. Probst has a fine herd of cows. A fine cowshed.
And presently they all feel great respect for his powerful fists and his fat neck. Spengler turns away from Tödi
Mayer and looks at Probst; the locksmith feels already half beaten by the mere arrival of the milkman. He looks
from one to another pretending indifference, in reality he is sorry not to have clinched the deal. Well, he will see
what happens.
Probst wastes no time. He places one fist on the barrier, stretches his thick neck, pulls at the hairy yellow chin,
screws up his gray eyes and sights them on the old man like a gun. Kissling and Dödöli nudge each other with
their elbows.
42

“Look at him staring. That beast knows how to look. Heaven knows everybody’s got a pair of eyes, but nobody
can look through a man like he does. He’s an expert all right, don’t you worry.”
The whole atmosphere in the room has changed. They all feel that a connoisseur has arrived. Faces become
livelier. The people who were sitting on the benches get up and draw closer. Now things promise to become really
interesting.
Only Kuntz Wunderli is fidgeting anxiously, nervously, at the sight of Probst. He knows that Hänzli, whom
Probst got also from the community, hanged himself in the attic three months later. He recalls Mrs. Probst selling
his boots. He also remembers the sores the harness had made on Hänzli’s shoulders, his sunken eyes, and his face
that had become sallow and haggard.
The old man shrinks visibly, he pulls his head in between his shoulders, presses his bony elbows to his sides,
makes himself small, very small, so small they must barely be able to see him. If only he could hide underground.
He is afraid to breathe, to stir, and so tense that even his knees have stopped trembling.
But Brobst knows all these tricks. He has been getting these rascals at the community auctions for the past six
or seven years. He knows full well that such an old fellow is like a cracked pot: wired together carefully, it will
outlast a new one. And anyway, it’s the cheapest labor to be found. You can always squeeze enough work out of
him—by treating him either roughly or kindly—to pay for his food, and whatever subsidy the community pays is
like money found.
People grumble that he ruins the prices. A lot he cares! So long as it suits him, everyone can look after himself,
and that’s that.
Now Probst tilts his big flat head to the right then to the left, takes a quick look at the official’s face and
declares in a clear, booming voice:
“One hundred and twenty-five.”
His words make a big impression. Even the most indifferent among the crowd wag their heads admiringly.
Fancy, not even asking what had been going on and throwing down his trump like a bombshell!
There is complete silence in the room, broken only by the furious barking of the dog outside at the milkwagon. Old Wunderli looks round to right and left, as if he were trying to find an alley of escape. But he does not
run away; he stands there as if turned to stone or riveted to the floor Only his jaw is drooping lower and lower and
his eyes are opening wider and wider.
“One hundred and twenty-five,” Probst calls out again.
The councilor is beaming. For a while he looks about keenly at the audience, waiting to see if anyone will
outbid the milkman. Then he taps the papers before him with his white hand and motions to the caretaker.
“One hundred and twenty-five, for the first time,” calls the caretaker bailiff, knocking the floor with his stick.
And waits.
“For the second time,” he repeats still louder, and old Kuntz Wunderli screws up his eyes, squirms painfully, as
if the stick that knocks to confirm this act of charity were going to hit him next.
“And for the thi-r-d t-i-me,” calls the bailiff, and the councilor joins in triumphantly.
A moment later Kuntz Wunderli is standing in the shafts of the milk-wagon, his poor old gray head trembles as
his shaking hands try to put the harness strap over his shoulders. On the other side of the shaft, hitched in a similar
harness, the husky, shaggy dog jumps up and down, barking loudly.
82.182 Bartek The Conqueror\fn{by Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846-1916)} Wola Okrzejska, Łuków County, Lublin
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 27
1
My hero’s name was Bartek Slowik;\fn{Nightingale} but owing to his habit of staring when spoken to, the
neighbors called him “Bartek Goggle-Eyes.” Indeed, he had little in common with nightingales, and his intellecttual qualities and truly childish naïveté won him the further nickname of “Bartek the Blockhead.”
The last was the most popular, in fact, the only one handed down to history, though Bartek bore yet a fourth—
an official—name. Since the Polish words “man” and “nightingale”\fn{ Czlowick and slowik.} present no difference to
a German ear, and the Germans love to translate barbarian\fn{ Many Germans at this time considered the Slavic peoples barbarians:H} proper names into a more cultured language in the cause of civilization, the following conversation took
place when he was being entered as a recruit.\fn{ At this time Prussia was in possession of Great Poland, with Poznań as its
administrative center. She had been given it by the Congress of Vienna (1815) which redrew European political boundaries upon the
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collapse of the Napoleonic Empire. Now (2010), however, almost all this territory belongs to Poland or Russia }

“What is your name?” the officer asked Bartek.
“Slowik.”
“Szloik.\fn{Czlowick (man)} Ach, ja, gut.” And the officer wrote down
“Man.”
Bartek came from the village of Pognenbin, a name given to a great many villages in the province of Poznań
and in other parts of Poland. First of all there was he himself, not to mention his land, his cottage and two cows,
his own piebald horse, and his wife, Magda. Thanks to this combination of circumstances he was able to live
comfortably, and according to the maxim contained in the verse:
To him whom God would bless He gives, of course,
A wife called Magda and a piebald horse.

In fact, all his life he had taken whatever Providence sent without troubling about it. But just now Providence
had ordained war, and Bartek was not a little upset at this. For news had come that the reserves would be called
up, and that it would be necessary to leave his cottage and land, and entrust it all to his wife’s care. People at Pognenbin were poor enough already. Bartek usually worked at the factor in the winter and helped his household on
in this way; but what would happen now? Who could know when the war with the French would end? Magda,
when she had read through the papers, began to swear:
“May they be damned and die themselves! May they be blinded!—though you are a fool—yet I am sorry for
you. The French give no quarter; they will chop off your head, I dare say.”
Bartek felt that his wife spoke the truth. He feared the French like fire, and was sorry for himself on that account.
What had the French done to him? What was he going after there—why was he going to that horrible strange
land where not a single friendly soul was to be found? He knew what life at Pognenbin was like—well, it was
neither easy nor difficult, but just as it was. But now he was being told to go away, although he knew that it was
better to be here than anywhere else.
Still, there was no help for it—such is fate. Bartek embraced his wife, and the ten-year-old Franek; spat,
crossed himself, and went out of the cottage, Magda following him. They did not take very tender leave of one
another. They both sobbed, he repeating, “Come, come, hush!” and went out into the road.
There they realized that the same thing which had happened to them had happened to all Pognenbin, for the
whole village was astir, and the road was obstructed by traffic. As they walked to the station, women, children,
old men, and dogs followed the. Every one’s heart was heavy; but a few smoked their pipes with an air of indifference, and some were already intoxicated. Others were singing with hoarse voices,
Skrzynecki\fn{Jan Zygmunt Skrzynecki (1787-1860), the Polish general who organized the Polish army at the Revolution of 1830.} died,
alas!
No more his voice is heard;
His hand, bedecked with rings,
No more shall wield the sword.

while one or two of the Germans from Pognenbin sang Wacht am Rhein out of sheer fright. All that motley and
many-colored crowd—including policemen with glittering bayonets—moved in file towards the end of the village
with shouts, bustle, and confusion. Women clung to their “warriors’” necks and wept; one old woman showed her
yellow teeth and waved her arms in the air; another cried:
“May the Lord remember our tears!” There were cries of:
“Franek! Kasko! Jόzek! Good-bye!”
Dogs barked, the church bell rang, the priest even said the prayers for the dying, since not one of those now
going to the station would return. The war had claimed them all, but the war would not give them back. The
plough would grow rusty in the field, for Pognenbin had declared war against the French. Pognenbin could not
acquiesce in the supremacy of Napoleon III,\fn{ Louis Napoleon (1808-1873), Emperor of the French (1852-1870). The war was
the Franco/Prussian War (1870-1871); Louis and his family eventually went into exile in England } and took to heart the question of
the Spanish succession.\fn{On June 19, 1870, Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen formally became a candidate for the then
vacant throne of Spain. Fearing German encirclement, Vincent Benedetti, the French ambassador to Prussia, induced King William I to
secure the withdrawal of his candidacy. Unfortunately, once he had obtained this, he then demanded a formal guarantee that the candidacy
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would never be renewed. This was an insult to the Prussian king, who had given his word; and it gave the Prussian Chancellor, Otto Von
Bismark, the desired opportunity to provoke France into a war that would enable him to complete Germany’s unification (begun, ironically,
by Napoleon I). The French declared war on July 19. } The last sounds of the bell hovered over the crowd, which was al-

ready falling out of line.
Heads were bared as they passed the shrine. The light dust rose up from the road, for the day was dry and fine.
Along both sides of the road the ripening corn, heavy in the ear, rustled and bowed in the gentle gusts of wind.
The larks were twittering in the blue sky, and each warbled as if fearing he might be forgotten.
At the station there was a still greater crowd, and more noise and confusion. Here were men called in from
Krzywda Gόrna, Krzywda Dolna, from Wywlaszezynce, from Niedola, and Mizerόw. The station walls were
covered with proclamations in which war was declared in the Name of God and the Fatherland; the Landwehr\fn
{The people of the land} was setting forth to defend menaced parents, wives and children, cottages and fields.
It was evident that the French bore a special grudge against Pognenbin, Krzywda Gόrna, Krzywda Dolna, Wywlaszezynce, Niedola, and Mizerόw. Such, at least, was the impression on those who read the placards.
Fresh crowds were continually assembling in front of the station. In the waiting-room the smoke from the
men’s pipes filled the air, and hid the placards. It was difficult to make oneself understood in the noise, for every
one was running, shouting, and screaming. On the platform orders were given in German. They sounded strangely
brief, harsh, and decisive.\fn{Harsh, decisive, and efficient. In Germany, skilful planning and transport organization delivered three
armies (about 380,000 men) to the forward zone within 18 days. They were superior in numbers to the French (for there were in addition to
Prussian troops her allies of the North German Confederation—Saxony and Hesse among them—and three of the South German
Confederation—Bavaria, Württembereg and Baden. And the Germans enjoyed, in addition to a superiority of numbers, a superiority in
field artillery). In France great confusion reigned. On July 18, when Napoleon III joined the army at Metz, 14 days after mobilization had
begun and 9 days after war had been declared, not a single corps was in condition to take the field. This offset France’s qualitative advantages of a higher proportion of professional troops and better small arms }

The bell rang. The powerful breath of the engine was heard in the distance coming nearer—growing more
distinct. With it the war itself seemed to be coming nearer. A second bell—and a shudder ran through every heart.
A woman began to scream,
“Jadom Jadom!”
She was evidently calling to her Adam, but the other women took up the word and cried, “Jada.”\fn{ “They are
going”; jadom and jada are pronounced similarly} A shrill voice among them added: “The French are coming!” and in the
twinkling of an eye a panic seized not only the women, but also the future heroes of Sedan.\fn{ A reference to the
battle of Sedan fought on September 1, 1870 around the French city of Sedan, a few miles from the Belgian frontier. An entire French army
under Marshal M. E. de MacMahon was surrounded by the German Third Army under Prince Frederick William of Prussia and the Army of
the Meuse under Prince Albert of Saxony. Some 17,000 French were killed or wounded; losses were particularly heavy on the French
cavalry (decimated by German gunfire) commanded by General J. A. Margueritte, who was killed in action. German losses were less than
9,000. Napoleon III, realizing that the position was hopeless, surrendered, together with nearly 82,000\fn{Just below, this figure is
104,000} officers and men.} The crowd swerved.

At that moment the train entered the station. Caps and uniforms were to be seen at all the windows. Soldiers
seemed to swarm like ants. Dark, oblong bodies of cannon showed grimly on some of the trucks, on others there
was a forest of bayonets. The soldiers had, apparently, been ordered to sing, for the whole train shook with their
strong masculine voices. Strength and power seemed in some way to issue from that train, the end of which was
not even in sight.
The reservists on the platform began to fall in, but anyone who could lingered in taking leave. Bartek swung
his arms as if they were the sails of a windmill, and stared.
“Well, Magda, good-bye!”
“Oh, my poor fellow!”
“You will never see me again!”
“There’s no help for it!”
“May the Mother of God protect and shelter you!”
“Good-bye. Take care of the cottage.” The woman in tears embraced him.
“May God guide you!”
The last moment had come. The whistle and the women’s crying and sobbing drowned everything else.
“Good-bye! Good-bye!”
But the soldiers were already separated from the motley crowd, and formed a dark, solid mass, moving forward in square columns with the certainty and regularity of clockwork. The order was given:
“Take your seats!”
Columns and squares broke asunder from the center, marched with heavy strides towards the carriages, and
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jumped into them. The engine, now breathing like a dragon and exhaling streams of vapor, sent forth wreaths of
gray smoke. The women cried and sobbed still louder; some of them hid their eyes with their handkerchiefs,
others waved their hands towards the carriages; sobbing voices repeated the name of husband and son.
“Good-bye, Bartek!” Magda cried from amongst them. “Take care of yourself!—May the Mother of God—
Good-bye! Oh, God!—”
“And take care of the cottage,” answered Bartek. The line of trucks suddenly trembled, the carriages knocked
against one another—and went forward.
“And remember you have a wife and child,” Magda cried, running after the train. “Good-bye, in the name of
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost! Good-bye—“
On went the train, faster and faster, bearing away the warriors of Pognenbin, of both Krzywdas, of Niedola,
and Mizerό.
2
Magda, with the crowd of women, returned crying to Pognenbin, in one direction; in the other the train,
bristling with bayonets, rushed into the gray distance, and Bartek with it. There seemed to be no end to the long
cloud of smoke; Pognenbin was also scarcely visible. Only the lime-tree showed faintly, and the church tower,
glistening as the rays of the sun played upon it. Soon the lime-tree also disappeared, and the gilt cross resembled a
shining speck. As long as that speck continued to shine Bartek kept his eyes fixed upon it, but when that vanished
too there were no bounds to the poor fellow’s grief. A sense of great weakness came over him and he felt lost.
So he began to look at the sergeant, for, after the Almighty, he already felt there was no one greater than he.
The sergeant clearly knew what would become of Bartek now; he himself knew nothing, understood nothing. The
sergeant sat on the bench, and, supporting his rifle between his knees, he lighted his pipe. The smoke rose in
clouds, hiding his grave, discontented face from time to time. Not Bartek’s eyes alone watched his face; all the
eyes from every corner of the carriage were watching it.
At Pognenbin or Krzywda every Bartek or Wojtek was his own master, each had to think about himself, and
for himself, but now the sergeant would do this for him. He would command them to look to the right, and they
would look to the right; he would command them to look to the left, and they would look to the left. The question,
“Well, and what is to become of us?” stood in each man’s eyes, but he knew as much as all of them put together,
and also what was expected of them.
If only one were able by glances to draw some command or explanation from him! But the men were afraid to
ask direct, as war was now drawing near with all the chances of being court-martialed. What was permitted and
was not permitted, and by whom, was unknown. They, at least, did not know, and the sound of such a word as
Kriegsgericht,\fn{Court-martial} though they did not understand it, frightened them very much.
They felt that this sergeant had still more power over them now than at the manœuvres in Poznań; he it was
who knew everything, and without him nothing would be done.
He seemed meanwhile to be finding his rifle growing heavy, for he pushed it towards Bartek to hold for him.
Bartek reached out hastily for it, held his breath, stared, and looked at the sergeant as he would at a rainbow, yet
derived little comfort from that. Ah, there must surely be bad news, for even the sergeant looked worried.
At the stations one heard singing and shouting; the sergeant gave his orders, bustled about and swore, as if to
show his importance. But let the train once move on, and every one, including himself, was silent. For him also
the world now seemed to wear two aspects, the one clear and intelligible—that represented by home and family—
the other dark, yes, absolutely dark—that of France and war. He effectually revived the spirits of the Pognenbin
soldiers, not so much by his personality, as by the fact that each man carried him at the back of his mind. And
since each soldier carried his knapsack on his shoulder, with his cloak and other warlike accoutrements, the whole
load was extremely heavy.
All the while the train was shaking, roaring, and rushing along into space. Now, a station where they added
fresh carriages and engines; now another, where helmets, cannon, horses, bayonets, and companies of lancers
were to be seen.
The fine evening drew in slowly. The sun sank in a deep crimson, and a number of light flying clouds spread
from the edge of the darkening sky across to the west. The train, stopping frequently at the stations to pick up
passengers and carriages, shook and rushed forward into that crimson brightness, as into a sea of blood. From the
open carriage, in which Bartek and the Pognenbin troops were seated, one could see villages, hamlets, and little
towns, church steeples, and storks—looking like hooks, as they stood on one leg on their nests—isolated cottages,
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and cherry orchards. Everything was passed rapidly, and everything looked crimson.
Meanwhile the soldiers, growing bolder, began to whisper to one another, because the sergeant, having laid his
kit bag under his head, had fallen asleep, with his clay pipe between his teeth.
Wojtek Gwizdala, a peasant from Pognenbin, sitting beside Bartek, jobbed his elbow.
“Bartek, listen!” Bartek turned a face with pensive, wide open eyes towards him.
“Why do you look like a calf going to be slaughtered?” Gwizdala whispered. “True, you, poor beggar, are going to be slaughtered, that’s certain!”
“Oh, my word!” groaned Bartek.
“Are you afraid?” Gwizdala asked.
“Why shouldn’t I be afraid?” The crimson in the sky was growing deeper still, so Gwizdala pointed towards it
and went on whispering:
“Do you see that brightness? Do you know, blockhead, what that is? That’s blood. Here’s Poland—our frontier, say—do you understand? But there in the distance, where it’s so bright, that’s France itself.”
“And shall we be there soon?”
“Why are you in such a hurry? They say that it’s a terribly long way. But never fear, the French will come out
to meet us.”
Bartek’s Pognenbin brain began to work laboriously. After some moments he asked:
“Wojtek!”
“Yes?”
“What sort of people are these Frenchmen?”
Here Wojtek’s wisdom suddenly became aware of a pitfall into which it might be easier to tumble head
foremost than to come out again. He knew that the French were the French. He had heard something about them
from old people, who had related that they were always fighting with everyone; he knew at least that they were
very strange people. But how could he explain this to Bartek to make him understand how strange they were?
First of all, therefore, he repeated the question:
“What sort of people?”
“Why, yes.”
Now there were three nations known to Wojtek; living in the center were the Poles; on one side were the
Russians, on the other the Germans. But there were various kinds of Germans.\fn{ Prussians, Saxons, Bavarians, Hanoverians, Brandenbergers, Rhinelanders, Swabians, etc.} Preferring, therefore, to be clear rather than accurate, he said:
“What sort of people are the French? How can I tell you? They must be like the Germans, only worse.” At
which Bartek exclaimed:
“Oh, the low vermin!”
Up to that time he had one feeling only with regard to the French, and that was a feeling of unspeakable fear.
Henceforth this Prussian reservist cherished the hatred of a true patriot towards them. But not feeling quite clear
about it all, he asked again:
“Then Germans will be fighting Germans?” Here Wojtek, like a second Socrates, chose to adopt a simile, and
answered:
“But doesn’t your dog, Lysek, fight with my Burek?” Bartek opened his mouth and looked at his instructor for
a moment.
“Ah! True.”
“And the Austrians are Germans,” explained Wojtek, “and haven’t they fought against us? Old Swierszaz said
that when he was in that war,\fn{ Probably the Seven Weeks War (1866), fought between Prussia on one side, and Austria, Bavaria,
Saxony, Hanover, and certain minor German states on the other .} Steinmetz used to shout: ‘On, boys, at the Germans!’ Only
that’s not so easy with the French.”
“Good God!”
“The French have never been beaten in any war. When they attack you, don’t be afraid, don’t disgrace yourself. Each man is worth two or three of us, and they wear beards like Jews. There are some as dark as the devil.
Now that you know what they are like, commend yourself to God!”
“Well, but then why do we run after them?” Bartek asked in desperation.
This philosophical remark was possibly not as stupid as it appeared to Wojtek, who, evidently influenced by
official opinion, quickly had his answer ready.
“I would rather not have gone myself, but if we don’t run after them, they will run after us. There’s no help for
it. You have read what the papers say. It’s against us peasants that they bear the chief grudge. People say that they
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have their eyes on Poland, because they want to smuggle vodka out of the country, and the Government won’t
allow it, and that’s why there’s war. Now do you understand?”
“I cannot understand,” Bartek said resignedly.
“They are also as greedy for our women as a dog for a bone,” Wojtek continued.
“But surely they would respect Magda, for example?”
“They don’t even respect age!”
“Oh!” cried Bartek in a voice implying, “If that is so, then I will fight!”
In fact this seemed to him really too much. Let them continue to smuggle vodka out of Poland—but let them
dare to touch Magda!
Our friend Bartek now began to regard the whole war from the standpoint of his own interests, and took courage in the thought of how many soldiers and cannon were going out in defense of Magda, who was in danger of
being outraged by the French. He arrived at the conviction that there was nothing for it but to go out against them.
*
Meanwhile the brightness had faded from the sky, and it had grown dark. The carriages began to rock violently
on the uneven rails, and the helmets and bayonets shook from right to left to the rhythm of the rocking.
Hour after hour passed by. Millions of sparks flew from the engine and crossed one another in the darkness,
serpentining in long golden lines. For a while Bartek could not sleep. Like those sparks in the wind, thoughts leapt
into his mind about Magda, about Pognenbin, the French, and the Germans.
He felt that though he would have liked to have lain down on the bench on which he was sitting, he could not
do so. He fell asleep, it is true, but it was a heavy, unrefreshing sleep, and he was at once pursued by dreams. He
saw his dog, Lysek, fighting with Wojtek’s Burek, till all their hair was torn off.
He was running for a stick to stop them, when suddenly he saw something else; sitting with his arm round
Magda was a dark Frenchman, as dark as the earth; but Magda was smiling contentedly. Some Frenchmen jeered
at Bartek, and pointed their fingers at him. In reality it was the engine screaming, but it seemed to him that the
French were calling,
“Magda! Magda! Magda!”
“Hold your tongue, thieves,” Bartek shouted; “leave my wife alone!” But they continued calling
“Magda! Magda! Magda!” Lysek and Burek started barking, and all Pognenbin cried out,
“Don’t let your wife go!”
Was he bound, or what was the matter? No, he rushed forward, tore at the cord and broke it, seized the Frenchman by the head—and suddenly—!
*
Suddenly he was seized with severe pain, as from a heavy blow. Bartek awoke and dragged his feet to the
ground. The whole carriage awoke, and every one asked,
“What has happened?”
In his sleep the unfortunate Bartek had seized the sergeant by the head. He stood up immediately, as straight as
a fiddle-string, two fingers at his forehead; but the sergeant waved his hand, and shouted like mad:
“Ach, Sie! Beast of a Pole! I’ll knock all the teeth out of your head—blockhead!”
The sergeant shouted until he was hoarse with rage, and Bartek stood saluting all the while. Some of the
soldiers bit their lips to keep from laughing, but they were half afraid, too. A parting shot burst forth from the sergeant’s lips:
“You Polish ox! Ox from Podolia!”
Ultimately everything became quiet again. Bartek sat back in his old place. He was conscious of nothing but
that his cheek was swollen, and, as if playing a trick, the engine kept repeating:
“Magda! Magda! Magda!”
He felt a heavy weight of sorrow upon him.
3
It was morning.
The fitful, pale light fell on faces sleepy and worn with a long, restless night. The soldiers were sleeping in discomfort on the seats, some with their heads thrown forward, others with their noses in the air. The dawn was
rising, and flooding all the world with crimson light. The air was fresh and keen.
The soldiers awoke. The morning rays were drawing away shadows and mist into some region unknown. Alas!
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And where was now Pognenbin, where Great and Little Kzrywda, where Mizerόw?
Everything was strange and different. The summits of the hills were overgrown with trees; in the valleys were
houses hidden under red roofs, with dark cross beams on the white walls—beautiful houses like mansions,
covered with vines. Here, churches with spires; there, factory chimneys with wreaths of purple smoke. There were
only straight lines, level banks, and fields of corn. The inhabitants swarmed like ants. They passed villages and
towns, and the train went through an number of unimportant stations without stopping. Something must have
happened, for there were crowds to be seen everywhere.
When the sun slowly began to appear from behind the hills, one or two of the soldiers commenced saying a
prayer out loud. Other followed their example, and the first rays of splendor fell on the men’s earnest, devout
faces.
Meanwhile the train had stopped at a larger station. A crowd of people immediately surrounded: news had
come from the seat of war. Victory! Victory!\fn{ The first major engagement was the battle of Wörth; (August 6, 1870); the
German Third Army, commanded by Crown Prince Frederick of Prussia enveloped and defeated the flank of the major French army,
commanded by Marshal de MacMahon. The French lost more than 7,000 men killed and wounded, with 4,000 taken prisoner; whereupon
MacMahon retreated to the west. The German Third Army lost over 10,000 killed and wounded. Despite this, the Third Army defeated the
French in the next two battles (Vionville, August 16; Gravelotte, August 18), driving MacMahon back to his home base of Metz, in a state
of considerable disorganization. There, under the command of Marshal A. F. Bazaine, it was encircled and ultimately forced to surrender
(October 27, 1870). MacMahon, meanwhile, had hastily assembled an improvised army of some four corps; and with this he marched to
the aid of Bazine; but by August 31, this smaller force was encircled by some 240,000 men of the Army of the Meuse, commanded by
Crown Prince Albert of Saxony. MacMahon’s force was decimated by deadly-accurate artillery fire and attacked in force on the ground;
and on September 2, after having lost some 17,000 officers and men (to less than 9,000 for the Germans) at the battle of Sedan, the
Emperor surrendered his person and his army of 104,000 officers and men. The entire campaign by Germany against the Second French
Empire had lasted just five weeks.} Telegrams had been arriving for several hours. Everyone had anticipated defeat, so,

when roused by the unexpected news, their joy knew no bounds. People rushed half-clad from their houses and
their beds, and ran to the post office.
Flags were waving from the roofs, and handkerchiefs from everyone’s hands. Beer, tobacco, and cigars were
carried to the carriages. The enthusiasm was unspeakable; everyone’s face was beaming. “Wacht am Rhein” filled
the air continuously like a tempest. Not a few were weeping, others embraced one another.
The enthusiasm animating the crowd imparted itself to the gallant soldiers, their courage rose, and they, too,
began to sing. The carriages trembled with their strong voices, and the crowd listened in wonder to their unintelligible songs. The men from Pognenbin sang:
Bartosz! Bartosz! Never lose hope!

“The Poles, the Poles!” repeated the crowd by way of explanation, and, gathering round the carriages, admired
their soldierly bearing, and added to their joy by relating anecdotes of the remarkable courage of these Polish
regiments.
Bartek had unshaven cheeks, which, in addition to his yellow moustache, goggle-eyes, and large bony form,
made him look terrifying. They gazed at him as at some wild beast. These, then, were the men who were to defend Germany! He’s dispose of the French sure enough!
Bartek smiled with satisfaction, for he, too, was pleased they had beaten the French. Now the French would
not to go Pognenbin, they would not make off with Magda, nor capture his land. So he smiled, but as his cheek
hurt him badly he made a grimace at the same time, and did certainly look terrifying. Then, displaying the heart of
a Homeric warrior, he caused pea-sausages and pints of beer to disappear into his mouth as in a vacuum. People in
the crowd gave him cigars and pence, and they all drank to one another.
“There’s some good in this German nation,” he said to Wojtek, adding after a moment, “and you know they
have beaten the French!”
But Wojtek, the skeptic, cast a shadow on his joy. Wojtek had forebodings, like Cassandra.\fn{ Who prophesied the
fall of Troy, but was not believed}
“The French always allow themselves to be beaten at first, in order to take you in, and then they set to until
they have cut you to pieces!”
Wojtek did not know that the greater part of Europe shared his opinion, and still less than all Europe was together with him mistaken.\fn{It is difficult to underestimate French military prestige left over from the Napoleonic Era, so formidable
was French military power then, and so legendary its commanders }
They traveled on. All the houses were covered with flags. They stopped a long while at several of the stations,
because there was a block of trains everywhere. Troops were hastening from all sides of Germany to reinforce
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their brothers in arms.
The trains were swathed in green wreaths, and the lancers had decorated their lances with the bunches of
flowers given them on the way. The majority of these lancers also were Poles. More than one conversation and
greeting was heard passing from carriage to carriage:
“How are you, old fellow, and where is God Almighty leading you?”
Meanwhile to the accompaniment of the train rumbling along the rails, the well-known song rang out:
Flirt with us, soldiers, dear!
Cried the girls of Sandomir.

And soon Bartek and his comrades caught up the refrain:
Gaily forth the answer burst:
Bless you, dears! But Dinner first!

As many as had gone out from Pognenbin in sorrow were now filled with enthusiasm and spirit.
*
A train which had arrived from France with the first batch of wounded, damped, however, this feeling of
cheerfulness. It stopped at Deutz, and waited a long time for all the trains hurrying to the seat of war to go by. The
men were marched across the bridge en route for Cologne.
Bartek ran forward with several others to look at the sick and wounded. Some lay in closed, others in open
carriages, and these latter could be seen well. At the first glance our hero’s heart was again in his mouth.
“Come here, Wojtek,” he cried in terror. “See how many of our countrymen the Frenchmen have done for!”
It was indeed a sight! Pale, exhausted faces, some darkened by gunpowder or by pain, or stained with blood.
To the sounds of universal rejoicing these men only responded by groans. Some were cursing the war, the French
and the Germans. Parched lips called every moment for water, eyes rolled in delirium.
Here and there, amongst the wounded, were the rigid faces of the dead, in some cases peaceful, with blue lines
round the eyes, in others contorted through the death struggle, with terrifying eyes and grinning teeth.
Bartek saw the bloody fruits of war for the first time, and once more confusion reigned in his mind. He seemed
quite stupefied, as, standing in the crowd, with his mouth open, he was elbowed from every side, and pommelled
on the neck by the police. He sought Wojtek’s eyes, nudged him, and said:
“Wojtek, may Heaven preserve us! It’s horrible!”
“It will be just the same with you.”
“Jesu! Mary! That human beings should murder one another like this! When a fellow kills another the police
take him off to the magistrate and prison!”
“Well, but now whoever kills most human beings is to be praised. What were you thinking of, blockhead? Did
you think you would use gunpowder as in the manœuvres, and would shoot at targets instead of people?”
Here the difference between theory and practice certainly stood out clearly. Notwithstanding that our friend
Bartek was a soldier, had attended manœuvres and drill, had practiced rifle shooting, had known that the object of
war was to kill people, now, when he saw blood flowing, and all the misery of war, it made him feel so sick and
miserable he could hardly keep steady on his legs.
He was impressed anew with respect for the French; this diminished, however, when they arrived at Cologne
from Deutz. At the Central Station they saw prisoners for the first time.\fn{ The Germans captured some 110,000 French
soldiers within the first five weeks of the war .} Surrounding them were a number of soldiers and people, who gazed at
them with interest, but without hostility.
Bartek elbowed his way through the crowd, and, looking into the carriage, was amazed.
A troop of French infantry in ragged cloaks, small, dirty, and emaciated, were packed into the carriages like a
cask of herrings. Many of them stretched out their hands for the trifling gifts presented to them by the crowd, if
the sentinels did not prevent them.
Judging from what he had heard from Wojtek, Bartek had had a wholly different impression of the French, and
this took his breath away. He looked to see if Wojtek were anywhere about, and found him standing close by.
“What did you say?” asked Bartek. “By all the saints! I shouldn’t be more surprised if I had lost my head!”
“They must have shrunk somehow,” answered Wojtek, equally disillusioned.
“What are they jabbering?”
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“It’s certainly not Polish.” Reassured by this impression, Bartek walked on past the carriages.
“Miserable wretches!” he said, when he had finished his review of the regulars.
But the last carriages contained Zouaves, and these gave Bartek food for further reflection. From the fact that
they sat huddled together in the carriages, it was impossible to discover whether each man were equal to two or
three ordinary men; but, through the window, he saw the long, martial beards and grave faces of veteran soldiers
with dark complexions and alarmingly shining eyes. Again Bartek’s heart leapt to his mouth.
“These are the worst of all,” he whispered low, as if afraid they might hear him.
“You have not seen those who have not let themselves be taken prisoner yet,” replied Wojtek.
“Heaven preserve us!”
“Now do you understand?”
Having finished looking at the Zouaves, they walked on. At the last carriage Bartek suddenly started back as if
he had touched fire.
“Oh, Wojtek, Lord help us!”
There was the dark—nearly black—face of a Turco at the open window, rolling his eyes so that the whites
showed. He must have been wounded, for his face was contorted with pain.
“What’s the matter now?” asked Wojtek.
“That must be the Evil One, it’s not a soldier. Lord have mercy on my sins!”
“Look at his teeth!”
“May he go to perdition! I shan’t look at him any longer.” Bartek was silent, then asked after a moment:
“Wojtek!”
“Yes?”
“Mightn’t it be a good thing to cross oneself before anyone like that?”
“The heathen don’t understand anything about the holy Faith.”
The signal was given for taking their seats. In a few moments the train was moving. When it grew dusk Bartek
continually saw before him the Turco’s dark face with the terrible white of his eyes. Judging from the feelings
which at the moment animated this Pognenbin soldier, it would have been impossible to foretell his future deeds.
4
The particular share he took at first in the pitched battle of Gravelotte merely convinced Bartek of this fact—
that in war there is plenty to look at, but nothing to do. For at the commencement he and his regiment were
ordered to wait, with their rifles at their feet, at the bottom of a hill covered by a vineyard. The guns were
booming in the distance, squadrons of cavalry charged past near at hand with a clatter which shook the earth; then
the flags passed, then cuirassiers with drawn swords. The shells on the hill flew hissing across the blue sky in the
form of small white clouds, then smoke filled the air and hid the horizon. The battle seemed like a storm which
passes through a district without lasting long anywhere.
After the first hours, unusual activity was displayed round Bartek’s regiment. Other regiments began to be
massed round his, and in the spaces between them the guns, drawn by plunging horses, rushed along, and, hastily
unlimbered, were pointed towards the hill.
The whole valley became full of troops. Commands were now thundered from all sides, the aides-de-camp
rushed about wildly, and the private soldiers said to one another:
“Ah! It will be our turn now! It’s coming!” Or inquire uneasily of one another:
“Isn’t it time yet to start?”
“Surely it must be!”
The question of life and death was now beginning to hang in the balance. Something in the smoke which hid
the horizon burst close at hand with a terrible explosion. The deep roar of the cannon and the crack of the riflefiring was heard ever nearer; it was like an indistinct sound coming from a distance—then the mitrailleuse\fn{The
machine-gun} became audible.
Suddenly the guns, placed in position, boomed forth until the earth and air trembled together. The shells
whistled frightfully through Bartek’s company. Watching, they saw something bright red, a little cloud, as it might
be, and in that cloud something whistled, rushed, rattled, roared, and shrieked. The men shouted: “A shell! A
shell!” and at the same moment this vulture of war sped forward like a gale, came near, fell, and burst!
A terrible roar met the ear, a crash as if the world had collapsed, followed by a rushing sound, as before a puff
of wind. Confusion reigned in the lines standing in the neighborhood of the guns, then came the cry and command
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“Stand ready!”
Bartek stood in the front rank, his rifle at his shoulder, his head turned towards the hill, his mouth set—so his
teeth were not chattering. He was forbidden to tremble, he was forbidden to shoot. He had only to stand still and
wait!
But now another shell burst—three, four, ten. The wind lifted the smoke from the hill: the French had already
driven the Prussian battery from it, had placed their in position, and now opened fire on the valley. Every moment
from under cover of the vineyard they sent forth long white columns of smoke. Protected by the guns, the enemy’s infantry continued to advance, in order to open fire. They were already half-way down the hill and could
now be seen plainly, for the wind was driving the smoke away. Would the vineyard prove an obstacle to them?
No, the red caps of the infantry were advancing.
Suddenly they disappeared under the tall arches of the vines, and there was nothing to be seen but tricolor flags
waving here and there. The rifle fire began fiercely but intermittently, continually starting in fresh and unexpected
places. Shells burst above it, and crossed one another in the air. Now and then cries rang out from the hill, which
were answered from below by a German “Hurrah!” The guns from the valley sent forth an uninterrupted fire; the
regiment stood unflinching.
The line of fire began to embrace it more closely, however. The bullets hummed in the distance like gnats and
flies, or passed near with a terrible whiz. More and more of them came: hundreds, thousands, whistling round
their heads. Their noses, their eyes, their shoulders; it was astonishing there should be a man left standing.
Suddenly Bartek heard a groan close by:
“Jesu!” Then:
“Stand ready!” Then Again:
“Jesu!”
“Stand ready!” Soon the groans went on without intermission, the words of command came faster and faster,
the lines drew in closer, the whizzing grew more frequent, more uninterrupted, more terrible. The dead covered
the ground. It was like the Judgment Day.
“Are you afraid?” Wojtek asked.
“Why shouldn’t I be afraid?” our hero answered, his teeth chattering.
Nevertheless both Bartek and Wojtek still kept their feet, and it did not even enter their heads to run away.
They had been commanded to stand still and receive the enemy’s fire. Bartek had not spoken the truth; he was not
as much afraid as thousands of others would have been in his place. Discipline held the mastery over his imagination, and his imagination had never painted such a horrible situation as this.
Nevertheless, Bartek felt that he would be killed, and he confided this thought to Wojtek.
“There won’t be room in heaven for the numbers they kill,” Wojtek answered in an excited tone.
These words comforted Bartek perceptibly. He began to hope that his place in heaven had already been taken.
Reassured with regard to this, he stood more patiently, conscious only of the intense heat, and with the perspiration running down his face. Meantime the firing became so heavy that the ranks were thinning visibly. There
was no one to carry away the killed and wounded; the death rattle of the dying mingled with the whizz of shells
and the din of shooting. One could see by the movement of the tricolor flags that the infantry hidden by the vines
were coming closer and closer. The volleys of mitrailleuse decimated the ranks; the men were beginning to grow
desperate.
But underlying this despair were impatience and rage. Had they been commanded to go forward, they would
have gone like a whirlwind. It was impossible merely to stand still in one spot. A soldier suddenly threw down his
helmet with his whole force, and exclaimed:
“Curse it! One death is as good as another!”
Bartek again experienced such a feeling of relief from these words that he almost ceased to be afraid. For if
one death was as good as another, what did anything matter?
This rustinc philosophy was calculated to arouse courage more rapidly than any other. Bartek knew that one
death was as good as another, but it pleased him to hear it, especially as the battle was now turning into a defeat.
For here was a regiment which had never fired a single shot, and was already half annihilated. Crowds of soldiers
from other regiments which had been scattered ran in amongst and round their in disorder; only these peasants
from Pognenbin, Great and Little Krzywda, and Mizerόw still remained firm, upholding Prussian discipline.
But even amongst them a certain degree of hesitation now began to be felt. Another moment and they would
have burst the restraint of discipline. The ground under their feet was already soft and slippery with blood, the
stench of which mingled with the smell of gunpowder. In several places the lines could not join up closely,
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because the dead bodies made gaps in them. At the feet of those men yet standing, the other half lay bleeding,
groaning, struggling, dying, or in the silence of death. There was no air to breathe in. They began to grumble:
“They have brought us out to be slaughtered!”
“No one will come out of this!”
“Silence, Polish dogs!” sounded the officer’s voice.
“I should just like you to be standing in my shoes!”
“Steht der Kerl da!” Suddenly a voice began to repeat:
“We fly to thy patronage …” Bartyek instantly took it up:
“O holy Mother of God!”
And soon on that field of carnage a chorus of Polish voices was calling to the Defender of their nation, Our
Lady of Czenstochowa:\fn{This portrait of the Virgin Mary can be traced to 1382, when Wladyslaw, Duke of Opole, established a
fortified monastery there occupied by monks of the order of Paul the Hermit }
Despise not our petitions;

while from beneath their feet there came the accompaniment of groans:
“Mary! Mary!”
She had evidently heard them, for at that moment the aides-de-camp came galloping up, and the command
rang forth:
“Arms to the attack! Hurrah! Forward!”
The crest of bayonets was suddenly lowered, the column stretched out into a long line and sprang toward the
hill to seek with their bayonets the enemy they could not discover with their eyes. The men were, however, still
two hundred yards from the foot of the hill, and they had to traverse that distance under a murderous fire. Would
they not perish like the rest? Would they not be obliged to retreat?
Perish they might, but retreat they could not, for the Prussian commander knows what tune will bring Polish
soldiers to the attack. Amid the roar of cannon, amid the rifle fire and the smoke, the confusion and groaning,
loudest of all sounded the drums and trumpets, playing the hymn at which every single drop of blood leapt in their
veins.
“Hurrah!” answered the Macki.\fn{The foot-soldiers} “As long as we live!”\fn{ The hymn is now the Polish National
Anthem: “Poland Has Not Perished as Long as We Live.” First sung by the Polish Legions under Napoleon I, it won enormous popularity
among the Poles} Frenzy seized them. The fire met them full in the face. They went like a whirlwind over the

prostrate bodies of men and horses, over the wrecks of cannon. They fell, but they went with a shout and a song.
They had already reached the vineyard and disappeared into its enclosure. Only the song was heard, and at times a
bayonet glittered. On the hill the firing became increasingly fierce. In the valley the trumpets kept on sounding.
The French volleys continued faster and faster—still faster—and suddenly—
Suddenly they were silent.
Down in the valley that old war dog, Steinmetz, lighted his clay pipe, and said in a tone of satisfaction:
“You have only to play to them! The daredevils will do it!”
And actually in a few moments one of the proudly waving tricolors was suddenly raised aloft, then drooped,
and disappeared.
“They are not joking,” said Steinmetz.\fn{This is Karl Friedrich von Steinmetz (1796-1877) the commander of one of the
three German armies opposing the French invasion force. W says: At the Battle of Gravelotte he lost his temper and wasted his troops
against a French superior position, nearly causing the defeat of the Prussian armies.”W,H }

Again the trumpets played the hymn, and a second Polish regiment went to the help of the first. In the enclosure a pitched battle with bayonets was taking place.
*
And now, O Muse, sing of our hero, Bartek, that posterity may know of his deeds!
The fear, impatience, and despair of his heart had mingled into the single feeling of rage, and when he heard
that music each vein stood out in him like cast iron. His hair stood on end, his eyes shot fire. He forgot everything
that had made up his world; he no longer cared whether one death was as good as another. Grasping his rifle
firmly in his hands, he leapt forward with the others.
Reaching the hill, he fell down for the tenth time, struck his nose, and, bespattered with mud and the blood
flowing from his nose, ran on madly and breathlessly, catching at the air with open mouth. He stare round,
wishing to find some of the French in the enclosure as quickly as possible, and caught sight of three standing
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together near the flags.
They were Turcos. Would Bartek retreat? No, indeed; he could have seized the horns of Lucifer himself now!
He ran towards them at once, and the fell on him with a shout; two bayonets, like two deadly stings, had actually
touched his chest already, but Bartek lowered his bayonet. A dreadful cry followed—a groan, and two dark bodies
lay writhing convulsively on the ground.
At that moment the third, who carried the flag, ran up to help his two comrades. Like a fury, Bartek leaped on
him with his whole strength. The firing flashed and roared in the distance, while Bartek’s hoarse roar rang out
through the smoke:
“Go to hell!”
And again the rifle in his hand described a fearful semicircle, again groans responded to his thrusts. The Turcos
retreated in terror at the sight of this furious giant, but either Bartek misunderstood, or they shouted out something
in Arabic, for it seemed to him that their thick lips distinctly uttered the cry:
“Magda! Magda!”
“Magda will give it you!” howled Bartek, and with one leap he was in the enemy’s midst.
Happily at that moment some of his comrades ran up to his assistance. A hand-to-hand fight now took place in
the enclosure of the vineyard. There was the crack of rifles at close quarters, and the hot breath of the combatants
sounded through their nostrils. Bartek raged like a storm. Blinded by smoke, streaming with blood, more like a
wild beast than a man, and regardless of everything, he mowed down men at each blow, broke rifles, cracked
heads. His hands moved with the terrible swiftness of a machine sowing destruction. He attacked the ensign, and
seized him by the throat with an iron grip. The ensign’s eyes turned upwards, his face swelled, his throat rattled,
and his hands let the pole fall.
“Hurrah!” cried Bartek, and, lifting the flag, he waved it in the air.
This was the flag raised aloft and drooping, which Steinmetz had seen from below.
But he could only see it for half a second, for in the next—Bartek had trampled it to shreds. Meanwhile his
comrades were already rushing on ahead.
Bartek remained alone for a moment. He tore off the flag, hid it in his breast-pocket, and, having seized the
pole in both hands, rushed after his comrades.
A crowd of Turcos, shouting in a barbarous tongue, now fled towards the gun placed on the summit of the hill,
the Macki after them, shouting, pursuing, striking with butt-end and bayonet. The Zouaves, who were stationed by
the guns, received the first men with rifle fire.
“Hurrah!” shouted Bartek.
The men ran up to the guns, and a fresh struggle took place round these. At that moment the second Polish
regiment came to the aid of the first. The flag-pole in Bartek’s powerful hands was now changed into a kind of
infernal flail. Each stroke dealt by it opened a free passage through the close lines of the French. The Zouaves and
Turcos began to be seized with panic, and they fled from the place whre Bartek was fighting. Within a few
moments Bartek was sitting astride the gun, as he might his Pognenbin mare.
Bur scarcely had the soldiers had time to see him on this, when he was already on the second, after killing
another ensign who was standing by it with the flag.
“Hurrah, Bartek!” repeatedly exclaimed the soldiers.
The victory was complete. All the ammunition was captured. The infantry fled, and after being surrounded by
Prussian reinforcements on the other side of the hill, laid down their arms.
Bartek captured yet a third flag during the pursuit.
*
It was worth seeing him, when exhausted, covered with blood, and blowing like a blacksmith’s bellows, he
now descended the hill together with the rest, bearing the three flags on his shoulder. The French? Why, what had
not he alone done to them! By his side went Wojtek, scratched and scarred, so he turned to him and said:
“Why did you say? Why, they are miserable wretched; there isn’t a scrap of strength in their bones! They have
just scratched you and me like kittens, that’s all. But how I have bled them you can see by the ground!”
“Who would have known that you could be so brave!” replied Wojtek, who had watched Bartek’s deeds, and
began to look at him in quite a different light.
But who had not seen these deeds? History, all the regiment and the greater number of the officers. Everybody
now looked with astonishment at this country giant with the flaxen moustache and goggle eyes. The major himself said to him, “Ah, you confounded Pole!” and pulled his ear, making Bartek grin to his back teeth with pleasure. When the regiment stood once more at the foot of the hill, the major pointed him out to the colonel, and the
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colonel to Steinmetz himself.
The latter noticed the flags, and ordered that they should be taken charge of; then he began to look at Bartek.
Our friend Bartek again stood as straight as a fiddle-string, presenting arms, and the old general looked at him and
nodded his head with approval. Finally he began to say something to the colonel; the words “non-commissioned
officer” were plainly audible.
“Too stupid, your Excellency!” answered the major.
“Let us try,” said his Excellency, and turning his horse, he approached Bartek.
Bartek himself scarcely knew what was happening to him: it was a thing unknown in the Prussian army for the
general to talk to a private!
His Excellency was the more easily able to do this, because he knew Polish. Moreover this private had captured three flags and two guns.
“Where do you come from?” inquired the general.
“From Pognenbin,” answered Bartek.
“Good. Your name?”
“Bartek Slowik.”
“Mensch,” explained the major.
“Mens!” Bartek tried to repeat.
“Do you know why you are fighting the French?”
“I know, your ’Cellency.”
“Tell me.”
Bartek began to stammer, “Because, because—” Then on a sudden Wojtek’s words fortunately came into his
mind, and he burst out with them quickly, so as not to get confused:
“Because they are Germans too, only worse villains!”
His Excellency’s face began to twitch as if he felt inclined to burst out laughing. After a moment, however, his
Excellency turned to the major, and said:
“You are right, sir.”
Our friend Bartek, satisfied with himself, remained standing as straight as a fiddle-string.
“Who won the battle today?” the general asked.
“I, your ’Cellency,” Bartek answered without hesitation.
His Excellency’s face again began to twitch.
“Right, very right, it was you! And here you have your reward.”
Here the old soldier unpinned the iron cross from his own breast, stooped and pinned it on to Bartek. The
general’s good humor was reflected in a perfectly natural way on the faces of the colonel, the majors, the captains,
down to the non-commissioned officers. After the general’s departure the colonel for his own part presented Bartek with ten thalers,\fn{Large, heavy silver coins bearing the portrait of Austrian sovereigns } the major with five, and so on.
Everyone repeated to him smilingly that he had won the battle, with the result that Bartek was in the seventh heaven.
It was a strange thing: the only person who was not really satisfied with our hero was Wojtek.
*
In the evening, when they were both sitting round the fire, and when Bartek’s distinguished face was bulging
as much with pea-sausage as the sausage itself with peas, Wojtek ejaculated in a tone of resignation:
“Oh, Bartek, what a blockhead you are, because—”
“But why?” said Bartek, between his bites of sausage.
“Why, man, didn’t you tell the general that the French are Germans?”
“You said so yourself.”
“But you ought to have remembered the general and the officers are Germans too.”
“And what of that?” Wojtek began to stammer a little:
“Well, though they may be Germans, you needn’t have told them so, because it’s always unpleasant—”
“But I said it about the French, not about them—”
“Ah, because when—”
Wojtek stopped short, though evidently wishing to say something further; he wished to explain to Bartek that it
is not suitable when among Germans to speak evil of them, but somehow his tongue became entangled.
5
55

A little while later the royal Prussian mail brought the following letter to Pognenbin:
May Jesus Christ and His Holy Mother be praised.
Dearest Magda!
What news of you? It is all right for you to be able to rest quietly in bed at home, but I am fighting horribly hard
here. We have been surrounding the great fort of Metz, and there was a battle, and I did for so many of the French that
all the Infantry and Artillery were astonished. And the General himself was astonished, and said that I had won the
battle, and gave me a cross. And the officers and non-commissioned officers respect me very much now, and rarely box
my ears. Afterwards we marched on farther, and there was a second battle, but I have forgotten what the town was
called; there also I seized and carried off four flags, and knocked down on of the biggest Colonels in the Cuirassiers,
and took him prisoner. And as our regiment is going to be sent home, the Sergeant has advised me to ask to be transferred and to stay on here, for in war it is only sleep you do not get, but you may eat as much as you can stand, and in
this country there is wine everywhere, for they are a rich nation. We have also burnt a town and we did not spare even
women or children, nor did I. The church was burnt to the ground, because they are Catholics, and a good few people
were roasted. We are now going on to the Emperor himself, and that will be the end of the war, but you take care of the
cottage and Franck, for if you do not take care of it, then I will beat you till you have learnt what sort of man I am. I
commend you to God.
Bartlomiej Slowik.

Bartek was evidently developing a taste for war, and beginning to regard it as his proper trade. He felt greater
confidence in himself, and now went into battle as he might have gone to his work at Pognenbin. Medals and
crosses covered his breast, and although he did not become a non-commissioned officer, he was universally regarded as the foremost private in the regiment. He was always well disciplined, as before, and possessed the blind
courage of the man who simply takes no account of danger.
The courage actuating him was no longer of the same kind as that which had filled him in his first moments of
fury, for it now sprang from military experience and faith in himself. Added to this, his giant strength could endure all kinds of fatigue, marches and overstrain.
Men fell at his side; he alone went on unharmed, only working all the harder and developing more and more
into the stern Prussian soldier.
He now not only fought the French, but hated them. Some of his other ideas also changed. He became a
soldier-patriot, blindly extolling his leaders. In another letter to Magda, he wrote:
Wojtek is divided in his opinion, and so there is a quarrel between us, do you understand? He is a scoundrel, too,
because he says that the French are Germans, but they are French, and we are Germans.

Magda, in her reply to both letters, set about abusing him with the first words that came into her head.
Dearest Bartek,

she wrote,
married to me before the holy Altar! May God punish you! You yourself are a scoundrel, you heathen, going with those
wretches to murder half a nation of Catholics. Do you not understand, then, that those wretches are Lutherans, and that
you, a Catholic, are helping them? You like war, you ruffian, because you are able now to do nothing but fight, drink,
and ill-treat others, and to go without fasting and burn churches. But you may burn in Hell for that, because you are
even proud of it, and have no thought for old people or children. Remember what has been written in golden letters in
the Holy Scriptures for the Polish nation, from the beginning of the world to the Judgment Day—when God most High
will have no regard for sluggards—and restrain yourself, you Turk, that I may not smash your head to pieces. I have
sent you five thalers, although I have need of them here, for I do not know which way to turn, and the household
savings are getting short. I embrace you, dearest Bartek.
Magda.

The moral contained in these lines made little impression on Bartek.
“The wife does not remember her vows,” he thought to himself, “and is meddling.”
And he continued to make war in his old way. He distinguished himself in every battle so greatly, that finally
he came under still more honorable eyes than those of Steinmetz. Ultimately, when the shattered Polish regiment
was sent back into the depths of Germany, he took the sergeant’s advice of applying for leave to be transferred,
and stayed behind. The result of this was that he found himself outside Paris.\fn{ Although the military contest was decided at the battle of Sedan, the war was not over. The conflict was prolonged for another five months, against desperate odds, by the Gov-
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ernment of National Defense which assumed power in Paris on September 4, 1870, proclaimed the Emperor deposed, and established the
Third Republic under Léon Gambetta, who called up raw recruits from the French countryside to defend Paris, and began a guerrilla war
against the Germans (who had occupied the northern provinces of the country). By September 19, the Germans armies began to invest the
city}

His letters were now full of contempt for the French.
They run away like hares in every battle

he wrote to Magda, and he wrote the truth.
But the siege did not prove to his taste. He had to dig or to lie in the trenches round Paris for whole days,
listening to the roar of the guns, and often getting soaked through. Besides, he missed his old regiment. In the one
to which he had been transferred as a volunteer, he was surrounded by Germans. He knew some German, having
already learnt a little at the factory, but only about five in ten words; now he quickly began to grow familiar with
it.
The regiment, however, nicknamed him “the Polish ox,” and it was only his decorations and his terrifying fists
which shielded him from disagreeable jokes. Nevertheless, he earned the respect of his new comrades, and began
little by little to make friends with them.
Since he covered the whole regiment with glory, they ultimately came to look upon them as one of themselves.
Bartek would always have considered himself insulted if any one called him German, but in thinking of himself in
distinction to the French he called himself “ein Deutscher.” To himself he appeared entirely different, but at the
same time he did not wish to pass for worse than others.
*
An incident occurred, nevertheless, which might have given him plenty to reflect upon, had reflection come
more easily to this hero’s mind.
Some companies of his regiment had been sent out against some volunteer sharpshooters, and laid an ambush
for them, into which they fell. But the detachment was composed of veteran soldiers, the remains of one of the
regiments of the Foreign Legion,\fn{Founded by King Louis Philippe in 1831 as an aid in controlling French colonial possessions
in Africa, it is a mercenary military corps consisting chiefly of foreign volunteers in the pay of France, a highly disciplined professional
army that has been in almost continuous combat since its founding .} and this time Bartek did not see the red caps running

away from the first shots. They defended themselves stubbornly when surrounded, and rushed forward to force
their way through the encircling Prussian soldiery. They fought so desperately that half of them cut their way
through, and knowing the fate that awaited captured sharpshooters, few allowed themselves to be take alive.
The company in which Bartek was serving therefore only took two prisoners. These were lodged overnight in a
forester’s house, and the next day they were to be shot. A small guard of soldiers stood outside the door, but
Bartek was stationed in the room under the open window with the prisoners, who were bound.
One of the prisoners was a man no longer young, with a gray moustache, and a face expressing indifference to
everything; the other appeared to be about twenty-two years of age. With his fair moustache scarcely yet showing,
his face was more like a woman’s than a soldier’s.
“Well, this is the end of it,” the young man said after a while; “a bullet through your head—and it’s all over!”
Bartek shuddered until the rifle in his hand rattled; the youth talked Polish.
“It is all the same to me,” the second answered in a gruff voice; “upon my word, all the same! I have lived so
long, I have had enough.” Bartek’s heart beat quicker and quicker under his uniform.
“Listen, then,” the older man continued; “there is no help for it. If you are afraid, think about something else,
or go to sleep. Enjoy what you can. God is my witness I don’t care.”
“My mother will grieve for me,” the youth replied low; and, evidently wishing to suppress his emotion, or else
to deceive himself, he began to whistle. He suddenly broke this off, and cried in a voice of deep despair,
“I did not even say good-bye.”
“Then did you run away from home?”
“Yes. I thought the Germans would be beaten, so there would be better things coming for Poland.”
“And I thought the same. But now—”
Waving his hand, the old man finished speaking in a low voice, and his last words were overpowered by the
roar of the wind. The night was dark. Clouds of fine rain swept past from time to time; the wood close by was
black as a pall. The gale whistled round the corners of the room, and howled in the chimney like a dog. The lamp,
placed high above the window to prevent the wind from extinguishing it, threw a flood of bright light into the
room. But Bartek, who was standing close to it under the window, was plunged into darkness.
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And it was perhaps better the prisoners should not see his face, for strange things were taking place in this
peasant’s mind.
At first he had been filled with astonishment, and had stared hard at the prisoners, trying to understand what
they were saying. So these men had set out to beat the Germans to benefit Poland, and he had beaten the French,
in order that Poland might benefit! And tomorrow these two men would be shot! How as that? What was a poor
fellow to think about it?
But if only he could hint it to them, if only he could tell them that he was their man, that he pitied them! He
felt a sudden catch in his throat. What could he do for them? Could he rescue them? Then he, too, would be shot!
Good God! What was happening to him? He was so overcome by pity that he could not remain in the room.
A strange intense longing suddenly came upon him till he seemed somewhere far off at Pognenbin. Pity,
hitherto an unknown guest in his soldier’s heart, cried to him from the depth of his soul:
“Bartek, save them, they are your brothers!”
And his heart, torn as never before, cried out for home, for Magda, for Pognenbin. He had had enough of the
French, enough of this war, and of battles! The voice sounded clearer and clearer:
“Bartek, save them!”
Confound this war! The woods showed dark through the open window, moaning like the Pognenbin pines, and
even in that moan something called out,
“Bartek, save them!”
What could he do? Should he escape to the wood with them, or what? All his Prussian discipline recoiled in
aversion from the thought. In the Name of the Father and the Son! He could but cross himself before it! He—a
soldier, and desert? Never!
All the while the wood was moaning more loudly, the wind whistling more mournfully. The elder prisoner
suddenly whispered,
“That wind—like the autumn at home.”
“Leave me in peace!” the young man said in a Pognenbin voice. After a moment, however, he repeated several
times:
“At home, at home, at home! God! God!”
Deep sighs mingled with the listening wind, and the prisoners lay silent once more. Bartek began to tremble
feverishly.
There is nothing so bad for a man as to be unable to tell what is amiss with him. It seemed to Bartek as if he
had stolen something, and was\fn{ The text has: were} afraid of being taken in charge.\fn{ Arrested} He had a clear
conscience, nothing threatened him, but he was certainly terribly afraid of something. Indeed, his legs were
trembling, his rifle had grown dreadfully heavy, and something—like bitter sobs—was choking him. Were these
for Magda, or for Pognenbin? For both, but also for that younger prisoner whom it was impossible to help.
At times Bartek fancied he must be asleep. All the while the storm raged more fiercely round the house, and
the cries and voices multiplied strangely in the whistling of the wind.
Suddenly every hair of Bartek’s head stood on end under his helmet. For it seemed as if somewhere from out
of the dark, rain-clad depths of the forest somebody were groaning, and repeating:
“At home, at home, at home!”
Bartek started back, and struck the floor with the butt end of his rifle to wake himself. He regained consciousness somehow and looked up.
The prisoners lay in the corner, the lamp was burning brightly, the wind was howling—all was in order. The
light fell full on the face of the younger prisoner—a child’s or girl’s face. As he lay there with closed eyes, and
straw under his head, he looked as if he were already dead.
Never in his life had Bartek been so wrung with pity! Something distinctly gripped his throat, and an audible
cry was wrung from his breast. At that moment the elder prisoner turned wearily on to his side, and said,
“Good night, Waldek.” Silence followed. An hour passed. The wind played like the Pognenbin organ. The
prisoners lay silent. Suddenly the young prisoner, raising himself a little by an effort, called,
“Karol!”
“What?”
“Are you asleep?”
“No.”
“Listen! I am afraid. Say what you like, but I shall pray.”
“Pray, then.”
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“Our Father, Who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy Name, Thy Kingdom come.”
Sobs suddenly interrupted the young prisoner’s words, yet the broken voice was still heard: “Thy—will—be—
done!”
“Oh, Jesu!” Something cried in Barttek. “Oh, Jesu!”
Impossible! He could stand it no longer. Another moment, and exclaiming, “Sir, I am only a peasant!” he had
leapt with them through the window into the wood. Let come what may!
Suddenly measured steps were heard echoing from the direction of the hall: it was the patrol, the sergeant with
it. They were changing the guard!
*
Next Bartek was drunk all day from early morning. The following day likewise. …
But fresh advances, fighting, and marches took place during the following days, and I am glad to say that our
hero regained his equilibrium. A certain fondness for the bottle, in which it is always possible to find pleasure, and
at times forgetfulness, remained with him after that night, however. For the rest, in battle he was more terrible
than ever; victory followed in his wake.
6
Some months had passed, and the spring was now well advanced. The cherry trees at Pognenbin were in blossom and the young corn was sprouting abundantly in the fields. One day Magda, seated in front of the cottage,
was peeling some rotten potatoes for dinner, fitter for cattle than for human beings. But it was spring-time, and
poverty had visited Pognenbin. That could be seen, too, by the saddened and worried look on Magda’s face.
Possibly in order to distract herself, the woman, closing her eyes, sang in a thin, strained voice:
Alas, my Jasienko has gone to the war!
He writes me letters;
Alas, and I his wife write to him—
For I cannot see him.

The sparrows twittered in the cherry trees as if they were trying to emulate her. She stopped her song and
gazed absently at the dog sleeping in the sun, at the road passing the cottage, and the path leading from the road
through the garden and field. Perhaps Magda glanced at the path because it led across to the station and, as God
willed, she did not look in vain that day.
A figure appeared in the distance, and the woman shaded her eyes with her hand, but she could not see clearly,
being blinded by the glare. Lysek woke up, however, raised his head, and giving a short bark, began to grow
excited, pricking up his ears and turning his head from side to side.
At the same moment the words of a song reached Magda indistinctly. Lysek sprang up suddenly and ran at full
speed towards the newcomer. Then Magda turned a little pale.
“Is it Bartek—or not?”
She jumped up so quickly that the bowl of potatoes rolled on to the ground: there was no longer any doubt;
Lysek was bounding up to his shoulders. The woman rushed forward, shouting in the full strength of her joy:
“Bartek! Bartek!”
“Magda, here I am!” Bartek cried, throwing her a kiss, and hurrying towards her. He opened the gate, stumbled
over the step so that he all but fell, recovered himself—and they were clasped in one another’s arms. The woman
began to speak quickly:
“And I had thought that you would not come back. I thought: ‘They will kill him!’ How are you?—Let me see.
How good to look at you! You are terribly thin! Oh, Jesu! Poor fellow!—Oh, my dearest! … He has come back,
come back!”
For one moment she tore herself from his neck and looked at him, then threw herself on it again.
“Come back! The Lord be praised! Bartek, my darling! How are you? Go indoors! Franek, is at school being
teased by that horrid German! The boy is well, He’s as dull in the upper story as you are. Oh, but it was time for
you to come back! I didn’t know any more which way to turn. I was miserable, I tell you, miserable! This whole
poor house is going into ruins. The roof is off the barn. How are you? Oh, Bartek! Bartek! That I should actually
see you, after all! What trouble I have had with the hay! The neighbors helped me, but they did it to help
themselves! How are you? Well? Oh, but I am glad to have you—glad! The Lord watched over you. Go indoors.
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By God, it’s like Bartek, and not like Bartek! What’s the matter with you? Oh, dear! Oh dear!”
At that instant Magda had become aware of a long scar running along Bartek’s face across his left temple and
cheek and down to his chin.
“It’s nothing. a cuirassier did it for me, but I did the same for him. I have been in hospital.”
“Oh, Jesu!”
“Why, it’s a mere flea-bite.”
“But you are starved to death.”
“Ruhig!” answered Bartek.
He was in truth emaciated, begrimed, and in rags—a true conqueror! He swayed, too, as he stood.
“What’s wrong with you? Are you drunk?”
“I—am still weak.”
That he was weak was certain, but he was tipsy also. For one glass of vodka would have been sufficient in his
state of exhaustion, and Bartek had drunk something like four at the station. The result was that he had the bearing
of the true conqueror.
He had not been like this formerly.
“Ruhig!” he repeated. “We have finished the Krieg.\fn{War} I am a gentleman now, do you understand? Look
here!” He pointed to his crosses and medals. “Do you know who I am? Eh? Links! Rechts! Heu! Stroh! Halt!”
At the word “Halt,” he gave such a shrill shout that the woman recoiled several steps.
“Are you mad?”
“How are you, Magda” When I say to you ‘How are you,’ then how are you? Do you know French, stupid?
Musiu, Musiu! What is Musiu? I am a Musiu, do you understand?”\fn{He is trying to pronounce the word: Monsieur.}
“Man, what’s up with you?”
“What’s that to you! Was? Doné diner? Do you understand?” A storm began to gather on Magda’s brow.
“What rubbish are you jabbering? What’s this? Don’t you know Polish? That’s all through those wretches. I
said how it would be! What have they done to you?”
“Give me something to eat!”
“Be quick indoors.”
Every command made an irresistible impression on Bartek; hearing this “Be quick” he drew himself up, held
his hand stiffly to his side, and, having made a half-turn, marched in the direction indicated. He stood still at the
threshold, however, and began to look wonderingly at Magda.
“Well, what do you want, Magda? What do …?”
“Quick! March!”
He entered the cottage, but fell over the threshold. The vodka was now beginning to go to his head. He started
singing, and looked round the cottage for Franek, even saying “Morgen, Kerl,” although Franek was not there.
After that he laughed loudly, staggered, shouted “Hurrah!” and fell full length on the bed.
*
In the evening he awoke sober and rested, and welcomed Franek; then, having got some pence out of Magda,
he took his triumphant way to the inn.
The glory of his deeds had already preceded him to Pognenbin, since more than one of the soldiers from other
divisions of the same regiment, having returned earlier, had related how he had distinguished himself at Gravelotte and Sedan. So now when the rumor spread that the conqueror was at the inn, all his old comrades hastened
there to welcome him.
No one would have recognized our friend Bartek, as he now sat at the table. He, formerly so meek, was to be
seen striking his fist on the table, puffing himself out and gobbling like a turkey-cock.
“Do you remember, you fellows, that time I did for the French, what Steinmetz said?”
“How could we forget?”
“People used to talk about the French, and be frightened of them, but they are a poor lot— was? They eat like
hares into the lettuce, and run away like hares, too. They don’t drink beer either, nothing but strong wine.”
“That’s it!”
“When we burnt a town they would wring their hands immediately and cry ‘Pitié, pitié,’\fn{A drink; in Polish,
picie} as if they meant they would give us a drink if we would only leave them alone. But we paid no attention to
them.”\fn{Upon receipt of the news that Napoleon III had surrendered his army in defeat at the battle of Sedan, the royal authority was
declared deposed by the Republican deputies in the predominately royalist legislature. They set up a provisional government of national defense in the Hôtel de Ville, which included every Parisian deputy but one. Léon Gambetta (1838-1882) was named Minister of the Interior,
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and he immediately set about rousing the provinces for the defense of the capital, and recruiting and equipping fresh armies from the areas
beyond reach of the invading German troops. He reached these areas by balloon—floating over the German lines—and assumed the direction of the government of unoccupied France, beginning what he called “a people’s war” to the last ditch. The precisely run German machine was ill-fitted to deal with the irregular, improvised forces which Gambetta called up from the French countryside; and there began a
war of indefinite commitments and widely dispersed action. There was military action in and around Orléans, from which the Germans
were driven out for about a month; and at Amiens, which the French retook. So successful was this activity that four months after the battle
of Sedan, the Germans had still not taken or even bombarded Paris. The Germans resorted to savage reprisals to combat the spread of this
guerrilla warfare}

“Then can one understand their gibberish?” inquired a young farmer’s lad.
“You wouldn’t understand, because you are stupid, but I understand. ‘Donédipe!’ Do you understand?”
“What do you mean?”
“Do you know about Paris? We had one battle after another there, but we won them all. They have no good
commanders. So people said, ‘The ground enclosed by the hedge is good,’ they say, ‘but it has been badly
managed.’ Their officers are bad managers, and their generals are bad managers, but on our side they are good.”
Maciej Kierz, the wise old innkeeper of Pognenbin, began to shake his head.
“Well, the Germans have been victorious in a terrible war; they have been victorious—but I always thought
they would be. But the Lord alone knows what will come out of it for us.” Bartek stared at him.
“What do you say?”
“The Germans have never cared to consider us much, anyhow, but now they will be as stuck-up as if there
were no God above them. And they will ill-treat us still more than they do already.”
“But that’s not true!” Bartek said.
Old Kierz was a person of such authority in Pognenbin that all the village always thought as he did, and it was
sheer audacity to contradict him. But Bartek was a conqueror now, and an authority himself. All the same they
gazed at him in astonishment, and even in some indignation.
“Who are you, to quarrel with Maciej? Who are you—?”
“What’s Maciej to me? It isn’t to such as he that I have talked, you see! Why, you fellows, I talked, didn’t I, to
Steinmetz—was? But let Maciej fancy what he likes. We shall be better off now.”
Maciej looked at the conqueror for a moment.
“You blockhead!” he said. Bartek struck his fist on the table, making all the glasses and pint-pots start up.
“Still, der Kerl da! Heu! Stroh!”
“Silence, no row! Ask the priest or the count, blockhead.”
“Was the priest in the war? Or was the count there? But I was there. It’s not true, boys. They’ll know now how
to respect us. Who won the battle? We won it, I won it. Now they’ll give us anything we ask for. If I had wanted
to become a landowner, in France, I should have stayed there. The Government knows very well who gave the
French the best beating. And our regiment was the best. They said so in the military dispatches. So now the Poles
will get the upper hand—do you see?”
Kierz waved his hand, stood up, and went out. Bartek had carried off the victory in the field of politics also.
The young men remaining with him regarded him as a perfect marvel. He continued:
“As if they wouldn’t give me anything I want! If I don’t get it, I should like to know who would! Old Kierz is a
scoundrel, do you see? The Government commands you to fight, so you must fight. Who will ill-treat me? The
Germans? Is it likely?” Here he again displayed his crosses and medals.
“And who did I beat the French for? Not for the Germans, surely? I am a better man now than a German, for
there’s not one German as strong. Bring us some beer! I have talked to Steinmetz, and I have talked to Podbielski.
Bring us some beer!”
They slowly prepared for their carouse.
Bartek began to sing:
Drink, drink, drink,
As long as in my pocket
Still the pennies chink!

Suddenly he took a handful of pence from his pocket.
“Beer! I am a gentleman now—Won’t you? I tell you in France we were not so flush of money; there was little
we didn’t burn, and few people we didn’t put a shot into! God doesn’t know which—of the French—”
A tippler’s moods are subject to rapid changes. Bartek unexpectedly raked together the money from the table,
and began to exclaim sadly:
“Lord, have mercy on the sins of my soul!”
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Then, propping both elbows on the table, and hiding his head in his hands, he was silent.
“What’s the matter?” inquired one of the drinkers.
“Why was I to blame for them?” Bartek murmured sadly. “It was their own look-out. I was sorry for them, for
they were both my people. Lord! have mercy! One was as the ruddy dawn! Next day he was as white as linen.
And even after that I still—Vodka!”
A moment of gloomy silence followed. The men looked at one another in astonishment.
“What is he saying?” one asked.
“He is settling something with his conscience.”
“A man must drink in spite of that war.” He filled up his glass of vodka once or twice, then he spat, and his
good humor unexpectedly returned.
“Have you ever stood talking to Steinmetz? But I have! Hurrah! Drink! Who pays? I do!”
*
“You may pay, you drunkard,” sounded Magda’s voice, but I will repay you! Never fear!” Bartek looked at his
wife with glassy eyes.
“Have you talked to Steinmetz? Who are you?” Instead of replying to him, Magda turned to the interested
listeners, and began to exclaim:
“Oh, you men, you wretched men, do you see the disgrace and misery I am in? He came back, and I was glad
to welcome him as a good man, but he came back drunk. He has forgotten God, and he has forgotten Polish. He
went to sleep, he woke up sober, and now he’s drinking again, and paying for it with my money, which I had
earned by my own work. And where have you taken that money from? Isn’t it what I have earned by all my
trouble and slavery? I tell you men, he’s no longer a Catholic, he’s not a man any more, he’s bewitched by the
Germans, he jabbers German, and is just waiting to do harm to people. He’s possessed—” Here the woman burst
into tears; then, raising her voice an octave higher:
“He was stupid, but he was good. But now, what have they done to him? I looked out for him in the evening, I
looked out for him in the morning, and I have lived to see him. There is no peace and no mercy anywhere. Great
God! Merciful God! If you had only left it alone—if you had only remained German altogether!”
Her last words ended in such a wail, it was almost like a cadence. But Bartek merely said:
“Be quiet, or I shall do for you!”
“Strike me, hit my head, hit me now, kill me, murder me!” the woman screamed, and stretching her neck
forward, she turned to the men.
“And you fellows, watch!—
But the men were beginning to disperse. The inn was soon deserted, and only Bartek and his wife, with her
neck stretched forward, remained.
“Why do you stretch out your neck like a goose?” murmured Bartek. “Go home.”
“Hit me!” repeated Magda.
“Well, I shan’t hit,” replied Bartek, putting his hands into his pockets. Here the innkeeper, wishing to put an
end to the quarrel, turned out one of the lights. The room became dark and silent. After a while Magda’s shrill
voice sounded through the darkness:
“Hit me!”
“I shan’t hit,” replied Bartek’s triumphant voice.
*
Two figures were to be seen going by moonlight from the inn to the cottage.
One of them, walking in front, was sobbing loudly; that was Magda; after her, hanging his head and following
humbly enough, went the victor of Gravelotte and Sedan.
7
Bartek went home so tipsy that for some days he was unfit for work.
This was most unfortunate for all his household affairs, which were in need of a strong man to look after them.
Magda did her best. She worked from morning till night, and the neighbors helped her as well as they could, but
even so she could not make both ends meet, and the household was being ruined little by little.
Then there were a few small debts to the German colonist, Just, who, having at a favorable moment bought
some thirteen acres of waste land at Pognenbin, now had the best property in the whole village. He had ready
money besides, which he lent out at sufficiently high interest. He lent it chiefly to the owner of the property,
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Count Jarzyński, whose name shone in the Golden Book,\fn{ The list of Polish nobility} but who was obliged to keep
up his house in a style of befitting splendor for that very reason.
Just, however, also lent to peasants. For six months Magda had owed him some twenty thalers, part of which
she had borrowed for her housekeeping, and part to send to Bartek during the war. Yet that need not have
mattered. God had granted good crops, and it would have been possible to repay the debt out of the incoming
harvest, provided that the hands and the labor were forthcoming.
Unluckily Bartek could not work. Magda did not quite believe this, and went to the priest for help, thinking he
might rouse her husband; but this was really impossible.
When at all tired, Bartek grew short of breath and his wounds pained him.
So he sat in front of the cottage all day long, smoking his clay pipe with the figure of Bismarck in white uniform and a cuirassier’s helmet, and gazed at the world with the drowsy eyes of a man still feeling the effects of
bodily fatigue. He pondered a little on the war, a little on his victories, on Magda—a little on everything, a little
on nothing.
*
One day, as he sat thus, he heard Franek crying in the distance on his way home from school. He was howling
till the echoes rang. Bartek pulled his pipe out of his mouth.
“Why, Franek, what’s the matter with you?”
“What’s the matter?” repeated Franek, sobbing.
“Why are you crying?”
“Why shouldn’t I cry, when I have had my ears boxed?”
“Who boxed your ears?”
“Who? Why, Herr Boege!” Herr Boege filled the post of schoolmaster at Pognenbin.
“And has he a right to box your ears?”
“I suppose so, as he did it.” Magda, who had been hoeing in the garden, came through the hedge, and, with the
hoe in her hand, went up to the child.
“What are you saying?” she asked.
“What am I saying? If that Boege didn’t call me a Polish pig, and give me a box on the ears, and say that just
as they have beaten the French now, so they will trample us underfoot, for they are the strongest. And I had done
nothing to him, but he had asked me who is the greatest person in the world, and I had said it was the Holy Father,
but he boxed my ears, and I began to cry, and he called me a Polish pig, and said that just as they have beaten the
French …”
Franek was beginning it all over again, “and he said, and I said—” but Magda covered his mouth with her
hand, and she herself turning to Bartek, exclaimed:
“Do you hear? Do you hear? Go to the French war, then let a German beat you child like a dog! Curse him! Go
to the war, and let this Swabian\fn{ A former independent duchy of southwest-central Europe, divided in her present borders by
Napoleon I in 1807 between Germany, Switzerland and France .} kill you child! You have your reward! May …”
Here Magda, moved by her own eloquence, also began to cry to Franek’s accompaniment.
Bartek stared open-mouthed with astonishment, and could not bring out a single word, or comprehend in the
least what had happened. How was this? And what were his victories?
He sat on in silence for some moments, then suddenly something leaped into his eyes, and the blood rushed to
his face. With ignorant people astonishment, like terror, often turns to rage. Bartek sprang up suddenly, and jerked
out through his clenched teeth:
“I will talk to him!”
And he went out.
*
It was not far to go; the school lay close to the church. Herr Boege was just then standing in front of the
verandah, surrounded by a herd of young pigs, to which he was throwing pieces of bread. He was a tall man,
about fifty years of age, still as vigorous as an oak. He was not particularly stout, but his face was very fat, and he
had a pair of very protruding eyes, which expressed courage and energy. Bartek went up to him very quickly.
“German, why have you been beating my child? Was?” he asked.
“Begone, Polish prizefighter!”
“Why have you been beating my child?” repeated Bartek.
“I will beat you, too, you low Polish scoundrel! I will show you who is master here. Go to the devil, go to the
law—begone!”
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Bartek, having seized the schoolmaster by the shoulder, began to shake him roughly, crying in a hoarse voice:
“Do you know who I am? Do you know who did for the French? Do you know who talked to Steinmetz? Why
do you beat my child, you cursed Swabian dog?”
Herr Boege’s protruding eyes glared no less than Bartek’s, for Boege was a strong man, and he resolved to free
himself from his assailant by a single blow. This blow descended with a loud smack on the face of the victor of
Gravelotte and Sedan.
At that the man forgot everything. Boege’s head was shaken from side to side, with a swift motion recalling a
pendulum, but with the difference that the shaking was alarmingly rapid. The formidable vanquisher of Turcos
and Zouaves awoke in Bartek once more.
Boege’s twelve-year-old son, Oscar, a lad as strong as his father, ran in vain to his assistance. A short, but
terrible struggle took place, in which the son fell to the ground, and the father felt himself lifted up into the air.
Bartek, raising his hands, held him there, he himself scarcely knew how. Unluckily the tub of dishwater, which
Herr Boeg had been assiduously mixing for the pigs, stood near. Into this tub Herr Boege now capsized, and a
moment later his feet were to be seen projecting from it, and kicking violently. His wife darted out of the house:
“Help, to the rescue!”
The German colonists rushed from the houses near to their neighbor’s assistance. Some of them fell on Bartek
and began to belabor him with sticks and stones. In the general confusion which followed it was difficult to
distinguish Bartek from his adversaries: some thirteen bodies were to be seen rolling round in a single mass, a
struggling convulsively.
Suddenly, however, from out of this fighting mass Bartek burst forth like fury, making towards the hedge with
all his might.
The Germans ran after him, but an alarming crack was heard in the hedge at the same moment, and Bartek’s
iron hands brandished a stout stick.
He returned raging and furious, holding the stick in the air; they all fled.
Bartek went after them, but luckily did not overtake anyone. Thus his rage cooled, and he began to retreat
homewards. Ah! If only it had been the French he had been facing! His retreat would then have made immortal
history.
As it was, he was being attacked by about a dozen people who, when they had reassembled, set on him afresh.
Bartek retired slowly, like a wild boar pursued by dogs. He turned round now and then and stood still: then his
pursuers stood still too. The stick had earned their complete respect.
They threw stones at him, nevertheless, one of which wounded Bartek in the forehead. The blood poured into
his eyes, and he felt himself growing faint. He swayed once or twice, let go the stick, and fell down.
“Hurrah!” cried the Germans.
But by the time they reached him, Bartek had got up again: then they held back. This wounded wolf was still
dangerous. Besides, he was not now far from the first cottage,fn{ Of the Polish part of the town} and some laborers
could be seen in the distance hurrying to the battlefield at full speed. The Germans retired to their houses.
“What has happened?” inquired the newcomers.
“I have been trying my hand a bit on the Germans,” Bartek answered. And he fainted.
8
It proved a serious affair. The German newspapers published flaming articles on the persecutions to which the
peaceful German population was subjected at the hands of the barbarian and ignorant masses, who were roused by
socialist agitation and religious fanaticism.
Boege became a hero. He, the quite, gentle schoolmaster, spreading the light of learning on the far borders of
the empire;\fn{Germany was officially an empire between 1871 and 1918 } he, the true missionary of culture amid barbarians, had fallen a first victim to the riot. It was fortunate that there were a hundred million Germans to stand up for
him, who would never allow … And so on.
Bartek did not know what a storm was brewing over his head. On the contrary, he was in good spirits; he was
certain that he would win at the trial. For Boege had beaten his child, and had dealt him the first blow, and it had
afterwards been he who had been attacked from behind! Surely he had a right to defend himself. They had also
thrown a stone at his head—actually thrown it at him, who had been mentioned in the daily dispatches, who had
won the battle of Gravelotte, had talked to Steinmetz himself, and received so many medals.
It is true it never entered his head that the Germans did not know all this when they wronged him so greatly,
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any more than it occurred to him that Boege could substantiate his threat to Pognenbin that the Germans would
not trample it underfoot in the same way in which they, the Pognenbinites, had so thoroughly beaten the French
whenever they had had an opportunity. But as for himself, he was certain that public opinion and the Government
would be in his favor. They would certainly know who he was, and what he had done during the war. If he was
not a different man to what he thought him, Steinmetz would espouse his cause. Since Bartek was the poorer
through the war, and his house in debt, they would, anyhow, not refuse to do him justice.
All the same, the police from Pognenbin rode up to Bartek’s house. They had expected serious resistance, for
as many as five appeared with loaded revolvers.
They were mistaken; Bartek had not thought of offering any resistance. They told him to get into the carriage,
and he got in. Magda alone was desperate, persistently repeating:
“Oh dear, what did you fight those French for? You will catch it now, poor fellow, that you will!”
“Be quiet, stupid!” Bartek answered, and smiled quite cheerfully to the passers-by as he drove along.
“I’ll show them who it is they have offended!” he cried from the carriage.
And, covered with his medals, he drove along to the trial like a conqueror.
As a matter of fact, the trial went in his favor. The judge decided to be lenient under the circumstances: Bartek
was only condemned to three months’ imprisonment. In addition to this he had to pay a fine of one hundred and
fifty marks to the Boege family and “other injured colonists.”
“Nevertheless the prisoner,” wrote the Posener Zeitung in the Criminal Report, “showed not the slightest sign
of contrition when the sentence was passed on him, but poured forth such a stream of invective, and began to enumerate his so-called services to the State in such an impudent manner, that it is surprising these insults to the court
and the German nation” etc., etc.\fn{Germany had become a nation in the modern sense only in 1871:H}
Meanwhile Bartek in prison quietly recalled his deeds at Gravelotte, Sedan, and Paris.
We should, however, be doing an injustice in asserting that Herrr Boege’s action called forth no public censure.
Very much the reverse.
On a certain rainy morning a Polish Member of Parliament pointed out with great eloquence that the attitude of
the Government towards the Poles had altered in Poznań; that, considering the courage and sacrifice displayed by
the Polish regiments during the war, it would be fitting to have more regard for justice in the Polish provinces;
finally, that Herr Boege at Pognenbin had abused his position as schoolmaster by beating a Polish child, calling it
a Polish pig, and holding out hopes that after this war the incoming inhabitants would trample the native population under foot.
The rain fell as the member was speaking and as such weather makes people sleepy the Conservatives yawned,
the National-Liberals yawned, the Center yawned—for they were not yet being faced by the Kulturkampf.\fn
{Broadly: a conflict between cultures}
Following immediately on this “Polish question” the Chamber proceeded to the order of the day.
Meanwhile Bartek sat in prison, or rather, he lay in the prison infirmary, for the blow from the stone had
reopened the wound which he had received in the war.
When not feverish, he thought and thought, like the turkey-cock that died of thinking. But Bartek did not die,
he merely did not arrive at any conclusion.
Now and then, however, during moments, which science names lucida intervalla, it occurred to him that he
had perhaps exerted himself unnecessarily in “doing for” the French.
Difficult times followed for Magda. The fine had to be paid, and there was nothing with which to pay it. The
priest at Pognenbin offered to help, but it turned out that there were not quite forty marks in his money box. The
parish of Pognenbin was poor; besides, the good old man never knew how his money went. Count Jarzynski was
not at home. It was said that he had gone love-making to some rich lady in the Kingdom.\fn{ The Kingdom of Poland:
that part of Central Poland that, when this story was written, was under Russian domination }
Magda did not know where to turn.
An extension of the loan was not to be thought of. What else, then? Should she sell the horse or the cows?
Meanwhile spring passed into summer, the hardest time of all. It would soon be harvest, when she would need
money for extra labor, and even now it was all exhausted. The woman wrung her hands in despair. She sent a
petition to the magistrate, recalling Bartek’s services; she never even received an answer. The time for repayment
of the loan was drawing near, and the sequestration with it.
She prayed and prayed, remembering bitterly the time when they were well off, and when Bartek used to earn
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money at the factory in winter. She tired to borrow money from her neighbors; they had none. The war had made
itself felt all round. She did not dare to go to Just, because she was in his debt already, and had not even paid the
interest.
However, Just unexpectedly came to see her himself.
One afternoon she was sitting in the cottage doorway doing nothing, for despair had drained her strength. She
was gazing before her at the golden flies chasing one another in the air, and thinking, “How happy those creatures
are, they live for themselves and needn’t pay”—and so on. After a while she signed heavily, and a low cry broke
from her pale lips:
“Oh, God! God!” Suddenly at the gate appeared Just’s long nose, and his long pipe beneath it. The woman
turned pale. Just addressed her:
“Morgen!”
“How are you, Herr Just?”
“What about my money?”
“Oh, my dear Herr Just, have pity! I am very poor, and what am I to do? They have taken my man away, I have
to pay the fine for him, and I don’t know where to turn. It would be better to die than to be worried like this from
day to day. Do wait a while longer, dear Herr Just!” She burst out crying, and seizing Herr Just’s fat, red hand, she
kissed it humbly.
“The Count will be back soon, then I will borrow from him, and give it back to you.”
“Well, and how will you pay the fine?”
“How can I tell? I might sell the cow.”
“Then I will lend you some more.”
“May God Almighty repay you, my dear sir! Although you are a Lutheran, you are a good man. I speak the
truth! If only other Germans were like you, sir, one might bless them.”
“But I don’t lend money without interest.”
“I know, I know.”
“Then write me one receipt for it all.”
“You are a kind gentleman. May God repay you too in the same way.”
“We will draw up the bill when I go into the town.”
He went into the town and drew up the bill, but Magda had gone to the priest for advice beforehand. Yet what
could he advise? The priest said he was very sorry for her; the time given for repayment was short, the interest
was high, Count Jarzyński was not at home; had he been, he might have helped. Magda, however, could not wait
until the team was sold, and she was obliged to accept Just’s terms.
She contracted a debt of three hundred marks, that is, twice the amount of the fine, for it was certainly
necessary to have a few pence in the house to carry on the housekeeping.
On account of the importance of the document, Bartek was obliged to sign it, and for this reason Magda went
to see him in prison.
The conqueror was very downtrodden, depressed, and ill. He had wished to forward a petition, setting forth his
grievances, but petitions were not accepted; opinion in administrative circles had turned against him since the
articles in the Posener Zeitung. For were not these very authorities bound to afford protection to the peaceful
German population, who, during the recent war, had given so many proofs of devotion and sacrifice to the
Fatherland?
They were therefore obliged in fairness to reject Bartek’s petition. But it is not surprising that this should have
depressed him at least.
“We are done for all round,” he said to his wife.
“All round,” she repeated. Bartek began to ruminate deeply on the circumstances.
“It’s a cruel injustice to me,” he said.
“That man Boege persecutes one,” Magda replied. “I went to implore him, and he called me names too. Ah!
The Germans have the upper hand now at Pognenbin. They aren’t afraid of anyone.”
“Of course, for they are the strongest,” Bartek said sadly.
“As I am a plain woman, I tell you God is the strongest.”
“In Him is our refuge,” added Bartek. They were both silent a moment, then he asked again:
“Well, and what of Just?”
“If the Lord Almighty gives us a crop, then perhaps we shall be able to repay him. Possibly too the Count will
help us, although he himself had debts with the German. They said even before the war that he would have to sell
66

Pognenbin. Let us hope that he will bring home a rich wife.”
“But will he be back soon?”
“Who knows? They say at the house that he will soon be coming with his wife. And directly he is back the
Germans will be upon him. It’s always those Germans! They are as plentiful as worms! Wherever one looks,
whichever way one turns, whether in the village or the town—Germans for our sins! But where are we to get help
from?”
“Perhaps you can decide on something, for you are a clever woman.”
“What can I advise? Should I have borrowed money from Just if I could have helped it? I did it for a good
reason, but now the cottage in which we are settled, and the land also, are already his. Just is better than other
Germans, but he too has an eye to his own profit, not other people’s. He won’t be lenient to us any more than he
has been lenient to others. I am not so stupid as not to know why he sticks his money in here! But what is one to
do, what is one to do?” she cried, wringing her hands.
“Give some advice yourself, if you are so clever. You can beat the French, but what will you do without a roof
over your head, or a crust to eat?” The victor of Gravelotte bent his head.
“Oh, Jesu! Jesu!” Magda had a kind heart; Bartek’s grief touched her, so she said quickly:
“Never mind, dear boy, never mind. Don’t worry your head about it till it has healed up. The rye is so fine, it’s
bending to the ground; the wheat the same. The ground doesn’t belong to the Germans; it’s as good as ever it was.
The fields were in a bad state before your quarrel, but now they are growing so well, you’ll see!” Magda began to
smile through her tears.
“The ground doesn’t belong to the Germans,” she repeated once more.
“Magda!” Bartek said, looking at her with wide-open eyes; “Magda!”
“What?”
“But—because you are … if …”
Bartek felt deep gratitude towards her, but he could not express it.
9
In truth Magda was worth more than ten other women put together. Her manner towards Bartek was rather
curt, but she was really attached to him. In moments of excitement, as, for example, in the prison, she told him to
his face that he was stupid; nevertheless, before other people she would generally exclaim:
“My Bartek pretends to be stupid, but that’s his cunning.”
She used frequently to say this. As a matter of fact, Bartek was about as cunning as his horse, and without
Magda he would have been unable to manage either his holding or anything else.
Now, when everything rested on her honest shoulders, she left no stone unturned, running hither and thither to
beg for help. A week after her last visit to the prison infirmary she ran in again to see Bartek, breathless, beaming,
and happy.
“My word, Bartek, how are you?” she exclaimed gleefully. “Do you know the Count has arrived! He was
married in the Kingdom; the young lady is a beauty! But he has done well for himself all round in getting her;
fancy—just fancy!”
The owner of Pognenbin had really been married and come home with his wife, and had actually done very
well by himself all round in finding her.
“Well, and what of that?” inquired Bartek.
“Be quiet, blockhead,” Magda replied. “Oh! How out of breath I am! Oh, Jesu! I went to pay my respects to
the lady. I looked at her: she came out to meet me like a queen, as young and charming as a flower, and as
beautiful as the dawn!—Oh dear, how out of breath I am!”
Magda took her handkerchief, and began to wipe the perspiration from her face. The next instant she started
talking again in a gasping voice:
“She had a blue dress like the cornflower. I fell at her feet, and she gave me her hand; I kissed it, and her hands
are as sweet and tiny as a child’s. She is just like a saint in a picture, and she is good, and feels for poor people. I
began to beg her for help. May God give her health! And she said, ‘I will do,’ she said, ‘whatever lies in my
power.’
“And she has such a pretty little voice that when she speaks one does feel pleased. So then I began to tell her
that there are unhappy people in Pognenbin, and she said, ‘Not only in Pognenbin,’ and then I burst into tears, and
she too. And then the Count came in, and he saw that she was crying, so he just went and took her and gave her a
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little kiss. Gentlefolk aren’t like us! Then she said to him,
“‘Do what you can for this woman.’ And he said, ‘Anything in the world, whatever you wish.’—May the
Mother of God bless her, that lovely creature, may She bless her with children and with health! The Count said at
once:
“‘You must be heavily in debit, if you have fallen into the hands of the Germans, but,’ he said, ‘I will help you,
and also against Just.’”
Bartek began to scratch his neck.
“But the Germans have got hold of him too.”
“What of that? His wife is rich. They could buy all the Germans in Pognenbin now, so it was easy for him to
talk like that.
“‘The election,’ he said, ‘is coming on before long, and people had better take care not to vote for Germans;
but I will make short work of Just and Boege.’ And the lady put her arm round his neck, and the Count asked after
you, and said:
“‘If he is ill, I will speak to the doctor about giving him a certificate to show that he is unfit to be imprisoned
now. If they don’t let him off altogether,’ he said, ‘he will be imprisoned in the winter, but he is needed now for
working the crops.’
“Do you hear? The Count was in the town yesterday, and invited the doctor to come on a visit to Pognenbin
today. He’s not a German. He’ll write the certificate. In the winter you’ll sit in prison like a king, you’ll be warm,
and they’ll give you meat to eat; and now you’re going home to work, and Just will be repaid, and possibly the
Count won’t want any interest, and if we can’t give it all back in the autumn, I’ll beg it from the lady. May the
Mother of God bless her. … Do you hear?”
“She is a good lady. There are not many such!” Bartek said at once.
“You must fall at her feet, I tell you—but if you don’t I’ll twist your head for you! If only God grants us a
crop! And do you see where the help has come from? Was it from the Germans? Did they give you a single penny
for your stupid medals? Well, they just gave you a crack on your head and nothing more! Fall at the lady’s feet, I
say!”
“I can’t do otherwise,” Bartek replied resolutely.
*
Fortune seemed to smile on the conqueror once more. He was informed some days later that for reasons of
health he would be released from prison until the winter. He was ordered to appear before the magistrate.
The man who, bayonet in hand, had seized flags and guns, now began to fear a uniform more than death. A
deep, unconscious feeling was growing in his mind that he was being persecuted, that they could do as they liked
with him, and that there was some mighty, yet malevolent and evil power above him, which, if he resisted, would
crush him.
So there he stood before the magistrate, as formerly before Steinmetz, upright, his body drawn in, his chest
thrown forward, not daring to breath. There were some officers present also: they represented war and the military
prison to Bartek. The officers looked at him through their gold eyeglasses with the pride and disdain befitting
Prussian officers toward a private soldier and Polish peasant. He stood holding his breath, and the magistrate said
something in a commanding tone. He did not ask or persuade, he commanded and threatened. A member had died
in Berlin, and the writs for a fresh election had been issued.
“You Polish dog, just you dare to vote for Count Jarzyński, just you dare!”
At this the officers knitted their brows into threatening leonine wrinkles. One, lighting his cigar, repeated after
the magistrate: “Just you dare!” and Bartek the Conqueror’s heart died within him. When he heard the order
given, “Go!” he made a half-turn to the left, went out, and took breath.
They told him to vote for Herr Schulberg of Great Krzywda; he paid no attention to the command, but took a
deep breath. For he was going to Pognenbin, he could be at home during harvest time, the Count had promised to
pay Just.
He walked out of the town; the ripening cornfields surrounded him on every side, the heavy blades hurtling
one another in the wind, and murmuring with a sound clear to the peasant’s ear. Bartyek was still weak, but the
sun warmed him.
“Ah! How beautiful the world is!” this worn out soldier thought.
It was not much farther to Pognenbin.
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“The Election! The Election!”
Countess Marya Jarzyńska’s head was full of it, and she thought, talked, and dreamt of nothing else.
“You are a great politician,” an aristocratic neighbor said to her, kissing her small hands in a snake-like way.
But the “great politician” blushed like a cherry, and answered with a beautiful smile:
“Oh, we only do what we can!”
“Count Jόzef will be elected,” the nobleman said with conviction, and the “great politician” answered:
“I should wish it very much, though not alone for Jόzef’s sake, but” (here the “great politician” crimsoned
again with an “unpolitical” blush), “for the common cause. …”
“By God! A positive Bismarck!” cried the nobleman, kissing the tiny hands once more.\fn{ Otto Eduard von
Bismarck (1815-1898), the chief proponent of German unification and first Chancellor of the German Empire, often talked about the
common things that bound all Germans together, no matter what region of the German-speaking lands they came from } After which

they proceeded to discuss the canvassing.
The nobleman himself undertook Krzywda Dolna and Mirzerόw (Great Krzywda was lost, for Herr Schulberg
owned all the property there), and Countess Marya was to occupy herself especially with Pognenbin. She was all
aglow with the role she was to fill, and she certainly lost no time. She was daily to be seen at the cottages on the
main road, holding her skirt with one hand, her parasol with the other, while from under her skirt peeped her tiny
feet, tripping enthusiastically in the great political cause. She went into the cottages; she said to the people
working on the road, “God help you!” she visited the sick, made herself agreeable to the people, and helped where
she cold. She would have done the same without politics, for she had a kind heart, but she did it all the more on
this political account. Why should not she also contribute her share to the political cause?\fn{ Queen Marie of Rumania, though a daughter of Queen Victoria, felt much the same about her Rumanian subjects }
But she did not dare confess to her husband that she had an irresistible desire to attend the village meeting. In
imagination she had even planned the speech she would make at the meeting. And what a speech it would be!
What a speech! True, she would certainly never dare to make it, but if she dared—why then!
Consequently when the news reached Pognenbin that the authorities had prohibited the meeting, the “great
politician” burst into a fit of anger, tore one handkerchief up completely, and had red eyes all day; in vain her
husband begged her not to “demean” herself to such a degree.
Next day the canvassing was carried on with still greater fervor.
Nothing stopped Countess Marya now. She visited thirteen cottages in one day, and talked so loudly against the
Germans that her husband was obliged to check her. But there was no danger. The people welcomed her gladly,
they kissed her hands and smiled at her, for she was so pretty and her cheeks were so rosy that wherever she went
she brought brightness with her. Thus she came to Bartek’s cottage also. Lysek barked at her, but Magda in her
excitement hit him on the head with a stick.
“Oh, lady, my beautiful lady, my dear lady!” cried Magda, seizing her hands.
In accordance with his resolve, Bartek threw himself at her feet, while little Franek first kissed her hand, then
stuck his thumb into his mouth and lost himself in whole-hearted admiration.
“I hope”—the young lady said after the first greetings were over—“I hope, my friend Bartek, that you will
vote for my husband, and not for Herr Schulberg.”
“Oh, my dear lady!” Magda exclaimed; “who would vote for Schulberg? Give him the ten plagues! The lady
must excuse me, but when one gets talking about the Germans, one can’t help what one says.”
“My husband has just told me that he will repay Just.”
“May God bless him!” Here Magda turned to Bartek. “Why do you stand there like a post? I must beg the
lady’s pardon, but he’s wonderfully dumb.”
“You will vote for my husband, won’t you?” the lady asked. “You are Poles, and we are Poles, so we will hold
to one another.”
“I should throttle him if he didn’t vote for him,” Magda said. “Why do you stand there like a post? He’s
wonderfully dumb. Bestir yourself a bit!”
Bartek again kissed the lady’s hand, but he remained silent, and looked as black as night. The magistrate was
in his mind.
*
The day of the election drew near, and arrived. Count Jarzyński was certain of victory. All the neighborhood
assembled at Pognenbin. After voting the gentlemen returned there from the town to wait for the priest, who was
to bring the news.\fn{Women were not allowed to vote}
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Afterwards there was to be a dinner, but in the evening the noble coupler were going to Poznań, and
subsequently to Berlin also. Several villages in the electoral division had already polled the day beforehand. The
result would be made known on this day.
The company was in a cheerful frame of mind. The young lady was slightly nervous, yet full of hope and
smiles, and made such a charming hostess that every one agree Count Jόzef had found a real treasure in the Kingdom. This treasure was quite unable at present to keep quiet in one place, and ran from guest to guest, asking each
for the hundredth time to assure her that “Jόzio would be elected.”
She was not actually ambitious, and it was not out of vanity that she she wished to be the wife of a member,
but she was dreaming in her young mind that she and her husband together had a real mission to accomplish. So
her heart beat as quickly as at the moment of her wedding, and her prettry little face was lighted up with joy.
Skillfully manœuvering amidst her guests, she approached her husband, drew him by the sleeve, and whispered in
his ear, like a child, nicknaming someone,
“The Hon. Member!”
He smiled, and both were happy beyond words. They both felt a great wish to give one another a warm
embrace, but owing to the presence of their guests, this could not be. Everyone, however, was looking out of the
window every moment, for the question was a really important one.
The former member, who had died, was a Pole, and this was the first time in this division that the Germans had
put up a candidate of their own. Their military success had evidently given them courage, but just for that reason
it the more concerned those assembled at the manor house at Pognenbin to secure the election for their candidate.
Before dinner there was no lack of patriotic speeches, which especially moved the young hostess who was
unaccustomed to them. Now and then she suffered an access of fear. Supposing there should be a mistake in counting the votes? But there would surely not only be Germans serving on the committee! The older landowners
explained to the lady the method of counting the votes. She had heard this a hundred times, but she still wished to
hear it! Ah! and would it not make all the difference whether the local population had an enemy in Parliament, or
someone to champion their cause? It would soon be decided—in a short moment, in fact—for a cloud of dust was
rising from the road.
“The priest is coming! The priest is coming!” reiterated those present.
The lady grew pale. Excitement was visible on every face. They were certain of victory; all the same this final
moment made their hearts beat more rapidly.
But it was not the priest, it was the steward returning from the town on horseback. Perhaps he might know
something? He tied his horse to the gate post, and hurried to the house. The guests and the hostess rushed into the
hall.
“Is there any news—Is there any? Has our friend been elected?—What?—Come here!—Do you know for
certain?—Has the result been declared?” The questions rose and fell like rockets, but the man threw his cap into
the air.
“The Count is elected!” The lady sat down on a bench abruptly, and pressed her hand to her fast-beating heart.
“Hurrah! Hurrah!” the neighbors shouted. “Hurrah!” The servants rushed out from the kitchen.
“Hurrah! Down with the Germans! Long live the member! And my lady the member’s wife!”
“But the priest?” someone asked.
“He will be here directly,” the steward answered; “they are still counting. …”
“Let us have dinner! the hon. member cried.
“Hurrah!” several people repeated.
They all walked back again from the hall to the drawing-room. Congratulations to the host and hostess were
now offered more calmly; the lady herself, however, did not know how to restrain her joy, and disregarding the
presence of others, threw her arm round her husband’s neck. But they thought none the worse of her for this; on
the contrary, they were all much touched.
“Well, we still survive!” the neighbor from Mizerόw said.
At this moment thee was a clatter along the corridor, and the priest entered the drawing-room, followed by old
Maciej of Pognenbin.
“Welcome! Welcome!” they all cried. “Well—what majority?” The priest was silent a moment; then as it were
into the very face of this universal joy he suddenly hurled the two harsh, brief words:
“Schulberg—elected!” A moment of astonishment followed, a volley of hurried and anxious questions, to
which the priest again replied:
“Schulberg is elected!”
70

“How?—What has happened?—By what means?—The Steward said it was not so.—What has happened?”
Meanwhile Count Jarzyński was leading poor Countess Marya out of the room, who was biting her handkerchief so as not to burst into tears or to faint.
“Oh, what a misfortune, what a misfortune!” the assembled guests repeated, striking their foreheads.
A dull sound like people shouting for joy rose at that moment from the direction of the village. The Germans of
Pognenbin were thus gleefully celebrating their victory.
Count and Countess Jarzyński returned to the drawing-room. He could be heard saying to his wife at the door,
“Il faut faire bonne mine,” and she had stopped crying already. Her eyes were dry and very red.
“Will you tell us how it was?” the host asked quietly.
“How could it be otherwise, sir,” old Maciej said, “seeing that even the Pognenbin peasants voted for
Schulberg?”
“Who did so?”
“What? Those here?”
“Why, yes; I myself and every one saw Bartek Slowik vote for Schulberg.”\fn{ Voting was not by secret ballot}
“Bartek Slowik?” the lady said.
“Why, yes. The others are at him now for it. The man is rolling on the ground, howling, and his wife is scolding him. But I myself saw how he voted.”
“From such an enlightened village!” the neighbor from Mizerόw said.
“You see, sir,” Maciej said, “others who were in the war also voted as he did. They said that they were or-dered
—”
“That’s cheating, pure cheating! The election is void—Compulsion!—Swindling!” cried different voices.
*
The dinner at the Pognenbin manor house was not cheerful that day. The host and hostess left in the evening,
but not as yet for Berlin, only for Dresden.
Meanwhile Bartek sat om his cottage, miserable, sworn at, ill-treated and hated, a stranger even to his own
wife, for even she had not spoken a word to him all day.
*
In the autumn God grated a crop, and Herr Just, who had just come into possession of Bartek’s farm, felt
pleased, for he had not done at all a bad stroke of business.
Some months later three people walked out of Pognenbin to the town, a peasant, his wife, and child.
The peasant was very bent, more like an old man than an able-bodied one. They were going to the town because they could not find work at Pognenbin.
It was raining. The woman was sobbing bitterly at losing her cottage, and her native place, the peasant was
silent. The road was empty, there was not a cart, not a human being to be seen; the cross alone, wet from rain,
stretched its arms above them. The rain fell more and more heavily, dimming the light.
Bartek, Magda, and Franek were going to town because the victor of Gravelotte and Sedan had to serve his
term of imprisonment during the winter, on account of the affair with Boege.
Count and Countess Jarzyński continued to live in Dresden.
82.241 The Dance\fn{by David Frischmann (1860-1922)} Lódz, Lódz County, Łódź Voivodeship, Poland (M) 3½
My mother heard the story from her mother, who had heard it in turn from her grandmother and so on through
the generations. This is how my mother told it to me:
*
When the children of Israel went out of Egypt, they were accompanied by a rabble of non-Israelites, among
them a young man of striking beauty called Putth. He was so tall and handsome that all the women and young
girls in the camp followed him with their eyes all day long, seeing him even in their dreams at night.
One day, a young girl called Timna caught sight of him—she was of the house of Gershom from the tribe of
Menashe—and as her eyes rested on him she blushed and paled in turn, for she had fallen in love with him.
In those far-off wonderful days, the skies were still young and a thousand times bluer than they are today, and
the soil was still fresh and a thousand times greener than it is today, and love, too, was a thousand times stronger
than it is today.
Now the young man, who had become enamored of the girl, followed her tent in all their journeyings through
the wilderness. When she journeyed from Rameses to Succoth, he followed close behind, though he did not speak
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one word to her, and when she journeyed from Succoth to Etham, he followed her there silently, and when she
journeyed from Etham to Pi-hahirot, which is before Baal-zephon, he journeyed after her, silently clinging to her
like a shadow to the wall.
But at Pi-hahirot, one morning when the sun was shining very brightly, he came up to her and placed a small
ring of beaten gold on her finger. The rays of the sun gleamed on the ring and flooded it with a great brilliance,
which for a moment lit up the whole encampment. And in that bright light the youth inclined his head and kissed
her ardently and long.
The girl returned his kiss, and her large dark eyes grew twice as large.
From Pi-hahirot they journeyed together to Migdol and thence to Marah and to Elim and across the Red Sea
and into the wilderness of Tsin. By day the sun beat down cruelly, but they did not feel the scorching heat. At
night they lay at the door of the tent, enfolded in one another’s arms, and did not speak a word.
*
They were still encamped in the wilderness of Tsin when one day the youth disappeared without leaving any
trace.
Many were the wagging tongues that said he had tired of the girl and had returned to Egypt, but the girl refused
to believe this. Every morning when she awoke she would look at the ring, and her large dark eyes would grow
twice as large; at noon she would gaze ceaselessly at the ring; at night she laid it beneath her pillow, and in her
dreams she saw the ring with its radiant luster.
Whoever possessed the ring, she knew, could not be heavy of heart, and he who had given this ring would
never be false. Some chance event had called him away. He would surely return very soon.
*
But the youth did not come back. When they reached Dophkah, all the women and girls in the encampment
whispered maliciously behind her back, with venom in their tongues and derision in their eyes. But the girl paid
them no heed, for had he not given her the ring, and surely it could not lie? The ring now began to occupy her
whole life.
They encamped in Alush, and still he did not come back.
Overnight a deep wrinkle had furrowed its way across her forehead and a mist veiled her large, lustrous eyes. A
heavy sorrow, dull and silent, seemed to have sprung up from the ground and enveloped her in its dim shrouds.
The women no longer mocked her, but spoke to her gently with tears in their eyes.
All this time the girl did nothing but gaze at the ring on her finger. Sometimes she smiled and sometimes she
wept. Sometimes her eyes would light up, and sometimes she merely sat, mutely hoping.
They pitched their tents in Rephidim. Her days were desolate and her nights cheerless as she sat waiting,
waiting.
One morning she looked at her reflection in her mirror of burnished copper and saw a white hair at her temple.
She plucked it out, but another appeared in its place, and another. The women and girls, who now befriended her,
spoke to her soothingly in order to encourage her and raise her spirit, but she hardly heard what they said. She
only clutched the ring more tightly, clenching her finger over it with all her strength.
In her lucid moments she knew it was the ring she held, but at times she believed it was not the ring but her
lover that she clutched and fondled. Then her thoughts became so deranged that she no longer knew whether the
ring had left her and Putth was by her side, or whether it was Putth that had left her and the ring was still on her
finger.
By now they had reached the Sinai desert. And as the days passed the girl clutched the ring more tightly,
grappling it to her soul, for it had become for her the essence of life, the core of her being, the be-all and end-all
of her heart and soul.
All her dreams, all her longings were embodied in this ring. It was for her a charm, a talisman, an eternal flame
flashing in the dark. All her past life and her future hopes were entwined in this tiny circlet of gold. As long as she
had the ring she still had all there still was life and hope.
And the great sorrow that had befallen her did not for a moment weaken her hope.
*
Now in those far-off days, great and wondrous happenings were taking place in the wilderness of Sinai. So
engrossed were the people in these happenings that they put aside all their daily affairs and with bated breath
awaited the great moment when God would reveal Himself to His people.
For three days and three nights, a heavy cloud of smoke covered Mount Sinai, and all this time the people
remained in their tents, where they purified themselves and washed their garments. And for three days and three
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nights there was a great blowing of trumpets, which waxed louder and louder; the lightning flashed and the
thunder pealed.
And the people rejoiced as they had never rejoiced before, for God was to reveal Himself to His people. And
all through those wondrous and awesome days the entire people, men, women and children, thought of nothing
but God, whom they had never seen but whose voice they had heard. All else was forgotten, all other happenings,
great or trivial passed unheeded.
And indeed, none remembered the poor girl, alone in her tent with her sorrow and distress.
But a few days later the people grew weary of waiting for a God who did not reveal Himself to them, but who
remained enveloped in the thick mist, and they wished for a god who had some form and shape. A great throng
surged round the High Priest, clamoring:
“Up, make us a god who shall go before us.” Wishing to appease them, the High Priest said to them,
“Tomorrow I shall do so. Let each of you bring an offering of gold—a nose-ring, or an earring, or any other
ornament—and with this gold I shall make a god.
*
Next day the heavens were ablaze with fiery heat, like a furnace. In this shimmering heat, the entrance to the
High Priest’s tent was drawn aside and out came a large new wagon, its gold-painted sides glitteringly resplendent
in the desert sun. It was drawn by two red bullocks, their horns gilded and bedecked with purple ribbons embroildered in blue, which fluttered and streamed in the sultry breeze.
On either side of the wagon walked two priests clad in robes of linen, complete with ephod and breastplate,
and holding rams’ horns in their hands. Their robes were fringed with tassels of blue and little gold bells, which
tinkled as they walked. And as the bullocks slowly drew the wagon through the encampment, the priests who
walked alongside blew their horns, and all the men came out of their tents, followed by their wives, sons, daughters, and servants. As the wagon passed each tent, the people threw into it their offerings of gold, from which the
High Priest would make them a god.
Throughout the length and breadth of the camp there was not a man or woman who did not donate his share.
The men gave their gold coins and golden chains, and the women took off their nose-rings and signet-rings, their
crescent-shaped amulets and filigreed frontlets, to shower them into the wagon. Rich and poor gave alike, for all
wanted to have a share in this new god.
Giving became a frenzy, spreading like a fever through the camp. Men and women stood at their tent doors, at
windows, on the walls, waiting for the wagon to draw alongside. By now they were giving up their gold lamps
and firepans and bowls, and even goblets and bridal chairs were ecstatically discarded. One woman of renown
tore a little gold flute from the limp grasp of the sick child that lay at her breast and flung it into the wagon.
The heap of gold steadily mounted, threatening to spill over the sides of the wagon, which had become so
heavily weighed down that it could hardly move, despite the efforts of the straining bullocks. And yet the
offerings continued to flow. The wagon was now drawing near to Tilnna’s tent.
*
She stood in the doorway, twisting the ring on her finger.
No! She would not give up the ring. Anything else, but not the ring! The ring was her whole life, it meant
everything that had been, everything that was still to be. She would not cast it away. No! No! Never!
The wagon was lumbering up, nearer and nearer it came, and the rain of gold continued. She saw the women
around her throw in all they possessed; a glittering nose-ring landed on the heap and was lost to sight, a golden
goblet, a large bowl. A wave of intoxication swept the camp, overwhelming each man and woman with irresistible
force.
The wagon had now drawn alongside her tent with a deafening medley of sounds—the blowing of the horns,
the bellowing of the bullocks, the tinkling of the little bells, the ecstatic cheering of the crowds. She was seized by
a sudden nameless fear such as she had never known before. Unconsciously she kept sliding the ring up and down
her finger, feverishly removing and replacing it.
Before she was fully aware of what she had done, the ring had left her finger and had descended in a glittering
arc onto the overflowing heap of gold in the wagon.
At that moment she felt a terrible wrench in her heart, as if something had been torn away leaving an aching
emptiness.
The wagon vanished, the crowds melted away, the sun dimmed for an eternal moment, and all that remained
was darkness. And suddenly the girl knew that her lover would never return to her to the end of her days.
The wagon continued on its way through the camp, gathering the rest of the offerings. Then all was still.
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*
A great feast was proclaimed the next day. The High Priest took all the gold that had been collected in the
wagon and cast it in the fire. Then he fashioned the molten gold with an engraving tool and made it into a Golden
Calf, which the people worshipped with great joy for they could now see their god face to face. And the High
Priest built an altar before the Calf, on which he offered the burnt sacrifices and peace-offerings that the people
brought in great numbers.
Then the people sat down to eat, and there was much feasting, drinking and merrymaking. Satiated and happy
they rose to dance; the men played flutes and beat drums, the girls and women joined hands and danced in a ring
round the Golden Calf.
Suddenly the women stopped dancing and drew back in awe and admiration.
One of the dancers, a young girl, was dancing in a way that was both wonderful and terrible to behold, unlike
any of the others. Now swiftly, now languorously, her slender body swaying, then suddenly writhing, her feet
tripping then gliding, her dark head tossing then gently drooping, she held her spectators spellbound.
A hushed whisper passed around among the onlookers:
“That is Timna, the strange girl of the Gershom family from the tribe of Menashe.”
Now she was dancing slowly, gently, like the early hope that had once risen within her, when the delicate
flowers of spring had bloomed over the earth and in her heart. And as she flung back her head her face lit up and
her eyes sparkled—her first kiss.
*
Suddenly she was writhing convulsively in the throes of her first great anguish.
A chill wind seemed to sweep through her heart, ravaging the tender blossoms, leaving her cold and afraid. The
next moment she was tripping with light, airy steps, gay and carefree. She still had the ring! The ring was still
hers! Her life and soul, her love and her beloved were all bound up in this one ring, the ring from which she drew
the breath of life.
With startling suddenness her dance had changed into a weary shuffle. Her body drooped and her features
became stony, expressionless. The slender hope she had clung to was now ebbing away; all was silent, but for the
frail, inner voice that faintly whispered: perhaps, perhaps …
Again her dancing underwent instant transformation. With an effort her lax body straightened, became firm
and taut, her head held resolutely high:
No! She would not give up the ring. Come what may, she would not give it up.
In another instant she was whirling madly round and round the Calf in an ever-narrowing circle, like a leaf
caught in the swirl of a maelstorm. She had cast all she had, her last link with life, into this molten god; she had
offered up her beloved, and he had arisen again in this gleaming deity.
Faster and faster she spun round, her feet hardly touching the ground. One moment she seemed to flash near
the sun, the next moment she was far away. All her sorrow, her anguish melted away and evanesced, sublimated
into this transcendent ecstasy.
She had surrendered her soul, and now there was only her beloved; her beloved was no more, and there was
only the ring; the ring was no more, and yet there was life; and now life was no more, and there was this god. Her
soul, her beloved, her ring, her life and this god suddenly merged into one, so that she could no more distinguish
between them: her soul had ceased its dependent existence and had merged with her beloved; her beloved had
ceased being and had merged with the ring; the ring had become her life; and now life was no more, for it had
merged with this god.
Faster and faster grew her dancing.
Her pain had ceased, her pain had become the god himself. For the pain was no longer in her heart alone, but
in the hearts of all men—the aching cry of all humanity that rose up to the god of all the earth.
Swifter and swifter she flew round, tempestuous, like a whirlwind unleashed. She seemed no longer of this
world.
A great fear seized the people, and they threw down their drums and flutes and ran away.
For an eternity she went on dancing, madly, ecstatically. A white foam covered her lips, then her limbs seemed
to crumple and suddenly she collapsed to the ground.
When they raised her, she was dead.
82.251 Death\fn{by Ladislas Stanislaw Reymont (1867-1925)} Kobiele Wielkie, Radomsko County, Łódź Voivodeship,
Poland (M) 10
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“Father, eh, father, get up, do you hear?—Eh, get a move on!”
“Oh God, or Blessed Virgin! Aoh!” groaned the old man, who was being violently shaken. His face peeped out
from under his sheepskin, a sunken, battered, and deeply-lined face, of the same color as the earth he had tilled for
so many years; with a shock of hair, gray as the furrows of plowed fields in autumn.
His eyes were closed; breathing heavily he dropped his tongue from his half-open bluish mouth with cracked
lips.
“Get up! Hi!” shouted his daughter.
“Grandad!” whimpered a little girl who stood in her chemise and a cotton apron tied across her chest, and
raised herself on tiptoe to look at the old man’s face.
“Grandad!” There were tears I her blue eyes and sorrow in her grimy little face.
“Granad!” she called out once more, and plucked at the pillow.
“Shut up!” screamed her mother, took her by the nape of the neck and thrust her against the stove.
“Out with you, damned dog!” she roared, when she stumbled over the old half-blind bitch who was sniffing the
bed. “Out you go! Will you … you carrion!” and she kicked the animal so violently with her clog that it tumbled
over, and, whining, crept towards the closed door. The little girl stood sobbing near the stove, and rubbed her nose
and eyes with her small fists.
“Father, get up while I am still in a good humor!”
The sick man was silent, his head had fallen on one side, his breathing became more and more labored. He had
not much longer to live.
“Get up. What’s the idea? Do you think you are going to do your dying here? Not if I know it! Go to Julina,
you old dog! You’ve given the property to Julina, let her look after you … come now … while I’m yet asking
you!”
“Oh blessed Child Jesus! Oh Mary …”
A sudden spasm contracted his face, wet with anxiety and sweat. With a jerk his daughter tore away the
feather-bed, and, taking the old man round the middle, she pulled him furiously half out of the bed, so that only
his head and shoulders were resting on it; he lay motionless like a piece of wood, and, like a piece of wood, stiff
and dried up.
“Priest … His Reverence …” he murmured under his heavy breathing.
“I’ll give you your priest! You shall kick your bucket in the pigsty, you sinner … like a dog!” She seized him
under the armpits, but dropped him again directly, and covered him entirely with the feather-bed, for she had
noticed a shadow flitting past the window. Some one was coming up to the house.
She scarcely had time to push the old man’s feet back into the bed. Blue in the face, she furiously banged the
feather-bed and pushed the bedding about. The wife of the peasant Dyziak came into the room.
“Christ be praised.”
“In Eternity …” growled the other, and glanced suspiciously at her out of the corners of her eyes.
“How do you do? Are you well?”
“Thank God … so so …”
“How’s the old man? Well?” She was stamping the snow off her clogs near the door.
“Eh … how should he be well? He can hardly fetch his breath any more.”
“Neighbor … you don’t say so … neighbor …” She was bending down over the old man.
“Priest,” he sighed.
“Dear me … just fancy … dear me, he doesn’t know me! The poor man wants the priest. He’s dying, that’s
certain, he’s all but dead already … dear me! Well, and did you send for his Reverence?”
“Have I got any one to send?”
“But you don’t mean to let a Christian soul die without the sacrament?”
“I can’t run off and leave him alone, and perhaps … he may recover.”
“Don’t you believe it … hoho … just listen to his breathing. That means that his inside is withering up. It’s
just as it was with my Walek last year when he was so ill.”
“Well, dear, you’d better go for the priest, make haste … look!”
“All right, all right. Poor thing! He looks as if he couldn’t last much longer. I must make haste … I’m off …”
and she tied her apron more firmly over her head.
“Good-bye, Antkowa.”
“Go with God.”
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Dyziakowa went out, while the other woman began to put the room in order; she scraped the dirt off the floor,
swept it up, strewed wood-ashes, scrubbed her pots and pans and put them in a row. From time to time she turned
a look of hatred on to the bed, spat, clenched her fists, and held her head in helpless despair.
“Fifteen acres of land, the pigs, three cows, furniture, clothes—half of it, I’m sure, would come to six thousand
… good God!”
And as though the thought of so large a sum was giving her fresh vigor, she scrubbed her saucepans with a fury
that made the walls ring, and banged them down on the board.
“May you … may you!” She continued to count up: “Fowls, geese, calves, all the farm implements. And all
left to that trull!\fn{Whore} May misery eat you up … may the worms devour you in the ditch for the wrong you
have done me, and for leaving me no better off than an orphan!” She sprang towards the bed in a towering rage
and shouted:
“Get up!” And when the old man did not move, she threatened him with her fists and screamed into his face:
“That’s what you’ve come here for, to do your dying here, and I am to pay for your funeral and buy you a
hooded cloak … that’s what he thinks. I don’t think! You won’t live to see me do it! If your Julina is so sweet,
you’d better make haste and go to her. Was it I who was supposed to look after you in your dotage? She is the pet,
and if you think …”
*
She did not finish, for she heard the tinkling of the bell and the priest entered with the sacrament.
Antkowa bowed down to his feet, wiping tears of rage from her eyes, and after she had poured the holy water
into a chipped basin and put the asperges-brush beside it, she went out into the passage, where a few people who
had come with the priest were waiting already.
“Christ be praised.”
“In Eternity.”
“What is it?”
“Oh nothing! Only that he’s come here to give up … with us, whom he has wronged. And now he won’t give
up. O dear me … poor me!” She began to cry.
“That’s true! He will have to rot, and you will have to live,” they all answered in unison and nodded their
heads.
“One’s own father,” she began again. “Have we, Antek and I, not taken care of him, worked for him, sweated
for him, just as much as they? Not a single egg would I sell, not half a pound of butter, but put it all down his
throat; the little drop of milk I have taken away from the baby and given it to him, because he was an old man and
my father … and now he goes and gives it all to Tomek. Fifteen acres of land, the cottage, the cows, the pigs, the
calf, and the farm-carts and all the furniture—is that nothing? Oh, pity me! There’s no justice in this world, none
… Oh, oh!”
She leant against the wall, sobbing loudly.
“Don’t cry, neighbor, don’t cry. God is full of mercy, but not always towards the poor. He will reward you
some day.”
“Idiot, what’s the good of talking like that?” interrupted the speaker’s husband. “What’s wrong is wrong. The
old man will go, and poverty will stay.”
“It’s hard to make an ox move when he won’t lift up his feet,” another man said thoughtfully.
“Eh … You can get used to everything in time, even to Hell,” murmured a third, and spat from between his
teeth.
The little group relapsed into silence.
The wind rattled the door and blew snow through the crevices onto the floor. The peasants stood thoughtfully,
with bared heads, and stamped their feet to get warm. The women, with their hands under their cotton aprons, and
huddled together, looked with patient resigned faces towards the door of the living-room.
At last the bell summoned them into the room; they entered one by one, pushing each other aside. The dying
man was lying on his back, his head deeply buried in the pillows; his yellow chest, covered with white hair,
showed under the open shirt. The priest bent over him and laid the wafer upon his outstretched tongue. All knelt
down and, with their eyes raised to the ceiling, violently smote their chests, while they sighed and sniffled
audibly. The women bent down to the ground and babbled:
“Lamb of God that takest away the sins of the world.”
The dog, worried by the frequent tinkling of the bell, growled ill-temperedly in the corner. The priest had
finished the last unction, and beckoned to the dying man’s daughter.
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“Where’s yours, Antkowa?”
“Where should he be, your Reverence, if not at his daily job?”
For a moment the priest stood, hesitating, looked at the assembly, pulled his expensive fur tighter round his
shoulders; but he could not think of anything suitable to say; so he only nodded to them and went out, giving them
his white, aristocratic hand to kiss, while they bent towards his knees.
*
When he had gone they immediately dispersed. The short December day was drawing to its close. The wind
had gone down, but the snow was now falling in large, thick flakes. The evening twilight crept into the room.
Antkowa was sitting in front of the fire; she broke off twig after twig of the dry firewood, and carelessly threw
them upon the fire.
She seemed to be purposing something, for she glanced again and again at the window, and then at the bed.
The sick man had been lying quite still for a considerable time. She got very impatient, jumped up from her stool
and stood still, eagerly listening and looking about; then she sat down again.
Night was falling fast. It was almost quite dark in the room. The little girl was dozing, curled up near the stove.
The fire was flickering feebly with a reddish light which lighted up the woman’s knees and a bit of the floor.
The dog started whining and scratched at the door. The chickens on the ladder cackled low and long.
Now a deep silence reigned in the room. A damp chill rose from the wet floor.
Antkowa suddenly got up to peer through the window at the village street; it was empty. The snow was falling
thickly, blotting out everything at a few steps’ distance. Undecided, she paused in front of the bed, but only for a
moment; then she suddenly pulled away the feather-bed roughly and determinedly, and threw it on the other
bedstead. She took the dying man under the armpits and lifted him high up.
“Magda! Open the door.”
Magda jumped up, frightened, and opened the door.
“Come here … take hold of his feet.”
Magda clutched at her grandfather’s feet with her small hands and looked up in expectation.
“Well, get on … help me to carry him! Don’t stare about … carry him, that’s what you’ve got to do!” she
commanded again, severely.
The old man was heavy, perfectly helpless, and apparently unconscious; he did not seem to realize what was
being done to him. She held him tight and carried, or rather dragged him along, for the little girl had stumbled
over the threshold and dropped his feet, which were drawing two deep furrows in the snow.
The penetrating cold had restored the dying man to consciousness, for in the yard he began to moan and utter
broken words:
“Julisha … oh God … Ju …”
“That’s right, you scream … scream as much as you like, nobody will hear you, even if you shout your mouth
off!”
She dragged him across the yard, opened the door of the pigsty with her foot, pulled him in, and dropped him
close to the wall.
The sow came forward, grunting, followed by her piglets.
“Malusha! Malu, malu, malu!”
The pigs came out of the sty and she banged the door, but returned almost immediately, tore the shirt open on
the old man’s chest, tore off his chaplet, and took it with her.
“Now die, you leper!”
She kicked his naked leg, which was lying across the opening, with her clog, and went out. The pigs were
running about in the yard; she looked back at them from the passage.
“Malusha! Malu, malu, malu!”
The pigs came running up to her, squeaking; she brought out a bowl-full of potatoes and emptied it. The
mother-pig began to eat greedily, and the piglets poked their pink noses into her and pulled at her until nothing but
their loud smacking could be heard.
Antkowa lighted a small lamp above the fireplace and tore open the chaplet, with her back turned towards the
window. A sudden gleam came into her eyes, when a number of banknotes and two silver rubles fell out.
“It wasn’t just talk then, his saying that he’d put by the money for the funeral.” She wrapped the money up in a
rag and put it into the chest.
“You Judas! May eternal blindness strike you!” She put the pots and pans straight and tried the cheer the fire
which was going out.
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“Drat it! That plague of a boy has left me without a drop of water.” She stepped outside and called
“Ignatz! Hi! Ignatz!”
*
A good half-hour passed, then the snow creaked under stealthy footsteps and a shadow stole past the window.
Antkowa seized a piece of wood and stood by the door which was flung wide open; a small boy of about nine
entered the room.
“You stinking idler! Running about the village, are you? And not a drop of water in the house!” Clutching him
in one had she beat the screaming child with the other.
“Mummy! I won’t do it again. … Mummy, leave off. … Mumm …”
She beat him long and hard, giving vent to all her pent-up rage.
“Mother! Ow! All ye Saints! She’s killing me!”
“You dog! You’re loafing about, and not a drop of water do you fetch me, and there’s no wood … am I to feed
you for nothing, and you worrying me into the bargain?” She hit harder.
At last he tore himself away, jumped out by the window, and shouted back at her with a tear-choked voice:
“May your paws rot off to the elbows, you dog of a mother! May you be stricken down, you sow! You may
wait till you’re manure before I fetch you any water!” And he ran back to the village.
The room suddenly seemed strangely empty. The lamp above the fireplace trembled feebly. The little girl was
sobbing to herself.
“What are you sniveling about?”
“Mummy … oh … oh … grandad …” She leant, weeping, against her mother’s knee.
“Leave off, idiot!”
She took the child on her lap, and, pressing her close, she began to clean her head. The little thing babbled
incoherently, she looked feverish; she rubbed her eyes with her small fists and presently went to sleep, still sobbing convulsively from time to time.
*
Soon afterwards the husband returned home. He was a huge fellow in a sheepskin, and wore a muffler round
his cap. His face was blue with cold; his moustache, covered with hoar-frost, looked like a brush.
He knocked the snow off his boots, took muffler and cap off together, dusted the snow off his fur, clapped his
stiff hands against his arms, pushed the bench towards the fire, and sat down heavily.
Antkowa took a saucepan full of cabbage off the fire and put it in front of her husband, cut a piece of bread and
gave it him, together with the spoon. The peasant ate in silence, but when he had finished he undid his fur,
stretched his legs, and said:
“Is there any more?”
She gave him the remains of their midday porridge; he spooned it up after he had cut himself another piece of
bread; then he took out his pouch, rolled a cigarette and lighted it, threw some sticks on the fire and drew closer to
it. A good while later he looked round the room.
“Where’s the old man?”
“Where should he be? In the pigsty.” He looked questioningly at her.
“I should think so! What should he loll in bed for, and dirty the bedclothes? If he’s got to give up, he will give
up all the quicker in there. …
“Has he give me a single thing? What should he come to me for? Am I to pay for his funeral and give him his
food? If he doesn’t give up now—and I tell you, he is a tough one—then he’ll eat us out of house and home. If
Julina is to have everything let her look after him—that’s nothing to do with me.”
“Isn’t my father … and cheated us … he has. I don’t care. … The old speculator!”
Antek swallowed the smoke of his cigarette and spat into the middle of the room.
“If he hadn’t cheated us we should now have … wait a minute … we’ve got five … and seven and a half …
makes … five and … seven …”
“Twelve and a half. I had counted that up long ago; we could have kept a horse and three cows … bah! The
carrion!”
Again he spat furiously.
The woman got up, laid the child down on the bed, took the little rag bundle from the chest and put it into her
husband’s hand.
“What’s that?”
“Look at it.”
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He opened the linen rag. An expression of greed came into his face, he bent forward towards the fire with his
whole frame, so as to hide the money, and counted it over twice.
“How much is it?” She did not know the money values.
“Fifty-four rubles.”
“Lord! So much?”
Her eyes shone; she stretched out her hand and fondled the money.
“How did you come by it?”
“Ah bah … how? Don’t you remember the old man telling us last year that he had put by enough to pay for his
funeral?”
“That’s right, he did say that.”
“He had stitched it into his chaplet and I took it from him; holy things shouldn’t knock about in a pigsty, that
would be sinful; then I felt the silver through the linen, so I tore that off and took the money. That is ours; hasn’t
he wronged us enough?”
“That’s God’s truth. It’s ours; that little bit at least is coming back to us. Put it by with the other money, we can
just do with it. Only yesterday Smoletz told me he wanted to borrow a thousand rubles from me; he will give his
five acres of plowed fields near the forest as security.”
“Have you got enough?”
“I think I have.”
“And will you begin to sow the fields yourself in the spring?”
“Rather … if I shouldn’t have quite enough now, I will sell the cow; even if I should have to sell the little ones
as well I must lend him the money. For he won’t be able to redeem it,” he added, “I know what I know. We shall
go to the lawyer and make a proper contract that the ground will be mine unless he repays the money within five
years.”
“Can you do that?”
“Of course I can. How did Dumin get hold of Dyziak’s fields? … Put it away; you may keep the silver, buy
what you like with it. Where’s Ignatz?”
“He’s run off somewhere. Ha! No water, it’s all gone. …”
The peasant got up without a word, looked after the cattle, went in and out, fetched water and wood.
*
The supper was boiling in the saucepan. Ignatz cautiously crept into the room; no one spoke to him. They were
all silent and strangely ill at ease. The old man was not mentioned; it was as if he had never been.
Antek thought of his five acres; he looked upon them as a certainty. Momentarily the old man came into his
mind, and then again the sow he had meant to kill when she had finished with the sucking-pigs. Again and again
he spat when his eyes fell on the empty bedstead, as if he wanted to get rid of an unpleasant thought. He was
worried, did not finish his supper, and went to bed immediately after. He turned over from side to side; the
potatoes and cabbage, groats and bread gave him indigestion, but he got over it and went to sleep.
When all was silent, Antkowa gently opened the door into the next room where the bundles of flax lay. From
underneath she fetched a packet of banknotes wrapped up in a linen rag, and added the money. She smoothed the
notes many times over, opened them out, folded them up again, until she had gazed her fill; then she put out the
light and went to bed beside her husband.
Meanwhile the old man had died. The pigsty, a miserable lean-to run up of planks and thatched with branches,
gave no protection against wind and weather.
No one heard the helpless old man entreating for mercy in a voice trembling with despair.
No one saw him creep to the closed door and raise himself with a superhuman effort to try and open it.
He felt death gaining upon him; from his heels it crept upwards to his chest, holding it as in a vise, and shaking
him in terrible spasms; his jaws closed upon each other, tighter and tighter, until he was no longer able to open
them and scream. His veins were hardening till they felt like wires.
He reared up feebly, till at last he broke down on the threshold, with foam on his lips, and a look of horror at
being left to die of cold, in his broken eyes; his face was distorted by an expression of anguish which was like a
frozen cry.
There he lay.
*
The next morning before dawn Antek and his wife got up. His first thought was to see what had happened to
the old man.
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He went to look, but could not get the door of the pigsty to open, the corpse was barring it from the inside like
a beam. At last, after a great effort, he was able to open it far enough to slip in, but he came out again at once,
terror-stricken.
He could hardly get fast enough across the yard and into the house; he was almost senseless with fear.
He could not understand what was happening to him; his whole frame shook as in a fever, and he stood by the
door panting and unable to utter a word.
Antkowa was at that moment teaching little Magda her prayer. She turned her head towards her husband with
questioning eyes.
“Thy will be done …”: she babbled thoughtlessly.
“They will …”
“… be done …”
“… be done …” the kneeling child repeated like an echo.
“Well, is he dead?” she jerked out, “… on earth …”
“… on earth …”
“To be sure, he’s lying across the door,” he answered under his breath.
“… as it is in Heaven …”
“… is in Heaven …”
“But we can’t leave him there; people might say we took him there to get rid of him—we can’t have that …”
“What do you want me to do with him?”
“How do I know? You must do something.”
“Perhaps we can get him across here?” suggested Antek.
“Look at that now … let him rot! Bring him in here? Not if …”
“Idiot, he will have to be buried.”
“Are we to pay for his funeral? … but deliver us from evil … what are you blinking your silly eyes for? … go
on praying.”
“… deliver … us … from … evil …”
“I shouldn’t think of paying for that, that’s Tomek’s business by law and right.”
“… Amen …”
“Amen.”
She made the sign of the cross over the child, wiped its nose with her fingers and went up to her husband. He
whispered:
“We must get him across.”
“Into the house … here?”
“Where else?”
“Into the cowshed; we can lead the calf out and lay him down on the bench, let him lie in state there, if he likes
… such a one as he has been!”
“Monika!”
“Eh?”
“We ought to get him out there.”
“Well, fetch him out then.”
“All right … but …”
“You’re afraid, what?”
“Idiot … damned …”
“What else?”
“It’s dark …”
“If you wait till it’s day, people will see you.”
“Let’s go together.”
“You go if you are so keen.”
“Are you coming, you carrion, or are you not?” he shouted at her; “he’s your father, not mine.” And he flung
out of the room in a rage. The woman followed him without a word.
*
When the entered the pigsty, a breath of horror struck them, like the exhalation from a corpse.
The old man was lying there, cold as ice; one half of his body had frozen on to the floor; they had to tear him
off forcibly before they could drag him across the threshold and into the yard.
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Antkowa began to tremble violently at the sight of him; he looked terrifying in the light of the gray dawn, on
the white coverlet of snow, with his anguished face, wide-open eyes, and drooping tongue on which the teeth had
closed firmly. There were blue patches on his skin, and he was covered with filth from head to foot.
“Take hold,” whispered the man, bending over him. “How horribly cold he is!”
The icy wind which rises just before the sun, blew into their faces, and shook the snow off the swinging twigs
with a dry crackle. Here and there a star was still visible against the leaden background of the sky. From the
village came the creaking noise of the hauling of water, and the cocks crew as if the weather were going to
change.
Antrkowa shut her eyes and covered her hands with her apron, before she took hold of the old man’s feet; they
could hardly lift him, he was so heavy. They had barely put him down on a bench when she fled back into the
house, throwing out a linen-rag to her husband to cover the corpse. The children were busy scraping potatoes; she
waited impatiently at the door.
“Have done … come in! … Lord, how long you are!”
“We must get someone to come and wash him,” she said, laying the breakfast, when he had come in.
“I will fetch the deaf-mute.”
“Don’t go to work today.”
“Go … no, not I …”
They did not speak again, and ate their breakfast without appetite, although as a rule they finished their four
quarts of soup between them.
When they went out into the yard they walked quickly, and did not turn their heads towards the other side.
They were worried, but did not know why; they felt no remorse; it was perhaps more a vague fear of the corpse,
or fear of death, that shook them and made them silent.
*
When it was broad day, Antek fetched the village deaf-mute, who washed and dressed the old man, laid him
out, and put a consecrated candle at his head.
Antek then went to give notice to the priest and to the Soltys of his father-in-law’s death and his own inability
to pay for the funeral.
“Let Tomek bury him; he has got all the money.”
The news of the old man’s death spread rapidly throughout the village. People soon began to assemble in little
groups to look at the corpse. They murmured a prayer, shook their heads, and went off to talk it over.
It was not till towards evening that Tomek, the other son-in-law, under pressure of public opinion, declared
himself willing to pay for the funeral.
*
On the third day, shortly before this was to take place, Tomek’s wife made her appearance at Antek’s cottage.
In the passage she almost came nose to nose with her sister, who was just taking a pail of dishwater out to the
cowshed.
“Blessed be Jesus Christ,” she murmured, and kept her hand on the door handle.
“Now: look at that … soul of a Judas!” Antkowa put the pail down hard. “She’s come to spy about here. Got
rid of the old one somehow, didn’t you? Hasn’t he give everything to you … and you dare show yourself here,
you trull! Have you come for the rest of the rags he left there, what?”
“I brought him a new sukmana at Whitsuntide, he can keep that on, of course, but I must have the sheepskin
back, because it has been bought with money I have earned in the sweat of my brow,” Tomekowa replied calmly.
“Have it back, you mangy dog, have it back?” screamed Antkowa.
“I’ll give it you, you’ll see what you will have …” and she looked round for an object that would serve her
purpose.
“Take it away? You dare! You have crawled to him and lickspittled till he became the idiot he was and made
everything over to you and wronged me, and then—”
“Everybody knows that we bought the land from him, there are witnesses—”
“Bought it? Look at her! You mean to say you’re not afraid to lie like that under God’s living eyes? Bought it!
Cheats, that’s what you are, thieves, dogs! You stole the money from him first, and then. … Didn’t you make him
eat out of the pig-pail? Adam is a witness that he had to pick the potatoes out of the pig-pail, ha! You’ve let him
sleep in the cowshed, because, you said, he stank so that you couldn’t eat. Fifteen acres of land and a dower-life
like that … for so much property! And you’ve beaten him too, you swine, you monkey!”
“Hold your snout, or I’ll shut it for you and make you remember, you sow, you trull!”
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“Come on then, come on, you destitute creature!”
“I … destitute?”
“Yes, you! You would have rotted in a ditch, the vermin would have eaten you up, if Tomek hadn’t married
you.”
“I, destitute? Oh you carrion!”
They sprang at each other, clutching at each other’s hair; they fought in the narrow passage, screaming themselves hoarse all the time.
“You street-walker, you loafer … there! That’s one for you! there’s one for my fifteen acres, and for all the
wrong you have done me, you dirty dog!”
“For the love of God, you women, leave off, leave off! It’s a sin and a shame!” cried the neighbors.
“Let me go, you leper, will you let go?”
“I’ll beat you to death, I will tear you to pieces, you filth!”
They fell down, hitting each other indiscriminately, knocked over the pail, and rolled about in the pigwash. At
last, speechless with rage and only breathing hard, they still banged away at each other. The men were hardly able
to separate them. Purple in the face, scratched all over, and covered with filth, they looked like witches. Their fury
was boundless; they sprang at each other again, and had to be separated a second time.
At last Antkowa began to sob hysterically with rage and exhaustion, tore her own hair and wailed:
“Oh Jesus! Oh little child Jesus! Oh Mary! Look at this pestiferous woman … curse these heathen … oh! oh!”
She was only able to roar, leaning against the wall. Tomekowa, meanwhile, was cursing and shouting outside the
house, and banging her heels against the door.
The spectators stood in little groups, taking counsel with each other, and stamping their feet in the snow.
The women looked like red dots dabbed on the wall; they pressed their knees together, for the wind was
penetratingly cold. They murmured remarks to each other from time to time, while they watched the road leading
to the church, the spires of which stood out clearly behind the branches of the bare trees.
Every minute someone or other wanted to have another look at the corpse; it was a perpetual coming and
going. The small yellow flames of the candles could be seen through the half-open door, flaring in the draught,
and momentarily revealing a glimpse of the dead man’s sharp profile as he lay in the coffin. The smell of burning
juniper floated through the air, together with the murmurings of prayers and the grunts of the deaf-mute.
*
At last the priest arrived with the organist. The white pine coffin was carried out and put into the cart. The
women began to sing the usual lamentations, while the procession started down the long village street towards the
cemetery.
The priest intoned the first words of the Service for the Dead, walking at the head of the procession with his
black biretta on his head; he had thrown a thick fur cloak over his surplice; the wind made the ends of his stole
flutter; the words of the Latin hymn fell from his lips at intervals, dully, as though they had been frozen; he looked
bored and impatient, and let his eyes wander into the distance.
The wind tugged at the black banner, and the pictures of Heaven and Hell on it wobbled and fluttered to and
fro, as though anxious to display themselves to the rows of cottages on either side, where women with shawls
over their heads and bare-headed men were standing huddled together.
They bowed reverently, made the sign of the cross, and beat their breasts. The dogs were barking furiously
from behind the hedges, some jumped on to the stone walls and broke into long-drawn howls. Eager little children
peeped out from behind the closed windows, beside toothless used-up old people’s faces, furrowed as fields in autumn.
A small crowd of boys in linen trousers and blue jackets with brass buttons, their bare feet stuck into wooden
sandals, ran behind the priest, staring at the pictures of heaven and hell, and intoning the intervals of the chant
with thin, shivering voices: a! o! … They kept it up as long as the organist did not change the chant.
Ignatz proudly walked in front, holding the banner with one hand and singing the loudest of all. He was
flushed with exertion and cold, but he never relaxed, as though eager to show that he alone had a right to sing, because it was his grandfather who was being carried to the grave.
They left the village behind. The wind threw itself upon Antek, whose huge form towered above all the others,
and ruffled his hair; but he did not notice the wind, he was entirely take up with the horses and with steadying the
coffin, which was tilting dangerously at every hole in the road.
The two sisters were walking close behind the coffin, murmuring prayers and eyeing each other with furious
glances.
82

“Tsutsu! Go home! … Go home at once, you carrion!”
One of the mourners pretended to pick up a stone. The dog, who had been following the cart, whined, put her
tail between her legs, and fled behind a heap of stones by the roadside; when the procession had moved on a good
bit, she ran after it in a semi-circle, and anxiously kept close to the horses, lest she should be prevented again from
following.
The Latin chant had come to an end. The women, with shrill voices, began to sing the old hymn: “He who
dwelleth under the protection of the Lord.”
It sounded thin. The blizzard, which was getting up, did not allow the singing to come to much. Twilight was
falling. The wind drove clouds of snow across from the endless, steppe-like plains, dotted here and there with
skeleton trees, and lashed the little crowd of human beings as with a whip.
“… and loves and keeps with faithful heart His word …” they insisted through the whistling of the tempest and
the frequent shouts of Antek, who was getting breathless with cold:
“Whoa! Whoa, my lads!”
Snowdrifts were beginning to form across the road like huge wedges, starting from behind trees and heaps of
stones. Again and again the singing was interrupted when the people looked round anxiously into the white void:
it seemed to be moving when the wind struck it with dull thuds; now it towered in huge walls, now it dissolved
like breakers, turned over, and furiously darted sprays of a thousand sharp needles into the faces of the mourners.
Many of them returned half-way, fearing an increase of the blizzard, the others hurried on to the cemetery in the
greatest haste, almost at a run. They got through the ceremony as fast as they could; the grave was ready, they
quickly sang a little more, the priest sprinkled holy water on the coffin; frozen clods of earth and snow rolled
down, and the people fled home.
*
Tomek invited everybody to his house, because “the reverend Father had said to him, that otherwise the
ceremony would doubtless end in an ungodly way at the public-house.”
Antek’s answer to the invitation was a curse. The four of them, including Ignatz and the peasant Smoletz,
turned into the inn. They drank four quarts of spirits mixed with fat, ate three pounds of sausages, and talked
about the money transaction.
The heat of the room and the spirits soon made Antek very drunk. He stumbled so on the way home that his
wife took him firmly under the arm. Smolentz remained at the inn to drink an extra glass in prospect of the loan,
but Igantz ran home ahead as fast as he could, for he was horribly cold.
“Look here, mother …” said Antek, “the five acres are mine! Aha! Mine, do you hear? In the autumn I shall
sow wheat and barley, and in the spring we will plant tomatoes … mine … they are mine! … God is my comfort,
sayest thou …” he suddenly began to sing.
The storm was raging and howling.
“Shut up! You’ll fall down, and that will be the end of it.”
“… His angel keepeth watch …” he stopped abruptly.
The darkness was impenetrable, nothing could be seen at a distance of two feet. The blizzard had reached the
highest degree of fury; whistling and howling on a gigantic scale filled the air, and mountains of snow hurled
themselves upon them. From Tomek’s cottage came the sound of funeral chants and loud talking when they
passed by.
“These heathen! These thieves! You wait, I’ll show you my five acres! Then I shall have ten. You won’t lord it
over me! Dogs-breed … aha! I’ll work, I’ll slave, but I shall get it, eh, mother? We will get it, what?” he
hammered his chest with his fist, and rolled his drunken eyes.
He went on like this for a while, but as soon as they reached their home, the woman dragged him into bed,
where he fell down like a dead man. But he did not go to sleep yet, for after a time he shouted:
“Ignatz!” The boy approached, but with caution, for fear of contact with the paternal foot.
“Ignatz, you dead dog! Ignatz, you shall be a first-class peasant, not a beggarly professional man,” he bawled,
and brought his fist down on the bedstead. The five acres are mine, mine! Foxy Germans,\fn{ A note here reads: The
term ‘German’ is used for ‘foreigner’ generally, whom the Polish peasant despises } you … da …”
He went to sleep.
169.115 Marie Curie\fn{by Marie Sklodowska née Curie (1867-1934)} Warsaw, Warsaw County, Masovian Voivodeship,
Poland (F) 6
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My family is of Polish origin, and my name is Marie Sklodowska. My father and my mother both came from
among the small Polish landed proprietors. In my country this class is composed of a large number of families,
owners of small and medium-sized estates, frequently interrelated. It has been, until recently, chiefly from this
group that Poland has drawn her intellectual recruits.
While my paternal grandfather had divided his time between agriculture and directing a provincial college, my
father, more strongly drawn to study, followed the course of the University of Petrograd, and later definitely
established himself at Warsaw as Professor of Physics and Mathematics in one of the lyceums of that city. He
married a young woman whose mode of life was congenial to his; for, although very young, she had what was for
that time, a very serious education, and was the director of one of the best Warsaw schools for young girls.
My father and mother worshiped their profession in the highest degree and have left, all over their country, a
lasting remembrance with their pupils. I cannot, even today, go into Polish society without meeting persons who
have tender memories of my parents.
Although my parents adopted a university career, they continued to keep in close touch with their numerous
family in the country. It was with their relatives that I frequently spent my vacation, living in all freedom and
finding opportunities to know the field life by which I was deeply attracted. To these conditions, so different from
the usual villegiature, I believe, I owe my love for the country and nature.
*
Born at Warsaw, on the 7th day of November, 1867, I was the last of five children, but my oldest sister died at
the early age of fourteen, and we were left, three sisters and a brother. Cruelly struck by the loss of her daughter
and worn away by a grave illness, my mother died at forty-two, leaving her husband in the deepest sorrow with
his children. I was then only nine years old, and my eldest brother was hardly thirteen.
This catastrophe was the first great sorrow of my life and threw me into a profound depression. My mother had
an exceptional personality. With all her intellectuality she had a big heart and a very high sense of duty. And,
though possessing infinite indulgence and good nature, she still held in the family a remarkable moral authority.
She had an ardent piety, but she was never intolerant; differences in religious belief did not trouble her; she was
equally kind to anyone not sharing her opinions. Her influence over me was extraordinary, for in me the natural
love of the little girl for her mother was united with a passionate admiration.
Very much affected by the death of my mother, my father devoted himself entirely to his work and to the care
of our education. His professional obligations were heavy and left him little leisure time. For many years we all
felt weighing on us the loss of the one who had been the soul of the house.
We all started our studies very young. I was only six years old, and, because I was the youngest and smallest in
the class, was frequently brought forward to recite when there were visitors. This was a great trial to me, because
of my timidity; I wanted always to run away and hide. My father, an excellent educator, was interested in our
work and knew how to direct it, but the conditions of our education were difficult. We began our studies in private schools and finished them in those of the government.
Warsaw was then under Russian domination, and one of the worst aspects of this control was the oppression
exerted on the school and the child. The private schools directed by Poles were closely watched by the police and
overburdened with the necessity of teaching the Russian language even to children so young that they could
scarcely speak their native Polish. Nevertheless, since the teachers were nearly all of Polish nationality, they endeavored in every possible way to mitigate the difficulties resulting from the national persecution. These schools,
however, could not legally give diplomas, which were obtainable only in those of the government.
The latter, entirely Russian, were directly opposed to the Polish national spirit. All instruction was given in
Russian, by Russian professors, who, being hostile to the Polish nation, treated their pupils as enemies. Men of
moral.and intellectual distinction could scarcely agree to teach in schools where an alien attitude was forced upon
them. So what the pupils were taught was of questionable value, and the moral atmosphere was altogether unbearable.
Constantly held in suspicion and spied upon, the children knew that a single conversation in Polish, or an imprudent word, might seriously harm, not only themselves, but also their families. Amidst these hostilities, they lost
all the joy of life, and precocious feelings of distrust and indignation weighed upon their childhood. On the other
side, this abnormal situation resulted in exciting the patriotic feeling of Polish youths to the highest degree.
*
Yet of this period of my early youth, darkened though it was by mourning and the sorrow of oppression, I still
keep more than one pleasant remembrance. In our quiet but occupied life, reunions of relatives and friends of our
family brought some joy.
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My father was very much interested in literature and well acquainted with Polish and foreign poetry; he even
composed poetry himself and was able to translate it from foreign languages into Polish in a very successful way.
His little poems on family events were our delight. On Saturday evenings he used to recite or read to us the
masterpieces of Polish prose and poetry. These evenings were for us a great pleasure and a source of renewed
patriotic feelings.
Since my childhood I have had a strong taste for poetry, and I willingly learned by heart long passages from
our great poets, the favorite ones being Mickiewecz, Krasinski and Slowacki. This taste was even more developed
when I became acquainted with foreign literatures; my early studies included the knowledge of French, German,
and Russian, and I soon became familiar with the fine works written in these languages. Later I felt the need of
knowing English and succeeded in acquiring the knowledge of that language and its literature.
My musical studies have been very scarce. My mother was a musician and had a beautiful voice. She wanted
us to have musical training. After her death, having no more encouragement from her, I soon abandoned this
effort, which I often regretted afterwards.
I learned easily mathematics and physics, as far as these sciences were taken in consideration in the school. I
found in this ready help from my father, who loved science and had to teach it himself. He enjoyed any explanation he could give us about Nature and her ways.
Unhappily, he had no laboratory and could not perform experiments.
The periods of vacations were particularly comforting, when, escaping the strict watch of the police in the city,
we took refuge with relatives or friends in the country. There we found the free life of the old-fashioned family
estate; races in the woods and joyous participation in work in the far-stretching, level grain-fields.
At other times we passed the border of our Russian-ruled division (Congress Poland)\fn{ So-called because the political boundaries of this part of Poland were drawn in 1815 by the Congress of Vienna:H } and went southwards into the mountain
country of Galicia, where the Austrian political control was less oppressive than that which we suffered. There we
could speak Polish in all freedom and sing patriotic songs without going to prison.
My first impression of the mountains was very vivid, because I had been brought up in the plains. So I enjoyed
immensely our life in the Carpathian villages, the view of the peaks, the excursions to the valleys and to the high
nountain lakes with picturesque names such as “The Eye of the Sea.” However, I never lost my attachment to the
open horizon and the gentle views of a plain-hill country.
Later I had the opportunity to spend a vacation with my father far more south in Podolia, and to have the first
view of the sea at Odessa, and afterwards at the Baltic shore. This was a thrilling experience. But it was in France
that I became acquainted with the big waves of the ocean and the ever-changing tide. All my life through, the new
sights of Nature made me rejoice like a child.
*
Thus passed the period of our school life. We all had much facility for intellectual work.
My brother, Doctor Sklodowski, having finished his medical studies, became later the chief physician in one of
the principal Warsaw hospitals. My sisters and I intended to take up teaching as our parents had done. However,
my elder sister, when grown up, changed her mind and decided to study medicine. She took the degree of doctor
at the Paris University, married Doctor Dluski, a Polish physician, and together they established an important
sanatorium in a wonderfully beautiful Carpathian mountain place of Austrian Poland.
My second sister, married in Warsaw, Mrs. Szalay, was for many years a teacher in the schools, where she
rendered great service. Later she was appointed in one of the lyceums of free Poland.
I was but fifteen when I finished my high-school studies, always having held first rank in my class. The fatigue
of growth and study compelled me to take almost a year’s rest in the country.
I then returned to my father in Warsaw, hoping to teach in the free schools. But family circumstances obliged
me to change my decision. My father, now aged and tired, needed rest; his fortune was very modest. So I resolved
to accept a position as governess for several children.
Thus, when scarcely seventeen, I left my father’s house to begin an independent life.
That going away remains one of the most vivid memories of my youth. My heart was heavy as I climbed into
the railway car. It was to carry me for several hours, away from those I loved.
And after the railway journey I must drive for five hours longer. What experience was awaiting me? So I questioned as I sat close to the car window looking out across the wide plains.
*
The father of the family to which I went was an agriculturist. His oldest daughter was about my age, and although working with me, was my companion rather than my pupil. There were two younger children, a boy and a
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girl.
My relations with my pupils were friendly; after our lessons we went together for daily walks. Loving the
country, I did not feel lonesome, and although this particular country was not especially picturesque, I was satisfied with it in all seasons. I took the greatest interest in the agricultural development of the estate where the methods were considered as models for the region. I knew the progressive details of the work, the distribution of crops
in the fields; I eagerly followed the growth of the plants, and in the stables of the farm I knew the horses.
In winter the vast plains, covered wIth snow, were not lacking in charm, and we went for long sleigh rides.
Sometimes we could hardly see the road.
“Look out for the ditch!” I would call to the driver. “You are going straight into it.”
“Never fear!” he would answer, as over we went! But these tumbles only added to the gaiety of our excursions.
I remember the marvelous snow house we made one winter when the snow was very high in the fields; we
could sit in it and look out across the rose-tinted snow plains. We also used to skate on the ice of the river and to
watch the weather anxiously, to make sure that the ice was not going to give way, depriving us of our pleasure.
Since my duties with my pupils did not take up all my time, I organized a small class for the children of the
village who could not be educated under the Russian government. In this the oldest daughter of the house aided
me.
We taught the little children and the girls who wished to come now to read and write, and we put in circulation
Polish books which were appreciated, too, by the parents.
Even.this innocent work presented danger, as all initiative of this kind was forbidden by the government and
might bring impnsonment or deportation to Siberia.
*
My evenings I generally devoted to study. I had heard that a few women had succeeded in following certain
courses in Petrograd or in foreign countries, and I was determined to prepare myself by preliminary work to follow their example.
I had not yet decided what path I would choose. I was as much interested in literature and sociology as in science. However, during these years of isolated work, trying little by little to find my real preferences, I finally
turned towards mathematics and physics, and resolutely undertook a serious preparation for future work. This
work I proposed doing in Paris, and I hoped to save enough money to be able to live and work in that city for
some time.
My solitary study was beset with difficulties. The scientific education I had received at the lyceum was very
incomplete; it was well under the bachelorship program of a French lyceum; I tried to add to it in my own way,
with the help of books picked up at random. This method could not be greatly productive, yet it was not without
results. I acquired the habit of independent work, and learned a few things which were to be of use later on.
I had to modify my plans for the future when my eldest sister decided to go to Paris to study medicine. We had
promised each other mutual aid, but our means did not permit of our leaving together. So I kept my position for
three and a half years, and, having finished my work with my pupils, I returned to Warsaw, where a position,
similar to the one I had left, was awaiting me.
I kept this new place for only a year and then went back to my father, who had retired some time before and
was living alone. Together we passed an excellent year, he occupying himself with some literary work, while I increased our funds by giving private lessons. Meantime I continued my efforts to educate myself.
This was no easy task under the Russian government of Warsaw; yet I found more opportunities than in the
country. To my great joy, I was able, for the first time in my life, to find access to a laboratory: a small municipal
physical laboratory directed by one of my cousins. I found little time to work there, except in the evenings and on
Sundays, and was generally left to myself.
I tried out various experiments described in treatises on physics and chemistry, and the results were sometimes
unexpected. At times I would be encouraged by a little unhoped-for success, at others I would be in the deepest
despair because of accidents and failures resulting from my inexperience. But on the whole, though I was taught
that the way of progress is neither swift nor easy, this first trial confirmed in me the taste for experimental research in the fields of physics and chemistry.
*
Other means of instruction came to me through my being one of an enthusiastic group of young men and women of Warsaw, who united in a common desire to study, and whose activities were at the same time social and
patriotic. It was one of those groups of Polish youths who believed that the hope of their country lay in a great effort to develop the intellectual and moral strength of the nation, and that such an effort would lead to a better
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national situation.
The nearest purpose was to work at one’s own instruction and to provide means of instruction for workmen
and peasants. In accordance with this program we agreed among ourselves to give evening courses, each one teaching what he knew best. There is no need to say that this was a secret organization, which made everything extremely difficult. There were in our group very devoted young people who, as I still believe today, could do truly
useful work.
I have a bright remembrance of the sympathetic intellectual and social companionship which I enjoyed at that
time: Truly the means of action were poor and the results obtained could not be considerable; yet I still believe
that the ideas which inspired us then are the only way to real social progress.
You cannot hope to build a better world without improving the individuals. To that end each of us must work
for his own improvement, and at the same time share a general responsibility for all humanity, our particular duty
being to aid those to whom we think we can be most useful.
All the experiences of this period intensified my longing for further study. And, in his affection for me, my
father, in spite of limited resources, helped me to hasten the execution of my early project.
My sister had just married at Paris, and it was decided that I should go there to live with her. My father and I
hoped that, once my studies were finished, we would again live happily together. Fate was to decide otherwise,
since my marriage was to hold me in France.
My father, who in his own youth had wished to do scientific work, was consoled in our separation by the
progressive success of my work. I keep a tender memory of his kindness and disinterestedness. He lived with the
family of my married brother, and, like an excellent grandfather, brought up the children. We had the sorrow of
losing him in 1902, when he had just passed seventy.
*
So it was in November, 1891, at the age of twenty-four, that I was able to realize the dream that had been
always present in my mind for several years.
When I arrived in Paris I was affectionately welcomed by my sister and brother-in-law, but I stayed with them
only for a few months, for they lived in one of the outside quarters of Paris where my brother-in-law was beginning a medical practice, and I needed to get nearer to the schools. I was finally installed, like many other students
of my country, in a modest little room for which I gathered some furniture. I kept to this way of living during the
four years of my student life.
It would be impossible to tell of all the good these years brought to me. Undistracted by any outside occupation, I was entirely absorbed in the joy of learning and understanding. Yet, all the while, my living conditions
were far from easy, my own funds being small and my family not having the means to aid me as they would have
liked to do. However, my situation was not exceptional; it was the familiar experience of many of the Polish
students whom I knew.
The room I lived in was in a garret, very cold in winter, for it was insufficiently heated by a small stove which
often lacked coal. During a particularly rigorous winter, it was not unusual for the water to freeze in the basin in
the night; to be able to sleep I was obliged to pile all my clothes on the bedcovers. In the same room I prepared
my meals with the aid of an alcohol lamp and a few kitchen utensils. These meals were often reduced to bread
with a cup of chocolate, eggs or fruit. I had no help in housekeeping and I myself carried the little coal I used up
the six flights.
This life, painful from certain points of view, had, for all that, a real charm for me. It gave me a very precious
sense of liberty and independence. Unknown in Paris, I was lost in the great city, but the feeling of living there
alone, taking care of myself without any aid, did not at all depress me. If sometimes I felt lonesome, my usual
state of mind was one of calm and great moral satisfaction.
*
All my mind was centered on my studies, which, especially at the beginning, were difficult. In fact, I was
insufficiently prepared to follow the physical science course at the Sorbonne, for, despite all my efforts, I had not
succeeded in acquiring in Poland a preparation as complete as that of the French students following the same
course. So I was obliged to supply this deficiency, especially in mathematics.
I divided my time between courses, experimental work, and study in the library. In the evening I worked in my
room, sometimes very late into the night. All that I saw and learned that was new delighted me. It was like a new
world opened to me, the world of science, which I was at last permitted to know in all liberty.
I have pleasant memories of my relations with my student companions. Reserved and shy at the beginning, it
was not long before I noticed that the students, nearly all of whom worked seriously, were disposed to be friendly.
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Our conversations about our studies deepened our interest in the problems we discussed.
Among the Polish students I did not have any companions in my studies. Nevertheless, my relations with their
small colony had a certain intimacy. From time to time we would gather in one another’s bare rooms, where we
could talk over national questions and feel less isolated. We would also go for walks together, or attend public
reunions, for we were all interested in politics.
By the end of the first year, however, I was forced to give up these relationships, for I found that all my energy
had to be concentrated on my studies, in order to achieve them as soon as possible. I was even obliged to devote
most of my vacation time to mathematics.
My persistent efforts were not in vain. I was able to make up for the deficiency of my training and to pass
examinations at the same time with the other students. I even had the satisfaction of graduating in first rank as
“licenciee es sciences physiques” in 1893, and in second rank as II licenciee es sciences mathematiques” in 1894.
My brother-in-law, recalling later these years of work under the conditions I have just described, jokingly referred
to them as “the heroic period of my sister-in-law’s life.”
For myself, I shall always consider one of the best memories of my life that period of solitary years exclusively
devoted to the studies, finally within my reach, for which I had waited so long.
*
It was in 1894 that I first met Pierre Curie.
One of my compatriots, a professor at the University of Fribourg, having called upon me, invited me to his
home, with a young physicist of Paris, whom he knew and esteemed highly. Upon entering the room I perceived,
standing framed by the French window opening on the balcony, a tall young man with auburn hair and large,
limpid eyes. I noticed the grave and gentle expression of his face, as well as a certain abandon in his attitude,
suggesting the dreamer absorbed in his reflections. He showed me a simple cordiality and seemed to me very
sympathetic.
After that first interview he expressed the desire to see me again and to continue our conversation of that
evening on scientific and social subjects in which he and I were both interested, and on which we seemed to have
similar opinions.
Some time later, he came to me in my student room and we became good friends. He described to me his days,
filled with work, and his dream of an existence entirely devoted to science. He was not long in asking me to share
that existence, but I could not decide at once; I hesitated before a decision that meant abandoning my country and
my family.
I went back to Poland for my vacation, without knowing whether or not I was to return to Paris. But circumstances permitted me again to take up my work there in the autumn of that year. I entered one of the physics
laboratories at the Sorbonne, to begin experimental research in preparation for my doctor’s thesis.
Again I saw Pierre Curie.
Our work drew us closer and closer, until we were both convinced that neither of us could find a better life
companion. So our marriage was decided upon and took place a little later, in July, 1895.
*
Pierre Curie had just received his doctor’s degree and had been made professor in the School of Physics and
Chemistry of the City of Paris. He was thirty-six years old, and already a physicist known and appreciated in
France and abroad.
Solely preoccupied with scientific investigation, he had paid little attention to his career, and his material
resources were very modest. He lived at Sceaux, in the suburbs of Paris, with his old parents, whom he loved
tenderly, and whom he described as “exquisite” the first time he spoke to me about them.
In fact, they were so: the father was an elderly physician of high intellect and strong character, and the mother
the most excellent of women, entirely devoted to her husband and her sons. Pierre’s elder brother, who was then
professor at the University of Montpellier, was always his best friend.
So I had the privilege of entering into a family worthy of affection and esteem, and where I found the warmest
welcome.
We were married in the simplest way. I wore no unusual dress on my marriage day, and only a few friends
were present at the ceremony, but I had the joy of having my father and my second sister come from Poland.
We did not care for more than a quite place in which to live and to work, and were happy to find a little
apartment of three rooms with a beautiful view of a garden. A few pieces of furniture came to us from our parents.
With a money gift from a relative we acquired two bicycles to take us out into the country.
*
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With my marriage there began for me a new existence entirely different from the solitary life that I had known
during the preceding years. My husband and I were so closely united by our affection and our common work that
we passed nearly all of our time together. I have only a few letters from him, for we were so little apart. My husband spent all the time he could spare from his teaching at his research work in the laboratory of the school in
which he was professor and I obtained authorization to work with him.
Our living apartment was near the school, so we lost little time in going and coming. As our material resources
were limited, I was obliged to attend to most of the house-keeping myself, particularly the preparation of meals. It
was not easy to reconcile these household duties with my scientific work, yet, with good will, I managed it. The
great thing was that we were alone together in the little home which gave us a peace and intimacy that were very
enjoyable for us.
At the same time that I was working in the laboratory, I still had to take a few study courses, for I had decided
to take part in the examination for a certificate that would allow me to teach young girls. If I succeeded in this, I
would be entitled to be named professor. In August, 1896, after having devoted several months to preparation, I
came out first in the examination.
Our principal distraction from the close work of the laboratory consisted in walks or bicycle rides in the country. My husband greatly enjoyed the out-of-doors and took great interest in the plants and animals of woods and
meadows. Hardly a corner in the vicinity of Paris was unknown to him. I also loved the country and these excursions were a great joy for me as well as to him, relieving our mind from the tension of the scientific work. We
used to bring home bunches of flowers. Sometimes we forgot all about the time and got back late at night. We
visited regularly my husband’s parents where our room was always ready.
In the vacation we went on longer outings by means of our bicycles. In this way we covered much ground in
Auvergne and in the Cevennes and visited several regions at the seashore. We took a great delight in these long
all-day excursions, arriving at night always in a new place. If. we stayed in one place too long, my husband began
to wish to get back to the laboratory. It is also in vacation time that we visited once my family in the Carpathian
mountains. My husband learned some Polish in view of this journey to Poland.
But first of all in our life was our scientific work. My husband gave much care to the preparation of his
courses, and I gave him some assistance in this, which, at the time, helped me in my education. However, most of
our time was devoted to our laboratory researches.
My husband did not then have a private laboratory. He could, to some extent, use the laboratory of the school
for his own work, but found more freedom by installing himself in some unused corner of the Physics School
building. I thus learned from his example that one could work happily even in very insufficient quarters.
At this time my husband was occupied with researches on crystals, while I undertook an investigation of the
magnetic properties of steel. This work was completed and published in 1897.
*
In that same year the birth of our first daughter brought a great change in our life. A few weeks later my
husband’s mother died and his father came to live with us. We took a small house with a garden at the border of
Paris and continued to occupy this house as long as my husband lived.
It became a serious problem how to take care of our little Irene and of our home without giving up my
scientific work. Such a renunciation would have been very painful to me, and my husband would not even think
of it; he used to say that he had got a wife made expressly for him to share all his preoccupations. Neither of us
would contemplate abandoning what was so precious to both.
Of course we had to have a servant, but I personally saw to all the details of the child’s care. While I was in the
laboratory, she was in the care of her grandfather, who loved her tenderly and whose own life was made brighter
by her. So the close union of our family enabled me to meet my obligations. Things were particularly difficult
only in case of more exceptional events, such as a child’s illness, when sleepless nights interrupted the normal
course of life.
It can be easily understood that there was no place in our life for worldly relations. We saw but a few friends,
scientific workers, like ourselves, with whom we talked in our home or in our garden, while I did some sewing for
my little girl. We also maintained affectionate relations with my husband’s brother and his family. But I was
separated from all my relatives, as my sister had left Paris with her husband to live in Poland.
It was under this mode of quiet living, organized according to our desires, that we achieved the great work of
our lives, work begun about the end of 1897 and lasting for many years.
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83.141 At The Station\fn{by Tadeusz Galecki aka Andrezj Strug (1871-1937)} Lublin, Lublin County, Lublin
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 3
On a sultry July night, in the hubbub of a railroad station teeming with hurrying crowds, the relentless snoopers of the police caught sight of him. With infinite precautions they immediately posted men at every exit and on
the platform. A call was put through to the chief himself; those were his orders if anything happened.
It had happened at last. They had him trapped, that well-known man whom no one knew. He had been well
known to the world of police spies for two years; he was described like a sea-monster in police instructions and
top secret circular letters; he had his special dossier containing stool-pigeon reports from all over the country and
from abroad and whole monographs of minute statements.
Now they will tear the mask off that Mystery Man! the shifting eyes of the informers’ smile, the pale faces of
the police spies became animate. Splendid! They rub their hands with delight and swear under their breath. They
envy their lucky colleague his high reward.
“Lucky son-of-a-bitch, that Winniczuk!”
“I’d have recognized him just as well; why did they have to make me stand outside, watching the cabs? Why
is it Winniczuk who always gets the best assignments? Is he any better than us? I ask you. this is his fourth
reward. There ought to be some justice! I’m going to tell the chief …”
“Three hundred rubles reward! Man, oh, man … that’s what I call lucky.”
“Look here, gentlemen, this time we won’t let Winniczuk cheat us out of it! Let’s stick together! This calls for
a whole kadka\fn{Cask} of vodka, and let nobody tell us one third of it is too much for a man! We gotta celebrate
the big event!”
“You just wait a bit,” chipped in a fourth agent, a skeptic and a misanthrope who never stopped yammering
about his chest and walked lopsided ever since some unknown individual had, for no plausible reason, given him
a merciless hiding, in the middle of the night.
“Wait a bit, you haven’t got your man yet. It does happen that such a scoundrel, no matter how well
surrounded, gives you the slip, and vanishes, as if the earth had swallowed him up. It’s happened time and again.
He ain’t yours until he’s safely tied hands on his back, and then you gotta hit him over the head a couple of times,
to make doubly surer. I know those scoundrels! You bet I do! And if this one carries a gun, the drinking might
well take place at a funeral! They got a habit of shooting now, the bandits.”
“Eh, what a service we’re in.”
That’s how the relieved agents chatted in their service room hidden somewhere among the nooks of the giant
railroad station, somewhere between the luggage room and the third class waiting room, in a small passage
plastered all over with timetables, at a turning where anyone might pop up and disappear at a moment’s notice.
Some gentlemen are walking nervously to and fro in front of the huge door of the 2 nd class waiting room. One
of them lights a cigarette, another studies some public announcement, the third stands at the buffet, the fourth sits
on a settee and appears to be napping.
*
And he sees them all; he has been watching for a long time what’s going on all around. He has long since
figured out the possible chances of every exit, and estimated the strength of every man on guard. Not a chance
left. A little while ago one might still have tried, but now it’s too late. The train has left already, the waiting room
is frightfully empty, the platform deserted, and not a soul in front of the station.
This is the end. It’s come, all right.
With a terrific mental strain he goes over, in his mind, the contents of his wallet, of his pockets. Has he got
anything on him that he should destroy? Into which pocket must he reach for any slip, any scrap of paper to tear
up? Has he anything that might compromise anyone else? He realizes with great satisfaction that, for once, he
carries nothing, except a notebook filled with hieroglyphs of his own invention that no one could possibly
decipher.
What a relief! Now he doesn’t have to care and he doesn’t want to think about anything. The suitcases with the
illegal literature don’t count. Literature can’t hurt anyone. It’ll mean a material loss, that’s all. Everything is ready.
What are those bullies waiting for? Everything is ready. He’ll have his rest, at last. At last.
Isn’t it all the same, for heaven’s sake? Isn’t a rest, a rest? The circumstances are a bit peculiar though, quite
peculiar. For the past three months everybody had kept urging him to leave.
“Go abroad, go abroad, go up to the mountains.” Insisted in making him a mountain climber—can you beat it?
“And don’t you dare to show your face hereabouts for a year. Go abroad!”
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“Or else we’ll railroad you out!”
“What? Are you still around? And in Warsaw of all places? Hanging about the cafés? Want them to nab you in
the street?”
He got fed up at last with all the prodding, pulled himself together and made up his mind. And, lo and behold,
they had even given him money for his journey! And with it a little suitcase with literature and a few messages for
Częstochowa, and some news items for Zawiercie and something or other for Sosnowiec. It was all on his way,
wasn’t it?
To tell the truth, he was no longer used to taking any rest; instead he had got used, like a Philistine to his
bedroom slippers, to roaming about, to sleeping in a different bed every night, constantly on the alert and getting
into trouble.
Lately he really had some narrow escapes. They smoked him out of Warsaw; in Częstochowa he had to run for
his life down the street in bright daylight; in Dąbrowa he sneaked through the battue that surrounded the cottage
where he lived, and sprained a ligament letting himself down a heap of stones in the dark. He didn’t last long in
Vilna, for he happened to run into a spy, who raised such an alarm in the quiet Lithuanian capital that he had to
beat it out of the city on foot, at night-time.
None of his various disguises, not even a top hat, helped. Neither did clean-shaving or a full-grown beard, or a
curled up moustache serve any purpose. They recognized him everywhere.
Things came to a point where, for months on end, he was so bored he was ready to scream; digging up the
virgin soil of local conditions at some horrible place called Suwalki! It was there that he started coughing out of
sheer boredom, and stayed in bed once for a week, and another time for three weeks.
Party medicos stripped him, turned him over and inside out on a hard couch for an hour, and made serious
faces such as only young doctors, unspoiled by practice, are capable to make.
“Change of air is imperative. Preferably Bad Reinerez.”
“Shouldn’t we rather make it Merano, dear colleague?”
“Reinerz, dear colleague. Haven’t you read the last number of Physician’s Magazine?”
“Merano, dear colleague. Read the six issues of La Clinique by Professor Delavallier, a remarkable piece of
research.”
“Now, just a moment, gentlemen! Where the devil do you think you are? Standing at Rockefeller’s sickbed?”
“Well, then—let’s say, Zakopane.”
“Yes. Mountain air is the main thing.”
“And you’ll have to stop all activity, every activity!”
“Absolute rest.”
“Excursions in the mountains.”
“But nothing too strenuous.”
*
It wasn’t that easy to get to those mountains, was it? The gentleman near the buffet quickly approaches the
gentleman with the cigarette. They debate something feverishly. They don’t even try to conceal it. Well, he must
get up, he will have to go, what a pity. The railroad couch with its rickety springs feels divinely comfortable.
Passivity oblivious of everything, an acute pleasure of not having to think, enthralled him completely.
Freed from all worries and troubles, he enjoyed watching the nervous gentlemen, the bunches of artificial
flowers on the counter, the stuffed owl perched among the bottles, the electric lamps, the iron beams of the ceiling
… it made him happy to think that from the very moment they would have said their sacramental “Pozhaluyte.”\fn
{Please follow us} he would for a long, for an indefinite time, be free from having to act independently, from having
any intentions, or plans, from all efforts of thinking things over and of carrying them out.
“Oh, what a blessing not to have to stir a finger!”
It was only those last fifteen minutes of passive waiting that he began to believe everything his comrades and
the doctors had been repeating to him ad nauseam for a long time:
“Sure, I am tired, fagged out like a wolf the hounds have been chasing for three days and nights. It’s obvious
I’m at the end of my tether. If I weren’t, I’d still find a way out, or I’d, at least, be nervous about it.”
There he sat and seemed to be napping.
*
His perfect composure upset the agents no end. It was as clear as anything that he was completely aware of all
the goings on, that he had been watching every one of them for a long time. If, at least, he made a move, or
showed even the slightest nervousness; if he had at least had that natural reflex of a guy caught red-handed,
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namely of reaching into his pocket to destroy something to tear it up …
“He sure is mulling things over, scheming something. Keep your eyes open, every one of you, and don’t budge
a step from the door,” the one in charge admonished them in a whisper.
“Watch every movement he makes. If he tries to stick his hand in his pocket, grab him by the arms. Quietly, no
scandal, and hang on to him fast. He might shoot.” His excitement was growing by the minute; he ran to the
telephone to urge the chief to hurry up.
“Coming. What’s he doing?”
“Lies in waiting, but you can never tell …”
“What do you think?”
“I think he’ll shoot. He’s a big fry.”
“Take him alive. He might try poisoning himself. Watch him closely!”
“We are watching him, but let’s hurry up, for God’s sake!”
“I’ll be there in another fifteen minutes.”
The waiters behind the buffet were clattering with plates and spoons; a porter in a blue denim blouse plodded
heavily across the empty waiting room, the footfall of his heavy boots resounding in the empty hall. A railroad
worker on night duty stopped at the counter for a snifter.\fn{ A gulp of brandy; they were served in goblets called “snifters”.}
“Make it neat.”
He tossed it down, munched his snack and looked cautiously behind him at the mysterious figurer on the sofa.
The whole station knew already about the manhunt. They were aware of it in the telegraph office, the luggage
room, the dispatcher’s. The office girls keep whispering—what a sensation. Time after time someone or other flits
across the waiting room and disappears with his curiosity and scared look.
Impatience is rife. What are they waiting for, after all? For him to tell them,
“Take me, at last! This farce has lasted long enough. You’ve made it at last. You got me covered, now, take me,
hold on to me.”
A moment of violent lucidity, a thought sharp as lightning: it’s only nerves, a hallucination. Such things do
happen: there are no agents around, there’s no manhunt, there is nothing at all; hallucination of an exhausted
brain, and nothing else. Get up and go—get up and go. No one will stop you.
Then calm once more, swooning with a half-smile. Isn’t it quite indifferent? And he feels like yawning,
yawning.
*
All of a sudden a rumbling thunder rent the air, burst with a roar overhead and stopped abruptly, scattering
with a hiss to the corners of the hall.
And suddenly there was a teeming crowd of people. Like sand in a landslide—a noisy stream irrepressible,
poured into the hall through the three-paneled door. Walking, running out of breath, bags, bundles, suitcases; women, children—shrill call. Swarms of luggage-toting porters in blue. Everybody in a rush, pushing and scrambling
to get there first, as though the house were on fire.
That was the train from the frontier.
For a split second, he started at the unexpected scene with his eyes opened wide. He stared as if he were
dreaming, unable to grasp the reason.
And suddenly it burst forth, vehemently, in that repressed desire.
Up shot his willpower, like a steel spring suddenly released. Back was all his strength. A lightning flash of
hope lifted him up, carried him off, every beat of his heart urging him on: hurry up, hurry!
Hurry up, hurry!
He plunged into the tumult, got lost in the crowd, became part of that gray mass of humanity and let himself be
carried off.
Here’s the door … the door.
83.144 A Question Of Influence\fn{by Wlodzimierz Perzynski (1878-1930)} Opoczno, Opoczno County, Łódź
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 3
The owner of the store where Mr. Everest Winkiewicz had worked for three years ran away to a foreign country, taking the customers’ money with him; and so Winkiewicz found himself out in the cruel world without a job.
He went from place to place looking for any kind of employment in order to live. And this wasn’t at all easy,
because he had no influential connections and could not count on anyone’s help.
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He put an advertisement in the paper, presenting himself to the public as “a young man with two languages and
a cultivated character; can also type” and for a time appeared every day at the office\fn{ The newspaper office} with
the standard question: are there any answers to “ad E. W. 18?” The number he had placed after his initials because
it was his lucky number.
But there were no offers.
The young lady who received clients at the counter was a tall, slim blonde whose ears were plugged with
cotton as though symbolizing fate, which is deaf to the sighs of the job-seeking poor.
After a time, she stopped answering him altogether. As soon as she noticed him in the doorway she immediately began shaking her head “no” and her eyes flashed with malicious satisfaction, or at least so it seemed to Mr.
Winkiewicz. This annoyed him and he finally stopped appearing.
True—the friends with whom he lived had long since given him the advice that it was useless to spend money
on advertisements because a job could only be secured by influence. One of them introduced Winkiewicz to a
certain landowner’s widow, one of whose activities was finding people employment.
But the widow wanted fifty rubles in advance for costs and that was the difficulty which blocked the agreement right at the start. As a conciliation, Winkiewicz learned from a friend a few days later that he had made a
very fine impression on the old lady and she had been asking about him with great interest.
Meanwhile, the weeks passed unnoticed and Winkiewicz’s situation was becoming worse and worse. He was
very well aware of this but he was helpless.
“The matter certainly is in a rut,” he kept repeating with an apathetic smile and he felt a sort of inexplicable
astonishment at the maliciousness of fate.
He had about one hundred rubles which he had saved during the three years in his former place and he lived on
that. At first the very fact that he had drawn on his savings filled his soul with bitter remorse but in time he did not
think about this at all and only calculated how long the money would still last him.
The bookkeeping was very simple and also very pathetic because even though Winkiewicz starved and denied
himself everything the money went at an unbelievable rate.
Fear of poverty drove him into melancholy. Not having anything to do, he wandered through the streets for
days on end and thought and thought to the point of madness about how he could obtain some influence.
One day as he stepped into a tea shop for tea and cake, which more and more often took the place of his dinner,
he noticed a well-dressed young man sitting at the next table and staring at him very attentively. He hid himself
behind a newspaper but felt in his nerves that his neighbor had not stopped staring. This confused him somewhat;
he took stock of himslef from head to foot and finally also glared impatiently, measuring the intruder up and down
with an ominous stare. At the same moment the other man rose from his palce and advanced towards him with a
smile.
“Mr. Winkiewicz?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t you recognize me?—I’m Malinski!”
“Malinski!” shouted Winkiewicz joyfully. At that moment he distinctly recalled this old classmate of his from
the first grade. Malinski, red and pudgy, had sat at the third desk by the window.
They greeted each other warmly and began asking each other about their lives.
Malinski lived in the country and was in Warsaw only for a visit. At first Winkiewicz talked evasively but later,
overcome by sincere simplicity, confessed all his troubles. His former classmate listened with sympathy and at the
end swore that he would find some influence on his behalf. Then he invited Winkiewicz to a supper from which
he returned home close to dawn, full of hope for the future and a desire to live.
But after he had slept a few hours and awoke with a fierce headache, he was plunged in deepest despair. He
had become so wary of the adversity of fate that he was afraid to rely on his friend’s promises.
A few days passed, Malinski did not show up and the whole encounter left in Winkiewicz only a sharp reaction
against his former classmate for raising false hopes. He was sure that Malinski had already forgotten all his
promises. The disappointment, all the more acute after the momentary hopes, completely depressed Winkiewicz.
He even stopped going out of the house because the sight of passers-by made him nervous—especially the
thought that each person who went by him so indifferently was hurrying to some specific destination, had an
occupation and a fixed existence.
Thus he spent whole days at home reading Sample Letters for All Occasions to relieve his boredom. This was
his favorite book. When he read it, distant imagined perspectives opened up before him. Some of the letters like
“A thank-you note to the countess for her invitation to dinner” aroused in him a hazy feeling of a life which
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radiated happiness.
*
A week had gone by since he had met Malinski. Winkiewicz had completely given up deluding himself with
his friend’s promises when suddenly, one morning, Malinski appeared unexpectedly at his place.
“I have something for you,” he shouted from the doorway.
Winkiewicz became breathless with excitement.
“What a fool I am,” Malinski kept shouting, “that it didn’t occur to me at the time. But you know how it is.
Sometimes you forget the simplest things.”
And since he was on his way to catch a train and the carriage was waiting for him downstairs, he hastily told
his friend in a few words what it was all about. He had friends, they were even distant relatives, very decent old
people, a Mr. and Mrs. Szyszkowski. Now this Szyszkowski, who had very numerous and broad connections, and
besides was a good and kind man, would certainly be able to find something.
“I told them about you,” Malinski concluded as he already stood in the doorway, “and they promised that they
will undertake to do something. Only they would like to meet you first. If the old man likes you, it’s settled. And
the best way is for you to get angry about all the new houses that are being built in Warsaw and how they make
the city ugly—that’s the old man’s passion … that way you’ll capture his heart right away!”
And he ran down the stairs, not hearing Winkiewicz’s sincere thanks, for he was completely overcome by the
good news.
Then he was seized by an unrestrained madness, a spontaneous joy.
“I’ve got it, I’ve got it, I’ve got it,” he began singing and dancing all over the room.
For the first time in two months he ate his dinner with a clear conscience, not reproaching himself that he
might have saved the expense. He was to appear at the Szyszkowskis’ on Sunday at two in the afternoon. It was
still two days till Sunday and when Winkiewicz calmed down after the first flood of joy, time began to drag so
terribly that he didn’t know what to do with himself. He walked the city streets for those two days like a madman,
composing and improving his conversation with the Szyszkowskis. His friend’s comment about the old man’s
passion penetrated deep into his soul. Experience had developed in Winkiewicz a certain philosophy of life whose
basis was the conviction that in a relationship with people the most important thing is to know their “weak spot.”
And since he knew Szyszkowski’s “weak spot” the game was half won.
Finally Sunday arrived.
Winkiewicz woke at six o’clock in the morning and could not fall asleep again for excitement. At nine he was
dressed and ready to leave. Then he undressed again and lay down, wanting to force himself to sleep and thus
shorten the waiting time. Around noon he began to wonder if his watch was correct, so he went out to check. He
wanted to kill time by eating dinner but the excitement took his appetite away. Thus he went to a café and began
to study the foreign advertisements.
*
Mr. and Mrs. Szyszkowski lived in an old-fashioned building. When Winkiewicz started up the staircase he
was enveloped by an odor of wax and turpentine. A stained glass window with its red, yellow, and violet panes
softened the light and there was a festive dusk in the hallway. Winkiewicz’s heart beat so hard that he had to pause
on the second floor in order to catch his breath.
He rang timidly.
The door was opened by Mr. Szyszkowski himself, a slender, well-preserved old man who greeted him as
cordially as an old friend. This touched Winkiewicz so that he almost cried. It was precisely this first moment of
greeting that he had feared the most. A little while later Mrs. Szyszkowski entered the parlor. She was a grayhaired old lady whose features were strikingly similar to her husband’s. She also welcomed Winkiewicz very
courteously. Of course, already informed by Malinski of his difficulties, she immediately began cheering him up
in a maternal tone of voice, saying that one should never be discouraged by adversity because anyone who is
really eager to work will find employment.
Winkiewicz was dazzled by his reception; it surpassed his fondest hopes. The old folks were unusually simple,
pleasant and genial so that after a few minutes of conversation Winkiewicz already felt as though he were visiting
relatives. In spite of this he continued to be deeply uneasy as to whether the impression that he was making on
them was sufficiently good. And recalling the old man’s “passion” he waited impatiently for an opportunity to put
in a few venomous words about Warsaw’s new buildings and thus to captivate Szyszkowski.
“Where do you live?” the old man suddenly asked him. Winkiewicz changed his address sand quickly added.
“It’s a new house. All those new houses they ‘re building now in Warsaw only disfigure the city.” Szyszkowski
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looked at him with interest.
“Do you think so?”
“I believe so.”
“Do you hear that, Teresa,” laughed Szyszkowski turning to his wife. “Well, well,” he added, “it’s rare for a
young man of your age to have such an opinion.”
“And the saddest thing,” continued Winkiewicz radiantly, “is that a very respectable building is supposed to
have stood there and I don’t know why it was torn down.”
“Yes,” confirmed Szyszkowski.
Winkiewicz felt that this conversation was gaining the old man’s good will. Thus, he did not want to interrupt
it and was frantically thinking of something else he could say on the subject. A happy thought soon struck him.
“Do you remember, Sir, in what year that was rebuilt?” he inquired with an accent of impatient interest in his
voice as though this problem had been troubling him for a long time. Szyszkowski became animated.
“I could tell you the minutest details of the history of every house in Warsaw,” he answered. “Where you are
living now, the notary Pilarski’s house once stood. Downstairs there was a chemist’s shop and a butcher’s. Teresa,
what was that butcher’s name?”
“Wilczek.”
“Yes, yes, yes, Wilczek,” continued Szyszkowski, becoming more and more exhilarated. “Now then, that
house was torn down in 1878.”
“In ’76,” his wife corrected him, smiling tenderly. Szyszkowski, interrupted by the remark, gestured
impatiently.
“What are you saying … not in ’76 but in ’78. I’m sure my memory doesn’t fail me.”
“And a minute ago you forgot the butcher’s name.” Szyszkowski grew red. He eyed his wife with a prolonged
stare and hissed through his teeth:
“I may forget some stupid butcher’s name but I don’t make mistakes in dates. I have never been wrong in my
life.” Mrs. Szyszkowski laughed indulgently.
“Well, well, well …”
“Teresa, please—”
“Then why are you misinforming our guest?” The controversy began to assume such proportions that
Winkiewicz became worried. He answered in a conciliatory manner:
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter,” snapped Szyszkowski impolitely. “If I were not certain of what I say, I wouldn’t persist. But I
know the history of Warsaw like my own hand … like my hand,” he repeated, leaning over towards Winkiewicz
menacingly. “That house was torn down in 1878.”
“And I would give my head that it was in ’76.”
“Yes?” Szyszkowski began to laugh ironically.
“Yes.”
Suddenly Szyszkowski banged the table with his fist so heard that the lamp swayed and the photograph album
jumped. And he shouted in a loud voice:
“Teresa, don’t drive me mad!”
“You could refrain from making a fuss in front of Mr. Winkiewicz,” Mrs. Szyszkowski answered him and with
a wounded expression left the room.
A painful silence settled over the parlor. Syszkowski, irritated to the highest degree, turned towards the
window and began to stare out on the street, without paying the slightest attention to Winkiewicz who, confused
and frightened, rose from his chair and stood, not knowing what to do with himself. Szyszkowski muttered
something softly under his breath and suddenly turned towards Winkiewicz.
“And then, what the devil do you care in what year that house was rebuilt?” he answered harshly, shrugging
his shoulders.
“I most humbly apologize,” Winkiewicz began softly in a quivering voice, but the exasperated old man did not
let him finish.
“What concern is it of yours, what difference does the information make to you?” he shouted waving his hands
in front of Winkiewicz’s face, who stood respectfully, trembling and with his eyes fixed on the floor.
“Good-bye,” the old man said suddenly, rudely offering his hand in farewell.
Blood rushed to Winkiewicz’s face. He wanted to say something in his defence but there was no voice in his
throat. Bewildered, he lightly pressed the tips of the old man’s fingers and silently slid out into the hallway. He
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paused on the stairs and saw the courtyard through the stained glass window. The world appeared before him in
rainbow hues.
54.95 Women In Battle\fn{by Berta Lask (1878-1967)} Wadowice, Wadowice County, Lesser Poland Voivodeship,
Poland (F) 1½
Into the circle of dim light cast by the petrol lamp, there appeared the hollow face of the docker woman, Anna
Möller. Over narrow cheekbones her skin strectched taut and lean. Like polished glass her bluegreen eyes
shimmnered from beneath contreacted eyebrows.
With quick, brusque movements she pulled her patched-up coat over her cotton dress, put a kerchief over her
head and picked up her hard leather boots with their wooden soles, so as not to make any noise. She took a few
quick gulps of some cold brown liquid and bit into a slice of dark bread, spongy and sticky from the turnips which
had been added. Holding on to her piece of bread, she put out the lamp and tiptoed out of the room.
The steps of the staircase creaked. Doors closed.
Out of the hall of the housing block six women workers walked into a cold dawn. Wet snow fell softly on to
their faces and drove away their heavy sleepiness. Wide awake now, and with keen eyes, the women peered along
the badly lit streets.
Out of a side road comes another group of women.
The quiet eyes of Anna Möller suddenly light up. They are coming! They kept their word! A soft call, a short
greeting. For a moment the dark cluster of women sticks together. Then it breaks up into smaller groups. The
closer they get to the harbor, the thicker, the more numerous the clusters get.
Sudden gusts of wind blow dark billowing sails over women’s heads along twilight streets towards the harbor.
Anna Moller lifts her head, puts her hand across her eyes against a light which isn’t there. That black mass
over there—yes, that’s them! A sharp cry zigzags through the hurrying sails. Soon hands wave joyful greetings
from the crowded harbor. Yes, they’re all there, the women of the striking dockers.
Even old Schulten is here with her one remaining stump of a tooth in her lower jaw. Her skin is like a piece of
cloth, folded many times, which has taken on the lustreless color of her eyes. She has lost three sons in the war.
The fourth is working as a docker but now he is on strike. Anna extends her hand towards her. Suddenly she
notices that she’s still holding something. It’s that piece of bread, soggy with snow. Greedily she puts it to her
mouth as sudden hunger tears at her stomach.
With eyes narrowing Old Schulten peers at the piece of bread. Anna gives her half of it. Then both women, one
young one old, stand side by side, chewing and waiting. Everyone is waiting, nobody is talking much, only a few
whispers can be heard.
“Back there!”
“No!”
*
Yes!—someone’s coming! The dark silhouette comes closer. It is an old man with a rucksack on his back.
Three more follow behind him, all of them tired, dragging their feet. And then, marching in loud, aggressive step,
comes the long file of strike-breakers from out of town.
The women form a chain, hand in hand they stand in four rows, one behind the next. No one speaks. Only
once, Old Schulten turns her head to look at the women behind her. Out of wrinkles her eyes begin to shine,
suddenly alight.
The file of strike-breakers hesitates. A man makes a joke. It acts like a signal for battle. A barrage of insults
begins to rain down on the men:
“You strike-breakers you! Scabs! Bastards! Traitors!”
“You’ll never get to the harbor alive!”
“Oh, come on, women, do be reasonable! We’ve got a cargo to unload!”
“You turnip-heads, you! You shit-bags! We’ll learn you to go and unload cargo … everyone is striking now!
We want the war to end. We want our men to come home! And we want bread too.”
The old men shuffle off into side-roads and do not look back. The others stand around, undecided. Slowly their
file begins to show gaps. Suddenly, a few hotheads turn around and run towards the women in an attempt to break
their chain. But the chain holds and the mocking laugh of the women reverberates among the housing blocks.
The strike-breakers begin to retreat. Their ranks are no longer closed, their aggressive marching has stopped.
As if lost, the men pick their way gingerly through the slush.
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Once again the street is almost empty. But nearby a handful of curious onlookers persist in hanging around.
The women look at each other. Blotches of red dance on their faces marked by hunger. Eyes shine feveriagly. A
large rotund figure, her arms akimbo, laughs shrilly:
“Ha, the shit-bags! We should have banged their heads to pulp.”
“Let’s stay together! Who knows what will happen now!”
Like a Field Marshall, Anna Möller stands in front of the women.
*
It is not long before, all glint and gleams, a marching column arrives: pointed helmets, swords, and at its head,
a tall Lieutenant.
“Disperse!” The chain doesn’t budge.
“No strike-breaker will get through here!” is the retort.
“The strike-breakers are under order to help break up the front out there!” the Lieutenant bellows.
“They won’t break our front!” Anna Möller stands tall, her seagreen eyes signalling storm.
“Do you want to let the enemy into this country?”
“The enemy is already here! Look at them!” It is Old Schulten who shouts it, her spindly old arm pointing at
the police.
A command is given. Gleaming swords swish through the air. Slowly Anna sinks into a soft dark chasm. After
what might have been a year, perhaps an hour, she begins to rise again. Again a searing, gleaming sword. She
gathers all her strength: mustn’t die just yet. First the strike must be won:
“Strike!” screams the bleeding mouth as darkness descends once more.
It was a long time before the police had finished with the women.
A Jewish Child\fn{by Sholom Asch (1880-1957)} Kutno, Kutno County, Lódz Voivodeship, Poland (M) 3
The mother came out of the bride’s chamber, and cast a piercing look at her husband, who was sitting beside a
finished meal, and was making pellets of bread crumbs previous to saying grace.
“You go and talk to her! I haven’t a bit of strength left!”
“So, Rochel-Leon has brought up children, has she, and can’t manage them! Why! People will be pointing at
you and laughing—a ruin to your years!”
“To my years! A ruin to yours! My children, are they? Are they not yours, too? Couldn’t you stay at home
sometimes to care for them and help me to bring them up, instead of traipsing round—the black year knows
where and with whom?”
“Rochel, Rochel, what has possessed you to start a quarrel with me now? The bridegroom’s family will be
arriving directly.”
The man rose from the table, and went into the next room to his daughter. The mother followed.
On a little sofa that stood by the window sat a girl about eighteen, her face hidden in her hands, her arms
covered by her loose, thick, black hair. She was evidently crying, for her bosom rose and fell like a stormy sea.
On the bed opposite lay the white silk wedding-dress, the Chuppeh-Kleid, with the black, silk Shul-Kleid, and the
black stuff morning-dress, which the tailor who had undertaken the outfit had brought not long ago. By the door
stood a woman with a black scarf round her head and holding boxes with wigs.
“Channehle! You are never going to do me this dishonor? To make me the talk of the town?” exclaimed the
father.
The bride was silent.
“Look at me, daughter of Moisheh Groiss! It’s all very well for Genendel Freindel’s daughter to wear a wig,
but not for the daughter of Moisheh Groiss? Is that it?”
“And yet Genendel Freindel might very well think more of herself than you: she is more educated than you
are, and has a larger dowry,” put in the mother.
The bride made no reply.
“Daughter, think how much blood and treasure it has cost to help us to a bit of pleasure, and now you want to
spoil it for us? Remember, for God’s sake, what you are doing with yourself! We shall be excommunicated, the
young man will run away home on foot!”
“Don’t be foolish,” said the mother, who took a wig out of a box from the woman by the door, and approached
her daughter. “Let us try on the wig, the hair is just the color of yours,” and she laid the strange hair on the girl’s
head.
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The girl felt the weight, put up her fingers to her head, met among her own soft, cool, living locks, the strange,
dead hair of the wig, stiff and cold, and it flashed through her, Who knows where the head to which this hair
belonged is now? A shuddering enveloped her, and as though she had come in contact with something unclean,
she snatched off the wig, threw it onto the floor and hastily left the room.
Father and mother stood and looked at each other in dismay.
*
The day after the marriage ceremony, the bridegroom’s mother rose early, and, bearing large scissors, and the
wig and a hood which she had brought from her home as a present for the bride, she went to dress the latter for the
“breakfast.”
But the groom’s mother remained outside the room, because the bride had locked herself in, and would open
her door to no one.
The groom’s mother ran calling aloud for help to her husband, who, together with a dozen uncles and brothersin-law, was still sleeping soundly after the evening’s festivity. She then sought out the bridegroom, an eighteenyear-old boy with his mother’s milk still on his lips, who, in a silk caftan and fur cap, was moving about the room
in bewildered fashion, his eyes on the ground, ashamed to look anyone in the face. In the end she fell back on the
mother of the bride, and these two went into her together, having forced open the door between them.
“Why did you lock yourself in, dear daughter. There is no need to be ashamed.”
“Marriage is a Jewish institution!” said the groom’s mother, and kissed her future daughter-in-law on both
cheeks.
The girl made no reply.
“Your mother-in-law has brought you a wig and a hood for the procession to the Shool,” said her own mother.
The band had already struck up the Good Morning in the next room.
“Come now, Kallehshi, Kalleh-leben, the guests are beginning to assemble.”
The groom’s mother took hold of the plaits in order to loosen them.
The bride bent her head away from her, and fell on her own mother’s neck.
“I can’t, Mame-leben! My heart won’t let me, Meme-krön!”
She held her hair with both hands, to protect it from the other’s scissors.
“For God’s sake, my daughter, my life,” begged the mother.
“In the other world you will be plunged for this into rivers of fire. The apostate who wears her own hair after
marriage will have her locks torn out with red hot pincers,” said the other with the scissors.
A cold shiver went through the girl at these words.
“Mother-life, mother-crown!” she pleaded.
Her hands sought her hair, and the black silky tresses fell through them in waves. Her hair, the hair which had
grown with her growth, and lived with her life, was to be cut off, and she was never, never to have it again—she
was to wear strange hair, hair that had grown on another person’s head, and no one knows whether that other
person was alive or lying in the earth this long time, and whether she might not come any night to one’s bedside,
and whine in a dead voice:
“Give me back my hair, give me back my hair!”
A frost seized the girl to the marrow, she shivered and shook.
Then she heard the squeak of scissors over her head, tore herself out of her mother’s arms, made one snatch at
the scissors, flung them across the room, and said in a scarcely human voice:
“My own hair! May God Himself punish me!”
That day the bridegroom’s mother took herself off home again, together with the sweet-cakes and the geese
which she had brought for the wedding breakfast for her own guests. She wanted to take the bridegroom as well,
but the bride’s mother said: “I will not give him back to you! he belongs to me already!”
The following Sabbath they led the bride in procession to the Shul wearing her own hair in the face of all the
town, covered only by a large hood.
But may all the names she was called by the way find their only echo in some uninhabited wilderness.
*
A summer evening, a few weeks after the wedding: The young man had just returned from the Stübel, and went
to his room. The wife was already asleep, and the soft light of the lamp fell on her pale face, showing here and
there among the wealth of silky-black hair that bathed it. Her slender arms were flung round her head, as though
she feared that someone might come by night to shear them off while she slept.
He had come home excited and irritable: this was the fourth week of his married life, and they had not yet
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called him up to the Reading of the Law, the Chassidim pursued him, and today Chayyimn Moisheh and blamed
him in the presence of the whole congregation, and had shamed him, because she, his wife, went about in her own
hair.
“You’re no better than a clay image,” Reb Chayyim Moisheh had told him. “What do you mean by a woman’s
saying she won’t? It is written: ‘And he shall rule over thee.’”
And he had come home intending to go to her and say: “Woman, it is a precept in the Torah! If you persist in
wearing your own hair, I may divorce you without returning the dowry,” after which he would pack up his things
and go home. But when he saw his little wife asleep in bed, and her pale face peeping out of the glory of her hair,
he felt a great pity for her.
He went up to the bed, and stood a long while looking at her, after which he called softly:
“Channehle … Channehle … Channehle. …”
She opened her eyes with a frightened start, and looked round in sleepy wonder:
“Nossen, did you call? What do you want?”
“Nothing, your cap has slipped off,” he said, lifting up the white nightcap, which had fallen from her head.
She flung it on again, and wanted to turn towards the wall.
“Channehle, Channehle, I want to talk to you.”
The words went to her heart. The whole time since their marriage he had, so to say, not spoken to her. During
the day she saw nothing of him, for he spent it in the house-of-study or in the Stübel. When he came home to
dinner, he sat down to the table in silence. When he wanted anything, he asked for it speaking into the air, and
when really obliged to exchange a word with her, he did so with his eyes fixed on the ground, too shy to look her
in the face.
And now he said he wanted to talk to her, and in such a gentle voice, and they two alone together in their
room!
“What do you want to say to me?” she asked softly.
“Channehle,” he began, “please don’t make a fool of me, and don’t make a fool of yourself in people’s eyes.
Has not God decreed that we should belong together? You are my wife and I am your husband, and is it proper,
and what does it look like, a married woman wearing her own hair?”
Sleep still half dimmed her eyes, and had altogether clouded her thought and will. She felt helpless, and her
head fell lightly towards his breast.
“Child,” he went on still more gently, “I know you are not so depraved as they say. I know you are a pious
Jewish daughter, and His Blessed Name will help us, and we shall have pious Jewish children. Put away this
nonsense! Why should the whole world be talking about you? Are we not man and wife? Is not your shame
mine?”
It seemed to her as though someone, at once very far away and very near, had come and was talking to her.
Nobody had ever yet spoken to her so gently and confidingly. And he was her husband, with whom she would live
so long, so long, and there would be children, and she would look after the house!
She leant her head lightly against him.
“I know you are very sorry to lose your hair, the ornament of your girlhood. I saw you with it when I was a
guest in your home. I knew that God gave you grace and loveliness, I know. It cuts me to the heart that your hair
must be shorn off, but what is to be done? It is a rule, a law of our religion, and after all we are Jews. We might
even, God forbid, have a child conceived to us in sin, may Heaven watch over and defend us.”
She said nothing, but remained resting lightly in his arm, and he face lay in the stream of her silky-black hair
with its cool odor. In that hair dwelt a soul, and he was conscious of it. He looked at her long and earnestly, and in
his look was a prayer, a leading with her for her own happiness, for her happiness and his.
“Shall I?” … he asked, more with his eyes than with his lips.
She said nothing, she only bent her head over his lap.
He went quickly to the drawer, and took out a pair of scissors.
She laid her head in his lap, and gave her hair as a ransom for their happiness, still half-asleep and dreaming.
The scissors squeaked over her head, shearing off one lock after the other, and Channehle lay and dreamt through
the night.
On waking next morning, she threw a look into the glass which hung opposite the bed. A shock went through
her, she thought she had gone mad, and was in the asylum!
On the table beside her lay her shorn hair, dead!
She hid her face in her hands, and the little room was filled with the sound of weeping!
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54.80 Excerpt from Memoirs Of Madame Pilsudski\fn{by Alexandra Pilsudski aka Alexandra Szczerbinska (1880- )}
Suwalki, Suwałki County, Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland (F) 4
… Later I was removed to a separate cell which I occupied with one other woman, Madame Klempinska, a political prisoner like myself, and a member of the P.P.S.\fn{ Mrs. Pilsudski was the wife of Josef Pilsudski, the head of the
Polish nationalist movement, who was to become the chief architect of Polish independence after World War I }
The conditions of the prison were much the same as they had been under the Russian regime;\fn{ By September,
1915, the area of Poland occupied by Russia was almost entirely in German hands; Austro-Hungarian forces occupied a small part } the
food was little better. Breakfast consisted of a cup of weak tea and a slice of bread without butter; dinner was a
plate of kascha;\fn{A mush made from coarse cracked buckwheat, barley, or millet } in the evening there was nothing but a
cup of boiling water. After my trial, however, I was allowed to have a parcel of provisions sent in by my lawyer,
Mr. Pazchalski, and I and my companion in misfortune lived on it for a couple of days. Never did food taste so
delicious!
The German court found me guilty of political agitation and ordered me to be put in a detention camp. At the
end of a further fortnight in the Paviak I was taken to Szczypiorno, near Kalisz, one of the biggest camps for
prisoners of war in Poland.
My first impressions of Szczypiorno were discouraging to say the least. Imagine a windswept, desolate field,
knee-deep in mud in many places, crossed and re-crossed by lines of dug-outs in which some four thousand
prisoners of war and a hundred civilians were herded together. That was the picture which greeted me when I
arrived in the gloom of a bleak December afternoon with Madame Klempinska and four men, Polish civilians,
who were also to be interned.
Wooden-faced Bavarian soldiers received us from the police who had accompanied us from Warsaw; a young
lieutenant ran his finger down a list setting forth our names, occupations and sentences, reeled off a perfunctory
warning on the folly of trying to escape and then handed us over to the guards. The four men were marched off in
one direction, Madame Klempinska and I in another.
The camp had been originally planned in the form of huts, but at the last moment timber had apparently run
short, and there had been a compromise resulting in dug-outs, sunk deep into the earth and topped by a flimsy
structure of wood about three feet in height and containing small windows. Seen from the front the effect was
rather like rows of dolls-houses.
Madame Klempinska and I crossed the field in a thin drizzle of rain which our guard cheerfully informed us
fell nearly every day during the winter months, and descended a flight of wooden steps into a sort of cave. It reminded us irresistibly of a vault and had the same musty, earthy smell. When our eyes grew accustomed to the
dim light we saw that it was a comparatively large apartment, divided into two by a trench which was spanned by
duckboards, a necessary measure, for after days of heavy rain it became like a moat.
This primitive accommodation was designed for eighty men but as we were the only women in the camp we
had it to ourselves until we were joined by a young servant girl.
*
It was bitterly cold in those winter days for the one small stove in the center only gave out heat within a limited
radius and the icy winds of December curled through the doors and windows.
In one corner were two heaps of sacks filled with sawdust and covered with army blankets. Our beds. There
was no furniture of any description, not even a table.
For the first few minutes we were too stunned even to give voice to our dismay, but when the guard returned
with some papers which we were to sign I asked for an interview with the Commandant of the camp. At first he
refused even to pass on the request, saying that it was against the regulations at that hour of the day, but I was so
persistent that at length he departed, very reluctantly, to consult the officer on duty.
Half an hour later he returned with the message that the Commandant would see me, after I had been disinfectted. He stared at me in blank astonishment when I burst out laughing and then explained that the process of disinfecttion was part of the routine of arrival at the camp.
A few minutes later Madame Klempinska and I were initiated into it. We were taken into a room where a tall
grim-looking German woman divested us of our clothes which she rolled up in bundles. Then she led us to two
small bath tubs which she proceeded to fill with a very small quantity of water and a great deal of strong
disinfectant. After telling us to get into them she departed carrying our clothes, and leaving the door open so that
the wind whistled round our naked forms until I ran shivering to shut it.
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The process of bathing was the reverse of pleasant. The atmosphere in the room was almost glacial, for there
were no panes in the windows, and the water in the baths was almost boiling. Consequently we were alternately
chilled and scalded, while the disinfectant stung our skins until we were the color of lobsters.
After we had endured about fifteen minutes of this the German woman returned bringing two wraps of coarse
towelling in which we were bidden to clothe ourselves until our own garments were dry. In the meantime she
washed our hair in a strong carbolic lotion which left it as hard and as brittle as straw and so sticky and unmanageable that it took weeks to recover.
The next process was a hasty examination by the German army doctor attached to the camp, who pronounced
us in good health and gave us each a couple of injections for typhus. Evidently the theory of disinfection did not
extend to this, for he plunged the hypodermic needle first into me and then into Madame Klempinska without
even troubling to wipe it.
While we were undergoing all this our clothes were being disinfected in another room with Germanic thoroughness. Apparently they were dealt with even more drastically than we were for when they were returned to us
my blue dress had turned green while poor Madame Klempinska’s gloves had shrunk so much that she could not
get them on.
The rite of purification having thus been accomplished I was taken to see the Commandant, an elderly man, a
Prussian officer of the old school with charming manners. He received me courteously and listened sympatheticcally to my complaint regarding the quarters which had been allotted to me. The camp, he explained, had not been
intended for the accommodation of women prisoners, and we were in fact the first whom he had received there.
He had already sent in a request to headquarters for beds and mattresses for us and hoped that they would.be
forthcoming before long. In the meantime he suggested that I should go round with him next morning and see
whether I could find among the unoccupied huts one better than our present one.
With this I was forced to be content, but the night that followed was one of the most unpleasant I have ever
lived through. I lay awake hour after hour in the darkness listening to the rats scurrying up and down the planks.
The trenches were infested with them, and they grew so bold that they used to run over us as we lay on our sacks.
I still shudder at the remembrance of those wet, hairy bodies crawling over my arms and neck!
After the first few nights I got into the habit of wrapping my blankets round me so tightly that not even my
head was left uncovered. Although the Commandant kept his word and moved us to another hut which was
slightly less damp and in time even secured camp beds for us the rats continued to be one of our worst trials.
*
The days passed slowly for us and we had no means of killing time and no contact with the outside world. In
theory we were allowed to receive letters but for some reason or other they never seemed to reach us. During the
greater part of a year I only heard once from Pilsudski, yet he wrote to me many times.
The absence of news was one of the hardest things to bear. One tortured oneself wondering what was happening. Occasionally one of the guards brought in a German newspaper, which was passed round from hut to hut
until it almost fell to pieces. We had only one book, the life of Julius Caesar. We read it over and over again, from
cover to cover.
The prisoners of war were divided into two camps, French and Russian. They had their separate cookhouses
and were responsible for cooking their own meals. Although the food which was supplied to them was the same—
exceedingly good and in enormous quantities—their manner of preparing it was entirely different, characteristic
of the two races.
The French, although there were no professional cooks among them, expended time and care on their meals
and managed to achieve a very creditable example of the cuisine française.
The Russians, fatalistic and indifferent, used to heap everything that was given to them—fish, meat, potatoes,
cucumber, or anything else that happened to be going—into one stewpan, put it on the fire and then ladle it out in
vast platefuls. Madame Klempinska and I and the little servant used to eat in our own hut but we had to fetch our
food from the Russian canteen, and we were so disgusted at the unappetizing mess that was served out to us that
we petitioned to be allowed to share the food of the French prisoners.
However, official red tape would not stretch so far.
The last weeks of December were inexpressibly dreary. The rain poured down in torrents, filling the trenches
and turning the field into a bog.
Christmas Eve dawned in an atmosphere of gloom for guards and prisoners alike. Madame Klempinska and I
sat crouched over the stove and talked of past Christmases, which is a foolish time for anyone, except the very
happy, to do. And so my thoughts went back along the years to Suvalki, and I saw myself as a child again, stand101

ing at the window watching the snowflakes spreading a soft, glistening blanket over Grandmother’s garden, and
searching the sky for the first pale star; the Star of Bethlehem, Aunt Maria had said. Only after it had appeared
could the Christmas feast begin, and I was hungry for I had fasted since the night before.
In imagination I could hear the laughter and chatter in the kitchen where Anusia and Rosalia were putting the
finishing touches to the dishes they had been preparing all day, the twelve symbolical dishes of fish and the sweet
cakes filled with honey and spices and poppy seeds. My sisters and I had helped too, strewn fragrant herbs and
grasses on the tablecloth in remembrance of the first Christmas that had dawned in a stable, and hung the
Christmas tree with sweets and red apples from the garden.
“No, not apples,”—said Madame Klempinska—“paper dolls. I used to make them for a full month before
Christmas, and we had cakes on our tree instead of sweets.”
“Toys are the best”—said a deep bass voice from the doorway—“My father used to carve them out of wood for
us in the winter evenings.” …
*
The camp life at Lauban was far more pleasant than at Szczypiorno. We were allowed a certain amount of
liberty and could even go to the town to buy what we could get (which was not much) at the local store. It was
soon sold out of such luxuries as tinned meat, chocolates, and soap. As the months passed the shortage of food
grew serious and rations were cut down more and more drastically both for us and for the soldiers who guarded
us.
The French prisoners of war suffered the least for nearly all of them had “ marraines,” under the French war
charities scheme, who sent them parcels of food. The German officers were glad to buy chocolate from them,
although they were too proud to deal with them directly, and one of the women in our hut, the wife of the Polish
officer, used to act as go-between.
She was an exceedingly pretty woman, very popular with the gallant Frenchmen. The long conversations
which she used to hold with them over the palisade kept the occupants of our hut supplied with news both of the
camp and of the outside world. The latter was generally either inaccurate, founded on the gossip of sentries, or
stale, taken from newspapers weeks old, but we welcomed it and passed it round among ourselves.
In a community like ours national characteristics asserted themselves strongly. The two Englishmen, true to the
proverbial reserve of their race, kept rigidly to their own society, bowed and smiled amiably at their fellow
prisoners when they encountered them on their way to town, but resisted all attempts at closer acquaintance.
The Russians, almost without exception simple, uneducated peasants, accepted their lot with dreary fatalism
but made no effort to get the best out of it.
*
The Frenchmen, many of whom were professional men, lawyers, doctors and clerks, were, on the other hand,
philosophical and good-humoured, organized concerts and provided the entire social life of the camp.
The concerts which were held every week were very popular and revealed a surprising amount of talent, although after many months the programme grew rather stale. A Polish girl from Lithuania who was well-known on
the professional stage used to sing, and the French usually contributed a sketch. But personally I got more amusement out of the grouping of the audience than from the actual programme.
This was arranged with the German love of etiquette and social procedure which could even extend to a prison
camp.
We were all rigidly graded. In the front row were the German officers, in the second the Bessere Dame (Better
Women) as the occupants of our hut and a few of the Lithuanians were classified. Then came the bessere French,
which meant French prisoners of war who had been professional men in civilian life. With these were the Russian
doctors.
(The two Englishmen were conveniently disposed of in a corner which eliminated the problem of their social
status.)
Behind the bessere French were the “ordinary French,” and last of all the “ordinary” Russians, who were a
picturesque assembly … Cossacks,\fn{ A people of (14th and 15th century) Russian or Ukranian origin who lived principally on the
steppes that begin north of the Black Sea and the Caucasus Mountains and extend eastward to the Altay Mountains in Siberia }
Kalmuks, \fn{One of the major divisions of the Mongols, some of whom migrated to the banks of the Volga River } tall slender
Sartes,\fn{A Turkic people inhabiting Turkistan, and parts of Iran and Afghanistan } handsome Caucasians.\fn{I.e., inhabitants of
the Caucaus Mountains; perhaps Georgians are meant}
*
In one hut were several women who were kept apart from the rest, classified, with true Germanic directness, as
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“prostitutes.” Actually only one of them merited the name as a professional. The rest had been forced by starvetion to sell themselves in the streets of Warsaw. Two of them had been teachers in private schools which had
closed because of the war, another had been a saleswoman in an exclusive dressmaker’s shop which had also put
up its shutters, a fourth had been secretary to a rich foreign woman who had hurried back to her own country at
the first threat of war. Behind each one was an individual tragedy.
Their lot at the camp was unspeakably wretched. They were subjected to countless humiliating restrictions, and
were openly insulted by the guards when they went out for exercise. Yet at night the young soldiers used to climb
over the palisade into their huts and force them to accede to them. One of them, a girl of seventeen who had been
sent for detention with her mother, cried so bitterly when she told me of this nightly degradation that I pro-tested
to the German doctor attached to the camp.
He seemed surprised at what he evidently thought a most unreasonable complaint, reminded me that the women were prisoners, and that it was wartime. He flatly refused to do anything in the matter. Eventually matters
were brought to a head by an open scandal.
*
We were sitting in our hut one evening when a Lithuanian woman burst in screaming that all the women in Hut
Number X were dying. (“Number X” was what was officially known as “The Prostitutes’ Quarters.”)
We hurried there and found some of the women writhing in agony while others sat on their mattresses crying.
In the extremity of their misery they had broken up the contents of several packets of needles and swallowed
them.
We sent one of the guards for the doctor but he came back with the report that he could not be found and that
the dispensary was locked. The nearest hospital was miles away and time was precious. We had no medicine or
any means of treating the poor women, and we could think of only one remedy. Fortunately the kascha for our
evening meal had just been cooked. We fetched great bowls of it and forced it down their throats. It saved their
lives for although some of them were very ill they recovered.
Their tragic attempt at suicide was reported to the Commandant of the camp and an inquiry was instituted.
As a result the youngest of the girls was, at our request, allowed to come to our hut.
*
The spring days lengthened into summer and the summer into autumn and still we remained at Lauban. The
news from the outer world grew more and more confused. We heard of the collapse of Russia and of German
victories on the Western Front. Yet the guards at the camp were withdrawn and replaced by men too old for the
firing line; we shivered in the intense cold of September and October because there was no fuel for heating the
camp, and every day the food got less.
At length our daily ration was a tiny slice of bread made of a mixture of coarse flour and potatoes, and a
plateful of turnips boiled in ox blood.
We could only bring ourselves to eat it by holding our noses and swallowing it like medicine. I remember
almost weeping with gratitude when one of the prisoners of war who had been working on a neighbouring farm
gave me some potatoes which he had secreted in his pocket.
It was difficult to keep one’s morale. Even the French lost their cheerful optimism; the German guards were as
depressed as the prisoners. But worse than the actual hardships, to me at least, was the continued absence of news.
The year 1916 was drawing to its close and month after month had gone by without a letter from Joseph
Pilsudski. I had heard, more or less vaguely, from the German soldiers at the camp that he was with his Legions
behind the Styr and that the fighting had been very heavy there during the summer. I tried to comfort myself with
the thought that if he had been killed or taken prisoner I should have seen it in the German newspapers which
reached the camp fairly regularly.
I wrote to him many times, but my letters were unanswered. Afterwards I discovered that none of them had
reached him. I tried to get in touch with other friends and to obtain news of the different organizations for which I
had worked, but with no better success. I could only wait. …
54.83 Excerpt from Count Emil\fn{by Zofia Nałkowska (1884-1954)} Warsaw, Warsaw County, Masovian
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 3
… The shooting was drawing ever closer, speeded up, and as if swollen in the cloudy, rainy autumn air. The
window panes rattled and the whole of Emil’s mansion shuddered. Reverberations from the artillery fire tore the
air as if it were right outside the wall of the great garden.
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Emil sat waiting, quite ready now, but without any joy. From the moment he had seen the suffering and the
dead with his own eyes, he began to calculate defeat and victory in that very same currency. It meant that he now
knew that in order to get through, the Polish soldiers would have to break through the bulwark of human flesh,
and be soaked in blood like a sponge. Many of their own ranks would be left on the other side. He realized that it
would take a lot of suffering and a lot of hard warfare to make it happen.
He kept getting news of their approach: that they were already “here” or “over there,” that they were coming
closer, and closer still. In different directions the low, cloudy sky was lit up by distant fire.
At last the front line entered Kluniewiec.
*
During the night, the estate and the administrative buildings were overrun by a tide of soldiers. As is custommary, the higher ranking officers at once took over the left-hand wing of the Manor, with all its guest-rooms on
the first floor. Next morning a long line of ambulance cars began rolling in through the open gate. The wounded
were being brought across the terrace into the large halls which had already been cleared out.
At once everything changed. Everything became understandable, clear cut and began to make sense: the faces,
the movements everywhere, reflected restlessness, seriousness and desperation. Even that human moaning which,
when first heard, seemed to be so unbearable, now had its place, its foreseen, established value within this reality.
For Emil and his immediate family, the Worostanskys, there remained just a few rooms to which he and his
mother had the more precious items brought from the occupied halls. These were now gathered around them in
haste and disorder and made movement amongst them difficult and awkward.
All the bed linen had been handed over for use with the wounded. Even so, many of them were lying on the
floor on naked straw mattresses or on straw covered with any old rag. In the largest hall the carpet which was
fixed to the floor had remained in place. On it the wounded lay, row after row, neatly lined up, one behind the
other, like the letters in an inscription of enigmatic meaning.
For the time being they remained like this with virtually no help at all. The officers kept explaining that a
hospital detachment was expected but that somehow, it had been delayed. The majority of the wounded were
dressing their own wounds or helped one another to do so.
Some were approaching the house from the front line, unaided, crawling towards the gate, and finishing by
lying on the gravel path next to the central lawn beneath the steps leading up to the entrance terrace. The battle
was still raging and provided a steady flow of new arrivals. Two more rooms had to be commandeered for the
hospital.
All the soldiers were swearing and grumbling about the tardy hospital detachment and about some Princess
who was supposed to have financed it. They were cursing her with dreadful oaths.
*
In spite of his resentment Emil found himself organizing help for the Russian wounded although it was not on
their terms that he would have wished to observe the suffering and desperation of war. An old barber-surgeon was
brought in from the town, its two young surgeons and the local doctor all having departed since the beginning of
the war. Two young girls who had done a first-aid course, daughters of Kluniewiec officials, also offered their
help.
All this was of little use since there were no bandages. From among the inmates of the house, only mother
spent the whole of the first day in the hospital. She who had always been so idle, so capricious and frivolous, became indispensable when faced with disaster. In contrast, aunt, who had always felt the suffering of the whole
world so acutely, could not be persuaded to lend a hand. She could not bear the screams of the wounded and the
sight of their blood.
The very next morning she left for Skaliczny. The same pair of horses brought back Ada and Nina, both fully
qualified nurses.
Emil found them standing in the large hall with its crimson wallpaper, slabs of marble and gilding. The whole
floor had become alive with arms stretching out towards them from all sides, catching hold of their clothes, trying
to hold on to these frail shadows of relief and hope. The heavy air was filled with a chorus of incessant voices, of
groaning, howling, prolonged moaning, callings for bread, of swearing and plaintive pleading.
*
Suddenly Emil thought:
“They should never have been hurt. In fact, none of this is necessary. There is no need for this to happen.”
Yet he hardly believed it himself and did not really want to believe it.
*
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After a while the voices merged into a single monotonous hum, which eventually failed to elicit any further
sympathy and became mere backdrop. From this background noise there rose a voice-strident, resonant and
hysterical—of a man in his last agony.
He was lying far from the central passage, parallel to the others in a row. A grenade had skinned his arms and
legs and bared them to the bone. His flank had been ripped open to reveal his entrails. He stirred a little, with eyes
and mouth wide open.
His cries were animal-like, or seemed to belong to a woman or little child. They struck terror in every heart. He
screamed that they should finish him off. In his prolonged groans he hit, in the end, on a single high note—as if it
was the most appropriate—and maintained it to the end.
He kept calling, entreating people to kill him. It was his one and only plea.
But everyone avoided him. Nobody knew how to deal with him.
In the end only Nina found the courage to approach him. Muttering a few words, she bent over him and then
knelt down. It was obvious that his pain was terrible and beyond all measure. Suffering unspeakably, he never
fainted, but was dying slowly and in full consciousness. What could she say to him? What words were there for
her to say? Emil did not understand. The soldier wanted to die: did he not have the right to that?
Some strange obduracy mixed with a little self-loathing prevented Emil from following Nina to see the soldier.
Ada was quite right when she remarked that to go to see him was a waste of time since there was nothing to be
done. She did not go either.
Both of them were standing over an elderly soldier with a bearded face helping to change the dressing on the
palm of his hand which had been shot through.
Death may differ from death more, sometimes, than from life. What does it mean, Emil thought, to get a bullet
through one’s heart and drop dead without as much as a cry? Or to feel one’s life ebb away with the loss of blood,
growing cool and faint, down to nothingness—how does it compare with this arduous labor of dying, this toil of
suffering which lasts for a day and a night and yet another day? And he felt that in death there lurked injustices far
greater than the most grievous wrongs of life.
It was already dusk when, suddenly, all became quiet, even though the shouting and groaning went on as
before.
The soldier had stopped screaming. Nina came over and said that he had died.
Immediately she resumed her care of the others, reproaching herself for having stayed with one soldier such a
long time. Clearly Ada had been right. It was obvious that one couldn’t have helped him.
*
It was on the fourth day only that the hospital detachment finally appeared. In the cool bright midday sun a
young woman in officer’s uniform and breeches rode through the gate, surrounded by a handful of medical officers. After alighting from her horse in front of the main entrance she asked to see the lady of the house and
introduced herself as Princess Jaszwin. She then commandeered one more room in a way that would tolerate no
opposition.
She was a merry creature. Not pretty but lively, with slanting black eyes and vividly flushed face. One of the
officers, Lieutenant Kolenkin, quite openly took up residence in the same room with her. He was shorter than she,
frail, melancholic, with slightly uneven shoulder-blades. Both wanted to be installed at once and requested a meal
without even visiting the halls where the wounded were. These were meanwhile being attended by the hospital
personnel of the detachment and by the servants.
For most of the time the Princess remained in her room. Occasionally she would play billiards, show off her
skills at tennis, or go for a ride through the park or into the neighboring countryside with the officers. In the morning her room remained shut until noon and no one dared to wake her.
*
Since the detachment had recently lost its only doctor, terrible things were happening in the hospital. Nina,
who had left, returned once more but without Ada.
Because of the lack of space, each time a new batch of wounded arrived from the battlefield, the dying were
carried outside before they had even time to pass away. Corpses were not buried but carried into the yard near the
kitchens, where, among the birch trees, there stood timbered pits for household rubbish. Into these the corpses
were thrown.
*
One day Emil knocked at the Princess’s door. A merry voice from within asked what was up. Upon hearing
Emil’s name she opened the door and emerged in a crimson silk negligeée unbuttoned at the neck. Emil deman105

ded that the dead be buried and pointed out that it was highly unseemly to leave them lying on a rubbish heap.
“All right. Would you, please, wait a minute?”
She closed the door and Emil could hear a conversation going on inside, which was followed by peels of
laughter by the Princess. A moment later she reappeared, fully dressed in uniform and a riding cap on her curly
hair. She called a soldier and sent him away with instructions. It was not long before a suitable place without any
tree roots was found. Graves were dug in a little meadow between two copses of the park, quite close to the
windows of the house.
The Princess, together with a couple of officers, stood smiling and blushing on the terrace in the sunshine. A
little further away, on a low handrail next to the steps, sat Lieutenant Kolenkin looking pale and frail. All of them
were watching the dead being carried along the terrace. The corpses were stiffly elongated and nearly naked. One
of them had his right hand strangely twisted and raised as if towards his own temple—a last unexplained gesture,
perhaps of pain, or the fear of death. The Princess pointed to it with her riding-whip:
“Look, what a disciplinarian,” she cried laughingly. “Even in death he salutes us.”
Without taking their eyes off the young woman the officers too were laughing and the sun was spreading a
warm glow over the scene on the terrace of the Manor House of Kluniewiec. …
44.167 Excerpt from Hungry Hearts: My Own People\fn{by Anzia Yezierska (1885-1970)} Maly Plock, Kolno County,
Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland (F) 5
… With the suitcase containing all her worldly possessions under her arm, Sophie Sapinsky elbowed her way
through the noisy ghetto crowds. Pushcart peddlers and pullers-in shouted and gesticulated. Women with marketbaskets pushed and shoved one another, eyes straining with the one thought—how to get the food a penny
cheaper. With the same strained intentness, Sophie scanned each tenement, searching for a room cheap enough for
her dwindling means.
In a dingy basement window a crooked sign, in straggling, penciled letters, caught Sophie's eye:
Room to let, a bargain, cheap.
The exuberant phrasing was quite in keeping with the extravagant dilapidation of the surroundings.
“This is the very place,” thought Sophie. “There couldn’t be nothing cheaper in all New York.” At the foot of
the basement steps she knocked.
“Come in!” a voice answered.
As she opened the door she saw an old man bending over a pot of potatoes on a shoemaker’s bench. A group of
children in all degrees of rags surrounded him, greedily snatching at the potatoes he handed out. Sophie paused
for an instant, but her absorption in her own problem was too great to halt the question:
“Is there a room to let?”
“Hanneh Breineh, in the back, has a room.” The old man was so preoccupied filling the hungry hands that he
did not even look up. Sophie groped her way to the rear hall. A gaunt-faced woman answered her inquiry with loquacious\fn{Voluble; unreserved} enthusiasm.
“A grand room for the money. I’ll let it down to you only for three dollars a month. In the whole block is no
bigger bargain. I should live so.”
As she talked, the women led her through the dark hall into an airshaft room. A narrow window looked out into
the bottom of a chimney-like pit, where lay the accumulated refuse from a score of crowded kitchens.
“Oi Weh!” gasped Sophie, throwing open the sash. “No air and no light. Outside shines the sun and here it’s so
dark.”
“It ain’t so dark. It’s only a little shady. Let me only turn up the gas for you and you’ll quick see everything
like with sunshine.”
The claw-fingered flame revealed a rusty, iron cot, an inverted potato barrel that served for a table, and two
soap-boxes for chairs. Sophie felt of the cot. It sagged and flopped under her touch.
“The bed has only three feet!” she exclaimed in dismay.
“You can’t have Rockefeller’s palace for three dollars a month,” defended Hanneh Breineh, as she shoved one
of the boxes under the legless corner of the cot. “If the bed ain’t so steady, so you got good neighbors. Upstairs
lives Shprintzeh Gittle, the herring-woman. You can buy by her the biggest bargains in fish, a few days older …
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What she got left over from the Sabbath, she sells to the neighbors cheap … In the front lives Shmendrik, the
shoemaker. I’ll tell you the truth, he ain’t no real shoemaker. He never yet made a pair of whole shoes in his life.
He’s a learner from the old country—a tzaddik, a saint; but every time he sees in the street a child with torn feet,
he calls them in and patches them up. His own eating, the last bite from his mouth, he divides up with them.”
“Three dollars,” deliberated Sophie, scarcely hearing Hanneh Breineh’s chatter. “I will never find anything
cheaper. It has a door to lock and I can shut this woman out. … I’ll take it,” she said, handing her the money.
Hanneh Breineh kissed the greasy bills gloatingly.
“I’ll treat you like a mother! You’ll have it good by me like in your own home.”
“Thanks—but I got no time to shmoos. I got to be alone to get my work done.” The rebuff could not penetrate
Hanneh Breineh’s joy over the sudden possession of three dollars.
“Long years on you! May we be to good luck to one another!” was Hanneh Breineh’s blessing as she closed
the door.
*
Alone in her room—her room, securely hers—yet with the flash of triumph, a stab of bitterness. All that was
hers—so wretched and so ugly! Had her eager spirit, eager to give and give, no claim to a bit of beauty—a shred
of comfort?
Perhaps her family was right in condemning her rashness. Was it worth while to give up the peace of home, the
security of a regular job—suffer hunger, loneliness, and want—for what? For something she knew in her heart
was beyond her reach. Would her writing ever amount to enough to vindicate the uprooting of her past? Would
she ever become articulate enough to express beautifully what she saw and felt? What had she, after all, but a
stifling, sweat shop experience, a meager, night-school education, and this wild, blind hunger to release the
dumbness that choked her?
Sophie spread her papers on the cot beside her. Resting her elbows on the potato barrel, she clutched her pencil
with tense fingers. In the notebook before her were a hundred beginnings, essays, abstractions, outbursts of
chaotic moods. She glanced through the titles:
Believe in Yourself; The Quest of the Ideal.
Meaningless tracings on the paper, her words seemed to her now—a restless spirit pawing at the air.
The intensity of experience, the surge of emotion that had been hers when she wrote—where were they? The
words had failed to catch the life-beat—had failed to register the passion she had poured into them. Perhaps she
was not a writer, after all. Had the years and years of night-study been in vain?
Choked with discouragement, the cry broke from her,
“O—God—God help me! I feel—I see, but it all dies in me—dumb!”
*
Tedious days passed into weeks. Again Sophie sat staring into her notebook.
“There’s nothing here that’s alive. Not a word yet says what’s in me … But it is in me!” With clenched fist she
smote her bosom.
“It must be in me! I believe in it! I got to get it out—even if it tears my flesh in pieces—even if it kills me …
But these words—these flat, dead words … Whether I can write or can’t write—I can’t stop writing. I can’t rest. I
can’t breathe. There’s no peace, no running away for me on earth except in the struggle to give out what’s in me.
The beat from my heart—the blood from my veins—must flow out into my words.”
She returned to her unfinished essay, Believe in Yourself. Her mind groping—clutching at the misty
incoherence that clouded her thoughts—she wrote on.
“These sentences are yet only wood-lead; but I can’t help it—I’ll push on—on—I’ll not eat—I’ll not sleep—
I’ll not move from this spot till I get it to say on the paper what I got in my heart!”
Slowly the dead words seemed to begin to breathe. Her eyes brightened. Her cheeks flushed. Her very pencil
trembled with the eager onrush of words.
*
Then a sharp rap sounded on her door. With a gesture of irritation Sophie put down her pencil and looked into
the burning, sunken eyes of her neighbor, Hanneh Breineh.
“I got yourself a glass of tea, good friend. It ain’t much I got to give away, but it’s warm even if it’s nothing.”
Sophie scowled.
“You mustn’t bother yourself with me. I’m so busy—thanks.”
“Don’t thank me yet so quick. I got no sugar.” Hanneh Breineh edged herself into the room confidingly.
“At home, in Poland, I not only had sugar for tea—but even jelly—a jelly that would lift you up to heaven. I
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thought in America everything would be so plenty, I could drink the tea out from my sugar-bowl. But ach! Not in
Poland did my children starve like in America!” Hanneh Breineh, in a friendly manner, settled herself on the
sound end of the bed, and began her jeremiad.\fn{List of woes:W}
“Yosef, my man, ain’t no bread-giver. Already he got consumption the second year. One week he works and
nine weeks he lays sick.”
In despair Sophie gathered her papers, wondering how to get the woman out of her room. She glanced through
the page she had written, but Hanneh Breineh, unconscious of her indifference, went right on.
“How many times it is tearing the heart out from my body—should I take Yosef’s milk to give to the baby, or
the baby’s milk to give to Yosef! If he was dead the pensions they give to widows would help feed my children.
“Now I got only the charities to help me. A black year on them! They should only have to feed their own children on what they give me.” Resolved not to listen to the intruder, Sophie debated within herself.
“Should I call my essay Believe in Yourself; or wouldn’t it be stronger to say, Trust Yourself? But if I say, Trust
Yourself, wouldn’t they think that I got the words from Emerson?”\fn{ Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), Ameri-can
essayist and poet; one of his early essays was entitled Self-reliance} Hanneh Breineh’s voice went on, but it sounded to
Sophie like a faint buzzing from afar.
“Gotteniu! How much did it cost me my life to go and swear myself that my little Fannie—only skin and bones
—that she is already fourteen! How it chokes me the tears every morning when I got to wake her and push her out
to the shop when her eyes are yet shutting themselves with sleep!”
Sophie glanced at her wrist-watch as it ticked away the precious minutes. She must get rid of the woman! Had
she not left her own sister, sacrificed all comfort, all association, for solitude and its golden possibilities? For the
first time in her life she had the chance to be by herself and think. And now, the thoughts which a moment ago had
seemed like a flock of fluttering birds had come so close—and this woman with her sordid wailing had scattered
them.
“I’m a savage, a beast, but I got to ask her to get out—this very minute,” resolved Sophie.
But before she could summon the courage to do what she wanted to do, there was a timid knock at the door,
and the wizened little Fannie, her face streaked with tears, stumbled in.
*
“The inspector said it’s a lie. I ain’t yet fourteen,” she whimpered. Hanneh Breineh paled.
“Woe is me! Sent back from the shop? God from the world—is there no end to my troubles? Why didn’t you
hide yourself when you saw the inspector come?”
“I was running to hide myself under the table, but she caught me and she said she’ll take me to the Children’s
Society and arrest me and my mother for sending me to work too soon.”
“Arrest me?” shrieked Hanneh Breineh, beating her breast. “Let them only come and arrest me! I’ll show
America who I am! Let them only begin themselves with me! Black is for my eyes … the groceryman will not
give us another bread till we pay him the bill!”
“The inspector said …” The child’s brow puckered in an effort to recall the words.
“What did the inspector said? Gotteniu!” Hanneh Breineh wrung her hands in passionate entreaty. “Listen only
once to my prayer! Send on the inspector only a quick death! I only wish her to have her own house with twentyfour rooms and each of the twenty-four rooms should be twenty-four beds and the chills and the fever should
throw her from one bed to another!”
“Hanneh Breineh, still yourself a little,” entreated Sophie.
“How can I still myself without Fannie’s wages? Bitter is me! Why do I have to live so long?”
“The inspector said—”
“What did the inspector said? A thunder should strike the inspector! Ain’t I as good a mother as other mothers? Wouldn’t I better send my children to school? But who’ll give us to eat? And who’ll pay us the rent?”
Hanneh Breineh wiped her red-lidded eyes with the corner of her apron.
“The president from America should only come to my bitter heart. Let him go fighting himself with the pushcarts how to get the eating a penny cheaper. Let him try to feed his children on the money the charities give me
and we’d see if he wouldn’t better send his littlest ones to the shop better than to let them starve before his eyes.
Woe is me! What for did I come to America? What’s my life—nothing but one terrible, never-stopping fight with
the grocer and the butcher and the landlord …”
*
Suddenly Sophie’s resentment for her lost morning was forgotten.
The crying waste of Hanneh Breineh’s life lay open before her eyes like pictures in a book. She saw her own
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life in Hanneh Breineh’s life. Her efforts to write were like Hanneh Breineh’s efforts to feed her children. Behind
her life and Hanneh Breineh’s life she saw the massed ghosts of thousands upon thousands beating—beating out
their hearts against rock barriers.
“The inspector said—” Fannie timidly attempted again to explain.
“The inspector!” shrieked Hanneh Breineh, as she seized hold of Fannie in a rage. “Hell-fire should burn the
inspector! Tell me again about the inspector and I’ll choke the life out from you—” Sophie sprang forward to
protect the child from the mother.
“She’s only trying to tell you something!”
“Why should she yet throw salt on my wounds? If there was enough bread in the house would I need an
inspector to tell me to send her to school? If America is so interested in poor people’s children, then why don’t
they give them to eat till they should go to work? What learning can come into a child’s head when the stomach is
empty?”
A clutter of feet down the creaking cellar steps, a scuffle of broken shoes, and a chorus of shrill voices, as the
younger children rushed in from school.
“Mamma—what’s to eat?”
“It smells potatoes!”
“Pfui! The pot is empty! It smells over from Cohen’s.”
“Jake grabbed all the bread!”
“Mamma—he kicked the piece out from my hands!”
“Mamma—it’s so empty in my stomach! Ain’t there nothing?”
“Gluttons—wolves—thieves!” Hanneh Breineh shrieked. “I should only live to bury you all in one day!”
The children, regardless of Hanneh Breineh’s invectives, swarmed around her like hungry bees, tearing at her
apron, her skirt. Their voices rose in increased clamor, topped only by their mother’s imprecations.
“Gotteniu! Tear me away from these leeches on my neck! Send on them only a quick death! Only a minute’s
peace before I die!”
*
“Hanneh Breineh—children! What’s the matter?”
Shmendrik stood at the door. The sweet quiet of the old man stilled the raucous voices as the coming of
evening stills the noises of the day.
“There’s no end to my troubles! Hear them hollering for bread, and the grocer stopped to give till the bill is
paid. Woe is me! Fannie sent home by the inspector and not a crumb in the house!”
“I got something.” The old man put his hands over the heads of the children in silent benediction. “All come in
by me. 1 got sent me a box of cake.”
“Cake!” the children cried, catching at the kind hands and snuggling about the shabby coat.
“Yes. Cake and nuts and raisins and even a bottle of wine.” The children leaped and danced around him in their
wild burst of joy.
“Cake and wine—a box—to you? Have the charities gone crazy?” Hanneh Breineh’s eyes sparkled with light
and laughter.
“No-no.” Shmendrik explained hastily. “Not from the charities—from a friend—for the holidays.” Shmendrik
nodded invitingly to Sophie, who was standing in the door of her room. “The roomerkeh will also give a taste
with us our party?”
“Sure will she!” Hanneh Breineh took Sophie by the arm. “Who’ll say no in this black life to cake and wine?”
Young throats burst into shrill cries.
“Cake and wine—wine and cake—raisins and nuts—nuts and raisins!”
The words rose in a triumphant chorus. The children leaped and danced in time to their chant, almost carrying
the old man bodily into his room in the wildness of their joy.
*
The contagion of this sudden hilarity erased from Sophie’s mind the last thought of work and she found herself
seated with the others on the cobbler’s bench. From under his cot the old man drew forth a wooden box. Lifting
the cover he held up before wondering eyes a large frosted cake embedded in raisins and nuts. Amid the shouts of
glee Shmendrik now waved aloft a large bottle of grape-juice. The children could contain themselves no longer
and dashed forward.
“Shah-shah! Wait only!” He gently halted their onrush and waved them back to their seats.
“The glasses for the wine!” Hanneh Breineh rushed about hither and thither in happy confusion. From the sink,
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the shelf, the windowsill, she gathered cracked glasses, cups without handles—anything that would hold even a
few drops of the yellow wine.
Sacrificial solemnity filled the basement as the children breathlessly watched Shmendrik cut the precious cake.
Mouths—even eyes—watered with the intensity of their emotion.
With almost religious fervor Hanneh Breineh poured the grape-juice into the glasses held in the trembling
hands of the children. So overwhelming was the occasion that none dared to taste till the ritual was completed.
The suspense was agonizing as one and all waited for Shmendrik’s signal.
“Hanneh Breineh—you drink from my Sabbath wine-glass!”
Hanneh Breineh clinked glasses with Schmendrik.
“Long years on you—long years on us all!” Then she turned to Sophie, clinked glasses once more.
“May you yet marry yourself from our basement to a millionaire!” Then she lifted the glass to her lips.
The spell was broken. With a yell of triumph the children gobbled the cake in huge mouthfuls and sucked the
golden liquid. All the traditions of wealth and joy that ever sparkled from the bubbles of champagne smiled at
Hanneh Breineh from her glass of California grape-juice.
“Ach!” she sighed. “How good it is to forget your troubles, and only those that’s got troubles have the chance
to forget them!” She sipped the grape-juice leisurely, thrilled into ecstacy with each lingering drop.
“How it laughs yet in me, the life, the minute I turn my head from my worries!”
*
With growing wonder in her eyes, Sophie watched Hanneh Breineh. This ragged wreck of a woman—how
passionately she clung to every atom of life! Hungrily, she burned through the depths of every experience. How
she flared against wrongs—and how every tiny spark of pleasure blazed into joy!
Within a half-hour this woman had touched the whole range of human emotions, from bitterest agony to dancing joy. The terrible despair at the onrush of her starving children when she cried out, “O that I should only bury
you all in one day!” And now the leaping light of the words,
“How it laughs yet in me, the life, the minute I turn my head from my worries.”
“Ach, if I could only write like Hanneh Breineh talks!” thought Sophie. “Her words dance with a thousand
colors. Like a rainbow it flows from her lips.”
Sentences from her own essays marched before her, stiff and wooden. How clumsy, how unreal, were her most
labored phrases compared to Hanneh Breineh’s spontaneity. Fascinated, she listened to Hanneh Breineh, drinking
her words as a thirst-perishing man drinks water. Every bubbling phrase filled her with a drunken rapture to
create.
“Up till now I was only trying to write from my head. It wasn’t real—it wasn’t life. Hanneh Breineh is real.
Hanneh Breineh is life.”
“Ach! What do the rich people got but dried-up dollars? Pfui on them and their money!” Hanneh Breineh held
up her glass to be refilled.
“Let me only win a fortune on the lottery and move myself in my own bought house. Let me only have my
first hundred dollars in the bank and I’ll lift up my head like a person and tell the charities to eat their own cornmeal. I’ll get myself an automobile like the kind rich ladies and ride up to their houses on Fifth Avenue and feed
them only once on the eating they like so good for me and my children.”
With a smile of benediction Shmendrik refilled the glasses and cut for each of his guests another slice of cake.
Then came the handful of nuts and raisins.
*
As the children were scurrying about for hammers and iron lasts with which to crack their nuts, the basement
door creaked.
Unannounced, a woman entered—the “friendly visitor” of the charities. Her look of awful amazement swept
the group of merry-makers.
“Mr. Shmendrik!—Hanneh Breineh!” Indignation seethed in her voice.
“What’s this? A feast—a birthday?” Gasps—bewildered glances—a struggle for utterance!
“I came to make my monthly visit—evidently I’m not needed.” Shmendrik faced the accusing eyes of the
“friendly visitor.”
“Holiday eating …”
“Oh—I’m glad you’re so prosperous.”
Before anyone had gained presence of mind enough to explain things, the door had clanked.
The “friendly visitor” had vanished.
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*
“Pfui!” Hanneh Breineh snatched up her glass and drained its contents. “What will she do now? Will we get no
more dry bread from the charities because once we ate cake?”
“What for did she come?” asked Sophie.
“To see that we don’t over-eat ourselves!” returned Hanneh Breineh. “She’s a ‘friendly visitor’! She learns us
how to cook cornmeal. By pictures and lectures she shows us how the poor people should live without meat, without milk, without butter, and without eggs. Always it’s on the end of my tongue to ask her,
“‘You learned us to do without so much, why can’t you yet learn us how to eat without eating?’”
The children seized the last crumbs of cake that Shmendrik handed them and rushed for the street.
“What a killing look was on her face,” said Sophie. “Couldn’t she be a little glad for your gladness?”
“Charity ladies—gladness?” The joy of the grape-wine still rippled in Hanneh Breineh’s laughter. “For poor
people is only cornmeal. Ten cents a day—to feed my children!”\fn{ I saw on TV yesterday that the Save The Children
people earmark eighty cents a day now to feed one child oversea:H } Still in her rollicking mood Hanneh Breineh picked up
the baby and tossed it like a Bacchante.
“Could you be happy a lot with ten cents in your stomach? Ten cents—half a can of condensed milk—then fill
yourself the rest with water! Maybe yet feed you with all water and save the ten-cent pieces to buy you a carriage
like the Fifth Avenue babies!”
*
The soft sound of a limousine purred through the area grating and two well-fed figures in seal-skin coats, led
by the “friendly visitor” appeared at the door.
“Mr. Bernstein, you can see for yourself.” The ‘friendly visitor’ pointed to the table.
The merry group shrank back. It was as if a gust of icy wind had swept all the joy and laughter from the basement.
“You are charged with intent to deceive and obtain assistance by dishonest means,” said Mr. Bernstein.
“Dishonest?” Shmendrik paled. Sophie’s throat strained with passionate protest, but no words came to her
release.
“A friend—a friend,” stammered Shmendrik, “sent me the holiday eating.” The superintendent of the Social
Betterment Society faced him accusingly.
“You told us that you had no friends when you applied to us for assistance.”
“My friend—he knew me in my better time,” Shmendrik flushed painfully. “I was once a scholar—respected. I
wanted by this one friend to hold myself like I was.” Mr. Bernstein had taken from the bookshelf a number of
letters, glanced through them rapidly and handed them one by one to the deferential superintendent.
Shmendrik clutched at his heart in an agony of humiliation. Suddenly his bent body straightened. His eyes
dilated.
“My letters—my life—you dare?”
“Of course we dare!” The superintendent returned Shmendrik’s livid gaze, made bold by the confidence that
what he was doing was the only scientific method of administering philanthropy.
“These dollars, so generously given, must go to those most worthy … I find in these letters references to gifts
of fruit and other luxuries you did not report at our office.”
“He never kept nothing for himself!” Hanneh Breineh broke in defensively. “He gave it all for the children.”
Ignoring the interruption Mr. Bernstein turned to the “friendly visitor.”
“I’m glad you brought my attention to this case. It’s but one of the many impositions on our charity. Come.”
*
“Kossacks! Pogromschiks!” Sophie’s rage broke at last.
“You call yourselves Americans? You dare call yourselves Jews?
“You bosses of the poor! This man Shmendrik, whose house you broke into, whom you made to shame like a
beggar—he is the one Jew from whom the Jews can be proud! He gives all he is—all he has—as God gives. He is
charity.
“But you—you are the greed—the shame of the Jews! All-right-niks—fat bellies in fur coats! What do you
give from yourselves? You may eat and bust eating! Nothing you give till you’ve stuffed yourselves so full that
your hearts are dead!”
The door closed in her face.
Her wrath fell on indifferent backs as the visitors mounted the steps to the street.
*
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Shmendrik groped blindly for the Bible. In a low, quavering voice, he began the chant of the oppressed—the
wail of the downtrodden.
I am afraid, and a trembling taketh hold of my flesh.
Wherefore do the wicked live, become old, yea, mighty in power?\fn{ Job 21:7}

Hanneh Breineh and the children drew close around the old man. They were weeping—unconscious of their
weeping—deep-buried memories roused by the music, the age-old music of the Hebrew race.
Through the grating Sophie saw the limousine pass. The chant flowed on:
Their houses are safe from fear;
neither is the rod of God upon them.\fn{Job 21:9}

Silently Sophie stole back to her room. She flung herself on the cot, pressed her fingers to her burning
eyeballs. For a long time she lay rigid, clenched—listening to the drumming of her heart like the sea against rock
barriers.
Presently the barriers burst. Something in her began pouring itself out. She felt for her pencil—paper—and
began to write. Whether she reached out to God or man she knew not, but she wrote on and on all through that
night.
The gray light entering her grated window told her that beyond was dawn. Sophie looked up:
“Ach! At last it writes itself in me!” she whispered triumphantly.
“It’s not me—it’s their cries—my own people—crying in me! Hanneh Breiaeh, Shmendrik, they will not be
stilled in me, till all America stops to listen.”
83.149 A Balaam\fn{by Arnold Zweig (1887-1968)} Glogow, Głogów County, Lower Silesian Voivodeship, Poland
(M) 4
Nothing in life is more forlorn than looking back in vain regret.
And, worse, to be an aging woman without a future and to sit on an afternoon of cold and drizzling rain, when
it is neither autumn nor winter, looking out of a window in a provincial town on a street that apes the ostentation
of a capital city; and to see it all in the naked dreariness and desolation of a ghoulish shadow-world, on whose
altar you have a short while ago sacrificed a daughter—a young and lovely and unreflecting life cut short by a
sudden, shamefaced, senseless death, a death caused by the attempt to procure an abortion, a painful, backstairs
death, “as the law enjoined.”
She shrinking from scandal, meaning glances, pointing fingers, gossip.
And to have to realize over and over again that this human frailty had instantly taken its revenge upon her, at
once and unforeseeably; and her husband chose this very moment to leave her, to cast off the last shreds of a common life, as he might the bed-clothes of a bed in which he had slept too long, jumped up and went off and was no
more heard of … and free now to live a new life, left his discarded wife behind as an empty oyster-shell fit only
for the rubbish-heap where it properly belonged—without urgent cares or urgent needs, without joy or occupation
or point or meaning.
*
A bulky letter had lain unopened on the table for the last two days—perhaps anonymous and stuffed full of
slander or hideous congratulations on being quit of a husband who—and then a torrent of gossip like an opened
sewer, giving the names of waitresses and prostitutes and barmaids in the neighboring town with the exact day
and time, which enabled her to detect the barefaced lies; for they were often the very nights on which she and her
husband had been accusing each other of Ilse’s death in violent storms of mutual recrimination.
Well, she would drain the cup to the dregs. Better the acrid stench of gossip than this gray and dreary drizzle
against as background of stucco caryatids and stucco façades and shop-windows full of objects in whose motionless immutability she saw her own life staring out at her: a life of marking time, a life that numbly ran to waste.
For such a life it was indeed worth while to suffer birth and death!
She looked first at the signature: the letter was from a young medical student who three days before had
chosen not to take off his hat to her. She had sadly mentioned his rudeness to his mother when she met her at
church the day before yesterday. But he was a good fellow, a friend of Ilse’s, and she could read his letter with a
quiet mind:
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Dear Madam,
My mother tells me you complained to her of my rudeness in not taking my hat off to you. You were kind enough to
add that possibly it was my first term at the university that encouraged me to forget my manners and how to behave to a
lady. Which gives me the right to explain myself and I shall do so; but I warn you that my explanation will be a
counter-attack, and a bitter one, which will give you further cause to complain of my manner.
But I don’t care a hang for good manners and if you don’t like it you are not compelled to read this letters, which
will possibly be a long one.
I refused to take my hat off to you yesterday before my departure as in the ordinary course of things I should have
done, because my bile rose at the sight of your mourning and long black veil; I felt a hatred of you that no words can
express and tonight, as I write, it makes me shudder as if I were in a fever.
I have before my eyes at this moment the last (and very charming) photograph taken of your daughter, whom you
lost five months ago. She is smiling, dressed in white and holding her tennis racket, and she looks triumphantly out at
me as she used to do when playing with Egon B. against me and someone else. Now you can go and plant roses on her
grave out there in the cemetery.
Yes, I don’t spare you and I shall not spare you; you deserve all this and more. Don’t imagine I am so childish as to
think you neglected to do everything in your power to save the dear girl’s life. You were much too fond of her for that
and you would not have spared yourself even if she had not been your only child, for no one could accuse you of not
having been “a good mother.”
But I am forgetting to account clearly and precisely for my behavior. It is on that and not on an apology that this
letter turns. You are not a person one can take one’s hat off to.

She raised her eyes from the paper: he knows nothing, poor fool; but what is he driving at? Has he some dim
suspicion? Oh no, this Quixotic childishness is a thrust in the dark and yet it strikes home: it is true I deserve to be
cut, for I have been cowardly, oh, so cowardly … She read on in resignation.
Bear with me if I now recall things you know already—the years our families have been acquainted and how young
Ilse and I were when we first played croquet together under the old chestnut trees in our garden. She was nine and wore
short dresses and her beautiful brown hair was loose for the wind or the reverent hands of a boy to play with. It came
on to rain and then we both took shelter under the trees or flattened our noses against a windowpane and Ilse told me
she wanted to die very, very young and then she would not have to leave school, and she was going to die on her feet,
struck by lightning; for she had heard some such alarming tale in the history lesson. I was only twelve then and I
listened with awe and my flesh crept. I remember all this and much more, for my head is a whole gallery of such pictures.
Later on, my mother used to say in joke that she had arranged our future for us and I confessed it was my greatest
delight to imagine what it would be like when we were married. Ilse quite approved of the scheme; she thought we
suited each other very well because I was the taller and an obliging playfellow (I used always to pick up her balls for
her at tennis); and when I once hotly took up the defense of blue eyes against all others in the world, she gave me
afterwards our one and only kiss. You remember those blue eyes of hers. She was fourteen by that time and when she
was fifteen she got to know Egon Bucksbach on my birthday in my room. I was eighteen and up to six months ago I
often had good reason to curse that occasion. I do so no longer.
I grant you that even in those days I shared our dislike of that elegant and precocious youth; but Ilse loved him. He
was her first love.
Do you remember what that means? Can you imagine with what eyes she saw him? Her first … For as for loving me
—it never occurred to her; I was always there, her playfellow and brother. She did not even notice that I felt differently. What would have been the point?
I soon knew all about it. Even today when I am twenty and should look back on that time with detachment, even
today I am amazed to see how much one could suffer over so little. It is that time which makes me your enemy. Not on
my account.
You wished me well; you regarded us as engaged—but you were deceived.
It was then that I began to hate you; for, listen, I was the confidant of both … Ilse came to me, naturally, and he …
he did the same as a matter of course.
Do you begin to see now what the crime is I accuse you of? From the day you first tumbled to it that Ilse took to
Bucksbach (it needed marvelous penetration to tumble to it with a child of her age) you treated her as though she were
a thief or had gone on the streets. You used words to her that the child only dimly understood. You looked at her in
ways that made her wretched. You didn’t beat her—that is not done nowadays, of course—but in her hearing you called
down God’s mercy on “this creature.” Ilse still believed in God.
You locked her in her room; you crept in on tiptoe to take her by surprise; you stole her diary; you rummaged
through her bed and cupboards for letters. You forced her to swear never to speak or write to him again; and then never
dreamt of trusting to her word.
You did all this to her, not to mention all the pinpricks, looks and glances with which one woman can torture another
who has to live with her on the closest terms without any means of defense. In any case, Ilse had no wish to defend
herself, for she thought herself very sinful.
How do I know all this?
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From her tears and all she told me.
It lessens your guilt in my eyes that tears mean little to a woman, because from an early age they are easily at her
command; besides that, your unhappy marriage and your jealousy—for the motive of what you did was not maternal
solicitude but jealousy—disposed you early on to read a vulgar meaning into anything that happened; but I who was a
boy at that time could see how terribly you upset her and how bitterly her young heart suffered.
Ilse came to me to weep her heart out, to lean upon me for sympathy and consolation, to hear from my lips whether
she had really been so low a creature as you never tired of reproaching her with being. And once, when you had shed
tears over her, it took me all my time to restrain her from an act of desperation; the poor child was so shattered and
tortured.
A mother’s tears!
You should have seen her! You should have heard her! How humbly she bowed before you, how she accused
herself, how she acknowledged you were right. She never disputed your authority, never complained of you, never got
indignant—she was only miserably unhappy.
The affair with him lasted three months, her martyrdom fifteen. I know she let him kiss her, but only at the very end
and very shyly; as far as I know it happened on eight or nine occasions. You see how deeply I was in their confidence;
they hid nothing from me. Not even he. I heard his confession, I cheered him up when he flung himself in despair in the
corner of the sofa, I bore with his self-accusations when he put all the blame on himself and said he was not worth
suffering so much for … This conceited fop knew his own worthlessness compared with our little girl …
“Oh, God,” he used to groan, “I do not deserve her. She is far above me and now she has to go through all this.”
He read me her letters; as I said before, he was a cad. Well, even if I had not always known what a wonderful child
Ilse was those fifteen letters and notes would have opened my eyes. I have them still. He had to hand them over to me
so that Ilse could truthfully assure you that he had not a line of hers in his possession.
This precious treasure is in my hands and it is a real treasury of here beloved soul for ever. I would not part with it
for anything in the world and if I thought I could ever smile over it I would prefer not to live. But I shall never sink so
low.
I know that all your hatred condensed to a fear lest Ilse and Buckbach might reach the point that experienced and
sex-conscious women almost take for granted in every affair between young people. I hardly need assure you that no
such thought ever entered either Ilse’s head or his, although to you it seemed so likely. For the child’s innocence was so
complete that it put even him far from any idea of endangering it.
I know all about schoolgirls nowadays. I know what they talk about when they get together in dark corners. And I
know how they talk about it. One often shudders at the thought of marrying such girls.
Ilse was never one of them; her innocence passed by such things unscathed.
And yet for the last fifteen months of her life you filled her tender heart with unhappiness to overflowing. Perhaps
you did not know that there were children who died of wounds which others scarcely feel.
You drove her to despair, you laid her happy life waste, you brought her feelings to confusion and made her long for
release. She did not kill herself—but when her terrible illness came I can well believe she gave way to it with relief and
without a struggle. She died—a darling beautiful girl who had not harmed a soul and who gladdened every eye with the
sight of her flying hair. She died at the age of seventeen and a half before she had tasted the happiness of life or known
more of love than its torment … I was far away when she died.
I knew nothing of her illness; when at last I heard from home that Ilse Arlesius was ill it was too late to do anything.
I have often blamed myself since for not having been more comfort to her during her brief existence. It is true that after
her last meeting with Bucksbach (it was a heart-rending parting in sobs and tears) she made me swear never to speak of
their meeting again; but perhaps she might have consented to it if I had been more persistent. It was my lukewarmness,
my indolence, my ridiculous egoism that persuaded me my turn would perhaps come if only the other were forgotten. I
have really no right to write this letter.
I was told (when I went home a few days ago) that Ilse often spoke of me in her last painful and feverish hours, that
she asked for me and hoped—it fills me with joy and despair to think of it—I might in some way alleviate her
suffering. Perhaps it was because she never omitted in childish solemnity to put my “stud: med:” on the cards she sent
me. Perhaps it was because she knew from of old that I always did what I could to spare her suffering or to lessen it.
Ah yes … Now all that is over and there is nothing left but the mound of her grave, where the wreathes and flowers
wither. It is somewhat of a shock to me to find myself incapable of accepting a fact: I would gladly dispute the logical
conclusion of an indisputable proposition, namely, that the dead are dead and that I shall never see her again or hear her
voice, whereas I still have all her movements, every tone of her voice, whether vexed or sad or playful, so clearly in my
memory that some remote resemblance often makes me start, and hope that it is she who is speaking … which, as you
will admit, is somewhat crazed …
And I will confess, too, that during the first months of bitter affliction I regretted that my medical skepticism had
forced me to regard spiritualism and everything of the sort once and for all as rubbish, fraud and self-deception.
We have lost her, you and I. Perhaps when the year comes to an end you and I will be the only ones to remember her
at all. We are united in that. Believe me, I shudder to think of your last few months—walking all alone through the
rooms where every inch was loaded with memories of your child, opening and shutting doors whose cool metal handles
were so often warmed by Ilse’s hand, going up to cupboards where her pretty dresses hung, untouched and folded, the
white ones and the brown and the sea-blue trimmed with fur that I loved so much.
Oh no, I do not envy you all you have suffered! And the weeks of nursing and the three days afterwards; and what
you must have had to bear, strong as you are, when Ilse’s death hastened the separation from your husband; and then
your sleepless nights, while the past twitched picture after picture before your eyes … To what loneliness we are left
you and I. How sadly we miss the delightful laughter and the darling solemnness of our Ilse! I, at least, know that life
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will bring new claims on my affections, that youth and its desires will unite to dim my memories and arouse new
feelings. I shall never forget Ilse, for she is part, and the loveliest part, of my boyhood, but I shall think of her more
calmly, more seldom—in time.
But you! I shudder to think of your evenings, to think that your future is nothing but a chain of grief, a glaring
mirror of the past, as you sit alone and hemmed in by pain within your four walls, where the presence of your husband
had become intolerable.
Oh, if I could only be of some help to you. Couldn’t we talk sometimes of her whom we have lost? Couldn’t we
comfort each other by recalling our happy memories of her, now she is far removed from all pain?
We human beings are so irresponsible in what we do, so innocent of what we suffer … All we do to make others
suffer is so full of the best intentions, so overborne by forces over which we have no control.
Do we hate? Do we love? I do not know. I feel it is something outside us that makes us love and hate, makes us do
things that give us pleasure, things of which we suffer, things of which we perish. Perhaps it is in our blood; perhaps it
is only something that has happened to us, or somewhere near us, days before. Then influences of all sorts come to us
in dreams.
And so, do not take to hardly all that came to you and Ilse. Perhaps years of sorrow and bitter tears and sadness
might have been her lot—perhaps we can be happy in her death. It is never safe to be alive.
My mother and I will always be glad to see you, I in any case. I may be young but I have suffered. And suffering
brings people together. Do not refuse me, let me still enjoy in days of sorrow the friendship you showed me in happier
ones.
Yours,
Joachim.
P.S.
Now that I have finished this wild letter in the wrought-up state I am in tonight, I remember that I began in quite
another mood, a mood of hostility. I cannot bring myself to read it through; it called up what has been too vividly, too
violently. I leave myself and my perhaps brutal tactlessness to your mercy. I beg you from my heart to forgive me all …
I will call tomorrow afternoon to know whether you forgive me. I will bring Ilse’s letters with me and I beseech you
urgently to pardon me.
Yours J.

A man of God!
As soon as she had put the letter down on the window ledge she laughed—a bitter, noiseless laugh—over this
Balaam who set out to curse and ended by blessing and whose curse and blessing were equally and touchingly
wide of the mark—a laugh that dissolved her bitterness in tears.
Suddenly she saw herself with alarming clearness.
She saw a woman who had been guilty of much petty malice in the name of love.
A woman who had known as little of her daughter as this boy had, whose love spoke in every line as clearly as
the chirping of the grasshoppers from the grass at the edge of a field, incessant, scarcely audible above other
sounds, but in the silence as loud as a surging sea.
Oh yes, what horror and misery to be young in the world today, at a time when old conventions were no longer
binding and new ones were not yet taken for granted: the loneliness and sorrow that fell to that child’s, her Ilse’s,
lot, thousands of Ilses, thousands of Joachims were suffering at that very moment. They were no exception to the
common run; it was simply that new ideas took possession of good and bad alike—and it was just the best that
suffered because they could not bear the break with the past.
But, if the young had these problems, a woman who had no ties could find work to do.
She must learn to help people. She must learn midwifery and the care of children and all that went with it.
Then her martyrdom would not have been in vain: she had learnt her lesson and could teach others; she could
teach the old to have more discernment and youth to show more trust.
The rain came drearily down, but she saw it no longer with the listless eyes of one whose purpose in live had
gone; she had received a blessing from the letter of a sorrowing lover and found her calling—the conversion of
youth, perhaps, from its furtive precocity.
She had been given strength to break way from her ladylike existence, to atone for the sin of cowardice by
practical work in a place where no one knew her.
She would dedicate her daily labors to youth here and now in the harshness of city life, where men lived and
died unregarded, callously exploited as a piece of wood in which ants hollow out their tunnels and rear their
broods and have their being, until at last it molders away.
83.158 On A Beautiful Summer Morning\fn{by Maria Szumskia Dabrowska (1889-1965)} Russow, Kalisz County,
Greater Poland Voivodeship, Poland (F) 11
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On a certain May day in nineteen forty-two, Doctor Alice Swiacka lay down for a brief rest after lunch. She
asked to be wakened before five, that is, before her usual visiting hours.
At this time the flat, which faced Filtrowa Street and Wielkopolski Square, was steeped in a silence which the
city noises accented like an obbligato. Alice fell asleep immediately and dreamt that together with Joseph Tomyski and his wife, two friends she seldom saw,—she was walking across the Poniatowski Bridge in winter. It
seemed to be after a battle or bombardment, gaps in the bridge had to be avoided; underneath it could be heard the
gurgle of water. It was slippery on the bridge, and snowy and dark besides. In spite of this Alice could see very
well that the Vistula flowed foamy and turbulent, mightier than ever.
But the city above it was practically non-existent—there was not a single light and only a faint outline of the
walls. They walked hurriedly in a disagreeable and nervous way, either trying to escape mortal danger or bound
towards something terrible. The Vistula, choppy and white with foam for a change, resounded with a roar like a
mountain waterfall or the ocean raging in a storm. Shouting above this noise Alice called to Tomyski:
“I don’t understand why Warsaw does not destroy this river with destruction!”
And being worn out she wanted to lean against the bridge railing after uttering these words, and suddenly saw
that the railing was broken and she leaned—was practically leaning over a chasm. She endeavored to shout once
again, “Why does not Warsaw destroy this river with destruction” but fear shocked her so violently that she
awoke.
In a twinkling she mentally repeated the words from the dream, amazed that she could dream such a mutilated
sentence, as though it, too, had been struck by a shell. She lay there a minute longer, enjoying the voluptuousness
of the afternoon, especially pleasant after that ominous dream. She gazed at the large pink tulips, one of those
lovely bouquets which, like votive offerings, adorn the rooms of popular physicians.
Suddenly, something like a crash of thunder ejected her from the couch. That was one of the tulips shedding its
petals in the silence onto the glistening varnish of the table. Almost simultaneously was heard the metallic,
grating, rhythmic rumble of the tram coming up the street.
This dual noises brought Alice Swiacka back to reality. She was afraid that no one woke her, and here it must
be almost the receiving hour. She glanced at the wrist of her left hand—no, it was only 4:30.
“I slept so little,” she saddened. “A pity.”
*
She rose however, and, while tying back the white doctor’s coat she donned, remembered that the guest room
was occupied by her friend, Dr. Sophie Nussen who, fleeing in panic from a blackmailer lying in wait for her,
arrived the day before yesterday; that her daughter Wanda’s room was the distribution point for several papers of
the underground press, and that in the former room of her dead husband lay a 20-year-old English fugitive from a
prisoner-of-war camp, ill with typhus.
She reflected anxiously that the Englishman had already been with them too long and now there was not the
slightest possibility of removing him from the house. On the contrary, due to the illness it was necessary to
confide his presence to another doctor since she herself being a gynecologist could not take the responsibility of
treating typhus.
And he had to be cured.
Marrow froze in her bones at the very thought of what to do with the corpse should the youth die. In fairness
one really ought to warn Sophie Nussen about the Englishman and the danger in Wanda’s room … But even this
was impossible.
The tension of the situation demanded tranquility for all the inmates. A person as frightened as Sophie Nussen
could remain here only with the feeling that she was in a very safe place and not involved in any risky folly. Otherwise the state of her nerves could easily snap the mental balance so well achieved that none of the acquaintances, not even her friends (except a few persons whom it was necessary to confide in) suspected that anything went
on in this house besides doctoring, raising Wanda’s three-year-old Johnny and waiting for the end of the war.
*
At that same moment the novelist, Joseph Tomyski, his thoughts on the peaceful flat on Wielkopolski Square
and Filtrowa, was striding towards it along Polna Street with the intention of taking a short cut through the vegetable plots. He had been entrusted with writing a longer piece on the Germans as the age-old historical menace to
European nations. It was to be smuggled abroad to shock the so-called conscience of the world which—according
to some circles in the underground work—did not fully realize the threat implicit in German fancied rights. The
piece was about finished and required only an afternoon’s work. But just today the Tomyskis were warned that the
house on Mokotowska Street, where they were living and which had long been under observation, should ex-pect
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a Gestapo raid.\fn{Poland was occupied by German armed forces from October 5, 1939 (when the last Polish army group under
General Kleeberg surrendered near Warsaw) to the early months of 1945. The word Gestapo is an anagram of the German phrase Geheime
Staats Polizei (literally: “State Secret Police”), the Nazi secret-police organization, which operated especially against persons suspected of
treason or sedition, and which employed methods underhanded and terroristic in their execution and intent }

Joseph did not know whether this meant his flat, since the majority of the residents in the house were more or
less threatened. He nevertheless considered it wise to find a safer place where he could quietly finish the almost
completed script. All the more so since his wife had a heart ailment; the panic she would fall into seeing him sit
down at the typewriter that day could harm her. Ludmilla Tomyska was considerably older than her husband but
the endangered heart did not age her so much as make her seem rather younger than Tomyski, and given to mawkish\fn {Sickly or puerilely sentimental} considerations.
In these circumstances Tomyski’s thoughts immediately and unhesitatingly turned to Alice Swiacka. His
former rather friendly relations with her had quite evaporated, but during a dinner, to which his wife and he had
been invited about half a year ago, they had met with so much well-being, calm and interest in things other than
the war, that he did not doubt the correctness of his choice. He felt as it were a slight resentment toward Alice because of the security in her home even though it was to his advantage. He told himself,
“It seems to be going well with her. She’s come up in the world, she’s lost that sense of risk for which she was
formerly distinguished in all circumstances.” And then he immediately defended her.
“Such a fine doctor … Why shouldn’t she consider that in performing her professional duties she fulfills all
which a person need do? It is only the abnormal situation which prompts me towards abnormal demands.”
*
Thinking thus, he dropped into a shop in Polna Street for some cigarettes. It was a corner shop which at this
moment was crowded with people who arrived for the belated rationed bread. Much to Tomyski’s surprise, complete silence reigned among the dozen odd people—an unheard of thing among those who crowd for bread.
Pushing his way to the counter Tomyski caught sight of a man with a closely shaved head and an impenetrable
expression on his flat face, dressed in a gray quilted jacket, sitting near the counter. The man was eating a slice of
bread and butter and savoring a piece of sausage.
Joseph Tomyski at once recognized in him a Soviet prisoner-of-war. There flashed through his mind the news,
recently spread by word of mouth, about Soviet prisoners somewhere in camps near Siedlce who, tortured by hunger and inhuman treatment, threw themselves on the barbed wire and, at the price of the first ranks of dead,
escaped into ominous freedom.
Was the news true? Who could guarantee it? Tomyski wanted to believe it, since it effaced the dread which
Soviet prisoners aroused when they deserted to the service of the Germans.
And this man sat there and somehow confirmed the news.
People stared at him in silence and settling their business squeezed their way carefully and slowly towards the
exit. Absentmindedly the proprietress took the money, gave change and bread, clipped coupons as though in a
dream, with eyes lowered. Her helper, a fat, pretty blonde stood alongside, completely motionless, as though incapacitated by the impression to perform any duty. Outside the window one could see time and again the grayish
green uniforms and ruddy faces of German officers moving above the bottles of vinegar and packages of ersatzcoffee.\fn{Substitute coffee}
Tomyski waited for quite a while until the place was cleared a little and finally purchased the cigarettes,
embarrassed to say that he had asked for a different brand. He handed a few to the man who, having both hands
occupied, put the bread down on his knees and silently, without thanking him, took the cigarettes and slipped
them into a pocket of his quilted jacket.
*
Leaving the now nearly empty shop Tomyski heard the proprietress, finally regaining speech, say in a tired
voice:
“By Christ, man, eat, and be off with God! You probably don’t believe in God. Then go with the devil because
they’ll bump us both off, you and me.” Tomyski was still able to hear, “What a pickle for a person to be in!” but
the rest he did not catch.
He turned into the vegetable plots that covered the former race track and, overcome by a vague sort of emotion
repeated, not in his thoughts but nearly in a whisper:
“What a shame, what a pity that they have made us suffer so. … And especially now … especially now. …
What a mistake. … this is what is called placing people in a moral situation with no way out. …”
These thoughts wandered for a moment through his mind and disappeared as a falling star does without any
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one knowing what happens to it.
“A village idyll amidst hell,” he now thought, absorbed by the May charm of the garden plots over which
people swarmed, digging in the yellowish soil dotted with the green of young vegetables, still sowing something,
planting. For the moment death held no threat for this bending over garden plots; here spring seemed to be just
spring; nothing more nor less.
Tomyski carried the lightest of typewriters wrapped in a plainly tied package, a very common sight in those
days of carrying and hauling. It was already close to 4:30, the sky brightened with clear weather, the sun took on
its early evening blush. Young peas, onions, chives began to glisten like green lights. The increased screech of the
black martins could be heard as they flew lower.
*
The screeching of the black martins could also be heard over Filtrowa Street and the Square. But Alice
Swiacka did not notice it. Like the majority of people in town she did not even know the name of those black
streaks of lightning circling in thousands of zigzags over the city. She was combing her graying hair which rose
high over the smooth forehead and not too young but pleasant face with its slight nose and blue eyes whose darker
stripes were like those seen on the petals of an iris.
Next she devoted herself to a pedantic washing of hands, foaming them endlessly with soap under the stream
of water running into a shiny wash basin. When she finally began to wipe them the door of the room opened and a
maid with a large immobile face and dour glance, whose slight squint intensified her expression of haughtiness or
contempt, peered in.
“Well, I was just coming to wake you,” she announced not too agreeably.
“Thank you, my child”—smiled Alice, though the words “my child” fit no one less than the caryatid standing
in the doorway, nor could anyone else have received Alice’s smile with greater indifference. As this conspicuously massive person was about to close the door behind her, Alice stopped her.
“Helen, have Wanda and Johnny returned yet?”
“They’re on the Square. You can see them through the window,” came the bored answer.
“What about the patient? Asleep?”
“Who knows? Maybe he’s dead?” With these words Helen left.
Alice sighed. That housekeeper was her real worry. Hired a year ago after a few “part-time” ones, and “good”
at first, she grew more sullen from day to day, becoming peevish and unpleasant as she began to get acquainted
with the situation in the house, especially after the appearance of the Englishman. With difficulty Dr. Swiacka
tolerated the presence of this gloomy aversion at home, but she was afraid to fire Helen in these times. She even
feared that Helen might decide to leave of her own accord. As long as she was here she probably felt so tied to the
disloyalties in the house that even though she were capable of denunciation she would have to weigh this step
carefully.
A few weeks ago Alice Swiacka perceived that Helen was quite aware of her apprehension. She refused to
accept a new increase, bolstering her refusal with a scornful squint of her lack-luster eyes and saying:
“You have enough expenses as it is now. Don’t you worry,” she added, “I won’t go to the Gestapo.”
At first Alice did not know whether to take these words for good or evil. Being however quite tormented (this
happened at the beginning of the Englishman’s illness) and eager for some sort of reassurance, she interpreted
them to mean good. But when, after the arrival of Sophie Nussen, Helen, on inspecting here, declared, “I don’t
like that lady at all,” Alice was again frightened. And once more Helen hovered over the house like a cloud from
which no one knew what might fall.
Musing on this for an instant, Alice left her surgery in order to look in on the Englishman at the other end of
the large, beautiful flat, before the arrival of her patients. As she stood leaning over the sleeping face of the youth,
purple with fever, attractive with its long eyelashes and golden lock over the forehead, the bell rang. And while
she was checking the patient’s pulse Helen came in noisily and announced,
“It’s the gentleman who was here once for supper.”
Alice was happier to see Tomyski than he had expected. Her sympathy for this elderly gentleman, whose fifty
years were belied by his smooth face and the supple waistline of a youth, was enhanced by the wealth of feeling
she derived from his works. That was why she stretched out both hands towards him and felt rejuvenated with
sheer delight.
“So cordial. That’s a good sign,” thought Joseph, for the moment incapable of disinterested feelings.
He immediately explained his problem but out of discretion did not say clearly what it was all about. He was
simply writing a novel and, because of the warning received, would not want it to fall accidentally into prejudiced
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hands. He needed just an afternoon to finish the chapter already begun. While saying this, trying to be casual to
the point of neglecting the logic of details, he noticed something like a shadow of indecision and alarm steal
across Mrs. Swiacka’s face. This slightly embarrassed expression on her face and the delay in answering, a hair’sbreadth longer than necessary, produced an unpleasant impression on Tomyski.
“Could she be afraid of such a trifle? That I’ll spend an afternoon writing a chapter of a novel in her home?” he
wondered, forgetting that it was not a chapter of a novel that he was to write. He was about to withdraw his request, but there was no time, for he had barely wavered, and not a trace of the fleeting embarrassment remained in
Alice’s face. Neither in the face nor in the words with which she invited him to the quiet library, once the
workroom of the late Peter Swiacki, professor of mathematics.
“Dear Joseph,” she said, clearing the desk for his typewriter, “this is the quietest room. I think that you will be
able to write well here. And if it is comfortable, please come again … always, as often as you wish. I shall be
proud if one of your works should be created here—”
She broke off and again fell silent with parted lips, with an expression of tense attention, as though listening to
the words of half-hearted hospitality, now dying away. …
It seemed to Tomyski that Alice still wanted to say something. He waited, friendly but withdrawn, not making
the conversation easier for her. After a while he heard her say that humanity may not strive towards the
destruction of itself.
“I speak as a naturalist,” she was convincing the astonished listener. “No species in nature strives for its own
annihilation.\fn{This includes the lemmings, who, though they appear to be committing voluntary suicide during their occasional mass
migrations—apparently caused by overpopulation in their home territories—are nevertheless only acting under the same blind impulse that
had led them previously to cross shallower pieces of water with comparative safety:H } Hence all my belief and hope that the

world will sober up and people will not permit the extermination of mankind.”
“Of course,” agreed Tomyski dejectedly.
He had no time. He stared at the floor so that Alice would not notice his impatience. He came close to joking:
how can a person who contributes to the increase of successful childbirths talk about the extermination of mankind? But when he raised his head to say this he saw how the doctor’s blue, darkly striped eyes were filled with
tears.
“Don’t be so shocked,” she burst out laughing, wiping her nose and eyes now flowing with tears. “It’s only my
nerves. I had a bad dream today about destruction. But I don’t believe in the self-destruction of making. And even
if … We doctors are so familiar with death. Fear and dread are a thousand times worse than death.”
“Practically the same words were uttered by Balthasar Gracián. And probably many others before and since.
No need to cry,” muttered Tomyski awkwardly and timidly.
And she asked: “Gracián?”
“Gracián. A Spanish writer of the 17th century.\fn{1601-1658; all five of his works develop a single concept: the division of
mankind into two categories: culto, cultured individuals with a superior command of themselves; and vulgo, the masses, who are a prey to
passion, superstition, and other forms of unreason} I have just been reading him, and do you know—”

At this point the unsuccessful conversation was cut short, since almost simultaneously two bells were heard,
one after another.
“I must go. I should have gone right away, anyhow.” Alice sounded concerned.
“Don’t be shocked,” she repeated. “But I’m not even ashamed to cry before you.”
*
Tomyski was not shocked. He was moved.
Left alone he continued for a while one of those inspired, fascinating dialogues with his absent hostess, so
successful most often after the occasion had passed.
However, he quickly ended with this temptation and energetically set to work even though it was not the thing
he wished to write.
However, it generated that singular kind of satisfaction produced by an accomplishment of things urgently needed even though it diverted one from one’s proper mode of life. For people whose only social obligation lies in
expressing oneself, such duties resulting from the sudden demands of the moment, despite contrary appearances,
are like playing hooky—an agreeable avoidance of sacred responsibilities. Something like that occurred to Tomyski when he paused to light a cigarette.
Simultaneously he heard the happy cry of a child: Dr. Swiacka’s little grandson had evidently returned with his
mother from their walk. His young father, Orchowski, a reserve lieutenant, was with the Polish Army abroad, probably in Scotland.\fn{Some 20,000 Polish soldiers escaped to England from an 85,000 man contingent stationed in France prior to the
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war}

Tomyski did not know him; for that matter he scarcely knew Dr. Swiacka’s daughters, this Wanda and the
other Barbara, whose husband was an Agricultural Bank administrator of estates somewhere in the country.
“The mother was always very interesting,” he thought listlessly, “but this daughter not particularly. As far as I
remember the other one was more striking. But then, I don’t know. The only somebody in this family was really
Alice. That always hurt them. Even that scholarly husband.”
The child quieted down. Time and again the doorbell rang in various ways—there was never a shortage of
patients here. But on the whole it was rather quiet. Joseph worked better than he did in his own house. He finished
before eight and began correcting the text. He came to just as the little clock on the shelf struck 8:30. Hastily he
gathered up the papers and tidied the typewriter.
“In fifteen minutes,” he thought anxiously, “Ludmilla will get frantic thinking I’ll not get home before curfew.”
He greeted Wanda Orchowska in the hallway. She was svelte, slender as if not yet fully matured. She said
nothing.
“Pretty,” he conceded, “but unsympathetic.”
Meanwhile Alice was thanking him for something: her young eyes had so much sparkle in them that suddenly
he seemed to see her completely in their blueness.
“You have no idea,” she said opening the door for him, “how much talking to you has meant to me. How much
it has lifted my spirits. I must see you more often. You and Ludmilla.”
“I’d like that,” he assured her. He was so befuddled that he forgot to thank her for the favor rendered him. He
wanted to return from the stairs but he remembered the curfew hour in time.
“I’ll make that a separate visit,” he cheered himself. “And we must invite her over.”
*
Getting out of the tram on Polna Street he dropped in once again on friends in Noakowski Street with whom he
left the finished manuscript until the day after tomorrow.
At home he told Ludmilla that after his walk through the garden plots he dropped in on Swiacka where he was
delayed a little longer.
Ludmilla Tomyski did not notice that he had walked in with the typewriter. She was near-sighted and was not
in the habit of noticing details. Joseph extolled Dr. Swiacka’s virtues and charm. He resolved that they must find
time to renew friendly relations with her, and he tried to kindle the desire in his wife, which was not difficult since
Ludmilla, if the state of her heart did not get her down, was ready for everything.
*
After saying good-by to Tomyski, Alice and Wanda hastened as quickly as possible to the dining room to finish
their tea (real tea—received in a parcel from Lisbon) in the company of John Barycz.
Tall, broad-shouldered, blond and kind-faced, Dr. Barycz called to mind a mighty field of grain under a blue
sky rather than a dull hospital ward. Only the gray eyes showed a little of the city weariness. He was now slightly
nervous about the combined intravenous injection just administered to the Englishman as part of the treatment
with which, like all internists, he was clumsy. Besides, he did not hide that the condition of the patient continued
to be serious.
He barely ventured to state that he thought the blood pressure had stopped falling. However, the appearance of
new bedsores pointed to a continuously unsatisfactory circulation. Alice reported to her colleague her observations on the state of the pulse which had improved. A rather good sign was the slight drop in temperature. The
patient’s age likewise favored his recovery, but would a blood clot form during the period of convalescence? The
case was so difficult that one had to reckon with this.
After an exchange of their fears and hopes they remained despondent for a while, reluctant to discuss the thing
which bothered them: What to do with the body if the patient should die? But one could not really tell what
bothered Wanda, whose youthful face and prominent forehead expressed a peculiar obstinacy and irrelevance to
that which concerned the two doctors.
Her small soft lips, like her mother’s—the only sign of a sweet maturity in her school-girlish appearance—kept
compressing and opening as though struggling with the desire to say something unexpected. Presently, how-ever,
Dr. Barycz sighed,
“Well, time to go.” And even though, like most doctors he had a night pass, he prepared to leave. Saying goodby in the hallway he remarked:
“There was shooting in town as I was coming here. Some big action because I heard grenades and machine
guns.”
The news made her feel shock At the fate of new victims who would fall as a result of German revenge, and
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joy that the resistance was making itself felt, that it was beginning to frighten the Germans in this country for
good. But the joy was very direct. And though Alice Swiacka, as if paying tribute in honor of human feelings,
whispered, “Jesus Mary, there’ll be new victims,” her blue, shining eyes sparkled even more and her attractive
face with the slight nose and soft lips became distinctly gayer. Even Wanda came to life. And, as so often occurs
during parting, an intensive, hushed conversation developed during the last minutes. The doctor left, favored with
the latest radio bulletins.
*
After locking the door both women went in to the child for a moment who sat on a potty under Helen’s eye and
monotonously sang:
“Poland is not yet dead as long as we are dying!”\fn{ A note reads: The child has unconsciously given an ironic twist to the
first line of Poland’s national hymn which literally reads: “Poland is not yet dead as long as we are living.” }
“Why isn’t that child asleep yet?” Wanda became indignant. “He should have been asleep long ago!”
“Do I know why he isn’t sleeping? He just doesn’t sleep. He won’t let me put him to bed.” And with the
words, “Well, I’m going,” Helen left, her face as heavy and expressionless as the wall. Undressing Johnny, Alice
said:
“On such a commonplace occasion the child sings such a paradoxically tragic truth. Because only as long as we
are dying—”
“You are becoming very melodramatic,” interrupted Wanda.
“Wanda … melodramatic or not. But we probably have enough reason to understand the situation.” Wanda
stared penetratingly with the black eyes of her father. She asked sharply:
“How then, mother, don’t you understand that Allan must not die? He must not die!” she repeated with emphasis.
Alice observed her daughter amazed, since at this moment it was not the Englishman she had in mind. The
child already lying down, called from the bed:
“Mamma kiss me! Kiss me! Me, me, kiss. Me, mamma kiss.” Wanda bent down over her son.
“Mamma has already kissed you. I have already said good night. You’re supposed to sleep. You should have
been asleep long ago.”
Both left on tiptoes. Alice seeing that Wanda was making her way towards the sick room, stopped conspiratorially and slipped back to her grandson, who was sobbing with despair. They fell into each other’s embrace.
“Granny,” wailed the child. “Remember how we kissed on the square? How we kissed?”
*
When the child fell asleep Dr. Swiacka went to Sophie Nussen who was playing patience. In medical vernacular they began to talk about patients.
Sophie looked haggard as a result of the shocks she had suffered. Nothing about her suggested the Orient or
the South\fn{The Mediterranean countries are meant } yet there was something—in a sort of Northern way—vulnerably
Semitic.
Her hair, before she had suddenly turned gray, had been light. Long-legged, seldom a characteristic of her race,
full-breasted with a large head, a prominent profile and large bulging watery blue eyes, she was not pretty but
terribly interesting. She was one of those magnificent flowers of the Jewish petty bourgeoise who, when young,
managed to go abroad and marry foreigners, admirers of charme Slave, who marvel at the softness of Polish
women and the gay Polish personality.
Something like this had happened to Sophie in her youth. She, however, was content with a Swiss fiance
during her student days and returning to Poland single, married here. She separated from her husband and did not
know his fate; her only son was in the Polish Army somewhere in the Near East or Africa.
“Ali,” she said to her friend, breaking the silence that had suddenly risen between them. “You’re somehow not
yourself today. Why? Am I supposed to give you courage? Look At my situation. Sheer madness! But just a little
peace in a home like yours and I immediately recover my energy so that I could climb walls. Can anyone want
more? What more could possibly have been added to the death in our hearts that you, so cheerful the day before
yesterday, are somehow not quite so today.
“Do you know?” she turned to her own affairs, “if they finish me off, then while I am dying I shall be happy
that I experienced this moment in your home. God! How happy you made me! Listen, Alice! No meeting with the
most ardent lover would have given me the belief in life that your smile did as I walked in. And my heart had
already begun to turn to ice!
“Darling, appreciate that. Jews in my position are as bitter as wormwood. You can’t disarm them with a smile.
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Only if you die for them are they capable of admitting that you are not an anti-Semite. Come, smile, my brave
one. Are you afraid?” Alice smiled.
“You’re hard on the Jews. It’s not always the same.”
Moving from the couch to the table she took Sophie’s delicate hand, clasping the palm in her own, and rested
her cheek against the two entwined hands.
“My dear,” she began, looking into Mrs. Nussen’s protruding, surprised-like eyes. “I’m not afraid … or rather I
fear a little for you … Because you see … all of our houses … No, it is not so easy to say. You see, it is their
specialty—I mean the Germans, to arrange a moral situation without escape. Because each of our houses—”
“Would rather die for Poland than for the Jews?” interrupted Sophie turning red to the roots of her hair.
“Oh Sophie! You too? Everything is different. I thought it was that I deceived you, do you understand? I wanted to warn you so that in case of anything you wouldn’t have any resentment. Because you can’t even guess that
in this house—”
“What are you saying?” interrupted Sophie again. “I didn’t guess? You wonderful stupid creature, who do you
take me for? I have guessed everything. Don’t I have an ear and eye? You think that I don’t know that something
is going on in your house? Don’t tell me that your Wanda is only taking care of Johnny. Poor thing, you probably
thought: Sophie is like the others, thinks only about her own salvation. You’re mistaken. Your drama is mine also.
I know that wherever we go we endanger not only people but also causes. Holy causes. Well, that, too, is a moral
situation with no way out.”
“Without an easy way out,” Alice corrected her and herself. “But everything is all right now. It was only the
question of your understanding, that you would not be surprised.”
“What could surprise me?” asked Sophie with inexpressible sweetness. “Am I not walking after my own
funeral? Besides, I have foreseen everything. The little one that brought me … she’s also such a foolish Polish bit
of wonder. No one will ever honor that,” she said in passing. “It seems that the little one has already notified
people because several times they have let me know that in case of danger they have some 100 per cent ‘sure’
place. I couldn’t go there before because that house was packed with Jews. But they will report—”
“Darling,” Alice began to laugh, “if it were urgent for me to be rid of you immediately I could give you an
excellent house, she thought of the Tomyskis. “I’m afraid it is precisely because of my selfishness that I wanted to
have you. Only it bothered me that …”
*
At that moment—it was already 10:30—someone rang the front bell sharp and long as though it were a fire
alarm. Alice jumped up.
“Jesus Mary! They’ll wake up the child!”
Everything in the house began to move, but before Alice and Wanda managed to run into the hallway, Helen
had already opened up. In the kitchen could be heard a man’s gasping voice urging—
“Quick, water!”
When they reached the kitchen Helen was tearing off the jacket from a young boy doubled up and leaning
against the table with his other now sleeveless arm. He was bespattered with blood, his head was hanging so that
the long hair from the forehead fell down in sticky streams on the table. Helen screamed:
“Please, leave the kitchen, Madame! This is my business!” Alice regained her professional calm and her face
took on a resolute masculine expression.
“What do you mean?” she was surprised. “He is wounded. Wanda, go and get Sophie immediately. I’ll need
her”—she turned to her daughter.
“Thank God,” she added briskly, “I thought it was the Gestapo.”
She began to wash the wound, issuing curt, confident instructions to Helen who, growing suddenly meek,
began to listen and help. The wounds were not dangerous but there was a great loss of blood.
“Is this from the shooting that was heard this evening?” Alice sought information while performing her duties.
“Yes, I sat in the ruins until nightfall and that’s why the loss of blood. I feel badly,” worried the wounded man,
“that I rang this way. But I was dazed. And I have no one but her in town. And the fact that there’s a doctor …
who will help …”
After washing his face Alice recognized Helen’s brother who sometimes came to see her. He was very much
like her except where she seemed heavy and unattractive he was youthfully handsome. He was no more than 18
years old.
“Then you must have known, Helen, that he belonged to an underground organization?”
“Why shouldn’t I have known,” she responded haughtily. “What the hell, he kept his gun with me.”
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“Watch how you speak before the doctor,” the wounded boy reprimanded her. “Please doctor, let me stay till
dawn, and then I’ll join the partisans in the woods. I’m not armed. Frisk me. I buried it in the ruins. I’ll tell her,”
he indicated his sister with his eyes, “where she should search. She’ll bring it out of hell and back to hell again,”
he complimented.
The wound on the face was two scratches caused by the grazing of two bullets. It was sufficient to plaster them
up so that they looked like the results of a drunken brawl. It was deeper on the shoulder but the bone was not
touched. Sophie Nussen gave a glucose injection, repeating with delight,
“Sheer madness!”
Wanda was clearing away the blood stained scraps of gauze. Alice gave the boy a glass of wine and a ham
sandwich. Bedded down in the doctor’s surgery he immediately fell asleep. The child did not wake up.
*
Alice did not manage to find out how the youth got here. Did the janitor let him in? That bothered her, even
though the janitor in that house was all right. But no, the wounded boy probably crawled through the garden plots.
He could have come in from the back through the unfenced grounds of the villa on Krzycki Street which was
ruined during the siege. She discussed this a while with Sophie who rubbed her hands and nervously trembled.
“Go, lie down”—Alice ordered her as if wholly strengthened by the authoritative charm of a person skillfully
performing the tasks of her profession.
“Helen, please go to bed, immediately.” She turned to the maid who sat over the sleeping brother, covering her
face with her hands. She, however, did not succumb to the charm and only uncovering her face announced
harshly:
“I’ll sit here. So long as it’s dawn I’ll take him out. The back way.”
“Well, just as you wish,” Dr. Swiacka relented as though stepping out of her role. “If something should happen
to him please wake me up.” She glanced in on Mrs. Nbussen who was already in bed, but with the light still on
and smoking a cigarette. Upon seeing Alice she repeated,
“Pure madness. Pure like alcohol,” she added for emphasis.
“Oh, my dear,” exclaimed Dr. Swiacka, rejoicing, “What a load off my heart. I was so afraid of that Helen!”
And she told her of her suspicions. After hearing her out Sophie added with a charming smile:
“Darling. You were only afraid that the child would waken.”
Alice did not continue the conversation that was interrupted by the night bell. She considered that Sophie was
sufficiently, even exceptionally well acquainted with the dangers of the house. Silently she slipped into the child’s
room where Wanda usually slept. But tonight Wanda was on duty with the Englishman.
*
Before daybreak Dr. Swiacka was awakened by a squeaking door and the sound of walking on tiptoes. That
was Helen showing her brother out. A thought flashed through Alice that she should have kept the boy for about
two days. But before she could get out of bed for this purpose, she fell asleep again.
At noon that day the Englishman regained consciousness. And when after a week he was that much stronger
that she could talk with him, Alice told him in her bad English that he had had typhus and what course the illness
had taken. Then silence followed, only Wanda’s soft and full and sweetly mature lips opened and shut alternately
in her pouting face.
Allan stared long, once at those lips and then at Alice’s blue, darkly striped eyes leaning over him. With a
trembling hand he managed to move the golden lock off his forehead with such an effort as though it were of
stone. With a still greater effort he said:
“There is not a person in England who would do for anyone in the world what you have done for me.” When
they remained silent he repeated it once again, more distinctly and slowly. Alice smiled guiltily.
“In England …” she answered, “Oh, in England it would not be necessary. Such a situation can not possible
arise there.”
But she expressed this so awkwardly in English that even Wanda shrugged her shoulders. Allan, on the other
hand, did not quite understand. Both women, however, felt greatly relieved that everything began to turn out well.
*
The Gestapo did not come to the building on Mokotowska Street but somehow Tomyski did not find the time
to renew his relations with Alice Swiacka as he had promised himself. It was only in the latter half of May that he
unexpectedly met Alice at the dentist’s.
To meet a doctor as a patient at another doctor’s office is a thing so amusing that in spite of himself he was
gay. Besides, completely irrespective of the feelings which they had for one another, they were mutually glad to
123

meet. Alice seemed to be slightly excited and her lips were exceptionally red. He was even surprised that a person
of her age (probably well over 50) could have such alluring, red lips, and he stared at them in spite of himself. She
noticed it immediately and, smiling, explained convincingly:
“You probably think I have lipstick on. No, it’s my heart. A few sleepless nights because of tachycardia and a
skipping pulse beat induces such a reddening of the mucous membrane of the lips. I have been over-tired lately
and will have to leave even if for a little while. All three of us will probably go to Barbara’s. To my daughter in
Podlasie.”
They were alone in the large parlor that served as a waiting room. Before Tomyski was able to say something,
Alice suddenly changed her seat to the easy chair standing close to him. Quickly looking around the room she
leaned over, practically to his ear and whispered slowly—
“We had an Englishman stay with us.”
With a sort of liberating exaltation, as if released from a vow, and no longer able to bear the burden of the
secret alone, she told him the history of the typhus case. Joseph listened, not daring to interrupt her or ask any
questions. He sighed with relief when he heard that the Englishman was no longer at the Swiackis’.
“He had to move elsewhere although he is not yet fully recovered. The house is closely watched, we received
warning from our intelligence. Yes, it was necessary to liquidate this clandestine point and in general clean the
house a little. Because, if you please, the Englishman is only part of the story.”
“Well, all right,” interrupted Joseph; “But you shouldn’t speak of this. Why do you tell me?”
“Who then should I tell it to? Who should know all this if not you?” Alice said in surprise as though reprimanding him. Dropping the subject, she suddenly reminded herself,
“Oh yes, do you know what he said when he was already conscious? He said there is not a person in England
who would have done for anyone what we did for him.”
She stared at Joseph quizzically as though she sought in his face an explanation of the words that disturbed her.
He answered after deep thought:
“There occur at time historical situations in which there is only room for ethics of risk and heroism. And there
are others in which normal social morality suffices. Who knows,” he added with hesitation, “whether a higher
civilization will not do away with the need for heroism. Such as our heroism, at any rate.”
“Yes,” agreed Dr. Swiacka. “Perhaps their civilization does away with the need and even the possibility of such
heroism. But its greatness has terrifically increased our ability for heroism. We want somehow to equal so great an
ally. And even excel it. With what can we excel it if not the madness of sacrifices? If not with some sort of
unselfish generosity?”
“This generosity,” he picked up, “with which you have excelled the possibilities of all Englishmen will only
increase the difference between them and us. Because of the madness of heroic sacrifice is excused only between
equals. Equals in the conscience of both sides,” he emphasized.
As he half-whispered the words “both sides,” a slight movement started in the neighboring dentist’s surgery.
The silence of the treatment was interrupted by sounds of conversation and the clatter of dental equipment thrown
into the disinfecting tray. Sending the patient to the hallway via another door, a smallish, bright-faced brunette in a
white apron appeared on the threshold of the parlor. Inviting Swiacka with a gesture and greeting Tomyski with a
nod she said:
“Please doctor.”
Alice bade Tomyski, now absorbed in his own problem, a fleeting farewell. He was now ashamed of having
been vexed with Alice for becoming so frightened when he came to her with his work. He felt slightly humbled,
like a person who thought he was brave when he merely multiplied the dangers then faced by the courage of that
woman. He now understood that she had been afraid for him.
“Fool,” he thought of himself unkindly.
*
In order to explain to Dr. Swiacka who had not known his feelings at that time—and a little out of concern for
her, he ran next day to the clinic of which Alice was part owner and chief of Staff. The doctor on duty told him
that Dr. Swiacka had already left for the country yesterday.
She must obviously have smelled a rat, he thought.
During the next month Joseph Tomyski was too distracted to be concerned with Dr. Swiacka’s fate, being kept
busy by a multitude of small or important matters which happened during this long night of occupation. Sometimes he was happy in thinking that Alice came out of such a difficult situation safely. It was only in June that he
again faced her case.
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One late afternoon he walked along Niepodleglosei Avenue up to Rozana Street where he had a meeting with
an editor of a clandestine bulletin for which he wrote. Between Rakowiecka Street and Pilsudski Avenue he unexpectedly met a theater critic, a man younger than he, at whose house he had recently lectured to a group in the
underground organized as a Drama School.
The critic’s name was Jerzy Kochanski. A short, compact man with dark, burning eyes in an oval face and lips
quivering as though he were moved, he gave the impression of a person who lives passionately. Tomyski knew
him from before the war and liked to talk with him. They greeted each other with pleasure and after the introducetory “What’s new?” Kochanski said:
“I was just thinking about you and I’m glad that I met you. You know Dr. Swiacka …” he lowered his voice.
“I know her very well,” Joseph affirmed and grew anxious with alarm. “I didn’t know that you knew her.”
“I’ve known her for a long time. A year ago our underground courses were held in her house.”
Kochanski looked around. Dusk was falling. The street ran between the garden plots from which the people
had already gone. It was empty.
“Well, it’s necessary to save that woman,” he said suddenly. “Those women,” he corrected himself. Tomyski
became numb.
“What’s it about?”
“Well please, just listen.”
And Kochanski told about the Englishman, mentioning besides this the other dangers of the Swiacki household
which Tomyski did not know. He was annoyed that someone besides himself knew even more than he about all
this and especially that he spoke about such secrets so plainly. He simply grew tired listening.
“Well, all right,” he replied at the end. “I don’t understand. Everything that you tell me belongs, after all, to the
past. I met Dr. Swiacka a few weeks ago and she told me that the house is clear. Has she already returned from the
country?”
“Nothing belongs to the past. Both of them have returned from the country. And since nothing threatening occurred on Filtrowa Street during their absence, they became so confident of their luck that everything began
anew.”
“How is that? And the Englishman?”
“And the Englishman. During convalescence he developed a clot in the leg. He couldn’t stay where they took
him. And then you know what his patient is like for a doctor. In a word, he returned. That Jewish doctor also
returned. It was necessary to install a radio in the safe house to which someone advised her to go. A question of
coincidence.
“But that’s not the point. The thing is that Dr. Swiacka’s house continues to be closely watched. They don’t
believe it. That’s what our people are like. You are the only one that can talk some sense into her. She looks up to
you. the Englishman is already walking. He can be shifted elsewhere.”
“Well, all right, I’ll reason with her, but I don’t know if her daughter will listen to me.”
“If she doesn’t, her mother will be lost. Dr. Swiacka is valuable in herself. Like a store of arms or something
like that. It must be done quickly. The latest by tomorrow.”
“I’ll do it tomorrow. I’ll simply take Dr. Swiacka’s baggage to my place.”
“It would be better if you didn’t endanger our life either. Why make the job easy for the Germans? To destroy
the creative intelligentsia is their dream.
“But, all right,” he cut the doubts. “It will be for a short time. In three days at the most the army will take care
of the Englishman. And I’ll call for Mrs. Nussen.” As they walked toward Polna Street among the potato plots
Tomyski added loyally:
“I’m doing this only for Dr. Swiacka. With the Englishman. Because I think Englishmen could bear the fate of
prisoners-of-war. As so many of ours. The English are pets of the camps. They lack nothing there, for the whole
world does everything and more for them.”
“Nothing, except freedom,” interrupted Kochanski. “They are less accustomed than we to endure the lack of
freedom.” Tomyski recalled the scene in the little store on Polna Street.
“And that certainly that no one will tell him, ‘Go, because they’ll bump us both off, you and me.’ And the
conviction that what good would such a Pole be who wouldn’t know how to die easily?”
They were by now standing in front of 5 Mokotowska Street where Tomyski lived, and Jerezy Kochanski did
not pick up the conversation. Curfew was drawing near and he lived a good bit farther. He thanked Tomyski and
arranged to drop in tomorrow afternoon to discuss details of “bringing over the baggage.” Tomyski still asked
him:
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“And the child. That grandchild of Alice’s?” An angelic smile lit up Kochanski’s sharp face.
“Luckily he stayed in the village with his Aunt Barbara,” he said tenderly. He had a little daughter whom he
adored.
*
Upon returning home Tomyski immediately revealed everything to his wife. Ludmilla was not disturbed by
Mrs. Nussen, since they had temporarily sheltered this kind of vulnerable guest several times in their home. With
regard to the Englishman, she said:
“I always told you that a real English gentleman can be found only in Poland. Like Dr. Swiacka!” And then she
added:
“Tomorrow we must finish putting away the winter things. We won’t be able to do a thing once the house is
full of those English.”
In spite of the calm of which she always had more than he, Tomyski went to bed in fear of whether Ludmilla
would not suffer a heart attack at night. She often received worse matters splendidly and then paid for it with heart
ailments. He was especially afraid of a sleepless night, during which she would worry, not about the anticipated
guests, but fear about his going to that house on Filtrowa Street.
Of course, he overrated himself. Because as soon as Ludmilla put her pretty head on the pillow he heard the
deep regular breathing of sweet sleep. He himself fell asleep before daybreak. But he rose early and went first to
the clinic on Poznanska Street, since he expected to find Dr. Swiacka there in the morning.
*
It was a beautiful June morning. One of those when the sun and sky seem to be man’s allies. Thus, Joseph was
thrown off balance when he was told at the clinic that the doctor would come in later because she had had to
perform a sudden and difficult operation during the night.
Without delay he took the tram to Filtrowa Street. He jumped off at the end of the square and waiting until the
tram left, wanted to cross to the other side but after the first step drew back on the pavement and stood petrified.
For at that instant the front door of the corner building opened, and in the train of grayish-green uniforms
appeared three persons in Indian file.
First came Dr. Alice Swiacka, behind her, her daughter, Wanda Orchowska. The third was an elderly lady,
unknown to Tomyski, with a magnificent Semetic profile and protruding surprised eyes. Simultaneously he
recognized at the edge of the curb two open cars, the kind usually used by the Gestapo. Dr. Swiacka and here
daughter were bareheaded, and looking straight ahead did not see him. They were calm and Dr. Swiacka was even
smiling.
While the women entered the first car another couple of armed Germans came out of the building between
whom was a youth with a head of glistening curls. Finding himself in the car, this young man did not sit down,
but stretched out his arms in the direction of the first car he shouted so loudly that Tomyski heard:
“Forgive me. Will you forgive me?”
With discreet respect the Germans allowed him to stand and shout. When the car started up one of the Gestapo
supported the Englishman who swayed. Kindly they helped him to be seated. All this lasted perhaps a minute. The
cars were leaving. Only then Joseph noticed and heard two village women with milk cans who stopped alongside
him. They were looking at Sophie Nussen’s prominent profile and one said to the other:
“They’re Jew women. How did they ever find them? And that civilian, the young one, the one that was
threatening them so in German, must have turned them in.”
“What’s for them today, is for us tomorrow,” said the second. “Only the bare earth will remain of this Poland.”
These words were the sole epitaph that honored the death of three women who sat in a German car on a beautiful summer morning.\fn{On August 1, 1944, the people of Warsaw rose in fury against the Nazi savages. The revolt was initially
successful; but the situation turned against them for lack of reinforcements, and the Germans gradually reconquered the city, firing upon it
with their artillery and bombarding it from the air. After a heroic resistance of two months, the insurgents with their commander in chief,
were taken prisoners; the entire population of the city was either summarily murdered, or deported to concentration camps, or condemned
to forced labor in Germany. The city itself was almost totally gutted by fire. }

53.138 The Jolly Tailor Who Became King\fn{by Lucia Merecka Borski (c.1890?- )} Warsaw, Warsaw County,
Masovian Voivodeship, Poland (F) 4
Once upon a time, in the town of Taidaraida, there lived a merry little Tailor, Mr. Joseph Nitechka. He was a
very thin man and had a small beard of one hundred and thirty-six hairs.
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All tailors are thin, reminding one of a needle and thread, but Mr. Nitechka was the thinnest of all, for he could
pass through the eye of his own needle. He was so thin that he could eat nothing but noodles, for they were the
only thing which could pass down his throat.
But for all this, he was a very happy man, and a handsome one, too, particularly on holidays when he braided
his beard.
Now Mr. Nitechka would have lived very happily in Taidaraida had it not been for a Gypsy. She happened to
be in the town when she cut her foot. In her trouble she went to the Tailor, who darned the skin so carefully and so
neatly that not a scar could be seen. The Gypsy was so grateful that she read Nitechka’s future from his hand:
“If you leave this town on a Sunday and walk always Westward, you will reach a place where you will be
chosen King!”
Nitechka laughed at this. But that very night he dreamt that he indeed became a King, and that from great
prosperity he grew so fat that he looked like an immense barrel. Upon waking he thought:
“Maybe it is true? Who knows? Get up, Mr. Nitechka, and go West.”
He took a bundle with a hundred needles and a thousand miles of thread, a thimble, an iron, and a pair of very
big scissors, and started out to find the West. He asked first one and then another in the town of Taidaraida where
the West was. But no one knew. Finally he asked an old man, a hundred and six years old, who upon thinking
awhile said:
“West must be there where the sun sets.”
*
This seemed so wise to Nitechka that he went that way. But he had not gone far when a gust of wind blew
across the field—not a very strong gust, but, because Mr. Nitechka was so exceedingly thin, just strong enough to
carry him off.
The Tailor flew through the air, laughing heartily at such a ride. Soon, however, the wind became tired and let
him down to earth. He was much bewildered and did not come to his senses until someone shouted:
“What is this?”
Mr. Nitechka looked around and saw that he was in a wheat field and that the wind had thrown him right into
the arms of a Scarecrow.
The Scarecrow was very elegant in a blue jacket and a broken stovepipe hat, and his trousers were only a bit
torn. He had two sticks for feet and also sticks for hands. Nitechka took off his little cap, bowed very low, saying
in his thin voice:
“My regards to the honorable Sir. I beg your pardon if I stepped on your foot. I am Mr. Nitechka, the Tailor.”
“I am very much pleased to meet such a charming man,” answered the Scarecrow. “I am Count Scarecrow and
my coat of arms is Four Sticks. I watch the sparrows here so that they will not steal wheat, but I give little heed to
them. I am uncommonly courageous and would like to fight only with lions and tigers, but this year they very
seldom come to eat the wheat. Where are you going, Mr. Nitechka?”
Nitechka bowed again and hopped three times as he was very polite and he knew that well-bred men thus
greeted each other.
“Where do I go, Mr. Count? I am going Westward to a place where I will become King.”
“Is it possible?”
“Of course! I was born to be a King. And perhaps you Mr. Count would like to go with me; it will be merrier.”
“All right,” answered the Scarecrow. “I am already weary of being here. But please, Mr. Nitechka, mend my
clothes a bit, because I might like to marry someone on the way; and so I should be neat and handsome.”
“With great pleasure!” said Nitechka. He went to work, and in an hour the Scarecrow had a beautiful suit and a
hat almost like new.
The sparrows in the field laughed at him a little, but he paid no attention to them as he walked with great dignity with Mr. Nitechka.
On the way the two became great friends. They generally slept in a wheat field, the Tailor tying himself to the
Scarecrow with a piece of thread so that the wind could not carry him off again. And when dogs fell upon them,
the Scarecrow, who was very brave because of his profession, tore out his foot and threw it after them. Then he
tied it again to his body.
*
Once in the evening they spied a light through the trees.
“Let us go there; maybe they will let us pass the night,” said Nitechka.
“By all means, let us do them the honor,” answered Count Scarecrow.
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As they drew nearer they saw that it was a strange house because it could walk. It stood on four feet and was
turning around.
“The owner of the house must be a gay man,” whispered the Tailor. “He dances all the time.”
They waited until the door came round to them and then went into the house. It was indeed a very strange
house. Although it was summer, immense logs of wood burned in the stove, and on the fire sat a nobleman warming himself. From time to time he took a glowing coal in his hands and swallowed it with great pleasure. Upon
noticing the travelers, he went over to them, bowed and said:
“Is it not Mr. Nitechka and Count Scarecrow?”
They were speechless with astonishment to think that he should know them, but said nothing. Mr. Nitechka
hopped up three times and Count Scarecrow took off his hat. The nobleman contihued:
“Stay with me for supper and tomorrow you may go yout way. I will call my wife, my daughter, and my other
relatives.”
He clapped his hands and suddenly a large company appeared. The host’s daughter was very beautiful, but
when she laughed, it was as if a horse had neighed in a meadow. She took an instant liking to Nitechka and told
him she would very much like to have him for her husband. They sat down to supper, Nitechka and Count
Scarecrow on a bench, and all the others on iron pots filled with glowing coals.
“Do not wonder, dear Sirs,” the host said, “that we sit thus, for our family always feels very cold.”
They served soup in a big caldron and Nitechka was just putting his spoon to his lips, when Count Scarecrow
pulled his coat and whispered: .
“Mr. Nitechka, don’t eat, for this is hot pitch!”
So pretending that they liked the soup, they spilt it under the table. Then a strange looking servant brought a
new dish of rats in a black sauce, and later he served fried locust, lob-worms with parmesan cheese like noodles,
and, for dessert, old, bad eggs.
Nitechka and Count Scarecrow threw everything under the table, becoming more and more frightened. All at
once the host said:
“Do you know, Mr. Nitechka, that the King has just died in Pacanów?”\fn{ “A village in Busko County, Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship in south-central Poland.”W}
“Where is Pacanów, is it far?” asked the Tailor.
“A crow can fiy to that town in two days. And do you know they are seeking a King there, and he who marries
my daughter will become King?”
The girl neighed like an old horse at this and threw her arms around Nitechka’s neck.
“Let’s run away!” murmured Count Scarecrow.
“But I can’t find the door. There is no help,” replied Nitechka. Soon, however, the whole family became very
gay, and presently the host said:
“We will drink to your health and sing merrily. Mr. Nitechka, do you know a song?”
“Yes, indeed,” said Nitechka, “and a very nice one.” Saying this, he whispered to Count Scarecrow:
“Watch, brother, and when the door is behind us, shout!”
Then he got up, took off his cap and in his thin little voice began to sing the only song he knew.
Sing praises to the Holy Virgin,
Sing praises to Her Wondrous Name!

At the mention of the Virgin, the whole family rose to their feet, and ran around the room, sprawling and
shouting and cursing. Nitechka said nothing, but simply continued his song. He could feel the house running
somewhere with them, and so he sang and sang like the thinnest pipe in the organ. When he had finished the song,
he began to sing it over again. At that moment everything disappeared, and only a terrible wind blew.
Terrified, Nitechka and Count Scarecrow found themselves alone in a huge meadow. Then they gave thanks for
their delivery and Nitechka said:
“They were awful devils, but we overpowered them.”
“I frightened them so much,” boasted Count Scarecrow.
*
They continued their way toward Pacanów, where dwelt the famous smiths who shoe the goats, a beautiful old
town, where the King had died. When after seven days of adventures they reached Pacanów, they were greatly
astonished. All around the town it was sunshiny and pleasant; but over Pacanów the rain poured from the sky as
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from a bucket.
“I won’t go in there,” said the Scarecrow, “because my hat will get wet.”
“And even I do not wish to become King of such a wet kingdom,” said the Tailor. Just then the townspeople
spied them and rushed toward them, led by the Burgomaster riding on a shod goat.
“Dear Sirs,” they said, “maybe you can help us.”
“And what has happened to you?” asked Nitechka.
“Deluge and destruction threaten us. Our King died a week ago, and since that time a terrible rain has come
down upon our gorgeous town. We can’t even make fires in our houses, because so much water runs through the
chimneys. We will perish, honorable Sirs!”
“It is too bad,” said Nitechka very wisely.
“Oh, very bad! And we are most sorry for the late King’s daughter, as the poor thing can’t stop crying and this
causes even more water.”
“That makes it still worse,” replied Nitechka, still more wisely.
“Help us, help us!” continued the Burgomaster. “Do you know the immeasurable reward the Princess promised
to the one who stops the rain? She promised to marry him and then he will become King.”
“Truly?” cried Nitechka. “Count Scarecrow, let’s go to the town. We ought to try to help them.” They were led
through the terrible rain to the Princess, who upon seeing Nltechka, cried out:
“Oh, what a handsome youth!” He hopped three times and said:
“Is it true, Princess, that you will marry the one who stops the rain?”
“I vowed I would.”
“And if I do it?”
“I will keep my promise.”
“And I shall become a King?”
“You will, O beautiful youth.”
“Very well,” answered the Tailor. “I am going to stop the rain.” So saying he nodded to Count Scarecrow and
they left the Princess.
The whole population, full of hope, gathered around them. Nitechka and the Scarecrow stood under an umbrella and whispered to each other.
“Listen, Scarecrow, what shall we do to make the rain stop falling?”
“We have to bring back pleasant weather.”
“But how?”
“Ha! Let’s think!”
But for three days they thought and the rain fell and fell and fell. Suddenly Nitechka gave a cry of joy like a
goat’s bleating.
“I know where the rain comes from!”
“Where from?”
“From the sky!”
“Eh!” grumbled the Scarecrow. “I know that too. Surely it doesn’t fall from the bottom to the top, but the other
way around.”
“Yes,” said Nitechka, “but why does it fall over the town only, and not elsewhere?”
“Because elsewhere is nice weather.”
“You’re stupid, Mr. Count,” said the Tailor. “But tell me, how long has it rained?”
“They say since the King died.”
“So you see! Now I know everything! The King was so great and mighty that when he died and went to
Heaven he made a huge hole in the sky.”
“Oh, oh, true!”
“Through the hole the rain poured and it will pour until the end of the world if the hole isn’t sewed up!” Count
Scarecrow looked at him in amazement.
“In all my life I have never seen such a wise Tailor,” said he.
*
They rejoiced greatly, went to the Burgomaster, and ordered him to tell the townspeople that Mr. Joseph
Nitechka, a citizen of the town of Taidaraida, promised to stop the rain.
“Long live Mr. Nitechka! Long may he live!” shouted the whole town.
Then Nitechka ordered them to bring all the ladders in the town, tie them together, and lean them against the
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sky. He took a hundred needles and, threading one, went up the ladders. Count Scarecrow stayed at the bottom
and unwound the spool on which there was a hundred miles of thread.
When Nitechka got to the very top he saw that there was a huge hole in the sky, a hole as big as the town. A
torn piece of the sky hung down, and through this hole the water poured.
So he went to work and sewed and sewed for two days. His fingers grew stiff and he became very tired but he
did not stop. When he had finished sewing he pressed out the sky with the iron and then, exhausted, went down
the ladders.
Once more the sun shone over Pacanów.
Count Scarecrow almost went mad with joy, as did all the other inhabitants of the town. The Princess wiped
her eyes that were almost cried out, and throwing herself on Nitechka’s neck, kissed him affectionately. Nitechka
was very happy. He looked around, and there were the Burgomaster and Councilmen bringing him a golden scepter and a gorgeous crown and shouting:
“Long live King Nitechka! Long live he! Long live he! And let him be the Princess’ husband and let him reign
happily!”
So the merry little Tailor reigned happily for a long time, and the rain never fell in his kingdom. In his good
fortune Nitechka did not forget his old friend, Count Scarecrow, but he appointed him the Great Warden of the
Kingdom to drive away the sparrows from the royal head.
92.75 The New World\fn{by Esther Singer Kreitman (1891-1954)} Bilgoraj, Bilgoraj County, Lublin Voivodeship,
Poland (F) 2
From the start, I didn’t like lying in my mother’s belly. Enough! When it got warm, I twisted around, curled up
and lay still.
But, five months later, when I felt alive, I was really very unhappy, fed up with the whole thing! It was
especially tiresome lying in the dark all the time and I protested. But who heard me? I didn’t know how to shout.
One day, I wondered if perhaps that wasn’t how to do it and I started kicking for a way out.
I just wanted to get out.
After pondering a long time, it occurred to me that the best idea would be to start fighting with my Mama. I
began throwing myself around, turning cartwheels, often jabbing her in the side; I didn’t let up but it didn’t do any
good. I simply gave myself a bad name so that when, for instance, I’d grow tired of lying on one side and try
turning over, just to make myself a little more comfortable, she’d start complaining.
In short, why should I lie here cooking up something, it didn’t do any good—I had to lie there the whole nine
months—understand?—the whole period.
Well (not having any other choice), I consoled myself: I’ll simply start later! Just as soon as they let me out
into God’s world, I’ll know what I have to do.
Of course, I’ll be an honored guest. I have a lot of reasons to think so. First of all, because of what I often
heard my Mama tell some woman who (as I later found out) was my Grandma:
“It does hurt a little but I almost don’t feel it,” Mama would say.
“I’m glad! I was so scared I was barren. A trifle? It’s already two years since the wedding and you don’t see or
hear anything. Minke the barren woman also said she would yet have children. And why should I be surer of it?”
“Well, praised be the one who survives. With God’s help, it will come out all right; and God forbid, with no
evil eye,” Grandma would always answer.
From such conversations, I assumed I would be a welcome guest.
I knew that, here in the other world, where I lived ever since I became a soul, when an important person came,
he was supposed to be greeted with great fanfare. First of all, a bright light was to be spread over the whole sky.
Angels (waiting for him) were to fly around; merry, beautiful cherubs who spread such holy joy that the person
only regretted he hadn’t … died sooner. It was quite a novelty that I, an honored, long awaited guest, expected to
be born into a big, light home with open windows, where the sun would illuminate everything with a bright light.
Every morning I waited for the birds who were supposed to come greet me, sing me a song. And I was to be
born on the first of Oder—a month of joy.
“When Oder begins, people are merry.”
*
But right here “it” comes—the first disappointment.
Mama lay in a tiny room, an “alcove.” The bed was hung with dark draperies, which completely screened out
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the light. The windows were shut tight so no tiny bit of air could get in, God forbid; you shouldn’t catch cold. The
birds obviously don’t like screened out light and closed windows; they looked for a better, freer place to sing.
Meanwhile, no happiness appears either; because I was a girl, everybody in the house, even Mama, was disappointed.
In short, it isn’t very happy! I am barely a half hour old but, except for a slap from some woman as I came into
the world, nobody looks at me.
It is so dreary! Grandma comes in and smiles at Mama. She looks happy—probably because her daughter has
come through it all right. She doesn’t even look at me.
“Mazl tov, dear daughter!”
“Mazl tov, may we enjoy good fortune!” Mama smiles too but not at me.
“Of course, I would have been happier if it were a boy,” says Mama. Grandmother winks roguishly with a halfclosed eye and consoles her.
“No problem, boys will also come …”
I listen to all that and it is very sad for me to be alive. How come I was born if all the joy wasn’t because of
me! I’m already bored to death. Oh, how I want to go back to the other world.
All of a sudden, I feel a strange cold over my body: I am jolted out of my thoughts; I feel myself clamped in
two big, plump hands, which pick me up. I shake all over.
Could it be—a dreadful idea occurs to me—is she going to stuff me back in for another nine months? Brrr! I
shudder at the very thought.
But my head spins, everything is whirling before my eyes, I feel completely wet, tiny as I am! Am I in a
stream? But a stream is cool, pleasant, even nice. But this doesn’t interest me as much as the idea of what the two
big, clumsy hands want to do with me. I am completely at their mercy.
Thank God, I am soon taken out of the wet. I am brought back to the alcove, already violated, sad. I am carried
around the alcove: everybody looks at me, says something. At last, I am put back to bed. Mama does put a sweet
liquid thing in my mouth: I am really hungry for what is in the world.
Mama looks at me with her nice, soft eyes, and my heart warms. A sweet fatigue puts me to sleep and I am
blessed with good dreams
*
But my happiness didn’t last long. A dreadful shout wakes me with a start. I look around. Where did it come
from? It’s Mama! People gather round.
“What happened? Where did that shout come from?”
Mama gestures, tries to point, her lips tremble, want to say something and can’t. She falls back onto the pillow,
almost in a faint. Seeing they won’t get anything out of Mama, they start looking for the reason in the closet,
under the bed, in the bed. All of a sudden, a shout is heard from the nurse, who keeps repeating in a strange voice,
“Cats, oh dear God, cats!”
The people look up, can’t understand what she’s saying. But, except for the word “cats,” they can’t get anything out of her—so upset is she. Grandma is also very upset. But she takes heart, makes a thorough search in the
bed and, laughing to hide her fear, she calls out,
“Mazl tov, the cat had kittens. A good sign!” But apparently, this isn’t a good sign. The people are upset.
“On the same day, in the same bed as a cat? Hmmm, a person and a cat are born the same way,” says one brave
soul.
They calm Mama. But again, nobody looks at me. Mama falls asleep. And with that, my first day comes to an
end. I am, thank God, a whole day old and I have survived quite a bit.
*
The third day after my birth was the Sabbath. This time, a big, red gentile woman puts me in the bath. I wasn’t
so scared any more, already familiar with the way it smells.
Once again, I lie in bed with Mama. Mama looks at me more affectionately than yesterday. I open my eyes, I
would like to look around a bit at the new world. I am already used to the darkness. All of a sudden—it grows
darker for me than before.
A gang of women burst into the alcove. I look at them. They’re talking, gesturing, picking me up, passing me
from one to another, like a precious object. They look at me, they look at Mama, they smile.
Meanwhile, Grandma comes with a tray of treats. The women make her plead with them, pretend they don’t
want to try any of the cookies, whiskey, preserves, cherry brandy, berry juice or wine; but, Grandma doesn’t give
up, so they open their beaks, and finally consent to do her a favor.
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Males also stuck their heads into the female alcove. They talked with strange grimaces, gestured, shook their
beards, went into a fit of coughing. With them, Papa succeeded, not Grandma. And I am named Sore Rivke, after
some relative of his.
*
Now they need a wet-nurse. Mama is weak, pale, with such transparent, narrow hands without sinews, she can
hardly pick me up. A middle-class woman, she cannot breast-feed me. I am the opposite: a healthy, hearty gal,
greedy, I restrain myself from shouting all I want is to eat.
“Not to a goyish wet-nurse,” says Grandma.
Not for all the tea in China. And she can’t find a Jewish one. The pharmacist says I should get used to formula,
which is better than mother’s milk. But I say I don’t want to get used to it and I throw up all the time.
This is bitter! Grandma is upset. Mama even more. But Papa consoles them, saying the Holy-One-Blessed-BeHe will help. And He does. Our neighbor remembers a wet-nurse named Reyzl. She has the voice of a sergeantmajor and two red eyes that scare me. She can’t come to our home. She has six children of her own but there is no
choice.
All the details are worked out, she is given an advance and may everything work out all right. Reyzl picks me
up out of the cradle, takes out a big, white breast, which looks like a piece of puffed up dough and gives it to me
to suck, as a test. Well, what should I say? I didn’t drown. Even my eyes fill with the taste of a good wet-nurse.
Reyzl looks happily from one to the other.
“Well, what do you say?”
Mama and Grandma glance at each other furtively and are silent. I have the good fortune to be a tenant at
Reyzl’s! Not that she needs another tenant because she lives in a flat not much bigger than a large carton. When
Reyzl brings me home, her husband comes to greet me carrying their smallest one in his arms and the other five
heirs swarming around him. He seems to be pleased with my arrival.
“Well, what do you say about this, eh? Ten gulden a week, my word of honor! Along with old clothes and
shoes. Along with the fact that, from now on, they’ll give all the repairs only to you! You hear, Beyrish?”
Beyrish is silent. He turns around so his breadwinner won’t see his joy.
“You’re more of a man than me, I swear. You can earn a gulden faste,” he thinks to himself. But right away he
becomes serious.
“Where will we put the cradle?” They ponder a long time. But Reyzl’s husband, who is an artist at arranging
things in his tiny flat, smacks his low, wrinkled forehead with his hard hand and calls out joyously,
“Reyzl, I’ve got it! Under the table!”
So in a tiny cradle, I am shoved under the table. With open, astonished eyes, I look at the filthy wood of the
table, covered with a host of spider webs, and think sadly,
“This is the new world I have come into? And this is its heaven?”
And I weep bitter tears.
1920
83.173 Cry In The Void\fn{by Jerzy Zawieyski (1902-1969)} Radogoszcz, now part of Lódz, Lódz County, Łódź
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 10
Before this story begins …
The events described here by Renata W——, a doctor at the Mental Hospital in our town, took place in June
1942. As part of their theory of racial purity, the Germans treated mental ailments as incurable, and they had
therefore decided to solve this problem in the simplest possible manner, by exterminating those who suffered from
these illnesses.
Such was the fate of our Hospital too.
Tenata W—— did not want to desert the patients and made up her mind to go to her death with them. She died
on the 8th of June 1942, together with the patients, who were transported by the Germans to goods wagons and
then gassed with the mixture known as “Zyklon B.”
Such are the bare facts.
But Renata’s story reaches above and beyond the bare facts.
She set it down in a stock-book on thirty pages which became both a document of her resolution and a
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testimony to it. Renata W—— describes happenings which, as it were, conspired to shake her resolution. Like, for
instance, the unfortunate business with Narcyz, the former dancer,\fn{ From a later description of this dancing, it seems he
was also something of a mime } a schizophrenic tormented by depressive hallucinations which urged him to take his
own life.
But that is not the important thing in this story. The most important point is Renata’s attitude, her firm, consistent “no” hurled like a cry into the void of the world.
In conclusion, we have to add that our Mental Hospital now bears the names of Renata and Karol. This
happened at the instigation of Doctor Adam Skrzyniarz, the director-in-chief of the Hospital, who holds the
position to this day. The Hospital is now a temporary place of residence for the patients, thanks to modern drugs
and advances in methods of treatment.
That is all. Now let Renata tell her story.
*
Today there were still sixty-two patients—forty-two women and twenty men.
For the last three days it has been raining, and the wet chestnut trees outside the window have been rustling incessantly, loudest of all in the evenings and at night. The garden on the other side has also been rustling, but not in
the same way as the trees.
So—sixty-two patients, and a week ago there were still a hundred and seventy. First of all, we managed to send
the men away in groups of half a dozen or a dozen. If they had families, they were sent to their families; if not,
Skalski took them to the forest to join his partisans. It was easier with the women, because nearly all of them were
cured and so they went to work as maids or help on farms.
We managed to get ninety men and twelve women out; the rest, these sixty-two, are chronic cases, mostly
schizophrenia. Now they wander semi-conscious about the empty building, but they do understand that there is
some threat hanging over them.
Before this decision came through, there were German civilian and military doctors coming here in groups.
Thus we knew only too well what was coming. For the hospital in B—— and the hospital in M—— had both
been liquidated. This was an operation covering the whole country, with the purpose of exterminating the mentally sick. It was during the period of these visits that we got the men out wherever we could, and then the women.
The hospital has been occupied for three days now. Lists were made of the patients, at this late stage!—and the
doctors were relieved of their duties. They went, not without resistance, but nonetheless they went.
I stayed behind alone.
The rain is pouring down, the cold gale is battling through the chestnut trees and banging on the window. The
light has been cut off, but I have a supply of candles.
Perhaps it will be tomorrow? Or in the night? The patients think they are going to be moved to another town or
into the country. They thronged around me when the doctors were leaving—after the big scene with me—and
shrieked and wept and implored me to stay with them. If I stayed—if I stayed, they stammered and sobbed, nothing would happen to them. So would I stay? Really?
I reassured them that I would. I had no home, I had no one, just like them. I had already decided earlier that I
was going to stay, I explained patiently.
The same day I spoke to Narcyz, the former dancer.
“From tomorrow, Narcyz, serve drippings and margarine for breakfast as well as marmalade for the bread. You
must kill the hens too, how many are there? Thirty? Well then, ten each day. From tomorrow too, serve afternoon
tea. And, Narcyz, in the garden after each afternoon tea, you can perform your party turns under the apple tree,
you know, the fight with the cocks. The patients like it and always laugh and shout with delight.
“Will you remember what I’m saying, Narcyz? We can’t go on with treatment any more, because the pharmacy is sealed off, and anyway there are no doctors now.
“If it’s fine tomorrow, bring the patients out into the garden, open the windows, and air the wards. Appoint
some cleaners, because the cleaners have gone too. Sweep up, clean out and scrub the toilets. There are only the
two of us here now and we are responsible for the patients. I’m asking you to help me, Narcyz.”
I glanced at Narcyz. He was staring at the windows, which were streaming with rain, for it was still coming
down in sheets.
“Repeat what I just said, Narcyz,” I said after a while, breaking the silence.
Narcyz withdrew his gaze from the windows and hung his head, as though he felt guilty about something. He
looked about twenty years old, though in fact he was over forty. So he neither wanted to look nor to say anything.
But did he understand?
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Suddenly, with one bound, he gained the table, blew out the candle and rushed out shouting that he would not
allow the hens to be killed nor anyone to go near the hen-house. He had understood, however, at least about the
hens and the hen-houses.
With difficulty I found the matches to light the candle again. There was no one in the street. In the distance I
could hear train whistles. All was quiet in the building itself. Would it be tonight? But tonight the telephone rang.
It was gloomy. In the trees the bids were calling, probably happy that the rain had gone off and that the wind had
dropped.
“I can’t sleep … I just can’t get to sleep,” Doctor Skrzyniarz called into the receiver at the other end, “once
again I ask you, I ask you, more than that, I beg you not to go through with it—it’s crazy, and you’re not one of
those people who usually get up to crazy tricks, so listen, Renata, don’t torture me, don’t torture us, you can leave
right now while they’re asleep. Renata, Renata, think of your husband, think of Karol who wouldn’t have allowed
… Do you hear me? Say something, say something, you must hear me asking you, you must be able to hear my
despair! Despair, Renata …”
I spoke—very softly as though in my sleep. Skrzyniarz’s word buzzed sharply and with a whistle in the
receiver, interspersed with the sound of his breathing, and it was all hasty and ridden with fear. I could not shake
off my sleep and did not feel like summoning up my voice to say some of the things which had come so easily to
me that morning.
I sat down by the table on which the telephone stood, and closed my eyes to bring back my sleep. After a while
it came back. Again the same tunnel through which I was walking swiftly along the rails, afraid that a train might
approach from the opposite direction. I could hear familiar footsteps, still in the distance … and then again a few
of those terrible words whistled in my ear:
“You’re making us into beasts for the slaughter, Renata, and we’re only human, it’s just that we don’t want to
die, that’s all, and you’re making us into beasts for the slaughter! Renata … Renata …”
The steps had receded again, but they were there, they were there somewhere. I heard Skrzyniarz’s groan in the
receiver. Could he have been weeping? Karol was going away again—I knew right away that it was Karol who
was coming to meet me, and I could not hear anything now. The receiver had gone dead too. I called for a long
time: Hello! Hello! Adam!
I got into bed frozen and only now really wide awake. The birds in the trees were singing in chorus. I pulled
the quilt over my head so as to drown the noise of the birds and shut out the light of dawn.
*
Once again, everything that had happened since that morning had to pass through my mind for the hundredth
time. It must have been Skrzyniarz and the other two, Zielewicz and Peterek, who had sent that major, a man like
some character from an edifying novel about a noble enemy.
The German major was still a young man, about Karol’s age, and his name was Hugo von Schwengruben. The
moment he came in, he made it know that we would probably understand one another better in French than in
German. N’est-ce pas, madame?
I nodded my head and offered him the armchair. He sat down on the edge of it, spent a long time taking his
gloves\fn{Singular in the text} off and fixed me with a piercing gaze. I strained myself to the utmost to understand
what he was saying. A barrier was set up between us by the foreign language, which was not always clear and
demanded hard work in instantly searching one’s memory for the forgotten meanings of the words.
Schwengruben said that he had come in secret and in his private capacity (à titre personnel) and that the
authorities did not know of his visit. But he had heard about my decision from some military doctors he knew and
from doctor Skrzyniarz, was shaken (bouleversé) and full of admiration (plein d’admiration), but nonetheless he
felt duty-bound to prevail on me to alter my decision, because, after all, I was sentencing myself to death with the
patients, and my death would not benefit anyone, it would be fruitless (stérile), incomprehensible and pointless
(inutile).
Then I lost the thread of the conversation through falling into a day dream over the word envisager, and before
I managed to decipher it, the stream of French speech had turned into a dark barrier again and it was impossible to
penetrate to its inner depth. I looked at Schwengruben, at his narrow mouth which curled up a little at the left—
Croyez moi, madame, croyez … croyez …”—he was saying insistently, softly but firmly.
Again the incomprehensible words flowed out, devoid of meaning, isolated, useless so far as I was concerned.
Nevertheless, whether as a result of the change of subject, or because I had accustomed myself to Schwengruben’s speech, I later understood what he had been saying. And he had been saying that he had known me by sight
for some time, because, just like me, he liked to sit in the afternoon in the little Café Helena, but he was not
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surprised that I did not recognize him because he always went there in civilian clothes, and anyhow, for a beautyful woman like me he could not really hold any attraction, and he was not surprised that I had never so much as
glanced at him. Only one woman really loved him, and that was his sister, who—wasn’t it amazing?—liked to
wear white dresses, white hats, white shoes, everything white, just like me, which with her dark complexion and
dark hair, looked very becoming.
“Vous me rappellez ma soeur, madame, me soeur Lotha, and so you remind me of the one woman who loves
me, who really loves me.” To stop Schwengruben going on like this, I asked firmly:
“Is it you who’s going to seize the hospital and take the patients out to their deaths?”
“No, not me, it’ll be colonel Miller, or General Schneider. The colonel might carry out this dirty work personally (cette sale affaire … personnellement), because he’s interested in you—he knows all about it, and when he
found out, he didn’t have you removed by force or persuasion, because this was an interesting case ( un cas intéressant), but whenever he talked about it, he would burst into a long, loud laugh, as only he can, he would laugh,
I’m sorry to say, as though it were a ridiculous thing to do, coming to a decision like that.
“He’s capable of anything, but, you know madame, vous me rappelez me soeur, Lotha, I can’t get over it, oh,
I’m sorry, what am I to say to you? A strange man in enemy uniform, has come to ask you to do something, in the
knowledge that he is exposing himself to ridicule, so please try to understand all the same—it’s my sister Lotha
whom I’d like to try and save. That’s all. C’est tout.”
Now Schwengruben’s mouth closed, compressed by the narrow lips. His nimble, watchful eyes had taken on
an attentive and impatient look. Schwengruben was waiting.
“J’ai déjà réfléchi,” I said after a while, and to prevent him starting all over again, I stood up and gave him my
hand to say goodbye.
“Adieu, monsieur, adieu,” came into my mind rather than au revoir, which would have been a lie, or at least a
false hope for him that I might change my mind.
Schwengruben started to go, but he stopped at the door, as though he still had something to say.
“Adieu”—with this word I closed his mouth, and he went out.
*
Immediately Skrzyniarz and our two doctors rushed in. They were packed up, all ready for leaving and
impatient at every moment which might cut off their way to freedom, to life. They knew everything that might
happen from the accounts of what had been done to the hospitals in M—— and B——. So one could not really
blame them for being afraid and glancing at their watches every few minutes, so as to be out of the hospital by
twelve noon, as they had been instructed. It was now approaching twelve o’clock. They did not speak this time or
try to dissuade me, as they had done yesterday, but they shrieked, clutched at their heads, and one of them, the
youngest, doctor Peterek, was even weeping.
Then the patients crowded into the room, and there began a real bedlam of shouting and wailing. Through the
windows which were streaming with rain, I saw the doctors getting into the car. Skrzyniarz was the only one staying behind in the town, because he had a house and family here—the others were going off in different directions.
It struck twelve o’clock, but by this time the car had driven off noisily, leaving behind it a trail of blue vapor.
Right away lunch was served. To keep up an appearance of normality, I told Pelcia as usual to set the table
neatly, spread a clean cloth and put flowers on the table. Pelcia is replacing Irene, the charwoman, who, like the
rest of the charwomen, left the hospital yesterday. At the second course—cauliflower and potatoes—Pelcia had an
attack of her peculiar and very perseverant way of swaying (it was really a stammer, and not a speech habit) the
word miluk. I sent her off to the ward and cleared the tables myself.
Then I went to bed, for it was still raining incessantly and I had no work to do, at least not for the moment, and
anyway, before you can get down to work, you have to collect your thoughts. But first rest, until something else
comes along or those lorries drive up, the death trucks. Let them drive up soon, today if they want, or this evening
or in the night, as long as it is not right now. Now sleep, sleep, to the rhythm of the rain and the wind.
When I awoke from my dreamless sleep, darkness had fallen and it was still raining, so I let a candle and at
once felt a surge of energy. I summoned Narcyz …
*
The next day, from early morning, there were signs of a storm. In the afternoon, darkness came down, it began
to thunder and the gale broke, but the storm did not last all that long and passed over somewhere to the side.
Suddenly it was fine again. At last the sun came out and day was day, and not night any more.
I went down to the garden, as had long been my custom, to collect the underground newspaper left there every
morning by Skalski’s people at a pre-arranged place where our garden bordered on the Bishop’s. The way to it led
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past the summer house, now overgrown with weeds, where in September 1939 Karol had died. Every day I pass
by there with the same words:
“Why did you have to do it, why did you have to run out … after that madman?”
We were in the shelter while the bombs were falling, the patients were quiet and calm, and no one could have
foreseen that a dazed catatonic would suddenly leap up and rush out into the garden shrieking. Karol ran out after
him; it was day, but in a flash the day became night, and then there was that whistle and a dull thud. That was the
last bomb which fell on our town. Throughout that day, in the smoke and dust, we searched for the scattered remains of Karol. What we managed to gather up lies in a grave on the other side, between the two elms which
Karol had liked so much.
So today I was once again taking this walk to the place where Karol had died, probably for the last time, and it
was certainly not for the news sheet hidden in the wall that I went there, but in order to see the heap of rubble, set
out in some geometrical figure whose base was the one standing wall of the former one-story building.
Gladioli and climbing-plants now grew on the rubble. Someone must have been there not long ago, perhaps
even a moment before, for where else could the scattered eggshells have come from? They had not been there
yesterday. I gathered the shells together and pressed them into a gap between the bricks, although I was not
worried about tidiness—not now that even today, perhaps in a moment … for everything was possible now, and
all we could do now was to wait.
In the wall, under the brick, was the “consignment,” wrapped in stout cardboard, but already soaked through
by the rain.
*
In the administration office, where there always used to be plenty of movement and noise, there now reigns
solitude and silence—a really lifeless place. Narcyz should have been there; he has always lent us a helping hand
as long as he did not fall into his depressive hallucinations, which forced him to seek ways of committing suicide.
But Narcyz was not there.
I slowly unwrapped the saturated package from Sakalski.
At the top of the package there was a letter, it must have been a letter, written on a piece of paper in blue ink,
which had smudged with the rain, making the writing illegible. Sakalski rarely ever wrote, and if he ever wanted
to ask us for something or pass some news on to us, he would use his liaison people.
This time Skalski had written, knowing that access to the Hospital was impossible because of the German sentries who would not let anyone in. But how was I to decipher this letter? He was the only one not to protest when
he heard of my decision, and while the others, including Skrzyniarz, accused me of deliberately trying to ruin
them by working on their consciences, or of piling crime upon crime, or of making myself the laughing-stock of
the Germans, who, like Miller, sneered at the stupidity and histrionics of the Poles—he alone remained silent.
Among the patients, his only interest was in the men who were capable of working for the partisans. He was
not unduly worried about the others, and as for the criminal action of the Germans against our Hospital, he simply
stated that he had no comment to make, but that he had informed his superiors and was waiting for orders. He was
waiting for orders—he emphasized several times.
I put the letter down to dry out in the hope that it might be possible to decipher it later, because it certainly
contained news, important news, but for heaven’s sake, Skalski could not be worried about the same thing as
Skrzyniarz expected or the German major, that wry-mouthed Hugo von Schwengruben.
“I can’t desert the patients,” I said aloud in the empty room, and these banal words echoed round the walls.
I took to reading the bulletin War and Freedom, but the newsprint had smudged too, the sheets were stuck
together and in places it was difficult to separate them. From a superficial glance, one learned that the human
casualties were great, especially on the North African front. Thee was also an item about the Yugoslav partisans
and the German crimes in the occupied states. In our country there were street executions, executions in prison,
mass deportations, investigations and torture. A description of the escape of a group of prisoners from the camp at
Dachau ended on a page which was stuck to another, and I could not get them apart. So I left off at this item about
the escape of the prisoners who were trying to save their lives—for the simple reason that you must save life, you
must, Karol, but why did you have to do it? … why did you have to run … after that madman?
Oh, if I speak like this, it is only because I myself do not know the answer. If only you had stumbled, if only
someone’s hand had held you back or if I had called you to come back, that split second might have been enough
to make you realize that you should not run out, because it was a matter of life and death, and the man’s life was
not really worth calling a life at all. But this split second did not come, and, Karol, I can’t understand it, and I talk
about it in the same way as Skrzyniarz is now talking of me. But despite this, I do not accuse you, and I too will
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not desert them, even though I have more than a split second to think and make up my mind.
*
I left Skalski’s letter on the table, straightened it out, smoothed it at the edges, and weighted it down at the top
with a heavy inkstand and at the bottom with a brass ashtray. It could stay there to dry out, but meanwhile I had to
go to take a look at the patients. I said to myself as I made my mind up, but I began to feel more and more uneasy,
I was afraid of something, and yet fear under these circumstances, when I was ready for anything … how could it
be?
As I was coming out of the office to go over to the wards by the internal corridors, I could hear thunder. It went
dark, the clouds piled up thicker and thicker and, dark gray in color, hung low over the earth; some of them had
white crests. Now I understood why I felt so afraid and uneasy. A storm was approaching, and I had been afraid of
storms since I was a child. I had always been scared to death and used to look for other people to avoid being
alone.
Now darkness was descending from the clouds, and day had ceased to be day, so I had to look for people, even
if only Narcyz, who had disappeared since yesterday and should be either in the administration office or in my
study, on the corridors, somewhere about.
The women in Ward I, the oldest, and all cases of dementia, were dozing, except for two of them, who were
walking up and down with careful precision along the same stretch of floor by the table. They appeared not to
notice me, or else they did not want to notice me, but, to make up for this, a group of patients thronged around me
in the next ward and, clapping their hands, expressed their joy at the fact that “you’ve come, doctor, but you
haven’t brought any medicine, you’ve just come ordinary-like … to have a chat.” None of the women had seen
Narcyz, but, yes, one of them had seen him, perhaps an hour ago, but it had been in a dream, he had the features
of the Gypsy and was eating fire. A delicate blonde, called Liliana by her fellow patients, was dressing a doll, for
which she had made a “water” costume, all of green rags. Liliana suddenly asked,
“Why are you afraid, doctor?”
“I’m not afraid at all, Liliana, I’m just looking for Narcyz, I’m not afraid of anything, why, whatever should I
be afraid of? And in any case, the storm will soon pass over, you mark my words.”
I was annoyed with Liliana for noticing that I was afraid of the storm—I had not been able to conceal my fear
—and immediately the women began to press me to stay with them and not go away. I promised to come back
once I had found Narcyz, who must be about somewhere, probably in the men’s wing.
But he was not there either. The whole wing was neat and tidy, the wards were swept, and the patients washed
and dressed. Clearly Narcyz was behind all this. But no one had seen him, and meanwhile the thunder became
more and more frequent, with flashes of lightning preceding it, and the thunderbolts struck somewhere nearby,
perhaps even in the garden.
In the last ward, I was suddenly confronted with the small, delicate, clean and white-headed figure of Ignacy
Kocys with his innocent eyes and innocent smile. Kocys, once a bookkeeper, had suddenly throttled his wife with
his shapely hands while they were having dinner, because he had been so bidden by the powerful demon ZenobüKi. In this way he was to regain his freedom in order to carry out the mission which the demon had destined for
him. He had been here for three years now, and was always pleasant and quiet, positively happy in fact, because
he was working on a book about the struggle of the angels with the demons on seven levels of abstraction, a work
supported by statistics, tables, sketch maps of the battlefields and geometrical patterns.
I could not pass Kocys by and go on, because further on there was nothing but a door leading out into the yard,
and there was no one out there. Besides, a sudden gale got up, and I had to take refuge somewhere. I stayed with
Kocys, tired and with all my energy sapped and my face and neck perspiring. I knew the story about Kocys’ book
and his demon was going to come, and usually when he started on it, I would ask him the firm, simple questions:
“How old are you? What day is it today? What is your name?”
At this, Kocys would break off his narrative, think for a long time, in search of a reply, and eventually he
would go away discouraged, as though taking offense.
This time I decided not to interrupt Kocys, at least not before the storm was over, and this frenzy of roars and
flashes had exhausted itself. Kocys was not affected by it at all, as though there were nothing happening out there
and all this were in the normal run of things.
Today Kocys spoke differently, so I felt a certain disappointment and even surprise, and uneasiness too, an
uneasiness quite different from my uneasy feelings about the storm, and there was no need for me to interrupt him
with questions about his name, the day or his age.
“I knew you’d come to have a chat with me, doctor, I knew even yesterday, when the others left—and you
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probably noticed, doctor, that they left very hastily, as if they were running away.
“Please don’t think, doctor, that I’m going to go on the same way as I often do—I mean, manifestation of
megalomania and all that, or, to put it more simply, madness caused by a mission which one had been called upon
to carry out. If it offends you, doctor, I may not speak of Zenobü-Ki and won’t mention his name once. If you
would just wipe off that drop of sweat which has stopped above your left eyebrow on the left-hand side, doctor,
on the left-hand side of me, yes, that’s right—then I would be free to say immediately that it won’t be as you
imagine it—please don’t be angry and wrinkle your brow like that—I tell you it’ll be completely different, which
doesn’t mean to say there’s a possibility of any of us emerging unscathed from the verdict of extermination.”
The lightning flashed across Kocys’ face, but he did not bat an eyelid and withstood the blinding light. I caught
hold of his hand, because the thunder had a thunderbolt in it, which struck somewhere nearby with a sharp
whistle, the next flash of lightning lasted longer, but I did not see it this time, because I had my eyes closed and
was asking Kocys to speak.
And so he spoke on and on—and kept stopping to ask me whether I understood and was listening. “But of
course I’m listening, Mr. Kocys, and I understand.”
“You can give it a different name, you know, doctor, for instance by using the abstract word ‘element’ instead
of the name Zenobü-Ki, but whatever you use, it’s all the same, because it’s not the name that’s important, but the
wreaking of destruction, the contrary nature of contradiction, or the breaking up of order into absolute chaos and
abracadabra.
“And it’s not as though all this is anything new, for he has always been there and came upon the scene at the
time when he created the first town after the killing of Abel.
“But let’s leave the history of his crimes aside—everyone knows where they come from and how they went
arm in arm with the ripening of humanity.
“Ripening to what? We’d better not say anything about that, no, we’d better not say anything, because I see
fear in your eyes again, doctor, and after all, it’s only lightning, there aren’t any thunderbolts. Please keep calm,
look, it’s dying down now, it’s dying down, till the next flash of lightning comes and the next thunderbolt. It’s
dying down, so we can tell one another that we are above the wiles of this ‘element,’ above its wiles because we
know them and know what they can lead to.
“But now I’m going to say something more important, something connected with your profession, only first I
must ask you to rest comfortably on the pillows—the storm will soon pass over.
“Well then, this something more important concerns his dominion within us, I mean, the ‘element’s’ or, oh I’m
sorry, Zenobü-Ki’s.
I’m looking at you rather uneasily because anything might happen, one flash is enough, an ostensibly innocent
thought, and it could happen, as it did with me when I was able to throttle someone over dinner—which is clearly
only a rough, tactless comparison, with you it may be different, of course, but are you sure it’ll last and you won’t
listen to Skrzyniarz or that sentimental Major Schwengruben?
“Oh, don’t rub your hands like that, don’t crack your fingers, because things are probable, and they are called
‘human,’ that is, woven from sins and contradictions and also from blind forces which toss us about like the storm
does the orchard.
“But it’s possible that this time a miracle will happen, because miracles do happen, it’s possible, I say, that you
will hold out and go to your death with those who were unwilling to fall into line and have gone forth from
themselves, each with his own protest, with his own ‘no.’
“And so we must die, not for our Country, not for ideals, nor for a leader or a cause, but for our ‘no,’ which
you yourself know well, doctor, both know it and understand it, although you don’t know where the source of this
‘no’ is and what is its origin, nor can you do anything to remedy it apart from holding out your hand with some
liquid or powder which is supposed to induce sleep; but these are vain endeavors, for sleep does not bring
oblivion, so for us there’s nothing else but death, disintegration or gas, it’s all the same—oh, now didn’t I say so?
“The storm’s over, and now the sun will come out, and the air will be clean and fragrant.
“Well, doctor, thank you for this—how shall I put it?—this farewell talk. Adieu!”
Kocys stood up and came to the door with me. In control of myself again, but dogged by unpleasant feelings
over my fears of the storm and also ashamed because I really should have made some reply to Kocys’ arguments,
I went out into the garden to compose myself and get a breath of air.
In the avenue leading to the farm buildings, I met Narcyz, who was breaking the shell of an egg against a tree
and swallowing the contents. Round about there were lots of pieces of eggshell, just as there had been among the
rubble at the place where Karol died.
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Narcyz immediately announced joyfully that the hens were in a safe place, but that he was not going to say
where, because they did not live to be killed en masse; people could die en masse, as we were all going to, but the
hens had done no one any harm and he was surprised that such a thought had occurred to me. I interrupted him to
say that I was not worried about the hens, he could do what he wanted with them, as long as he just cleared up the
pieces of eggshell, because, in spite of the circumstances, we had to keep things neat and tidy.
Suddenly there were several patients around us, and then, while I was walking around the garden with them,
more came—some from the women’s wing too, led by Liliana clutching her doll to her bosom.
But later, when I got back to my room and took my white dress, white hat and white shoes out of the wardrobe
… but I must not hurry, for the last moments of life are always long, and inexhaustible, so I must not hurry, and
perhaps I might make it, perhaps have a little time left yet.
*
To avoid missing anything or jumping over a link in the story, I must go back to a pleasant and completely
chance occurrence—the walk around the garden, among the flowerbeds along the avenue of acacias and then over
the paths of the orchard. The women clung to my arms, each of them wanted to walk arm in arm with me on a
proper walk, just as on an outing, and Wieliczkowa justly arranged that they should change two by two and that
she herself would direct this interchange to avoid anyone being offended. As for the men, they could walk at a
distance, as was proper, because one can talk and smile at a distance.
But for the sudden, fearful stammer of Pelcia, who was trying to indicate that lunch was ready, the walk would
have gone on for a long time, because no one was in a hurry to get anything done and it was very pleasant to relax
in the bracing air after the storm, and no one would have thought of interrupting it.
Wieliczkowa arranged that I should first have lunch with the women, and then—with the men. Excited and
chattering, the women bore me off to their wing, and they were reluctant to let me go when the time came for me
to go over to the men’s wing. Wieliczkowa’s authority won the day, and so, seen off by a crowd of women, I made
my way to the men’s quarters.
*
After lunch, I was hurrying through the garden and over the courtyard when suddenly two German officers
appeared from round the corner with three armed soldiers behind them. The question “Is this it?” shot through my
mind, but the officers stopped and saluted as they made way for me on the narrow pavement. I slowed down, so
that they would not think I had been alarmed by their sudden appearance, but I was sure they were watching
where I was going—and so, to conceal the fact that I was going to my quarters, I turned to the right, into the
administration block. I had left the letter there in the office, and it would certainly have dried out by now. It had
been a slip on my part to leave it on the table like that, because the Germans might have intercepted it, if they had
gone into the office.
When I got to the office, I found Narcyz and Kocys already there, but the worst was yet to come—for there
was no sign of the letter. Narcyz told me he had passed the Germans on the steps, but had noticed the letter before
this and at the last minute had torn it up, and chewed it and stuffed the newspaper into the stove. Then Kocys had
come—he knew German and thought he might be useful, but the Germans had only come up to the door and then
gone away again—so everything was all right, after all.
I could not find out from Narcyz what had been in the letter. Had he read it? Had the writing been legible once
the paper dried out? But Narcyz—as usual—at once hung his head and would not answer the questions. Kocys
declared that there would yet come to pass more than one unforeseen event, because no one could be sure of
anything, and anyhow, news from the outside world or from beyond the walls of our prison did not matter to any
of us now.
I rushed out with the words: “You’re wrong, Kocys, you’re very wrong,” but by the time I was out in the
courtyard I regretted saying these words, I was sorry I had lost my temper, and the whole business of Skalski’s
letter seemed mysterious to me. A large part of this was my own fault, but it had looked like a storm when I was
opening the letter and I had been unable to control my fear and uneasiness, thence my thoughtlessness in leaving
it on the table and again my unnecessary snapping at Kocys, who had actually been telling the truth.
When I got back to my room, I opened the window a little. It was still fine, the sun was blazing, which perhaps
heralded another storm, the blossoming chestnut trees swayed gently in the wind and I could touch their leaves
by stretching out my hand.
*
So the fine weather had come back and it was going to be nice. I suddenly thought of dressing up and going
into the town, which was scarcely a kilometer away, and having coffee in the Café Helena. I knew that the idea of
139

leaving the Hospital was senseless, but nonetheless I opened the wardrobe and took out my white dress, white hat
and white shoes. I spread out on the sofa a costume, which was also white, and set about deciding which of them
to wear. I decided on the dress, and scarcely had I got it on when Pelcia came in with a plate full of raspberries
collected in the garden.
Pelcia looked at me attentively, but suspiciously, took the costume into her hand, stammered something as she
shook it, and then rushed out weeping.
I did my hair, put lipstick on, put my hat on and, standing in front of the mirror, told myself that this was the
last time I would be dressing up like this—but that I would not be betraying the patients even if I did go out,
because I would certainly come back, the German sentries would not prevent me, and I would be able to see the
town again—the bridge over the river, the market place, the castle ruins, all the places which Karol had liked so
much and which had made him decide to work here as opposed to elsewhere.
*
Suddenly I heard a buzz of voices, steps coming along the corridors, a bustle, and laughs and shrieks, and
before I had time to see what was going on, the door was pushed wide open.
The patients thronged outside in a huge crowd, but once at the door they stopped and fell silent. They were
excited and were breathing quickly, presumably because they had been running, and now, transferring their gaze
from me to the dresses spread out behind me, the shoes, hat and other articles, the stood and looked on.
I asked calmly what had happened and why they had come, whether it was perhaps that the Germans had
frightened them. Why had they come, I asked again and again. I was standing in the middle of the room, but when
I took a step in the direction of the table to clear up my scattered things, the patients too moved a step towards me,
and so they advanced as I retreated, silent and with their mouths firmly closed or else half-open.
Again I asked them to tell me what they had come for, and met with nothing but silence maintained as though
by agreement.
So I laughed at them cheerfully and suggested that they should sit down wherever they could find room, because since they had come so unexpectedly, they might as well be my guests and take a look at how I lived, but
they might also break the silence and say something, after all, they were not deaf and dumb.
But this had no effect.
They were now so near that I only had to stretch out my arm in order to touch them.
But they were different now.
And now the lunatics, paranoiacs, schizophrenics and epileptics had assembled here, each living in his own
darkness, all stricken with mental disintegration at the hands of dark powers which urged them to kill me and
crush me against this wall where I was cowering.
The threat of violent death was but a step away from me, and I saw before me hands bent on strangling me and
tearing me to pieces—and it would not be the Germans who would kill me, but the patients, for that was why they
had come here.
With a sudden movement of my head, I tore off the hat, and in a flash someone’s hand had snatched it away
and it was flying in tatters all over the room.
At this moment, which I really thought was my last, salvation came in the person of Narcyz, who was running
up the stairs, announcing happily that in a few minutes under the apple tree there would be a performance such as
the world had never seen before, and that afterwards there would be raspberries for all.
Narcyz at once saw the danger I was in and began to push the patients aside, saying that “everything was ready
for the performance, and the doctor was just going to dress up and come down to see the performance with
everyone else.”
I walked down the stairs slowly with the patients, who were now laughing at the prospect of the spectacle with
the cocks and fire-eating.
Unable to stand the patients’ coarse laughter and their constant clapping, bravos and encores, I left the garden
before Narcyz’s performance was over.
*
One mistake had led to another. Had it not been for my idea of going out to town and for Peleia’s sounding the
alarm by telling the others that I was running away, then the patients would not have come bursting into my room.
My subsequent conversation with Narcyz was another link in this chain of mistakes, and this might have found
confirmation in Kocys’ argument that, in everything human, there are dark, hostile and malevolent forces at work.
Narcyz turned up a few hours after his performance and I tried to tell him all about this, but it was difficult to
get through to him in spite of my efforts to create a friendly atmosphere.
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I told Narcyz that he had saved my life, that I was counting on him and that in him I had real protection and
friendship. I suggested that he should stay and have tea with me, but he merely put his hands to his head and fell
into his usual silence. I stroked my hand over his hair, and while I was doing this, he gripped it firmly and sobbed
that he too had no one but me, which I must have realized for a long time now, because everything he did was for
me. … He began to kiss my hands, and when I resisted his importunity, he deftly seized me round the waist and
whispered.
“I’ll come to you tonight … wait for me … I’ll come … Yes? Yes?” he kept asking impatiently.
I nodded my head so he would release me from his embrace. He started to leave hastily, but came back from
the door and took a crumpled letter from his pocket. It was from Skrzyniarz and had been handed to him for me
by one of the bribed guards.
Thus I lost Narcyz, a real help and the only man, I thought, with whom I could be safe and whom I could trust.
Now I had to work out some strategy of defense against him. I would have to run away and hide so he could not
find me.
To resume the order of events and not anticipate later facts, I must return to the moment when the telephone
rang.
*
This time I lifted the receiver eagerly. It was Schwengruben, and I was relieved and happy to hear his voice at
this moment, after the scene with Narcyz. Schwengruben had rung up to tell me that he had had a violent quarrel
with General Schneider over the fate of the Hospital, as a result of which he had been ordered to the front. He was
leaving immediately, tonight in fact, but before he went he felt he must again ask me to come out of my voluntary
imprisonment and do the same as the doctors, while there was still time.
I listened eagerly to Schwengruben’s words, which were meaningless for me and unable to bring about any
change, but which were the last words I would hear from the outside world. I was about to say that I would leave
immediately if the Germans altered their decision and did not exterminate the patients, when Schwengruben
suddenly stopped speaking, there was a grating noise in the receiver and the phone went dead. It did not ring
again right up to the end. The other telephones in the administration block had been out of action for some time,
so I was now deprived of this means of contact with the world outside too.
It had gone dark already, and now was the time for me to start thinking about dodging Narcyz and looking for
a place where he would not be able to find me. I went into the corridor with a candle, searched every floor and in
the end found a well concealed room, one intended as a medical library or record room, which had not been used
for some time.
Only now, in this safe hiding-place, was I able to relax, and I decided to put off reading Skrzyniarz’s letter till
later. I had a good look at my new surroundings; everything was thick with dust and cobwebs and sticky with dirt.
I lit the candle to read Skrzyniarz’s letter, which I hardly expected to contain anything new.
I was not mistaken. Skrzyniarz again harped on my decision to stay with the patients and set out his various
arguments. This time he wrote calmly and dryly, as though considering the problem from a detached position and
in terms of theory. Having exhausted his objective arguments, he appealed to my common sense and justice, and
to many other qualities of my character and intellect, he appealed time and time again—and not only in his own
name.
Towards the end, however, there was a different tone; Skrzyniarz begged me to let them hear something from
me and not to go away without a last word to them, because I must have given a lot of thought to the matter and
perhaps (at last he admitted it!), perhaps I was right after all.
All right, all right, I decided, if I had time, if they did not come for us tonight, I would leave some message
behind me, perhaps I ought to do at least that to prevent their being tormented by their consciences, so I had to
find some words which would reach them when all this was over.
I hastily looked for some paper to write Skrzyniarz, but could not find any. I took the Stock Book for 1938
down from the shelf; only half of it had been used, and there were many empty pages left. The book opened in
Karol’s writing with as laconic description of the kind of articles set down in it; and it would close in my writing
and become a chronicle, or rather a personal catalogue of the events leading up to our extermination.
While I was sitting over the blank page, deciding what words to use for opening the story of the Hospital’s last
days, I heard Narcyz’s familiar footsteps on the concrete path; his walk was light and quick. He came into the
building and ran up the stairs. It was getting near midnight.
I knew that Narcyz would go straight along the first-floor corridor to my room, knock, open the door, look
around for me and then try the bedroom, the bathroom and the kitchen. What would he do then? What would he
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think?
After a while I heard Narcyz’s steps on the floor above, then a knock and the sound of him struggling with a
door; but which corridor was the sound of his running feet coming from? Again there was the sound of feet
drumming down the stairs on a lower floor, and then a cry “Renata! Renata!” rang out. There was uneasiness in
Narcyz’s cry, perhaps even a certain pleading tone, but it was now impossible to call out and betray my hidingplace. I sat in the darkness, over the Stock Book, with my hands resting on the white paper, on which I had not yet
written a single word of the story of these last days.
Now, good heavens! Narcyz was above me, one floor above, in the administration director’s empty flat. His
steps were hasty and faltering, as though he were walking between odd pieces of furniture, hemmed in by a
motionless landscape of armchairs. Something fell to the floor. Was it hurled deliberately, or dropped by accident?
A silence descended over the building. Seconds passed, then minutes, and I counted them up, trying to guess what
Narcyz was doing now. It was a relief when I could hear his steps again on the stairs, and then on the corridors
and all over the empty, lifeless building.
Suddenly I heard the cry again—“Renata! Renata!” but this time it was a heart-rending shriek hurled into the
solitude, into the void of the world.
“Narcyz,” I said in a whisper, “Narcyz, I can’t tell you I’m here, I can’t call you or calm you, because I’m not a
doctor any more who knows the methods of restoring your balance. Madness has affected me too. I’m afraid and
I’m running away from you.”
Narcyz was now running all over the building from top to bottom, along the corridors and through the empty
wards, and kept shrieking my name in a fearful voice—“Re-na-ta! Re-na-ta!” In the end he burst into tears and
wept like a child, sobbing and groaning softly. As he walked along the concrete path over the yard, his step was
slow and heavy, staggering and rhythmless, and then at last everything was silent and enveloped in the solitude
and darkness of the night.
So Narcyz went away, and I was now free and safe, but also very unhappy and lonely.
Would Narcyz understand that I had to run away from him?
I waited a long time in case he came back, but no sound disturbed the nocturnal silence. The empty building,
dark and desolate, was like a place through which the demon of destruction, that Zenobü-Ki from Kocys’ fictions,
had passed on his evil errands.
I took the Stock Book and went back to my room, now sure that there was no further danger. I decided to reply
to Skrzyniarz’s letter the following day, as long as the night passed without incident and the next day did not bring
new surprises.
*
I was awakened by the voices of Germans outside in the corridor holding an animated conversation. Then they
knocked at my door. I quickly dressed and went in the direction they showed me. In the garden, on the bench by
the log under the apple tree, lay Narcyz with his wrists cut.
He was dead.
I asked the soldiers to dig a pit, selected a suitable place and also found some wood to make a coffin. It took
about two hours altogether. While I was waiting for the soldiers to finish making the coffin, I stood over Narcyz
for a moment and noticed the edge of a piece of paper sticking out of his pocket. It was a letter from Skalski,
informing us that an evacuation operation was being organized for the rest of the patients, but that it would take a
few days to arrange it. I was to await further instructions and news.
After we had buried Narcyz in the pit, I went back to my room. Now I was completely free to fill up the blank
pages of the Stock Book. I wrote all that day and late into the night, and the following day till noon. I began with
the words “Today there were still sixty-two patients …” and have now reached the point where Narcyz died.
Now is the time to reply to Skrzyniarz, because what I have written so far is merely a chronicle of events since
the doctors left the Hospital. An hour ago a large number of Germans drove up, and they are waiting all over the
courtyard now and roaming round the garden. They are waiting for someone or something, and I am waiting too.
It appears that Skalski’s operation will be in vain, because apparently today is the day—the 8 th of June—I am as
old as Karol was when he died, that is, thirty-six and two months. The sound of the soldiers’ steps reminds me of
that dream in which I was walking in my sleep through a long tunnel to meet Karol. And again, sometimes the
steps make me start and listen in case Narcyz is coming.
So you see, Adam, that we had a sort of crime here, and that, though I did not commit it with my own hands, I
was nonetheless responsible for Narcyz’s death. He would have taken his own life in any case some time, he had
made more than one attempt before this. But before, it was his delusions which caused it, whereas this time …
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You may all have a peaceful conscience, if you read the story of these last days carefully. You must collect the
bits and pieces together and join them up so as to convince yourselves afterwards …
83.194 Excerpt from Ferdydurke: Philifor Honeycombed With Childishness (by Witold Gombrowicz (1904-1969)}
Kielce, Kielce County, Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship, Poland (M) 5
… The prince of synthesists, recognized as the greatest synthesist of all times, was the higher synthesist Dr.
Philifor, who came from the south of Annam,\fn{ Central Vietnam} and was Professor of Synthesistology in the
University of Leyden. He worked according to the pathetic spirit of higher synthesis, generally using the method
of adding infinity, though sometimes, when occasion arose, he adopted that of multiplying by infinity.
He was a well built, rather corpulent man, with a shaggy beard and the face of a bespectacled prophet. By
virtue of Newton’s principle of action and equal and opposite reaction, an intellectual phenomenon of such magnitude could not fail to provoke a counter-phenomenon in the bosom of nature; hence the birth at Colombo\fn
{Ceylon aka Sri Lankh} of an eminent analyst who, after obtaining his doctor’s degree and the title of Professor of
Higher Analysis at Columbia University, climbed rapidly to the top of the academic tree.
He was a dry, slightly built, beardless man, with the face of a bespectacled skeptic, and his sole interior driving
force was to pursue and humiliate the distinguished Philifor.
He worked analytically, and his specialty was breaking down individuals into their constituent parts, with the
aid of calculation, and more particularly flicks of the finger. With the aid of the latter he was able to invite a nose
to enjoy an independent existence of its own and make it move spontaneously this way and that, to the great terror
of its owner. When he was bored he used frequently to practice this art on the tram. In response to his deepest
vocation he set out in pursuit of Philifor, and in a town somewhere in Spain succeeded in procuring for himself
the title of Anti-Philifor, of which he was very proud.
Philifor, having discovered that he was being pursued, immediately set out on the heels of his pursuer, and the
mutual pursuit of the two men of learning went on for a long time—without result, however, because each was
prevented by pride from admitting that he was the pursued as well as the pursuer. Consequently, when Philifor
was at Bremen, for instance, Anti-Philifor would hurry there from The Hague, refusing, or perhaps being unable,
to take into account the fact that at that very moment Philifor for reasons identical with his own was taking his
seat in the Bremen-The Hague express.\fn{High-speed train}
The collision between the two—a disaster on the scale of the greatest railway accidents—finally took place by
pure chance in the first-class restaurant of the Hotel Bristol in Warsaw. Professor Philifor, accompanied by Mrs.
Philifor, was carefully consulting the indicator when Anti-Philifor, who had just got off the train, entered breathlessly, arm-in-arm with his analytical traveling companion, Fiora Gente of Messina.
We who were present, that is to say, Dr. Theophilus Poklewski, Dr. Theodore Roklewski, and myself, realizing
the gravity of the situation, immediately started taking notes.
*
Anti-Philifor advanced silently and gazed into the eyes of Professor Philifor, who rose to his feet. Each tried to
impose the force of his personality on the other. The analyst’s eyes traveled coldly from his opponent’s feet
upwards; those of the stoutly resisting synthesist worked in the opposite direction, from the head downwards. As
the outcome of this struggle was a draw, with no advantage accruing to either side, the two contestants resorted to
a verbal duel. The doctor and master of analysis said:
“Gnocchi!”
“Gnocchi!” the synthesistologist retorted.
“Gnocchi, gnocchi, or a mixture of eggs, flour and water,” said Anti-Philifor, and Philifor capped this with:
“Gnocchi means the higher essence, the supreme spirit of gnocchi, the thing-in-itself.”
His eyes flashed fire, he wagged his beard, it was obvious that he had won. The professor of higher analysis
recoiled a few paces, seized with impotent rage, but a dreadful idea suddenly flashed into his mind. A sickly and
puny man in comparison with Philifor, he decided to attack Mrs. Philifor, who was the apple of her worthy
professor-husband’s eye. The incident, according to the eye-witnesses’ report, then developed as follows:
1. Professor Philifor’s wife, a stout and majestic woman, was seated, silently absorbed in her thoughts.
2. Professor Anti-Philifor trembled with cold and shame, himself in front of her, and started undressing her with his
eyes from foot to head. Mrs. Philifor trembled with cold and shame. Professor Philifor silently covered her with her
traveling rug, casting a look of infinite contempt at the insolent Professor Anti-Philifor, but nevertheless betraying some
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slight traces of anxiety.
3. Professor Anti-Philifor then calmly said: “Ear, ear,” and laughed sardonically. At these words the woman’s ear
appeared in all its nakedness and became indecent, and Professor Philifor ordered her to conceal it beneath her hat. This
was not of much use, however, for anti-Philifor muttered, as if to himself, the words “two nostrils,” thus laying bare in
shameful and analytical fashion the nostrils of the professor’s highly respectable wife. This aggravated the situation, for
there was no way of concealing her nostrils.
4. Professor Philifor threatened to call the police; the tide of battle seemed to be turning distinctly in his opponent’s
favor. The master of analysis said with intense mental concentration: “Fingers, the five fingers of each hand.” Mrs.
Philifor’s resistance, unfortunately, was insufficient to conceal a reality which disclosed itself to the eyes of those
present in all its stark nakedness, i.e., the five fingers of each of her two hands. There they were, five on each side. Mrs.
Philifor, utterly profaned, gathered her last strength to try to put on her gloves, but an incredible thing happened.
Professor Anti-Philifor fired at her point-blank an analysis of her urine. With a loud guffaw, he exclaimed victoriously:
“H2O, C4, TPS, some leukocytes, and albumen!” Everyone rose, Professor Anti-Philifor withdrew with his mistress,
who giggled in a vulgar manner, while Professor Philifor, aided by the undersigned, hurriedly took his wife to the
hospital.
T. Poklewski
T. Roklewski
Anton Swistak

Next morning Roklewski, Poklewski, and I myself joined the Professor at Mrs. Philifor’s bedside. Her disintergration, set in train\fn{Set in motion} by Anti-Philifor’s analytic tooth, was proceeding apace, and she was progresssively losing her physiological contexture. From time to time she said with a hollow groan: “My leg, my eye, my
leg, my ear, my finger, my head, my leg,” as if she were bidding farewell to the various parts ofher body, which
were already moving independently of her. Her personality was in its death-throes.
We racked our brains for some way of saving her, but could think of nothing. After further consultations, in
which Assistant Professor S. Lopatkin took part—he arrived by the seven-forty plane from Moscow—we were
confirmed in our conclusion that the situation called for the application of the most extreme methods of scientific
synthesization.
But none existed.
Philifor thereupon concentrated his mental faculties to such good purpose that we all recoiled a step. He said:
“I’ve got it! A slap in the face! Only a well-aimed slap in the face can restore my wife’s honor and synthesize
the scattered elements on a higher level.”
It was no easy task to find the world-famous analyst in the big city; not until nightfall did we succeed in tracking him down to a first-class bar, where he was soberly engaged in drinking. He was emptying bottle after bottle,
and the more he drank, the more sober he became; and the same applied to his analytical mistress; the truth of the
matter was that both found sobriety more intoxicating than alcohol. When we walked in, the waiters, who had
turned as white as their napkins,\fn{ Serving waiters in certain first-class establishments habitually carry white table napkins, folded
in a rectangle and draped over one forearm, while in the dining room } had timidly taken refuge behind the bar, and the two
lovers were silently devoting themselves to an interminable orgy of keeping cool and collected.
We drew up a plan of action. Professor Philifor would first of all feint in the direction of the left cheek and then
strike out in earnest at the right, while we witnesses, i.e., Poklewski, Roklewski, and myself, all three holders of
doctor’s degrees in the University of Warsaw, accompanied by Assistant Professor S. Lopatkin, would proceed
forthwith to the drawing up of our report.
It was a simple and straightforward plan, calling for no very complicated action, but the professor raised his
arm, only to let it drop to his side again.
*
We witnesses were left in a state of stupefaction. The slap in the face did not take place. I repeat, the slap in the
face did not take place. All that took place was two little roses and a rough illustration of two doves.
With satanic insight Anti-Philifor had foreseen Philifor’s move. The temperate Bacchus had had two little roses
tattooed on each cheek, as well as something resembling two doves. Anti-Philifor’s cheeks and Philifor’s planned
blow were thus deprived of meaning; slapping roses and doves would be as idle as casually slapping a piece of
painted paper.
Thinking it out of the question that our learned and universally respected educator of youth should expose
himself to ridicule by striking a piece of painted paper because of his wife’s illness, we succeeded in persuading
him to abandon a course of action which he might subsequently regret.
“Vile dog!” the Professor growled. “Vile, vile, vile dog!”
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“You are an amorphous collection of disparate parts,” the analyst replied, in a burst of analytic pride. “You are
an amorphous collection of disparate parts, and so am I. Kick me in the stomach, if you like; it won’t be I whom
you kick, but my stomach, and that’s all. You wished to provoke my face by slapping it? Well, you can provoke
my cheek, but not me. I do not exist! I simply do not exist!”
“I’ll provoke your face! As sure as God’s in His heaven, I’ll provoke your face!”
“My cheeks are impervious to provocation,” Anti-Philifor replied with a sneer.
Fiora Gente, who was sitting by his side, burst out laughing. The cosmic doctor of double analysis leered
sensually at his mistress and walked out. Fiora Gente, however, remained. She was perched on a high stool and
looked at us with the relaxed eyes of a completely analyzed parrot.
A little later, at 8:40 P.M. to be precise, we, that is to say Professor Philifor, the two doctors, Assistant Professor
Lopatkin and myself, held a conference. Assistant Professor Lopatkin as usual wielded the fountain-pen. The
conference proceeded as follows:
The three doctors of law:
“I view of what has occurred, we see no possibility of settling this quarrel in an honorable manner, and we
therefore advise the respected professor to ignore the insult to which he had been subjected, because it came from
an individual incapable of giving satisfaction.”
Professor Philifor:
“I propose to ignore it, but my wife is dying.”
Assistant Professor Lopatkin:
“There is no way of saving your wife.”
Professor Philifor:
“Don’t say that! Oh, don’t say that! A slap in the face is the only hope! But there is no slap in the face, there is
no cheek! There is no method of divine synthesis! There is no God! But yes! Yes! There are faces! There are
slaps! There is a God! Honor! Synthesis!”
Myself:
“I observe that the professor is being illogical. Either there are faces, or there are not.”
Philifor:
“Gentlemen, you forget that I still have my two cheeks. His cheeks do not exist, but mine do. We can still
achieve our aim with my two cheeks, which are intact. Gentlemen, what I mean is this: I cannot slap his face, but
he can slap mine! It will come to the same thing. A face will have been slapped and synthesis achieved!”
“But how shall we get him to slap the professor’s face?”
“How shall we get him to slap the professor’s face?”
“How shall we get him to slap the professor?”
“Gentlemen,” the brilliant thinker composedly replied, “he has cheeks, but so do I. There is an analogy here,
and I shall therefore be acting less logically than analogically; that will be much more effective, because nature is
governed by the law of analogy. If he is the king of analysis, I am the king of synthesis. If he has cheeks, so have
I. If I have a wife, he has a mistress. If he has analyzed my wife, I shall synthesize his mistress, and in that fashion
I shall get from him the slap that he refuses me.”
*
Without further delay he beckoned to Fiora Gente. We were left speechless with amazement.
She approached, moving all the parts of her body, ogling me with one eye and the professor with the other,
smiling with all her teeth at Stephen Lopatkin, projecting her front towards Roklewski and her behind towards
Poklewski. The impression she made was such that the assistant professor muttered:
“Are you really proposing to attack those fifty separate parts with your higher synthesis?”
The universal synthesisiologist, however, possessed the virtue of never losing hope. He invited Fiora Gente to
sit at the small table, offered her a Cinzano, and by way of preamble, to test the ground, said to her sympatheticcally:
“Soul, soul.”
She did not reply.
“I!” said the professor impetuously and inquisitorially, desiring to awaken her annihilated ego.
“You? Oh, all right! Five zlotys!”
“Unity!” Philifor exclaimed violently. “Higher unity! Equality in unity!”
“Boy or old man, it’s all the same to me,” she said with the most complete indifference.
We gazed in discouragement at this infernal analyst of the night, whom Anti-Philifor had brought up in his own
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image, and perhaps trained for himself since earliest childhood.
The father of the synthetic sciences refused, however, to be discouraged. A phase of intense effort and struggle
ensued. He read to her the first two cantos of the Divina Commedia, for which she charged him ten zlotys. He
made an inspired speech on the higher love which unifies and encompasses everything, and that cost him eleven
zlotys. For agreeing to allow him to read to her two superb novels by two well-known women novelists about
regeneration by love she asked a hundred and fifty zlotys, and refused to consider a farthing less; and finally,
when he got to the point of appealing to her dignity, she insisted on fifty zlotys.
“Fancies have to be paid for, grandpa,” she said. “For fancies there’s no fixed rate.”
Opening and shutting her self-satisfied owl’s eyes, she remained entirely untouched by the experience. Her
charges kept piling up, and Anti-Philifor, wandering round the town, shook with interior laughter at all these desperate endeavors.
*
In the course of the subsequent conference, in which Assistant Professor Lopatkin and the three professors
took part, the eminent seeker after truth summed up his defeat:
“It has cost me several hundred zlotys already and I really do not see the slightest possibility of any synthesis,”
he said. “In vain I had recourse to the supreme unities such as humanity; she turns everything into money and
hands back the change.
“Meanwhile my wife is steadily losing what remains of her homogeneity. Her leg has already got to the point
of walking round the room on its own. When she gets drowsy, she tries to hold it with her hands, but her hands
refuse to obey her. It is the most shattering, appalling anarchy.”
Dr. T. Poklewski, M.D.:
“And meanwhile Anti-Philifor is spreading the story that the Professor is a vicious and depraved old
gentleman.”
Assistant Professor Lopatkin:
“But might we not after all be able to catch her with the aid of money? I do not yet see clearly the idea for
which I am groping in my mind, but things like that happen in nature. Let me explain. I had a woman patient who
suffered from shyness. It was impossible to inject boldness into her, because she was incapable of assimilating it.
But I succeeded in injecting into her such an enormous dose of shyness that she could not tolerate it. Finding
shyness intolerable, she took courage, and became very bold indeed. the best method is to cure the disease by the
disease itself. There must be some way of synthesizing her by means of money, but I confess that I do not …”
Professor Philifor:
“Money … money … but money always adds up to a definite sum, a definite amount, which has nothing in
common with unity in the true sense of the word. The only sum of money that is indivisible is a farthing, and nobody is impressed by a farthing … But gentlemen, suppose … suppose we offered her such a huge sum that she
was thunderstruck by it!”
We were left open-mouthed in astonishment.
Philifor rose to his feet, his black beard trembling. He was now in one of those hypermanic states which invariably affect genius at seven-year intervals. He sold two houses and a villa in the neighborhood of Warsaw, and
changed the 850,000 zlotys thus realized into one-zloty pieces.
Poklewski looked at him in amazement. A simple country doctor, he had never had any understanding of
genius, and that was why he failed to understand it now. The philosopher was now sure of himself, however, and
sent Anti-Philifor an ironic invitation. The latter sent a sarcastic reply and turned up punctually at nine-thirty in a
private room at the Alcazar restaurant, where the decisive test was to take place. The two scholars did not shake
hands. The master of analysis laughed, and his laughter was dry and malicious.
“Carry on, sir,” he said. “Carry on! My woman friend is obviously less liable to composition than is your wife
to decomposition. On that my mind is at rest.”
But he too entered progressively into a more and more hypermanic state. Dr. Poklewski’s fountain-pen was
poised and Assistant Professor Lopatkin held the paper at the ready.
*
Professor Philifor set about things as follows. First of all he laid on the table one zloty. Fiora Gente did not
budge. He put down a second zloty; nothing happened. He put down a third; again nothing happened. But when he
put down the fourth, she said:
“Oh! Four zlotys!”
At the fifth she yawned, and at the sixth she remarked with an air of indifference:
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“What’s up, grandpa? Have you gone crackers again?”
Not until after the ninety-seventh zloty did we observe the first symptoms of surprise. At the 115 th her eyes,
which had been wandering from Dr. Poklewski to Assistant Professor Lopatkin and myself, started tending to
synthesize somewhat on the money.
At 100,000 zlotys Philifor was gasping painfully for breath. Anti-Philifor was beginning to show signs of
alarm, and the hitherto heterogeneous courtesan acquired a certain concentration. She gazed fascinated at the pile,
which, to tell the truth, was ceasing to be a pile, and tried to count, but she had lost her head for reckoning. The
sum had ceased to be a sum, had turned into something impossible to grasp in its entirety, something so
tremendous, so inconceivable, that the mind boggled at it, as it does when it considers the dimensions of space.
The patient let out a hollow groan. The analyst tried to dash to her assistance, but the two doctors restrained him.
In vain he whispered to her to divide the total into hundreds, or five hundreds, but the total refused to yield to this
treatment. When the triumphant high priest of synthesis had spent all he had and crowned the pile, or rather the
mountain, the Mount Sinai, of money with the last single and indivisible zloty, it was as if some divinity had taken
possession of the courtesan. She rose to her feet, showing every symptom of synthesis—tears, sighs, smiles,
thoughtfulness—and said:
“Gentlemen, myself. My higher self!”
Philifor uttered a cry of triumph, and with a frantic yell Anti-Philifor broke loose from the two doctors’ hold,
dashed at Philifor, and struck him in the face.
This synthetic lightning flash snatched from the analytic entrails dispelled the shadows.
The assistant professor and the doctors heartily congratulated the gravely dishonored professor.
His sworn enemy writhed and gesticulated in a frenzy against the wall, but no amount of frenzy could deprive
the victorious march of honor of its momentum, and the whole affair, which had hitherto been not very honorable,
was now firmly set on an honorable course.
Professor G. L. Philifor of Leyden appointed as his seconds Dr. Lopatkin and myself; Professor P. T. Momsen,
known by his honorary title of Anti-Philifor, chose the two doctors present. Philifor’s seconds honorably
challenged Anti-Philifor’s seconds, and these in turn challenged Philifor’s. Each of these honorable steps created
more and more synthesis, and the professor of Columbia University writhed as if he were standing on hot coals,
while the sage of Leyden stroked his beard and smiled.
At the municipal hospital Mrs. Philifor started regaining her unity; in a barely audible whisper she asked for a
glass of milk, and hope revived in the doctors’ breast. Honor had made its appearance among the clouds and was
smiling down upon mankind. The duel was fixed for Tuesday at 7 A.M.
It was agreed that the fountain-pen should be entrusted to Dr. Roklewski, and the pistols to Assistant Professor
Lopatkin; and that Dr. Poklewski should hold the paper and I the overcoats. The tireless advocate of the cause of
synthesis refused to be affected by doubt, dismay or fear. I recall his saying to me on the eve of the duel:
“Young man, I know that I am just as likely to be left on the field of honor as he, but, whatever happens, my
spirit will survive and be victorious, for death is essentially synthetic. If he dies, his end will be a tribute paid to
synthesis; if he kills me, he will do so synthetically. Hence in any event victory will be mine!”
In this state of exaltation, desiring to celebrate more worthily his moment of glory, he invited the women-folk
—his wife and Fiora Gente—to attend in the capacity of simple spectators.
*
I was filled with grim forebodings, I feared … what did I fear? I did not know myself. All night I lay a prey to
grim anxiety, and not until I reached the appointed dueling ground did I tumble to the reason, which was
symmetry; for the situation was symmetrical; hence its strength, but hence also its weakness.
For every move of Philifor led to a similar move by Anti-Philifor, and the initiative was Philifor’s. If Philifor
raised his hat, Anti-Philifor must do the same. If Philifor fired, so must he. Moreover, the whole of the action was
confined to an imaginary straight line drawn between the two duelists; and this line was the axis of the whole
situation.
But suppose Anti-Philifor departed from it? suppose he treacherously wandered from the straight path, basely
evaded the iron laws of symmetry and analogy? What vileness, what intellectual depravity might not be hatching
in his brain?
I was plunged in these thoughts when Professor Philifor raised his arm, aimed at his opponent’s heart, fired,
and missed. The analyst likewise raised his arm and aimed at his opponent’s heart. It seemed almost inevitable
that if the former fired synthetically at the heart, the latter must do the same, there seemed to be no possible
alternative; no alternative seemed intellectual conceivable.
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But the analyst made a supreme effort, uttered a savage yell, deflected the barrel of his pistol from the axis of
the situation and fired. Where would the bullet strike? Where? Mrs. Philifor, accompanied by Fiora Gente, was
standing a little to one side, and it struck her little finger. It was a master-shot; the finger was cut clean off and
dropped to the ground. Mrs. Philifor in astonishment put her hand to her mouth. For a moment we seconds lost all
control of ourselves and let out a cry of admiration.
This was too much for the professor of higher synthesis, and something dreadful happened. Fascinated by his
opponent’s precision of aim, virtuosity and symmetry, and annoyed at our cry of admiration at his marksmanship,
he too diverged from the axis, fired, hit Fiora Gente’s little finger, and let forth a short, derisive, guttural laugh.
Then the analyst fired again, severing Mrs. Philifor’s other little finger and causing her to put her other hand to
her mouth. Again we exclaimed with admiration. A fraction of a second later the synthesist fired, and with
infallible aim deprived Fiora Gente of her other little finger from a distance of six or seven yards. She put her
hand to her mouth, and we could not refrain from another exclamation of admiration. And so events took their
course. The firing continued, incessant, angry, and as magnificent as magnificence itself; and fingers, ears, noses,
and teeth fell like the leaves of a tree in a high wind. We seconds were left with no time to express our admiration
at the accuracy of the hail of fire that ensued.
The two ladies were soon deprived of all their extremities and natural protuberances; if they did not fall dead it
was simply because of lack of time, and I also suspect that they felt great flattered at being the target of such
consummate marksmanship. With his last round the master from Leyden holed the upper part of Fiora Gente’s
right lung. Once more we exclaimed with admiration, then silence fell.
Life passed from the two women’s bodies, they collapsed to the ground, and the two marksmen looked at each
other.
And then? They went on looking at each other, without knowing why.
And then? And then?
*
They had both run out of ammunition. The dead bodies lay on the ground. There was no more to be done.
It was nearly ten o’clock. Strictly speaking, the analyst had won, but what difference did that make? None
whatever. If the synthesist had won, it would have made no difference either. Philifor picked up a stone, threw it at
a sparrow, and missed; the sparrow flew away. The sun was getting very hot. Anti-Philifor threw a lump of earth
at a tree-trunk, and hit it. Philifor threw a stone at a hen which passed across his line of sight; he hit it, and it went
and hid behind a bush. The two men of learning then abandoned their positions and went their separate ways.
At dusk Anti-Philifor was at Jeziorno and Philifor at Wawer. The former was shooting rabbits from under the
shadow of a windmill; the latter, when he came upon a gas-lamp in an insolate spot, fired at it from fifty paces.
Thus they wandered about the world, firing at what they could with what they could. They sang popular songs
and broke windows when they felt like it; and they also enjoyed spitting from balconies at the hats of passers-by.
Philifor actually became so skilled that he was able to spit from the roadway at people on first-floor balconies;
and Anti-Philifor could put out candles by throwing matchboxes at the flame.
Things that they enjoyed even more were shooting frogs with small-caliber rifles and sparrows with bow and
arrow; and sometimes they would stand on bridges and throw grass and paper into the stream below. But their
greatest pleasure of all was burying a red balloon and chasing it across the country, waiting for the thrilling
moment when it burst noisily as if struck by an invisible bullet.
And when someone from the academic world recalled their glorious past, their intellectual jousts, analysis,
synthesis, and the fame that had now vanished forever, they would answer rather dreamily:
“Oh, yes, I remember the duel … the shooting was excellent!”
“But professor,” I once exclaimed, simultaneously with Roklewski, who had meanwhile married and settled
down in Krucza Street, “you talk like a child!” And the puerile old man replied:
“Young man, everything is honeycombed with childishness.” …
83.183 The Little Shoemakers\fn{by Isaac Bashevis Singer (1904-1991)} Radzymin, Wolomin County, Masovian
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 11½
1
The family of the little shoemakers was famous not only in Frampol but in the outlying district—in Yanev,
Kreshev, Bilgoray, and even in Zamoshoh. Abba Shuster, the founder of the line, appeared in Frampol some time
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after Chmielnitzki’s pogroms.\fn{Bohdan Chmielnicki (c.1595-1657)), hetman of the Zaporozhian Cossacks, who led a rebellion
against Polish rule in the Ukraine (1648-1657), in the course of which hundreds of thousands of Jews were massacred in the Dnieper lands
and in Poland proper} He brought himself a plot of ground on the stubby hill behind the butcher stalls, and there he

built a house that remained standing until just the other day.
Not that it was in such fine condition—the stone foundation settled, the small windows warped, and the
shingled roof turned a moldy green and was hung with swallows’ nests. The door, moreover, sank into the ground;
the banisters became bowlegged; and instead of stepping up onto the threshold, one was obliged to step down.
All the same, it did survive the innumerable fires that devastated Frampol in the early days. But the rafters
were so rotten that mushrooms grew on them, and when wood dust was needed to staunch the blood of a circumcision, one had only to break off a piece of the outer wall and rub it between one’s fingers. The roof, pitched so
steeply that the chimneysweep was unable to climb onto it to look after the chimney, was always catching fire
from the sparks. It was only by the grace of God that the house was not overtaken by disaster.
The name of Abba Shuster is recorded, on parchment, in the annals of the Frampol Jewish community. It was
his custom to make six pairs of shoes every year for distribution among widows and orphans; in recognition of his
philanthropy the synagogue called him to the reading of the Torah under the honorific title, Murenu, meaning “our
teacher.”
His stone in the old cemetery had vanished, but the shoemakers knew a sign for the grave—nearby grew a
hazelnut tree. According to the old wives, the tree sprang from Reb Abba’s beard.
Reb Abba had five sons; they settled, all but one, in the neighboring towns; only Getzel remained in Frampol.
He continued his father’s charitable practice of making shoes for the poor, and he too was active in the gravediggers’ brotherhood. The annals go on to say that Getzel had a son, Godel, and that to Godel was born Treitel,
and to Treitel, Gimpel. The shoemaker’s art was handed down from one generation to the next. A principle was
fast established in the family, requiring the eldest son to remain at home and succeed his father at the workbench.
The shoemakers resembled one another. They were all short, sandy-haired, and sound, honest workmen. The
people of Frampol believed that Reb Abba, the head of the line, had learned shoemaking from a master of the
craft in Brod, who divulged to him the secret of strengthening leather and making it durable.
In the cellar of their house the little shoemakers kept a vat for soaking hides. God knows what strange chemicals they added to the tanning fluid. They did not disclose the formula to outsiders, and it was handed on from
father to son.
*
As it is not our business to deal with all the generations of the little shoemakers, we will confine ourselves to
the last three.
Reb Lippe remained without heir till his old age, and it was taken for a certainty that the line would end with
him. But when he was in his late sixties his wife died and he married an overripe virgin, a milkmaid, who bore
him six children.
The eldest son, Feivel, was quite well to do. He was prominent in community affairs, attended all the important
meetings, and for years served as sexton of the tailors’ synagogue. It was the custom in this synagogue to select a
new sexton every Simchas Torah. The man so selected was honored by having a pumpkin placed on his head; the
pumpkin was set with lighted candles, and the lucky fellow was led about from house to house and refreshed at
each stop with wine and strudel or honey cakes.
However, Reb Feivel happened to die on Simchas Torah, the day of rejoicing over the Law, while dutifully
making these rounds; he fell flat in the marketplace, and there was no reviving him.
Because Feivel had been a notable philanthropist, the rabbi who conducted his services declared that the
candles he had borne on his head would light his way to Paradise. The will found in his strongbox requested that
when he was carried to the cemetery, a hammer, an awl, and a last should be laid on the black cloth over his
coffin, in sign of the fact that he was a man of peaceful industry who never cheated his customers.
His will was done.
Feivel’s eldest son was called Abba, after the founder. Like the rest of his stock, he was short and thickset, with
a broad yellow beard, and a high forehead lined with wrinkles, such as only rabbis and shoemakers have. His eyes
were also yellow, and the overall impression he created was that of a sulky hen.
Nevertheless, he was a clever workman, charitable like his forebears, and unequaled in Frampol as a man of
his word. He would never make a promise unless he was sure he could fulfill it; when he was not sure he said:
who knows, God willing, or maybe.
Furthermore he was a man of some learning. Every day he read a chapter of the Torah in Yiddish translation
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and occupied his free time with chapbooks.\fn{ Any small book of popular literature, such as were carried about for sale by
people known as chapmen}
Abba never missed a single sermon of the traveling preachers who came to town, and he was especially fond
of the Biblical passages which were read in the synagogue during the winter months. When his wife, Pesha, read
to him, of a Sabbath, from the Yiddish translation of the stories in the book of Genesis, he would imagine that he
was Noah, and that his sons were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Or else he would see himself in the image of Abraham, Isaac, or Jacob.
He often thought that if the Almighty were to call on him to sacrifice his eldest son, Gimpel, he would rise
early in the morning and carry out his commands without delay. Certainly he would have left Poland and the
house of his birth and gone wandering over the earth where God sent him. He knew the story of Joseph and his
brothers by heart, but he never tired of reading it over again.
He envied the ancients because the King of the Universe revealed Himself to them and performed miracles for
their sake, but consoled himself by thinking that from him, Abba, to the Patriarchs, there stretched an unbroken
chain of generations—as if he too were part of the Bible.
He sprang from Jacob’s loins; he and his sons were of the seed whose number had become like the sand and
the stars.
He was living in exile because the Jews of the Holy Land had sinned, but he awaited the Redemption, and he
would be ready when the time came.
*
Abba was by far the best shoemaker in Frampol. His boots were always a perfect fit, never too tight or too
roomy. People who suffered from chilblains, corns, or varicose veins were especially pleased with his work,
claiming that his shoes relieved them. He despised the new styles, the gimcrack boots and slippers with fancy
heels and poorly stitched soles that fell apart with the first rain. His customers were respectable burgers of
Frampol or peasants from the surrounding villages, and they deserved the best. He took their measurements with a
knotted string, as in the old days.
Most of the Frampol women wore wigs, but his wife, Peseha, covered her head with a bonnet as well. She bore
him seven sons, and he named them after his forefathers—Gimpel, Getzel, Treitel, Godel, Feivel, Lippe, and
Chananiah. They were all short and sandy-haired like their father. Abba predicted that he would turn them into
shoemakers, and as a man of his word he let them look on at the workbench while they were still quite young, and
at times taught them the old maxim—good work is never wasted.
He spent sixteen hours a day at the bench, a sack spread on his knees, gouging holes with the awl, sewing with
a wire needle, tinting and polishing the leather or scraping it with a piece of glass; and while he worked he
hummed snatches from the canticles of the Days of Awe.
Usually the cat huddled nearby and watched the proceedings as though she were looking after him. Her mother
and grandmother had caught mice, in their time, for the little shoemakers.
Abba could look down the hill through the window and see the whole town and a considerable distance
beyond, as far as the road to Bilgoray and the pine woods. He observed the groups of matrons who gathered every
morning at the butcher stalls and the young men and idlers who went in and out of the courtyard of the synagogue; the girls going to the pump to draw water for tea, and the women hurrying at dusk to the ritual bath.
*
Evenings, when the sun was setting, the house would be pervaded by a dusky glow. Rays of light danced in the
corners, flicked across the ceiling, and set Abba’s beard gleaming with the color of spun gold.
Pesha, Abba’s wife, would be cooking kasha and soup in the kitchen, the children would be playing, neighboring women and girls would go in and out of the house.
Abba would rise from his work, wash his hands, put on his long coat, and go off to the tailors’ synagogue for
evening prayers. He knew that the wide world was full of strange cities and distant lands, that Frampol was actually no bigger than a dot in a small prayer book; but it seemed to him that his little town was the navel of the
universe and that his own house stood at the very center.
He often thought that when the Messiah came to lead the Jews to the Land of Israel, he, Abba, would stay
behind in Frampol, in his own house, on his own hill. Only on the Sabbath and on holy days would he step into a
cloud and let himself be flown to Jerusalem.
2
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Since Gimpel was the eldest, and therefore destined to succeed his father, he came foremost in Abba’s concern.
He sent him to the best Hebrew teachers and even hired a tutor who taught him the elements of Yiddish, Polish,
Russian, and arithmetic.
Abba himself led the boy down into the cellar and showed him the formula for adding chemicals and various
kinds of bark to the tanning fluid. He revealed to him that in most cases the right foot is larger than the left, and
that the source of all trouble in the fitting of shoes is usually to be found in the big toes.
Then he taught Gimpel the principles for cutting soles and inner soles, snub-toed and pointed shoes, high heels
and low; and for fitting customers with flat feet, bunions, hammer toes, and calluses.
On Fridays, when there was always a rush of work to get out, the older boys would leave cheder at ten in the
morning and help their father in the shop. Pesha baked hallah and prepared their lunch. She would grasp the first
loaf and carry it, hot from the oven, blowing on it all the while and tossing it from hand to hand, to show it to
Abba, holding it up, front and back, till he nodded approval. Then she would return with a ladle and let him
sample the fish soup, or ask him to taste a crumb of freshly baked cake.
Pesha valued his judgment. When she went to buy cloth for herself or the children she brought home swatches
for him to choose. Even before going to the butcher she asked his opinion—what should she get, breast or roast,
flank or ribs? She consulted him not out of fear or because she had no mind of her own, but simply because she
had learned that he always knew what he was talking about. Even when she was sure he was wrong, he would
turn out to be right, after all. He never browbeat her, but merely cast a glance to let her know when she was being
a fool.
This was also the way he handled the children. A strap hung on the wall, but he seldom made use of it; he had
his way by kindness. Even strangers respected him. The merchants sold him hides at a fair price and presented no
objections when he asked for credit. His own customers trusted him and paid his prices without a murmur. He was
always called sixth to the reading of the Torah in the tailors’ synagogue—a considerable honor—and when he
pledged or was assessed for money, it was never necessary to remind him. He paid up, without fail, right after the
Sabbath.
The town soon learned of his virtues, and though he was nothing but a plain shoemaker and, if the truth be
told, something of an ignoramus, they treated him as they would a distinguished man.
*
When Gimpel turned thirteen, Abba girded the boy’s loins in sackcloth and put him to work at the bench. After
Gimpel, Getzel, Treitel, Godel, and Feivel became apprentices. Though they were his own sons and he supported
them out of his earnings, he nevertheless paid them a wage. The two youngest boys, Lippe and Chananiah, were
still attending the elementary cheder, but they too lent a hand at hammering pegs.
Abba and Pesha were proud of them. In the morning the six workers trooped into the kitchen for breakfast,
washed their six pairs of hands with the appropriate benediction, and their six mouths chewed the roasted groats
and corn bread.
Abba loved to place his two youngest boys one on each knee, and sing an old Frampol song to them:
A mother had
Ten little boys.
Oh, Lord, ten little boys
*
The first one was Avremele,
The second one was Berele,
The third one was called Gimpele,
The fourth one was called Dovid’l
The fifth one was called Hershele

And all the boys came in on the chorus:
O, Lord, Hershele!

Now that he had apprentices, Abba turned out more work, and his income grew. Living was cheap in Frampol,
and since the peasants often made him a present of a measure of corn or a roll of butter, a sack of potatoes or a pot
of honey, a hen or a goose, he was able to save some money on food.
*
As their prosperity increased, Pesha began to talk of rebuilding the house. The rooms were too narrow, the
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ceiling was too low. The floor shook underfoot. Plaster was peeling off the walls, and all sorts of maggots and
worms crawled through the woodwork. They lived in constant fear that the ceiling would fall on their heads. Even
though they kept a cat, the place was infested with mice. Pesha insisted they tear down this ruin and build a larger
house.
Abba did not immediately say no. He told his wife he would think it over. But after doing so, he expressed the
opinion that he would rather keep things as they were.
First of all, he was afraid to tear down the house, because this might bring bad luck.
Second, he feared the evil eye—people were grudging and envious enough.
Third, he found it hard to part with the home in which his parents and grandparents, and the whole family,
stretching back for generations, had lived and died.\fn{ From, it would seem, about 1650 to the German invasion of Poland in
1939} He knew every corner of the house, each crack and wrinkle. When one layer of paint peeled off the wall,
another, of a different color, was exposed; and behind this layer, still another. The walls were like an album in
which the fortunes of the family had been recorded. The attic was stuffed with heirlooms—tables and chairs,
cobbler’s benches and lasts, whetstones and knives, old clothes, pots, pans, bedding, salting boards, cradles. Sacks
full of torn prayer books lay spilled on the floor.
Abba loved to climb up to the attic on a hot summer’s day. Spiders spun great webs, and the sunlight, filtering
in through cracks, fell upon the threads on rainbows. Everything lay under a thick coat of dust.
When he listened attentively he would hear a whispering, a murmuring and soft scratching, as of some unseen
creature engaged in endless activity, conversing in an unearthly tongue. He was sure that the souls of his forefathers kept watch over the house.
In much the same way he loved the ground on which it stood. The weeds were as high as a man’s head. There
was a dense growth of hairy and brambly vegetation all about the place—the very leaves and twigs would catch
hold of one’s clothing as though with teeth and claws. Flies and midges swarmed in the air and the ground
crawled with worms and snakes of all descriptions. Ants had raised their hills in this thicket; field mice had dug
their holes. A pear tree grew in the midst of this wilderness; every year, at the time of the Feast of the Tabernacle,
it yielded small fruit with the taste and hardness of wood. Birds and bees flew over this jungle, great big goldenbellied flies.
Toadstools sprang up after each rain. The ground was unkept, but an unseen hand guarded its fertility.
When Abba stood here looking up at the summer sky, losing himself in contemplation of the clouds, shaped
like sailboats, flocks of sheep, brooms, and elephant herds, he felt the presence of God, His providence and His
mercy. He could virtually see the Almighty seated on His throne of glory, the earth serving Him as a footstool.
Satan was vanquished; the angels sang hymns.
The Book of Memory in which were recorded all the deeds of men lay open. From time to time, at sunset, it
even seemed to Abba that he saw the river of fire in the nether world. Flames leaped up from the burning coals; a
wave of fire rose, flooding the shores. When he listened closely he was sure he heard the muffled cries of sinners
and the derisive laughter of the evil host.
No, this was good enough for Abba Shuster. There was nothing to change. Let everything stand as it had stood
for ages, until he lived out his allotted time and was buried in the cemetery among his ancestors who had served
the sacred community and whose good name was preserved not only in Frampol but in the surrounding district.
3
Therefore the proverb says: Man proposes, God disposes.
One day while Abba was working on a boot, his eldest son, Gimpel, came into the shop. His freckled face was
heated, his sandy hair disheveled under the skullcap. Instead of taking his place at the bench, he stopped at his
father’s side, regarded him hesitantly, and at last said,
“Father, I must tell you something.”
“Well, I’m not stopping you,” replied Abba.
“Father,” he cried, “I’m going to America!”
Abba dropped his work. This was the last thing he expected to hear, and up went his eyebrows.
“What happened? Did you rob someone? Did you get into a fight?”
“No, Father.”
“Then why are you running away?”
“There’s no future for me in Frampol.”
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“Why not? You know a trade. God willing, you’ll marry some day. You have everything to look forward to.”
“I’m sick of small towns; I’m sick of the people This is nothing but a stinking swamp.”
“When they get around to draining it,” said Abba, “there won’t be any more swamp.”
“No, Father, that’s not what I mean.”
“Then what do you mean?” cried Abba angrily. “Speak up!”
The boy spoke up, but Abba couldn’t understand a word of it. He laid into synagogue and state with such
venom, Abba could only imagine that the poor soul was possessed: the Hebrew teachers beat the children; the
women empty their slop pails right outside the door; the shopkeepers loiter in the streets; there are no toilets
anywhere, and the public relieves itself as it pleases, behind the bathhouse or out in the open, encouraging
epidemics and plagues. He made fun of Izreal the healer and of Mecheles the marriage broker, nor did he spare
the rabbinical court and the bath attendant, the washerwoman and the overseer of the poorhouse, the professions
and the benevolent societies.
At first Abba was afraid that the boy had lost his mind, but the longer he continued his harangue, the clearer it
became that he had strayed from the path of righteousness. Jacob Reifman, the atheist, used to hold forth in
Shebreshin, not far from Frampol. A pupil of his, a detractor of Israel, was in the habit of visiting an aunt in
Frampol and had gathered quite a following among the good-for-nothings. It had never occurred to Abba that his
Gimpel might fall in with this gang.
“What do you say, Father?” asked Gimpel.
Abba thought it over. He knew that there was no use arguing with Gimpel, and he remembered the proverb: A
rotten apple spoils the barrel.
“Well,” he replied, “what can I do? If you want to go, go. I won’t stop you.” And he resumed his work.
*
But Pesha did not give in so easily.
She begged Gimpel not to go so far away; she wept and implored him not to bring shame on the family. She
even ran to the cemetery, to the graves of her forefathers, to seek the intercession of the dead. But she was finally
convinced that Abba was right: it was no use arguing.
Gimpel’s face had turned hard as leather, and a mean light showed in his yellow eyes. He had become a
stranger in his own home. He spent that night out with friends, and returned in the morning to pack his prayer
shawl and phylacteries, a few shirts, a blanket, and some hard-boiled eggs—and he was all set to go. He had
saved enough money for passage.
When his mother saw that it was settled, she urged him to take at least a jar of preserves, a bottle of cherry
juice, bedding, pillows.
But Gimpel refused. He was going to steal over the border into Germany, and he stood a better chance if he
traveled light. In short, he kissed his mother, said goodbye to his brothers and friends, and off he went.
Abba, not wanting to part with his son in anger, took him in the wagon to the station at Reivetz. The train
arrived in the middle of the night with a hissing and whistling, a racket and din. Abba took the headlights of the
locomotive for the eyes of a hideous devil, and shied away from the funnels with their columns of sparks and
smoke and their clouds of steam. The blinding lights only intensified the darkness.
Gimpel ran around with his baggage like a madman, and his father ran after him. At the last moment the boy
kissed his father’s hand, and Abba called after him, into the darkness,
“Good luck! Don’t forsake your religion!”
The train pulled out, leaving a smell of smoke in Abba’s nostrils and a ringing in his ears.
The earth trembled under his feet. As though the boy had been dragged off by demons! When he returned
home and Pesha fell on him, weeping, he said to her,
“The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away …”
*
Months passed without word from Gimpel. Abba knew that this was the way with young men when they leave
home—they forget their dearest ones. As the proverb says: Out of sight, out of mind. He doubted that he would
ever hear from him, but one day a letter came from America. Abba recognized his son’s handwriting.
Gimpel wrote that he crossed the border safely, that he saw many strange cities and spent four weeks on board
ship, living on potatoes and herring because he did not want to touch improper food. The ocean was very deep and
the waves as high as the sky. He saw flying fish but no mermaids or mermen, and he did not hear them singing.
New York is a big city, the houses reach into the clouds. The trains go over the roofs. The Gentiles speak English.
No one walks with his eyes on the ground, everybody holds his head high. He met a lot of his country-men in
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New York; they all wear short coats. He too. The trade he learned at home has come in very handy. He is all right;
he is earning a living. He will write again, a long letter. He kisses his father and mother and his brothers, and
sends regards to his friends.
A friendly letter, after all.
In his second letter Gimpel announced that he had fallen in love with a girl and bought her a diamond ring. Her
name is Bessie; she comes from Romania; and she works at dresses.
Abba put on his spectacles with the brass frames and spent a long time puzzling this out. Where did the boy
learn so many English words?
The third letter stated that he was married and that a reverend had performed the service. He enclosed a
snapshot of himself and wife.
Abba could not believe it.
His son was wearing a gentleman’s coat and a high hat. The bride was dressed like a countess in a white dress,
with train and veil; she held a bouquet of flowers in her hand.
Pesha took one look at the snapshot and began to cry. Gimpel’s brothers gaped. Neighbors came running, and
friends from all over town: they could have sworn that Gimpel had been spirited away by magic to a land of gold,
where he had taken a princess to wife—just as in the storybooks the pack merchants brought to town.
To make a long story short, Gimpel induced Getzel to come to America, and Getzel brought over Treitel; Godel followed Treitel, and Feivel, Godel; and then all five brothers brought the young Lippe and Chananiah across.
Pesha lived only for the mail.
She fastened a charity box to the doorpost, and whenever a letter came she dropped a coin through the slot.
*
Abba worked all alone.
He no longer needed apprentices because he now had few expenses and could afford to earn less; in fact, he
could have given up work altogether, as his sons sent him money from abroad. Nevertheless he rose at his usual
early hour and remained at the bench until late in the evening. His hammer sounded away, joined by the cricket on
the hearth, the mouse in his hole, the shingles crackling on the roof.
But his mind reeled. For generations the little shoemakers had lived in Frampol. Suddenly the birds had flown
the coop.
Was this a punishment, a judgment, on him?
Did it make sense? Abba bored a hole, stuck in a peg, and murmured:
“So—you, Abba know what you’re doing and God does not? Shame on you, fool! His will be done. Amen.”
4
Almost forty years went by.
Pesha had long since died of cholera, during the Austrian occupation. And Abba’s sons had grown rich in
America. They wrote every week, begging him to come and join them, but he remained in Frampol, in the same
old house on the stubby hill. His own grave lay ready, next to Pesha’s, among the little shoemakers; the stone had
already been raised; only the date was missing. Abba put up a bench by the side of her grave, and on the eve of
Rosh Hashanah or during fasts, he went there to pray and read Lamentations.
He loved it in the cemetery. The sky was so much clearer and loftier than in town, and a great, meaningful
silence rose from the consecrated ground and the old gravestone overgrown with moss. He loved to sit and look at
the tall white birches, which trembled even when no breeze blew, and at the crows balancing in the branches, like
black fruit.
Before she died Pesha made him promise that he would not remarry and that he would come regularly to her
grave with news of the children. He kept his promise. He would stretch out alongside the mound and whisper into
her ear, as if she were still alive,
“Gimpel has another grandchild. Getzel’s youngest daughter is engaged, thank God …”
The house on the hill was nearly in ruins.
The beams had rotted away, and the roof had to be supported by stone posts. Two of the three windows were
boarded over because it was no longer possible to fit glass to the frames. The floor was all but gone, and the bare
ground lay exposed to the feet. The pear tree in the garden had withered; the trunk and branches were covered
with scales. The garden itself was now overgrown with poisonous berries and grapes, and there was a profusion of
the burrs that children throw about on Tish b’Av.
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People swore they saw strange fire burning there at night, and claimed that the attic was full of bats which fly
into girls’ hair.
Be that as it may, an owl certainly did hoot somewhere near the house.
The neighbors repeatedly warned Abba to move out of this ruin before it was too late—the least wind might
knock it over. They pleaded with him to give up working—his sons were showering him with money.
But Abba stubbornly rose at dawn and continued at the shoemaker’s bench. Although yellow hair does not
readily change color, Abba’s beard had turned completely white, and the white, staining, had turned yellow again.
His brows had sprouted like bushes and hid his eyes, and his high forehead was like a piece of yellow parchment.
But he had not lost his touch.
He could still turn out a stout shoe with a broad heel, even if it did take a little longer. He bored holes with awl,
stitched with the needle, hammered his pegs, and in a hoarse voice sang the old shoemaker’s song:
A mother bought a billygoat,
The shochet killed the billygoat,
Oh, Lord, the billygoat!
*
Avremele took its ears,
Berele took its lung,
Gimpele took the gullet,
And Dovid’l took the tongue,
Hershele took the neck

As there was no one to join him, he now sang the chorus alone:
Oh, Lord, the billygoat!

His friends urged him to hire a servant, but he would not take a strange woman into the house. Occasionally
one of the neighbor women came in to sweep and dust, but even this was too much for him.
He got used to being alone. He learned to cook for himself and would prepare soup on the tripod, and on
Fridays even put up the pudding for the Sabbath.
Best of all, he liked to sit alone at the bench and follow the course of his thoughts, which had become more
and more tangled with the years. Day and night he carried on conversations with himself. One voice asked
questions, the other answered. Clever words came to his mind, sharp, timely expressions full of the wisdom of
age, as though his grandfathers had come to life again and were conducting their endless disputations inside his
head on matters pertaining to this world and the next.
All his thoughts ran on one theme: What is life and what is death, what is time that goes on without stopping,
and how far away is America? His eyes would close; the hammer would fall out of his hand; but he would still
hear the cobbler’s characteristic rapping—a soft tap, a louder one, and a third, louder still—as if a ghost sat at his
side, mending unseen shoes. When one of the neighbors asked him why he did not go to join his sons, he would
point to the heap on the bench and say,
“Nu, and the shoes? Who will mend them?”
*
Years passed, and he had no idea how or where they vanished. Traveling preachers passed through Frampol
with disturbing news of the outsider world. In the tailors’ synagogue, which Abba still attended, the young men
spoke of war and anti-Semitic decrees, of Jews flocking to Palestine. Peasants who had been Abba’s customers for
years suddenly deserted him and took their trade to Polish shoemakers.
And one day the old man heard that a new world war was imminent. Hitler—may his name vanish!—had
raised his legions of barbarians and was threatening to grab up Poland. This scourge of Israel had expelled the
Jews from Germany, as in the days of Spain.\fn{ An allusion to the expulsion of Jews and Moors from Spain by Ferdinand and
Isabella in a decree of March 31, 1492, which offered all the Jews in Spain the alternatives of Christian baptism or exile within three
months. Some 165,000 chose exile}

The old man thought of the Messiah and became terribly excited.
Who knows? Perhaps this was the battle of Gog and Magog? Maybe the Messiah really was coming and the
dead would rise again! He saw the graves opening and the little shoemakers stepping forth—Abba, Getzel, Treitel,
Gimpel, his grandfather, his own father. He called them all into this house and set out brandy and cakes. His wife,
Pesha, was ashamed to find the house is such condition, but
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“Never mind,” he assured her, “we’ll get someone to sweep up. As long as we’re all together!”
Suddenly a cloud appears, envelops the town of Frampol—synagogue, house of study, ritual bath, all the
Jewish homes, his own among them—and carries the whole settlement off to the Holy Land. Imagine his
amazement when he encounters his sons from America. They fall at his feet, crying,
“Forgive us, Father!”
When Abba pictured this event his hammer quickened in tempo. He saw the little shoemakers dress for the
Sabbath in silks and satins, in flowing robes with broad sashes, and go forth rejoicing in Jerusalem. They pray in
the Temple of Solomon, drink the wine of Paradise, and eat of the mighty steer and Leviathan.
The ancient Jochanan the shoemaker, renowned for his piety and wisdom, greets the family and engages them
in a discussion of Torah and shoemaking. Sabbath over, the whole clan returns to Frampol, which has become part
of the Land of Israel, and reenters the old home.
Even though the house is as small as ever, it has miraculously grown roomy enough, like the hide of a deer, as
it is written in the Book. They all work at one bench, Abbas, Gimpels, Getzels, Godels, the Treitels and the
Lippes, sewing golden sandals for the daughters of Zion and lordly boots for the sons.
The Messiah himself calls on the little shoemakers and has them take his measure for a pair of silken slippers.
*
One morning, while Abba was wandering among his thoughts, he heard a tremendous crash. The old man
shook in his bones: the blast of the Messiah’s trumpet! He dropped the boot he had been working on and ran out
in ecstasy.
But it was not Elijah the Prophet proclaiming the Messiah.
Nazi planes were bombing Frampol. Panic spread through the town.
A bomb fell near the synagogue, so loud that Abba felt his brain shudder in his skull. Hell opened before him.
There was a blaze of lightning, followed by a blast that illuminated all of Frampol. A black cloud rose over the
courtyard of the synagogue. Flocks of birds flapped about in the sky. The forest was burning. Looking down from
his hill, Abba saw the orchards under great columns of smoke. The apple trees were blossoming and burning.
Several men who stood near them threw themselves down on the ground and shouted to him to do the same.
He did not hear them; they were moving their lips in dumbshow.
Shaking with fright, his knees knocking together, he reentered the house, and packed a sack with his prayer
shawl and phylacteries, a shirt, his shoemaker’s tools, and the paper money he had put away in the straw mattress.
Then he took up a stick, kissed the mezuzah, and walked out the door.
It was a miracle that he was not killed, the house caught fire the moment he left. The roof swung out like a lid,
uncovering the attic with its treasures. The walls collapsed.
Abba turned about and saw the shelf of sacred books go up in flames. The blackened pages turned in the air,
glowing with fiery letters like the Torah given to the Jews on Mount Sinai.
5
From that day on, Abba’s life was transformed beyond recognition—it was like a story he had read in the
Bible, a fantastic tale heard from the lips of a visiting preacher.
He had abandoned the house of his forefathers and the place of his birth and, staff in hand, gone wandering
into the world like the Patriarch Abraham. The havoc in Frampol and the surrounding villages brought Sodom and
Gomorrah to mind, burning like a fiery furnace. He spent his nights in the cemetery together with the other Jews
lying with his head on a gravestone—he too, as Jacob did at Beth-El, on the way from Beer Sheba to Haran.
On Rosh Hashanah the Frampol Jews held services in the forest, with Abba leading the most solemn prayer of
the Eighteen Benedictions because he was the only one with a prayer shawl. He stood under a pine tree, which
served as an altar, and in a hoarse voice intoned the litany of the Days of Awe.
A cuckoo and a woodpecker accompanied him, and all the birds roundabout twittered, whistled, and screeched.
Late summer gossamers wafted through the air and trailed onto Abba’s beard. From time to time a lowing
sounded through the forest, like the blast on the ram’s horn.
As the Day of Atonement drew near, the Jews of Frampole rose at midnight to say the prayer for forgiveness,
reciting it in fragments, whatever they could remember. The horses in the surrounding pastures whinnied and
neighed, frogs croaked in the cool night. Distant gunfire sounded intermittently; the clouds shone red. Meteors
fell; flashes of lightning played across the sky. Half-starved little children, exhausted from crying, took sick and
died in their mothers’ arms. There were many burials in the open fields. A woman gave birth.
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Abba felt he had become his own great-great-grandfather, who had fled Chmielnitzki’s pogroms, and whose
name is recorded in the annals of Frampol. He was ready to offer himself in Sanctification of the Name. He
dreamed of priests and Inquisitions, and when the wind blew among the branches he heard martyred Jews crying
out,
“Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One!”
Fortunately Abba was able to help a good many Jews with his money and shoemaker’s tools. With the money
they hired wagons and fled south, toward Romania; but often they had to walk long distances, and their shoes
gave out.
Abba would stop under a tree and take up his tools. With God’s help, they surmounted danger and crossed the
Rumanian frontier at night. The next morning, the day before Yom Kippur, an old widow took Abba into her
house. A telegram was sent to Abba’s sons in America, informing them that their father was safe.
You may be sure that Abba’s sons moved heaven and earth to rescue the old man. When they learned of his
whereabouts they ran to Washington and with great difficulty obtained a visa for him; then they wired a sum of
money to the consul in Bucharest, begging him to help their father.
The consul sent a courier to Abba, and he was put on the train to Bucharest. There he was held a week, then
transferred to an Italian seaport, where he was shorn and deloused and had his clothes steamed. He was put on
board the last ship for the United States.
It was a long and severe journey. The train from Romania to Italy dragged on, uphill and down, for thirty-six
hours. He was given food, but for fear of touching anything ritually unclean he ate nothing at all. His phylacteries
and prayer shawl got lost, and with them he lost all track of time and could no longer distinguish between Sabbath
and weekdays. Apparently he was the only Jewish passenger on board. There was a man on the ship who spoke
German, but Abba could not understand him.
It was stormy crossing. Abba spent almost the whole time lying down, and frequently vomited gall, though he
took nothing but dry crusts and water. He would doze off and wake to the sound of the engines throbbing day and
night, to the long, threatening signal blasts, which reeked of fire and brimstone. The door of his cabin was
constantly slamming to and fro, as though an imp were swinging on it. The glassware in the cupboard trembled
and danced; the walls shook; the deck rocked like a cradle.
During the day Abba kept watch at the porthole over his bunk. The ship would leap up as if mounting the sky,
and the torn sky would fall as though the world were returning to original chaos. Then the ship would plunge back
into the ocean, and once again the firmament would be divided from the waters, as in the book of Genesis. The
waves were a sulphurous yellow and black. Now they would saw-tooth out to the horizon like a mountain range,
reminding Abba of the psalmist’s words:
“The mountains skipped like rams, the little hills like lambs.”
Then they would come heaving back, as in the miraculous Parting of the Waters.
Abba had little learning, but Biblical references ran through his mind, and he saw himself as the prophet Jonah,
prayed to God for deliverance. Then it would seem to him that this was not ocean but limitless desert, crawling
with serpents, monsters, and dragons, as it is written in Deuteronomy. He hardly slept a wink at night. When he
got up to relieve himself, he would feel faint and lose his balance. With great difficulty he would regain his feet
and, his knees buckling under, go wandering, lost, down the narrow, winding corridor, groaning and calling for
help until a sailor led him back to the cabin.
Whenever this happened he was sure that he was dying. He would not even receive decent Jewish burial, but
be dumped in the ocean. And he made his confession, beating his knotty fist on his chest and exclaiming,
“Forgive me, Father!”
*
Just as he was unable to remember when he began his voyage, so he was unaware when it came to an end.
The ship had already been made fast to the dock in New York Harbor, but Abba hadn’t the vaguest notion of
this. He saw huge buildings and towers, but mistook them for the pyramids of Egypt.
A tall man in a white hat came into the cabin and shouted something at him, but he remained motionless.
At last they helped him dress and led him out on deck, where his sons and daughters-in-law and grandchildren
were waiting.
Abba was bewildered; a crowd of Polish landowners, counts and countesses, Gentile boys and girls, leaped at
him, hugged him, and kissed him, crying out in a strange language, which was both Yiddish and not Yiddish. They
half-led, half-carried him away, and placed him in a car. Other cars arrived, packed with Abba’s kinfolk, and they
set out, speeding like shot arrows over bridges, rivers, and roofs. Buildings rose up and receded, as if by magic,
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some of the buildings touching the sky.
Whole cities lay spread out before him; Abba thought of Pithom and Rameses.\fn{ Cities of ancient Egypt}
The car sped so fast, it seemed to him that people in the streets were moving backward. The air was full of
thunder and lightning; a banging and trumpeting, it was a wedding and a conflagration at once. The nations had
gone wild, a heathen festival …
His sons were crowding around him. He saw them as in a fog and did not know them. Short men with white
hair. They shouted, as if he were deaf.
“I’m Gimpel!”
“Getzel!”
“Feivel!”
The old man closed his eyes and made no answer. Their voices ran together; everything was turning pell-mell,
topsy-turvy.
Suddenly he thought of Jacob arriving in Egypt, where he was met by Pharaoh’s chariots. He felt, he had lived
through the same experience in a previous incarnation. His beard began to tremble; a hoarse sob rose from his
chest. A forgotten passage from the Bible stuck in his gullet.
Blindly he embraced one of his sons and sobbed out,
“Is this you? Alive?” He had meant to say;
“Now let me die, since I have seen thy face, because thou art yet alive.”
6
Abba’s sons lived on the outskirts of a town in New Jersey. Their seven homes, surrounded by gardens, stood
on the shore of a lake. Every day they drove to the shoe factory, owned by Gimpel, but on the day of Abba’s
arrival they took a holiday and prepared a feast in his honor.
It was to be held in Gimpel’s house, in full compliance with the dietary laws. Gimpel’s wife, Bessie, whose
father had been a Hebrew teacher in the old country, remembered all the rituals and observed them carefully,
going so far as to cover her head with a kerchief. Her sisters-in-law did the same, and Abba’s sons put on the
skullcaps they had once worn during holy days.
The grandchildren and great-grandchildren, who did not know a word of Yiddish, actually learned a few
phrases. They had heard the legends of Frampol and the little shoemakers and the first Abba of the family line.
Even the Gentiles in the neighborhood were fairly well acquainted with this history. In the ads Gimpel
published in the papers, he had proudly disclosed that his family belonged to the shoemaking aristocracy:
Our experience dates back three hundred years to the Polish city of Brod, where our ancestor, Abba, learned the craft
from a local master. The community of Frampol, in which our family worked at its trade for fifteen generations,
bestowed on him the title of Master in recognition of his charitable services. This sense of public responsibility has
always gone hand in hand with our devotion to the highest principles of the craft and our strict policy of honest dealing
with our customers.

The day Abba arrived, the papers in Elizabeth carried a notice to the effect that the seven brothers of the
famous shoe company were welcoming their father from Poland. Gimpel received a mass of congratulatory telegrams from rival manufacturers, relatives, and friends.
It was an extraordinary feast. Three tables were spread in Gimpel’s dining room; one for the old man, his sons,
and daughters-in-law, another for the grandchildren, and the third for the great-grandchildren.
Although it was broad daylight, the tables were set with candles—red, blue, yellow, green—and their flames
were reflected from the dishes and silverware, the crystal glasses and the wine cups, the decanters reminiscent of
the Passover Seder. There was an abundance of flowers in every available corner.
To be sure, the daughters-in-law would have preferred to see Abba properly dressed for the occasion, but
Gimpel put his foot down, and Abba was allowed to spend his first day in the familiar long coat, Frampol style.
Even so, Gimpel hired a photographer to take pictures of the banquet—for publication in the newspapers—and
invited a rabbi and a cantor to the feast to honor the old man with traditional song.
*
Abba sat in an armchair at the head of the table. Gimpel and Getzel brought in a bowl and poured water over
his hands for the benediction before eating. The food was served on silver trays, carried by colored women. All
sorts of fruit juices and salads were set before the old man, sweet brandies, cognac, caviar.
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But Pharaoh, Joseph, Potiphar’s wife, the Land of Goshen, the chief baker, and the chief butler spun round and
round in his head.
His hands trembled so that he was unable to feed himself, and Gimpel had to help him.
No matter how often his sons spoke to him, he still could not tell them apart.
Whenever the phone rang he jumped—the Nazis were bombing Frampol. The entire house was whirling round
and round like a carousel; the tables were standing on the ceiling and everyone sat upside down. His face was
sickly pale in the light of the candles and the electric bulbs. He fell asleep soon after the soup course, while the
chicken was being served.
Quickly they led him to the bedroom, undressed him, and called a doctor.
*
He spent several weeks in bed, in and out of consciousness, fitfully dozing as in a fever. He even lacked the
strength to say his prayers. There was a nurse at his bedside day and night.
Eventually he recovered enough to take a few steps outdoors, in front of the house, but his senses remained
disordered. He would walk into clothes closets, lock himself into the bathroom and forget how to come out; the
doorbell and the radio frightened him; and he suffered constant anxiety because of the cars that raced past the
house.
One day Gimpel brought him to a synagogue ten miles away, but even here he was bewildered. The sexton was
clean-shaven; the candelabra held electric lights; there was no courtyard, no faucet for washing one’s hands, no
stove to stand around.
The cantor, instead of singing like a cantor should, babbled and croaked. The congregation wore tiny little
prayer shawls, like scarves around their necks.
Abba was sure he had been hauled into church to be converted …
When spring came and he was no better, the daughters-in-law began to hint that it wouldn’t be such a bad idea
to put him in a home.
*
But something unforeseen took place.
One day, as he happened to open a closet, he noticed a sack lying on the floor which seemed somehow
familiar. He looked again and recognized his shoemaker’s equipment from Frampol: last, hammer and nails, his
knife and pliers, the file and the awl, even a broken-down shoe.
Abba felt a tremor of excitement; he could hardly believe his eyes. He sat down on a footstool and began to
poke about with fingers grown clumsy and stale. When Bessie came in and found him playing with a dirty old
shoe, she burst out laughing.
“What are you doing, Father? Be careful, you’ll cut yourself, God forbid!”
That day Abba did not lie in bed dozing. He worked busily till evening and even ate his usual piece of chicken
with greater appetite. He smiled at the grandchildren when they came in to see what he was doing.
The next morning, when Gimpel told his brothers how their father had returned to his old habits, they laughed
and thought nothing more of it—but the activity soon proved to be the old man’s salvation. He kept at it day after
day without tiring, hunting up old shoes in the clothes closets and begging his sons to supply him with leather and
tools.
When they gave in, he mended every last pair of shoes in the house—man, woman, and child’s.
After the Passover holidays the brothers got together and decided to build a little hut in the yard. They
furnished it with a cobbler’s bench, a stock of leather soles and hides, nails, dyes, brushes—everything even remotely useful in the craft.
*
Abba took on new life.
His daughters-in-law cried, he looked fifteen years younger. As in the Frampol days, he now rose at dawn, said
his prayers, and got right to work. Once again he used a knotted string as a measuring tape.
The first pair of shoes, which he made for Bessie, became the talk of the neighborhood. She had always complained of her feet, but this pair, she insisted, were the most comfortable shoes she had ever worn.
The other girls soon followed her example and also had themselves fitted. Then came the grandchildren. Even
some of the Gentile neighbors came to Abba when they heard that in sheer joy of the work he was turning out
custom-made shoes. He had to communicate with them, for the most part, in gestures, but they go along very
well.
As for the younger grandchildren and the great-grandchildren, they had long been in the habit of standing at
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the door to watch him work. Now he was earning money, and he plied them with candies and toys. He even whittled a stylus and began to instruct them in the elements of Hebrew and piety.
One Sunday, Gimpel came into the workshop and, no more than half in earnest, rolled up his sleeves and
joined Abba at the bench. The other brothers were not to be outdone, and on the following Sunday eight work
stools were set up in the hut. Abba’s sons spread sackcloth aprons on their knees and went to work, cutting soles
and shaping heels, boring holes and hammering pegs as in the good old days.
The women stood outside, laughing, but they took pride in their men, and the children were fascinated. The
sun streamed in through the windows, and motes of dust danced in the light. In the high spring sky, lofting over
the grass and the water floated clouds in the form of brooms, sailboats, flocks of sheep, herds of elephants. Birds
sang; flies buzzed; butterflies fluttered about.
Abba raised his dense eyebrows, and his sad eyes looked around at his heirs, the seven shoemakers: Gimpel,
Getzel, Treitel, Godel, Feivel, Lippe, and Chananiah. Their hair was white, though yellow streaks remained.
No, praise God, they had not become idolaters in Egypt.
They had not forgotten their heritage, nor had they lost themselves among the unworthy.
The old man rattled and bumbled deep in his chest, and suddenly began to sing in a stifled, hoarse voice:
A mother had
Ten little boys,
Oh, Lord, ten little boys!
*
The sixth one was called Velvele,
The seventh one was Zeinvele,
The eighth one was called Chenele,
The ninth one was called Tevele,
The tenth one was called Judele

And Abba’s sons came in on the chorus:
Oh, Lord, Judele!

92.70 My Mother’s Dream\fn{by Sarah Hamer-Jacklyn (1905-1975)} Radomsko, Radomsko County, Lodz
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 5
Shabes\fn{Note in the text: Sabbath} afternoon. Father was napping. Mother was reading the Taytsh-khumesh\fn{A
translation of the Torah into Yiddish; used mostly by women.} and I was listening to the beautiful tale, drinking in every
word.
Suddenly the door opened and my grandmother entered, looking angry and upset. She snapped a “Good
Shabes,” sat herself down at the window and, sullen, looked down at the street. Nervously she tugged at the slider
of her gold chain, pulling it up and down.
She said not a word. Mother closed the Taytsh-khumesh and got up from her chair. A blue silk jacket trimmed
with lace helped conceal her heavy body, but I knew that she’d soon give birth. Slender, of medium height, her
figure bent stiffly with the weight of her belly. Large, gentle brown eyes shone from her pale, expressive face.
With a white silk handkerchief she wiped the sweat from her high forehead and straight, thin nose. Patting her
sheytl,\fn{Wig worn by religious Jewish women after marriage as a sign of modesty } which looked almost like her own hair,
she asked her mother-in-law,
“Would shviger\fn{Mother-in-law} like perhaps a glass of tea?”
“I don’t need any tea!” replied grandmother angrily, and she added, “Nice things I hear about you!”
Mother was confused. Then it dawned on her.
“No doubt shviger is thinking of my visit to Dr. Mitlman for an examination.”
“Exactly! Now I ask you, why would a good Jewish daughter go to a male doctor? You’ve already had five
children, may these three live long years, and always with a midwife. Why suddenly a doctor? It’s a sacrilege.”
Mother soothed her.
“In any event, I didn’t find him at home.”
“So, it’s all for the best,” replied grandmother, relieved.
“I think so too. It’s probably destined that this time too I’ll manage without a doctor. Still, there’s something I,
myself, don’t understand, shviger,” complained my mother, “with the other children I never felt so unwell,” and
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she bent towards grandmother, whispering something quietly into her ear.
“So!” With a wave of her hand, grandmother dismissed my mother’s secret. “It’s nothing, foolishness; it’ll
pass. We’re all in the hands of the Almighty. But tell me, whose idea was it that you go to a doctor?”
“Mrs. Shashevsky’s.”
“Oy!” and Grandmother clapped her hands. “That heretic! She’s actually kept her own hair, refuses to wear a
sheytl; doesn’t go to synagogue on Shabes and—they say—she doesn’t even keep a kosher home. How did you
get to her in the first place?”’
“She comes into the store; happens to be a nice woman, and a good customer; always asks me how I am. So
we got to talking and I told her how everything about this pregnancy was different. So she insisted—and wouldn’t
let up—that I go to the doctor immediately.”
My grandmother practically jumped out of her chair.
“That woman shouldn’t be allowed into a Jewish home and my daughter-in-law should certainly not follow her
advice.”
Mama agreed, and my grandmother, mollified now, requested a glass of tea. To me she said,
“If your mother has another girl, your value will diminish.”
*
Her words scalded me. Ever since my mother had become pregnant everyone had teased me. If it wasn’t a boy
this time either, they said, I’d be worth even less. That had frightened me terribly: if God forbid, it was a girl, I’d
soon be worth nothing at all. The question of what Papa would say bored endlessly into my child’s mind.
I felt such pity for him.
I still hadn’t forgotten what had gone on when my third little sister was born. I remembered exactly how my
father stood at the door of the birthing room, agitated and with great anticipation, waiting for the announcement
that his kadesh,\fn{Traditionally, the son who recites the mourner’s prayer for his father daily for a year after the father’s death and
then on each anniversary.} a son, had come into the world.
During my mother’s pregnancy he had made a pilgrimage to the Rebe\fn{Hasidic rabbi.} to offer a large contribution, certain that this time the child would be a male. I was standing beside him, ready to carry forth the news.
A terrible scream was heard and, soon after, the muffled cry of the infant. Minutes later, Malke, the midwife,
appeared and announced,
“A girl!”
My father hadn’t responded. Close to fainting, he collapsed into a chair and stayed there, confused, bitter,
silent. With all of my eight years, I had understood my father’s grief and shouldered my mother’s guilt. Quietly I
asked,
“What should I say Mama had, a boy or a girl?”
My father came to.
“Hmmm. Oh, yes, tell Babe and Zeyde\fn{Grandmother and Grandfather} and the rest of the family that it’s a girl;
but to others, to strangers, say that it’s a boy. They’ll learn the truth soon enough.”
This time, if, God forbid, Mama had a girl, I wouldn’t tell a lie. I’d say that it was a girl; I didn’t want to be
called a liar later. Night and morning, after prayers I pleaded,
“Dear God, let the new child that you send us be a brother for me.”
Then it occurred to me that a little girl’s prayers might not reach the heavens for the Almighty to hear. After
much thought, I decided that the most suitable messenger to God would be my devout Grandfather. He was, after
all, the eldest trustee to the great and holy Reb Yekhezkele of Radom and was himself immersed in the holy books
day and night.
*
Early Sunday I ran straight to Zeyde’s but came to a stop near the house. His Gemore chant was drifting
through the open window. I tiptoed in to the little alcove and remained at the door.
Zeyde, completely absorbed, swayed over the pages of the open Gemore. He turned and saw me, straightened
his skull cap and smoothed his gray beard. His parchment-yellow face broke into a smile. With contained pleasure
he asked,
“Why so early, Sorele?”
“I want to ask you for something.”
“Aha, I understand …,” reaching into his pocket.
“No, no, I don’t want any money.”
“No money? What else would one want from a Zeyde?”
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“That you … that you … should pray,” I stammered, not knowing how to tell him.
“Pray? Pray for what?”
“To the Almighty …” He smiled broadly.
“But what shall I pray for?”
“That my mother have a boy,” I uttered in one breath.
His smile vanished. His face suddenly darkened and he spoke sternly.
“It is not for a boy that you should be praying, my child. We should pray that your mother come through this
safely.”
And once again he plunged into the tome, swaying more fiercely and reciting even louder, with greater passion
and devotion. I lingered a while longer, but it seemed my grandfather had somehow forgotten me. Frightened, I
shuffled out of the house and sadly went home.
*
Friday night as my mother swayed devoutly over the Shabes candles, I heard her add to the usual blessing,
“Lord of the Universe, Master of All Worlds, small and insignificant am I, a sinful woman, unworthy of pronouncing Your holy name, a mother of three cherished children, I ask of You: show Your kindness and graciousness
and keep Your right hand over my delivery, that I may be privileged to nurture my children.”
“Amen,” I whispered piously.
Mama looked at me through tear-filled eyes. Father came into the house with a cheerful
“Good Shabes!”
“Without a guest?” Mama asked, disappointed.
“Before I could look around properly,” he said, “the visitors had all been snatched up.”
He made kidesh,\fn{Blessing recited over wine} washed, said the blessing over the khale,\fn{Braided egg-bread
traditionally eaten on the Sabbath and other holidays} and cut a hamoytsi\fn{Portion of bread} for each of us. Mama served
gefilte fish, soup with noodles and chicken with sweet carrot stew. Papa asked her,
“How do you feel?” She nodded and answered quietly,
“Praised be His name.”
Having eaten, she remained at table, exhausted. Her eyelids drooping like a chick’s, she fell asleep. The last
golden flames of the flickering candles guttered and shadows veiled my mother’s pale face. Papa gestured to us
silently, a finger over his lips, not to be noisy, not to waken Mama.
*
Minutes later, she awoke with a start, her eyes wide open, staring in alarm. Then, as if grasping something
horrible, she broke into stifled sobs. Shaken, we tried to understand the meaning of her outburst. Mama said that
she’d had a bad dream. When Papa asked her to tell us her dream, she answered, weeping, that you mustn’t relate
a bad dream.
Father was a Gerer kbosed,\fn{Hasid} so he advised her to journey to the Gerer Rebe. Let her tell her dream to
the Rebe and he would interpret it.
She didn’t want that either, but in the end she did promise to step in to the Radomsker Rebe, Reb Yekhezkele.
All week she went about as in a dream. She looked at her children through teary eyes. She scrubbed their hair,
inspected their ears, washed their little necks; she sewed on buttons and took their shoes to be repaired. One day,
unexpectedly, she said to me,
“Come, Sorele, I’ll show you how to change the bed linen.”
I didn’t want to. After a day at school, I was ready to run out into the street and play with the children. Mama
kept me back, however, explaining,
“You are the oldest girl, kayn eyn bore,\fn{“No evil eye,” an invocation used to ward off bad luck for those favored by beauty, intelligence, success} almost a kale moyd,\fn{Girl of marriageable age} more than ten years old. Should something
happen to your mother, heaven forbid, you must take her place.”
Terror and an unknown dread took hold of me.
“Mamesbie dear, why do you say things that frighten me?”
“My child.” She put her hands on my shoulder. “I want to teach you to be a baleboste.\fn{Accomplished housewife} It sometimes happens that a mother falls ill. The oldest daughter must then know how to do her mother’s
work. A well brought-up child ought to know everything and it’s a mother’s responsibility to teach her.”
I imitated everything that Mama taught me. I kept pulling the pillow cases on and off and she kept saying,
“No, not like that, again, this way, once more.” Till finally she smiled with satisfaction and said happily,
“That’s fine, quite fine, Sorele … enough for one day … you may go out and play now.”
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*
That whole week she walked about in a black depression.
She visited the Rebe, went to the cemetery; there she left a note of supplication in the prayer house where the
most saintly are buried.
She visited the graves of her two dead children and of my great-grandmother; then she came home, eyes red
from weeping, and began a fast.
Her spirits were not restored at all. She moved through the house like a shadow, continuing to work quietly,
sighing and throwing coins into the alms box of Rav Meyer, the Master of Miracles.
*
Friday night following my mother’s dream, Papa brought with him two Shabes guests. Mother was overjoyed
with the visitors, serving them with great respect. As they were leaving she handed each a parcel of food.
In the middle of the night dreadful moaning woke me from a deep sleep. I opened my eyes, terrified, and to my
great astonishment saw my father striking a match and lighting the gas lamp.
“Papa!” I cried out in a voice not my own, “It’s Shabes; you mustn’t!”
“Mama is going under, wake the neighbor. I’m going for the doctor!”
And he ran out of the house. Wild-eyed, I ran to my mother’s bedside. She was lying in a pool of blood, her
face white as chalk.
“Mama, dearest, I’m scared.” I fell down at her bedside.
“Don’t go away … don’t leave us,” I pleaded, half faint.
I felt her ice cold fingers stroking my face; her glazed eyes stared unseeing. Her pale lips whispered,
“I’m not going; I’ll be with you … always be together … with my little swallows.”
I sobbed softly. She was breathing heavily, the air forcing through her nostrils.
“I won’t abandon you, Sorele … don’t cry …,” her voice fluttered. “Go, call the neighbor!”
I tore myself from her side and rushed to our neighbor, Bashe. I woke all the neighbors in the courtyard. Soon
our home was full of women but still no doctor had arrived. They didn’t want to crawl out of a warm bed late on a
rainy night.
At last Papa returned with Malke the midwife, a stout woman of sixty carrying a small satchel. She grumbled
that she should not have been called out in such weather since my mother was not yet due and that no-one had any
pity for a poor lonely widow. She had barely reached my mother’s bed when she began wringing her hands,
screaming,
“A calamity, a hemorrhage! Quick, cotton batting, get me towels, cold water, a pan of water!”
The women set to work, saying that only merciful intercession would save Mama. They chased me from her
room and told me to pray for her health.
*
I ran trembling to the synagogue, my light child’s steps echoing in the empty night alleys.
Demons seemed to pursue me. The pouring rain soaked my hair; drops ran down my face mixing with tears
which flowed endlessly.
In the synagogue I found my father and other men from the congregation already reciting Psalms. I ran from
there to wake the rest of the family.
Babe wouldn’t let me go home. Before leaving, she instructed Zeyde not to let me out until my clothes had
dried. Zeyde looked at me beseechingly as he recited the Psalms in a loud tearful voice. I shuddered, feeling insignificant and guilty for having asked him to pray for a boy. Bewildered, I drifted from room to room.
At the first hint of dawn I ran home, coming to a stop at the window, afraid to enter. I could hear muffled
voices. Dragging myself into the house I saw a crowd around my mother’s bed. Someone called, cried out,
“Freyde Rive, open your eyes! In whose hands do you leave your children?” Somebody pushed me to the bed.
“Mameshie, Mameshie!” I screamed.
With all her strength my mother forced her glazed eyes open and looked at me for a long time. She moved her
lips to say something, but no sound came. Her eyes closed slowly and locked forever.
That was Shabes morning.
*
Late Saturday night and early Sunday carts and buggies brought uncles, aunts, relatives and friends from
surrounding villages. With pious trembling they prepared themselves for the confinement of the dead woman
which had to take place before the funeral.
My mother, covered by a white sheet, lay on the ground, a heavy copper pan on her large belly, a burning
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candle at her head. The mirrors were shrouded, the clock on the wall was mute. Burning candles were on the table
and men in prayer shawls swayed devoutly over open prayer books. The rabbi and Moyshe Khayim the scribe
stood white-robed before them. Moyshe Khayim held a shoyfer.
The women were assembled in another room, straining to hear. Anxious and fearful, they listened to every
rustle as the pious men conducted a trial over my dead mother. They were demanding that she give up the unborn
child. Moyshe Khayim the scribe struck the table.
“Silence!”
The rabbi, Reb Mendele Gushnitser, wrapped himself deeper into his white robe and, swaying to the rhythm of
his own words, summoned my mother.
“Freyde Rive, daughter of Shloyme the renowned sage and grandchild of the great Reb Hersh Volf, may his
memory be blessed, we charge you to give up the child willingly. It is a terrible transgression, a disgrace, to carry
away an unborn soul within you! Cleave the child from your flesh, that you may enter purified into paradise …”
All eyes were on the dead woman. A quiet sobbing was heard from the women.
“It seems to me she’s moving!” Kayle startled, poked my grandmother.
“Quiet in there!” Moyshe Khayim yelled at the women. Reb Mendele Gushnitser continued to address my
mother.
“We promise that if you give up the child, you may take it with you to your grave. You’ll not have to part from
one another, only to separate!”
It was horribly quiet. From time to time, one heard the buzzing of a fly, the weeping of women. Everyone’s
strained and fearful gaze was directed towards my dead mother. My grandfather, an illustrious Toyre\fn{Torah}
scholar, had consistently opposed the trial. The religious court and the community, however, intruded and carried
out the sentence without his consent. Even my father had agreed. Dejected as he was, he did not want to pit
himself against rabbinical law and the community.
Zeyde stood isolated in a corner of the room. Sunk in great sorrow and pain, he kept pulling at his gray beard
and smoothing his sidelocks. Since his arguments and pleading with my mother had been of no avail, the rabbi
ordered Moyshe Khayim to blow the shoyfer. A trembling murmur passed through the stifling room:
“Teki-o.”
And instantly, a shoyfer call like the one on Rosheshone echoed through the rooms and out into the courtyard,
which was black with people.
“She-vo-rim … tru-o …,” the rabbi continued prompting Moyshe Khayim. A terror fell over the gathering; a
fearful weeping broke out among the women.
“Te-ki-o-o …,” the rabbi’s lips continued to tremble.
Suddenly, from his corner, my Zeyde emerged. His frail figure stretched and seemed somehow taller. He
banged on the table; the candles swayed. With a harsh and stern voice he commanded:
“Stop! Stop tormenting her! Don’t shame her! She wasn’t due yet. She can’t release the child to you! She was
a righteous woman; let her pure soul, together with her unborn child, rest in paradise!” He walked over to Moyshe
Khayim, took the shoyfer from his hand and called out,
“Women, perform her rites now and let us proceed with the funeral.”
*
After the funeral I saw my mother in every corner of the house, heard her voice in every rustle of the trees, in
the whistle of the wind, in the sound of the steaming kettle on the stove.
In every whisper around me, I heard her speak.
Days, then weeks, passed and still my mother was not dead for me. She followed me always and everywhere,
watched over me and comforted me. At night, when frightening winds howled, I went down from my bed, quietly
opened the window and instantly heard my mother’s voice.
“Sorele, put on your warm undershirt—you’ll catch cold, Heaven forbid. Watch over Khavele and Tsipele:
make sure they eat their food and drink their milk.” I confided to my father,
“You know, Papa, I talk to Mama every night.” He said,
“My child, your mother is far from us now. She is in paradise and you must stop talking such foolishness …”
But I assured him,
“Yes … it’s true! I talk to her!” My father grew despondent.
“I’ll take you with me to the Rebe …”
Worried that the Rebe would separate me from my mother, I stopped telling about my visions and conversations with her.
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I fell ill and for a time hovered between life and death. Throughout this period, my mother nursed me, gave me
medicines, cooked nourishing soups for me, applied compresses to my forehead, and rubbed me with salves and
herbs.
When I opened my eyes, my grandmother, my father and Dr. Mitlman were at my bedside. The doctor said that
the crisis was over and I’d soon be well again.
Only after my recovery did I finally comprehend that I was truly an orphan and that my mother was dead.
83.206 The Great Stefan Konecki\fn{by Adolf Rudnicki (1912-1990)} Warsaw, Warsaw County, Masovian
Voivodeship, Poland (M) 11
My initiation into history, as unforgettable as love is good, came in the winter of 1939-40.
It was in Lwow; the city looked like an oriental bazaar; at every step were refugees in fantastic attire, yet no
one took any notice of it, any more than they listened to stories of the recently ended September campaign. The
streets swarmed with people every one of whom formed the most interesting part of someone else’s biography,
but whose own biographies were of no interest to anyone, for world history seemed to be the only thing deserving
of attention.
During that winter these refugees, dressed in peasants’ sheepskins or town raincoats, shod in legboots or canvas tennis shoes, according to the extent of their cash, ingenuity, or credit available across the frontiers, huddled
on the edges of chairs in the smoke-filled “Rome” and “George” cafés and asked one another:
“What’s the latest?”
When it grew dark the streets were deserted, but the rooms of the houses were as crowded as Russian baths,
and littered with improvised beds and mattresses. And then the refugees huddled round wireless sets to listen to
the voice of history. And they heard that on the western front the day had passed quietly on the whole, with
increased patrol activity on both sides; we had taken on the whole, with increased patrol activity on both sides—
we had taken three prisoners, our own losses amounted to one killed.
“Nothing happening!” the refugees said to one another miserably. Next morning they would start up from
improvised beds, run in their improvised attire to the cafés, into the streets, and wonder what was going to happen
next, what they ought to do next.
“Are you planning to get into Hungary?”
“Into Romania?”
“To Vilno?”
“Have you a way?”
“A reliable guide?”
“Does he want payment in advance?”
“In dollars?”
“Or zlotys?”
“Is there a way of getting beyond Vilno?”
“Are there any assistance committees functioning there?”
“Or perhaps you’re thinking of going back home?”
Not everybody contemplated long journeys; there were some who thought of their September wanderings
simply as a rather strenuous walk, after which they would return home, brush the dust off their trousers, have a
good cry on some beloved breast, and then life—a little changed of course—would go on; they did not expect it to
be changed very much.
*
In December 1939 the war flung me into the streets of Lwow in a state of mind such as makes even the most
thick-skinned realize how difficult life is without a mother. I had only just shaved off a beard of three months’
growth. My soldier companions had called me “old boy,” though I was not yet thirty. My boots were in holes, I
had no overcoat, I had no idea which way to go: right or left.
With a faint feeling of hope I buttonholed some timid creature and asked for Stefan Konecki, the chairman of
the local branch of the Polish Writers’ Association. Konecki had been the uncrowned king of Lwow writers for
years, so I thought I could not do better than go and see him.
When I entered the two small rooms of the branch office in Ossolinski Street I realized that I was not the first
to have had this idea. That modest little office was crowded with writers, famous, not so famous, and unknown.
All wanted help, and all looked exactly as I did.
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I had never met Konecki before, so he questioned me closely; he took pains to ensure that no one should join
his center without good reason. I had only just broken into literature, my name was not widely known, and quite
possibly he heard it now for the first time. When his secretary, a youngster named Walega, whom I knew slightly,
certified that I belonged to the Warsaw center Konecki proceeded to assess my requirements.
I had nothing but myself.
Having got so far, he thought it necessary to tell me that there was no difference between the Germans from
whom I had fled and the Russians among whom I had arrived.
I stared at him: this was something new, something I was not prepared to listen to. I hated that sort of talk, I
had no ears for “objectivity.” I was fresh from my military adventures, I had taken part in battle, I had seen with
my own eyes that it is not a matter of indifference whether one kills or is killed.
Pain and hunger cure a man of objectivity, I had not come across it anywhere during the fighting! My wounds
were too fresh for me to listen quietly: I walked out.
I was called back, and my name was added to the list of beggars on whose behalf Konecki pestered the more
affluent citizens of Lwow. In the name of fidelity “to her who has not yet perished”\fn{ A note reads: The first line of the
Polish national anthem: “Poland has not yet perished.” } he demanded that we exalted spirits should be taken into their
homes and treated in the manner that was our due. He did not beg, he demanded and threatened; for
“Poland is watching, is listening, and will recompense the faithful and punish the unfaithful.”
The ranks of the refugees thinned out. Those who did not wish to live under the Soviet regime\fn{ On September
17, 1939, Soviet Russia attacked Poland on her eastern border, sixteen days after Nazi Germany attacked her on the west, and occupied,
with the connivance of the Germans, about half of the 1919-1939 Polish state, which her soldiers had in their turn lost to superior Polish
generalship between 1917 and 1919:H } went off to Vilno, to Romania, to Germany. yet the great majority of people re-

mained where they were, inquisitively watching these newcomers from the east, about whom such contradictory
reports were spread. For some time both sides eyed each other like boxers in a ring, without admitting the fact.
At first the soviet authorities had no objection to Stefan Konecki—the life-chairman, as everybody thought, of
the Writers’ Association—organizing help for his fellow writers. But as time passed the authorities began to take a
more direct interest in the writers’ fate. An “Organizational Committee” was set up, called KOMORG for short, and
assigned Count B——’s mansion on Copernicus Street.
For some time the count continued to stalk among us writers on his long legs. One day he buttonholed a wellknown author and told him wheezily:
“I am infinitely delighted to have writers as my guests. I’d been told that when the Bolsheviks\fn{ As the Communists were largely called at first; the word means “majority.” } came they would stable horses in my house.”
The writers flocked into the KOMORG; the mansion grew crowded, the office in Ossolinski Street was deserted.
No one ever went to see Sterfan Konecki now. The people of the left did not trouble to, for the KOMORG was their
headquarters. Nor did those not of the left, for in that tragic and fuel-less winter they too preferred the fine, warm
mansion. They stayed there for days on end, playing chess, but not writing; they were “waiting for the development of events.”
The winter of 1940 was rich in snowfalls, the snow dazzled. From the mansion windows the members of the
KOMORG could see Konecki passing on his way to his office in Ossolinski Street every morning, about 10 o’clock.
He never even glanced at our mansion, which had made his center and himself redundant. He was left to himself.
*
All his life Konecki had been a member of the right. During the last few years before the war the National
Democrats had raised hell for Jews in the streets of Lwow, but they had always shown great respect for him, they
had applauded him tumultuously after his Thursday speeches in the Municipal club. That was not to be wondered
at, since he always fulminated against the reds and the pinks.\fn{ The Communists and the Socialists:H} In their articles
to Warsaw papers the reds and pinks openly called him a fascist, yet they did so quite nicely: remember, this was
before the war, when the meaning of words was still concealed; and besides, in Poland the ideological conflicts
are milder than elsewhere, for the ideas themselves are imported.
There is nothing sadder than a life which the general current has left behind, especially that of an old man,
whose fate it is to see value exalted which he has always depreciated, and sanctities glorified which he has always
hated. It was a bitter experience for the old lion.
I think I was the only writer who ever dropped in at Ossolinski Street; and when the authorities closed down
his office on the ground that two writers’ associations were not necessary, I still went to see him at his flat in
Lenartowicz Street.
O yes! I was not having too bad a time now, life was comparatively civilized, and I was slowly forgetting the
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battlefields, the September roads; I was beginning to develop “objectivity” again. When I arrived in Lwow in the
December I had been like dough flung into a very hot oven: burnt outside, but raw inside. In the new warmth and
well-being my soul gradually recovered its former color: I went as white as bone, and as I whitened I readily
listened to the old reactionary.
Naturally, nothing pleased him; but I am one of those people who find grumbling as harmonious and soothing
as music. A marvelous thing, is grumbling! There is no government so stupid as the one that tries to suppress
grumbling!
“Can I still talk to you?” old Konecki would ask, and when I smiled he would whisper:
“He’s a genius, I tell you; a strategic genius! And what’s more, he knows them. This Mannheimer was a tsarist
officer\fn{I.e., he worked under the Old Regime of the Russian Czars, who administered part of Poland from 1815-1918; probably a
reference to Carl Gustaf Emi, Baron Mannerheim (1867-1951), right-wing Finnish army officer and statesman, who in his youth entered
the Russian army (Finland, as a Grand Duchy, was also part of Russia under the Tsars) and served in the Russo-Japanese War and World
War I} himself once; remember that name!”

The sounds of Red Army men singing floated up from the street. Konecki lectured me:
“Buffalo Bill, I tell you! An elephant on clay feet! A giant with too small a heart! One really strong blow will
be sufficient.”
As was becoming to a man enamoured of death, Konecki had a luxurious flat. He occupied three rooms, which
according to the housing regulations was far too much for one person, especially a person on such bad terms with
the authorities. After the Ossolinski Street office was closed down Konecki suggested that I should occupy one of
his rooms, for he was afraid of having some stranger billeted on him. Naturally I agreed, for my objectivity was
now demanding a luxurious flat. But, as of course you will guess, in my beautiful abode my soul turned red again,
like wine in autumn; for we appreciate the rapid current of life most of all when we are plunged into the mire.
*
At four A.M., under the sky of early dawn, I stood in the street, feeling tired and sick of adventure, like someone sick of the sea as soon as he dabbles his toe in its icy waters. It was June 1941. Late in the afternoon of the
previous day I had gone out into Lyczakowska Street, known in those early days of the German-Russian war as
“Let’s get back” street, for it seethed with fleeing people. Their restless hands clung onto the cars which drove
past in their hundreds; but the crowds numbered tens of thousands. Those in the cars did not cut off the hands
clinging to the sides, to the back; shouting and accelerating were sufficient.
Yet by a miracle I climbed into one of these cars. However, at the village of Winniki, four miles outside Lwow,
our driver, a man named Isaac Teitelbaum, declared that he would not go on any further; he must return to the oil
works for “gas.” But with us was also a Russian chief engineer of some factory, together with his family, and he
would not hear of return.
However, in a car it is the driver who has the last word. Teitelbaum was adamant; he had a wife in Lwow, and
he wanted to go back for her.
When we arrived at the oil works after six hours of terrible traveling it was already in flames. None the less the
military seized us—us, mark you!—on the charge that we had set it on fire. The Russians managed to clear
themselves, but I was the only non-Russian, and all the mountain of suspicion suddenly crumbled down on me.
No one said a word in my defense; in fact the chief engineer declared he had never seen me before.
“What? But at Winniki? Don’t you remember Winniki?” I shouted in the desperate tones of a man who knows
what awaits him.
I presented the lieutenant in charge with document after document; he did not even glance at them, his eyes
and ears were fixed on me. I revealed to him the secret of my origin. He was quite unmoved. Then he ordered me
to hands over the sack I had across my shoulders. Out of it he fished a change of underwear, foot-rags, socks, an
loaf of bread, a packet of sugar; and finally he came to my bottle of Cinzano. He pulled out the cork and sniffed at
it.
What all my documents had failed to achieve, that one sniff did: the bottle contained cold tea.
A fifth columnist setting fire to oil-tanks and refreshing himself with cold tea!
He set me free.
But the chief engineer would not hear of taking me with him to the East. He drove me to the city and flung me
out in Potocki Street at four in the morning.
The night was just dawning to its close. The sky looked like an archipelago of a thousand islands sprinkled
with blue dye. I returned to my room in Lenartowicz Street; I returned to Konecki, to whom I had said goodbye
only the previous day.
167

Stefan Konecki … I thought; what a fine record he has for the time now coming; the old chairman had
remained adamant, irreconcilable, to the end. He had never even visited the KOMORG in Copernicus Street. For
him the greatest tragedy of the past year had been the thirty-line note he had published in the local Red Standard
after the Bolsheviks had arrived.
It had been the most futile, the most trivial of notes, expressing his joy that the bombs had stopped falling. I
had never imagined that anyone could suffer so much over thirty lines. He had asked me again and again if I
thought Poland would forgive him … yes, he had a fine record … and a fine name. Except that its suffix was
completely artificial, a useless, arbitrary appendix.
For his name was really Kon, plain Kon. A fine name for the time that was coming!
*
Exactly a week after the opening of hostilities the Germans entered Lwow, and the city, hitherto a town of
plenty, was turned into a wilderness. In this last city of Europe, as the Nazis called it, they came up against a
phenomenon they had not encountered elsewhere: here there were no private shops.
Elsewhere, shopkeepers had hidden away the greater part of their stock until the situation cleared, and so they
were still able to sell oddments. In Lwow the only shopkeeper, the government, had withdrawn to the East.\fn{ Actually, President Moscicki, the commander in chief, Marshal Smigly-Rydz and the government, who had left Warsaw on September 6-7,
entered Romania, where they were interned. } The Germans at once took over, and sent westward Russian tea and Russian

leather, soap and flour, furniture and cattle. The German pharmaceutical industry was regarded as the finest in the
world, yet the German officers hunted around for anti-typhus serum manufactured here, on the spot, or in Russia;
they had no confidence in the German serums marked Oberkommando Wehrmacht, they had no confidence in
anything German except bullets. The trucks which brought in their troops did not return empty. Goebbels\fn{ Paul
Joseph Goebbels (1897-1945), Reichminister for Propaganda and National Enlightenment (1933-1945) .} wrote:
“We know what the English will say: the German army flung itself like locusts on a prosperous city and
stripped it.”
With Joseph to put it across, the old trick\fn{ Of making a lie appear as the truth:H} once more deluded and Astonished the world.
Hunger reigned. When the crowded and colorful city grew as quiet as some off-the-map suburb—quiet and
starved—the Germans brought out their star turn: Jew-baiting. A year later an article entitled Das Verbrechen von
Stalingrad appeared in the German Völkischer Beobachter. Was the crime of Stalingrad that the Russians
preferred to turn their city into a heap of ruins rather than surrender it to the enemy? No. The crime was that the
Jews had been evacuated out of Stalingrad, and so das grossdeutsche Heer did not know where to begin.
The shops were closed down for good. The bakeries baked their last reserves of flour, but the people waited
patiently in the queues; horror, which did not alleviate their hunger, at least taught them patience.
Columns of men and women had been seen, being driven along in the direction of Pelczynska Street, and none
of them had returned. The massacres in Brygidki Prison and in Lacki Street were known to all. No bread was
being issued to anybody, but at least non-Jews were allowed to queue, they were not deprived of all hope, they
were even promised ten dekagrammes of meat per person. The butchers’ shops were always closed, but someone
or other frequently changed the notices on the doors. The first to be posted read:

For Aryans, 10 dekagrammes of meat without bone; for Jews, 5 dekagrammes without bone
The second read:

Aryans: 10 dekagrammes without bone; Jews, 5 dekagrammes
(no mention of bone). The meat did not arrive, but a third notice was pinned up:

Aryans, 10 dekagrammes without bone; Jews will not be issued meat
The shops remained closed, but the great star act was performed with a continual change of glorious detail. The
enemy fed the imagination.
Before long the Germans were displaying all their ingenuity: monetary imposts and murder, the threat of the
ghetto, temporary suspension of the threat at the cost of a new impost, more murder, further deportations to camps
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only too well known as places of torture.
The nation melted before my eyes. The nation was perishing, wriggling like a worm under a spade-edge.\fn{ It
is estimated that the Germans murdered more than 6,000,000 persons within the borders of the 1919-1939 Polish state: more than 600,000
as the result of military operations (of which some 500,000 were civilians); 3,200,000 Jews; and 2,300,000 other Poles during their
occupation of the country. In addition, about 200,000 Polish children, aged 6-10, were declared “racially valuable” and sent to Germany,
where they were subjected to forced Germanization; while another 2,500,000 Poles were deported to Germany as forced labor }

When political prisoners were taken out of their cells and packed into lorries, they had to lie down on the floor;
then the lorry was covered with a tarpaulin and black militia were posted at the corners.
One day I saw one of these lorries halt outside a church. Two of the militiamen got down from it; was it that
they felt a need for prayer before proceeding to the execution? The weather was still fine, the street was dozing in
the last sluggish warmth, like a fluffy, golden cat.
Suddenly the tarpaulin began to heave with the movement of the living bodies beneath it. the passers-by caught
their breath.
Other prisoners were also driven in lorries along these same streets, but not under tarpaulins. There were the
Jews. Visible to all, old men with thin, bluish necks, like those of plucked cocks, sat terribly calm. They smiled as
if to reassure not themselves but their friends compelled to clean the streets:
“Don’t think about us, don’t grieve over our bitter lot, dear ones, our dear, only ones!”
The secret death hidden beneath a tarpaulin was human by comparison with open, cynical death exhibited for
all the world to see. And that was a difference of some importance.
The Jews were hunted down, they were murdered. With eyes blinded by tears I looked on at the extermination
which was passing me by. My soul as full of song as the Song of Songs,\fn{The text has: “Songs of Songs”} and as full
of pain as the book of Job, I walked unscathed; for I had a face which had brought down on my father the bitter
reproach that he had not given his little Benjamin one human feature. At prayers my father’s friends, devout like
himself, had turned their eyes away from me in repugnance. It’s a sin, they had said, to look at such a monstrosity.
That was in long past days. Now those who knew stared at me closely:
“Possibly the eyes given you away, but that may be because we know …”
Only the palms and the knees betray you, so the experts told me.
I had a face fairer than the fair, hair more flaxen than corn. My face was tinted with the hues of meadows and
lakes, I harmonized with the Polish street like a willow with the Polish road. With my flaxen head and pickpocket’s eyes I could go about the city as freely as others. The “undertakers”—the black-uniformed Ukrainian militia
—frequently checked documents. My documents also certified that I was Polish. I always regarded myself as a
Pole first and foremost, the rest is my own involved affair. That Poland regards me otherwise is unfortunately her
own involved affair.
The nation was perishing. If I suffered less than others physically, not being condemned to resort to a thousand
desperate subterfuges daily, morally I suffered even more, mostly because I was not exterminated physically.
*
After the merciless winter, which for us was mitigated by hope, the weather began to turn warm. The water no
longer burst the pipes, the earth returned to life, went as brown as the hair of a dachshund. As I walked home of
an evening I was enveloped in the breath of a sky ever clear, of air scented with freedom, which more than all else
is security. I grew more and more conscious of my heart. More and more often I fell into a deep musing.
For the first time since the early days of the war I longed for Warsaw, and for a few people whom I had barely
remembered hitherto, but whom I now longed to see again as keenly as an old man longs to revisit his birthplace.
They were not relations, for I had no family, but now casual acquaintances seemed to be friends: longing always
changed the proportions. They were living in the Warsaw Jewish district.
I all but whined after them, I desired to be with them for good or evil. I did not hanker after any “better
situation,” I was disgusted with my “better situation.” I knew all about the hunger, about typhus, about graves as
deep as lakes. I imagined I knew everything, and yet I longed to be there. the nation’s sufferings did not terrify
me, on the contrary, they fascinated me; I wanted to drink the cup that was my portion as soon as possible. And
besides, any fate seemed better than this pining in loneliness in Lenartowicz Street. Lwow, wonderful, crowded
Lwow, had become a wilderness. All who could had gone, had fled. Here I no longer had one friendly soul; there
were days when I had not one to talk to.
I was the incarnation of longing, all anxiety, when a reply came to one of my many letters. The go-between, a
trusted person, stared at me fixedly.
“But are you nicked?” he asked. I knew at once that he was referring to circumcision.
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“Yes.”
“But with your appearance …”
“I want to be with them …”
Stefan Konecki was also invited to go, and perhaps the invitation was chiefly for him. An old friend, Dr.
Braun, wrote that if Konecki happened to be left to his own devices and had no other possibility, he could come to
Warsaw, where “a few people still remember who he is.”
My joy was smothered by bitterness. It no longer had—I am speaking of the joy—that purity, which something
has when we feel that we are the only favored ones. Moreover, I thought of Konecki as quite unworthy of
anyone’s solicitude. He had not deserved it.
He was still getting along quite well. Now Walega, his former secretary, a youngster with a head on his
shoulders, was staying in the flat with him. Other connections were also proving useful; he had a hide-out in
readiness and personally he did not suffer very much.
I passed on the Warsaw invitation to him. He replied:
“At such a time as this only a madman would return to the denomination of Moses.”
On Sundays the “denomination of Moses” were driven into the streets to clear away the snow.
With crowbars in their hands they stood outside the houses which until recently had been their homes, and
broke up the ice. As they had no shovels they collected the fragments of icy snow with their hands and piled them
up at the edge of the sidewalk.
They were not allowed to wear anything made of fur or wool, so they wore heaps of rags. They were waling
ragbags, they were filth itself, the street was soiled where they stood. The enemy was a great believer in cleanliness, so he made them the filthiest of creatures. Wearing distinctive armbands, hung around with tin discs, they
reminded one of penned horses.
Not long before my talk with Konecki about going to Warsaw I had seen one such little group standing some
distance from a church. Through the open door came the sound of a choir accompanied by an organ. The service
ended; the men and women poured out, refreshed, scented, alien—as though they were foreigners from overseas,
they were so different.
Two thousand years ago Someone had died for them. And indeed, as one observed two such dissimilar
destinies, one might for a moment think that He was still continually dying in order to save them … yes, it would
be madness to admit one’s Jewish affinity.
I studied Konecki from the aspect of his affinity. Fifty years old, tall, bowed, with shoulders like rolls of bread,
milky-white hair as thick as a boy’s, he had an irascible face with angular lines—a face which in past days had
been feared by many—and fleshy, unpleasant lips. Various explanations could be found for the characteristic quality of his face, but his swarthy complexion betrayed him.
*
“Someone told me of a certain incident today,” Konecki said, “A woman with three little children went along
to see the Social Welfare Committee at the Jewish Community Office. ‘We can’t do anything for you,’ the clerk
told her. ‘Then what am I to do?’ she asked. ‘Throw yourself out of a fourth-floor window,’ was the answer.
“In all the world is there any other people with ‘social welfare’ like that? Is there anywhere else where a clerk
would dare to talk like that to a mother with children? Why, that nation is sick …”
He was always telling me similar stories.
“Why don’t the Jews revolt?”
“Why don’t they fight?”
“Why don’t they go off into the forest?”\fn{To join the guerrilla forces}
“Why do they work?”
“Why do the Germans say: ‘Die Juden sind die billingsten und willigsten Arbeiter?’” (the Jews are the
cheapest and most willing of workers). He asked the questions asked by all who have stony hearts and cold eyes.
“A sick nation?” I replied. “I know that. Literature has known the term ‘times of contempt’ for the past decade.
We, of the denomination of Moses as you put it, have known those times for two thousand years. I go and call on
Goldberg:
“‘Look here,’ Goldberg says to me: ‘Look here! What’s all this that everybody’s talking about? Baths of death?
Only our sick minds could put those two words together like that. Soap made from human beings? How women
burn worse and men better while children often come out of the gas-chambers alive? A guillotine which uses a
stone instead of a knife-edge?
“‘Look here, who is it that’s spreading such yarns? It’s hyenas who come here from Warsaw to wheedle our
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last earrings, our last stones or bracelets out of us. Those same hyenas tell us there’s a bridge over Chlodna Street.
“‘Look here, I know Warsaw, and I know Chlodna Street; since when has a river started flowing along it?
We’re a sick nation …’
“All the world says we exaggerate, we get hysterical, and apparently the world is right. The Germans are
always telling us so. What is the point of all this beastly gossip? Aren’t things bad enough for us already?”
Later on, as we went out, Goldberg caught me by the sleeve:
“Don’t ask me what I think. Don’t ask a defenseless man his opinion; a defenseless man clings to anything that
holds out the least shadow of hope. You saw my mother sitting paralyzed in her armchair; they shoot such people
on the spot, or throw them out of the window. How often can I manage to carry her down to the cellar?
“My oldest boy is twelve, he thinks an armband’s fun, like a scooter or a new cap. One day he went along to
the Skorkowskis; they have a son just his age, and the two boys are chums. He wanted to swap his Guatemala
stamp. They took his stamp away, tore his raincoat and knocked him about into the bargain. For days he went
around as though poisoned, he wouldn’t eat, he demanded justice.
“‘Daddy, make them give me back my Guatemala.’
“What do I care about Guatemala? I was shivering with fear that they might take the boy away, for they’re
already rounding up lads his age. My younger son is crying all the time.
“‘They’re shooting again, daddy.’
“What am I to do? Wherever you look it’s nothing but hatred for us. If only they thought a little, if only anyone
wanted to think a little … And you say: a sick nation.”
I paused for a moment, then added:
“This is not the first time I’ve known you say that, I well remember the famous article you wrote in 1922, in
which you listed all our virtues: our hypersensitiveness, our invariable readiness to serve the strong and the rich,
our dislike of Poland and the Poles, our restlessness, our keenness to share in any filth, our arrogance, our lack of
moderation and balance, our failure to realize what is permissible and what not, our lack of good breeding, our
inability to recognize and keep to our place.
“You always took our very existence as a personal insult, because someone somewhere stung you over us … A
sick nation! Even today, when every hour lays bare the source of our sickness, you go on accusing us whose one
crime is our weakness. The world oppresses the defenseless, and it hates those it oppresses. The only time you
ever used the word Jew was in that article.
“For in literature, the literature of the sublime to which you attach so much importance, you turned your back
on all that is contained in the world ‘Jew’; at all costs you wanted to be like them. In order to find a place for
yourself in their narrow little stream you closed your eyes to a great sea. You were so anxious not to violate the
spirit of their language that you completely assimilated their style. You must have known what the result would be
of all this pseudonymous writing, your efforts to be more Polish than the Poles.
“Now listen: You knew all the difficult, filthy, painful content of the word ‘Jew,’ and you should have burst
their sacred bonds, your writing should have been clamant\fn{ Forcing itself urgently on the attention} with your suffering, you should have vomited up your never-ending pain, you should have thrust aside their greasy fleshpots and
set your own of bitterness in their place.
“They would have pulled faces, but in the end they’d have reached out for that cup.
“You should have told about us, about us above all else, and asked yourself time and again whether what you
were writing about was really your subject or theirs, whether you had any right to deal with such subjects.
“And in fact you never said anything of real value about the things which are theirs! You should have been
ruthless to yourself, ransoming your life with speech, not with silence. You would have gained as a writer, and
possibly we would all have gained as human beings. Our nearest, our dearest might have died differently. Not in
the mud, not spat upon, not despised. …”
“Gloves …” he said.
For a moment I thought I had not heard aright. But then he repeated quite clearly:
“Gloves … Have you notice that Aryans always wear gloves? It’s by such details that people recognize you.
You must never forget your gloves. …” But then he added:
“I shall be going into the country in a few days. Thank Dr. Braun for me. How young you are! As for me, I
haven’t the strength. I never did feel that I had the strength to carry that cross, that inhuman cross. … You can see
for yourself. …”
*
I had a good journey and reached Warsaw without incident. As I waited to pass through into the ghetto I
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examined its walls; they made a gloomy impression. I passed through. I had every intention of remaining, but my
stay behind the walls did not last long. After three days I came out, and friends helped me to get a room in
Chlodna Street, on the Aryan side, quite close to the bridge. For a wooden bridge spanned the width of Chlodna
street, linking the little with the big ghetto. The roadway of the street was Aryan, the sidewalks were not. People
passed on foot across the bridge from one ghetto to the other.
The children of the Aryan quarter gazed enviously at the beings whom day after day fate exalted so high in the
air.
During the first six months of 1942 the bridge over Chlodna Street was the busiest spot in Warsaw; one’s head
reeled with gazing at that continual influx of people. It was said that four hundred thousand souls were living
behind the walls,\fn{In an area of land less than one square mile } but this was only an estimate: no one ever knew the
exact figures. In the winter of 1941-42 not a week passed without the Germans adding hundreds and thousands of
people to the burden of the Warsaw Jewish Community; they rounded them up in the provinces, loaded them into
lorries just as they were, and flung them behind the walls. The Jewish Communal Council accommodated these
newcomers in so-called “trans-shipment centers,” where famine and typhus reduced their number by 30% per
month. Thus the Council’s burden was lightened, but not for long, as the places of the dead were quickly taken by
new deportees from the provinces.
The people on “this side” raised their eyes to the bridge constructed by Schmied and Muntzermann Ltd. And
asked:
“How many are there really behind those walls?”
From my window I could survey a large part of the Jewish district. Every day I gazed over “all the land of Gilead unto Dan, and all Naphtali, and the land of Ephraim, and Manasseh, and all the land of Judah, unto the utmost
sea.” Over all the land which had been promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. …
When the wide-open pincers of the front reached the Cannel on one side, and the Volga on the other; when,
after the winter disasters the Hitlerite armies again began to achieve such successes as to make even the most optimistic abandon hope of a speedy end, and to contemplate a long period of war between continents, in the torrid
summer of 1942 the Germans set to work to exterminate the largest Jewish community in Europe.
*
The soldiers who arrived under the walls were the personification of ugliness, one would have said they had
been specially chosen. In black coats with green collars, black hats of dumpling shape, or discarded helmets that
slipped over their eyes, equipped with ancient rifles every one of which was different, and not one of which was
of any use against an armed opponent, hunchbacked and pockmarked, small and dumpy or tall and bowed, they
all had faces at which the soul shivered. They were said to be Ukrainians, they were also said to be Latvians; for
long afterward the very sight of these troops made me tremble with revulsion.
In just under a week all the inhabitants of the little ghetto were driven across the bridge to the larger area. The
steep flights of steps sucked in crowds loaded with bundles and suitcases, packed with the very essence of their
homes, for the homes themselves had gone.
They did not halt on the farther side of the bridge, but were driven deeper and deeper into the big ghetto, while
the streets left behind shrank like a severed limb. During that summer the Germans deported over three hundred
thousand people from the ghetto; people who had grown like trees, were sorted out like tin figures.
One day I saw an incredible sight; there was no one on the bridge. No one was left in the little ghetto: it was a
town without people, as in the fairy-tale.
As sector after sector was cleared of Jews, gendarmes with dogs and accompanied by two or three civilians
took over. The civilians were experts in the task of listing and valuing the booty. When they had finished their
work it was possible for Aryans to buy a Jewish house for three to five thousand zlotys, with the right to drill
floors and walls in search of the legendary gold.
And over the remains still warm, through the blood still wet, life began to put forth young shoots. Here and
there curtains appeared in windows; a new confectioner’s shop was opened in a half empty house, a solicitor’s
plate was fixed in the gateway, life gradually revived. During the summer and autumn of 1942, at the cost of one
part of Warsaw the Germans presented the other part with a royal spectacle.
A task which our backward minds might estimate to take a hundred years was achieved in a few weeks. One
day when I awoke I did not recognize the street: the bridge was gone. From “all the land of Judah unto the utmost
sea” the Germans began to remove the landmarks.
Yet there were a number who escaped the extermination, and whose very existence was illegal and expensive.
Money flowed in from the West for their support; they were like children, and others had to take care of them.
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Dr. Braun was one who escaped. The Treblinka crematorium in which the most outstanding of the nation were
burnt had the effect of exalting him. He became one of the chief trustees of the money sent from the West for
distribution.
And he needed assistants.
One day he sent for me and harnessed me wholly and completely into the service of the Jewish misery, without
equal anywhere else in the world. From time to time I had to travel to the provinces. And some fifteen months
after I had left Lwow I found myself back there again—in Konecki’s flat.
*
I did the work I had been sent to do; I felt all the satisfaction of a doctor grappling with an epidemic, who finds
that the number of cases has fallen from 100 yesterday to only 95 today. Walega was one of our representatives;
the money assigned to Lwow was sent to him, and from time to time he visited Warsaw; he had gone off on urgent business the previous day.
Konecki’s former secretary was a great help, his conduct was to be admired. This unassuming lad had the
secret ambition to keep Konecki’s flat unviolated, not selling any of the writer’s belongings. As heavy as animals,
as lush as duckweed on sunless ponds the carpets still lay in each room, each one of different colors, but all of the
same magnificent quality. Tapestries protected the walls like bark. These rooms—rich in books and pictures—had
been cultivated like gardens.
So far the great conflagration of history had passed them by. Everything was still in its place except the owner,
who was either dead or as good as dead, since he had been sent to a camp after all. Friends could not help him.
I was due to leave Lwow by train in a few hours; I was alone. The November Sunday afternoon soon faded
into dusk. I tried to switch on the electric light, but there was no current; I left the switches on. The dusk crept into
the corners, gradually all the visible world was transformed into little specks.
I lay on a couch as though at the bottom of a great bell-glass. The right-hand wall remained distinct, longest of
all, like a hill emerging from a flood; on that side objects showed up white like the bones of unknown monsters.
The Sunday twilight is an hour when time is obliterated, the dead blend with the living, endless cables stretch out
into an eternity as familiar as the city of one’s youth. That eternity was covered with the dusk like a tablecloth.
I do not know how long I had been letting my thoughts wander when I heard a nock.
There was darkness everywhere: in the anteroom, in the hall, on the stairs. The form I let in could see me better
than I him, for I was lit up by the last glimmer of daylight through the hall window. I clearly heard my own name
uttered.
Taking no notice of me, muttering something, the form slipped into the flat. It moved about with all the certainty of a resident, it did not mistake the bathroom door for that of the sitting room, as strangers usually did.
Groping for an armchair, the newcomer sat down.
I began to search for matches, but in my bewilderment I could not find them. The thatch of white hair, the
night, but above all the voice, all indicated something that was quite incredible, yet not very surprising, for we
were accustomed to impossibilities happening every day.
I was sure that the visitor was none other than Stefan Konecki.
I hung around that armchair without asking a single question, though I felt that I was asking thousands. Time
after time I was seized with doubt whether it was really Konecki, more than once his name was on the tip of my
tongue, yet something restrained me.
At last, in a whisper I suggested that he should lie down. I had the impression that he shook his head. Then in a
single breath I got out perhaps twenty questions, not one of which was answered. I bent over the chair, I called to
him: not a sound.
The light had not yet come on, I could not find the matches, I preferred not to trouble the neighbors.
In the long protracted silence I slowly settled down. I waited for the light.
*
Again and again during the past few months I had realized how unjust I had been to this man; I had realized
that I had no right to say what I had said to him, that I myself was very much like him and not at all like the imaginary being I had tried to contrast with him. when I had passed into the ghetto fifteen months previously I had
had every intention of remaining there.
Yet after three days I had come out, I had fled; I had fled ignominiously. I had been unable to hold out for
longer than three days. My meeting with the nation had ended in my complete defeat.
The very first person I had seen in the ghetto was a beggar. He was wearing a yellow eiderdown tied round him
with hempen rope, his swollen legs protruded from beneath the eiderdown, he had a mug tied to his belly.
173

He made for me as though advancing into empty space. There was no change in the expression of his staring
eyes, but his voice rose from a mumble into a wail such as I had never heard before. The immensity of that misery
stifled all my capacity for compassion, leaving only horror.
When I looked about me I was astonished to note that this creature, whom I found so extraordinary, made no
impression at all on anybody else; this tragic circus was full of similar performances.
The people did not walk along the streets, they flowed in a crowd like that coming off a train or out of a
cinema.
Wailing, and solid crowds—these were the two plagues of the ghetto streets.
Swarms of beggars chanted passages from the Scriptures, the Psalms, or the latest song-hits in heartrending
voices; these were the professional beggars of pre-war days. During the typhus epidemic in the winter of 1941-42
all the poor people in the ghetto died off—but not the professional beggars, who are energetic and resourceful
creatures.
New poor flowed in from the provinces, dragged out of their homes with only what they were wearing. Condemned to beggary, they stood now along the walls, silent, or asking shame-facedly for alms which no one ever
gave them. They, too, died off, to the scorn of the old, brave professionals.
On the third day of my stay in the ghetto, Dr. Braun invited me to a musical evening he had organized. The
program was a potpourri of everything from the Psalms to the latest jazz.
All through it the Jewish lot sounded the same note. But I could no longer listen to it!
*
I loathed sacrifice, I loathed the Prophets, I had no used for the Prophets, I did not want shrouds, all I wanted
was calm, calm—the calm to be found in any of their poorest cobblers, but which is not to be found in any of us.
The chariot of Elijah, the mantle of Elijah, the Wailing Wall filled me with repugnance. I just wanted a simple
life, that very life which we were most denied.
I did not want suffering, those walls were bursting with suffering, with such suffering as is not known by anyone else in the world.
I did not want this life beyond all worldly estate, beyond all human capacity.
I did not want a mission, I did not want Job; in every house within these walls there was more suffering than in
all the book of Job. In any section of these walled-in streets there was more pain than on the road to Calvary. The
pungent savor of suffering, misery and hopelessness had been choking me for three days.
I had had enough.
Then musicians came on to the platform and with them someone looking like a penguin—the famous conductor Leon Madry. They began to play Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik.
Of the hundred people gathered in this small, ugly hall with bare walls, the majority had probably had what we
call a good education. Mozart brought them back to the taste of childhood, so dear to all men, and the taste of
their former life, sweet-scented like an apple in May.
Why is it that even men who are completely unmoved by anything in life weep in the darkened cinema or over
a fictitious character in a novel?
Is it not because art strips one of all the hard crust of ambition, because it acts on man like a purge?
Dr. Ignacy Fries, one of the finest heart specialists in the country, was sitting next to me; he took his head
between his hands as though trying to twist it right off. He half closed his eyes, and nodded his head in rhythm
with his own inward feelings; he wept. The tears trickled from under his closed eyelids as though from the lip of a
bottle.
He was not the only one weeping: the majority of the audience had their heads buried in their hands in such a
way that it left no doubt of their reactions.
Now they wept over Mozart as lately they had wept over Job. This silky, crystal Mozart, ringing with life,
singing with life, was altogether inconceivable, incompatible with the events of the world outside. Dr. Ignacy
Fries wept without stint.
The orchestra stopped playing, but it remained on the platform. Dr. Braun came on and recited a poem about
Mozart, an old poem of Konecki’s. Dr. Braun had disinterred it, and now he presented it as proof of the culture of
a member of his nation.
Dr. Braun thought of us in general terms, as a critic thinks of authors, as a young girl thinks of men. For him
we were simply Jews, he was not interested in nuances. Three days earlier I would have thought of this poem as
bastard and alien, but now I accepted it without reservation as my own. Dr. Braun could not have sealed my
reconciliation with Konecki more perfectly.
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Next day, I fled.
*
I had not been fair to Konecki; there were many things I had not understood.
I had not known that it was ever so: the Jews were a nation with whom one could do anything. Die ewigen
Verlierer—the everlasting losers—as the Germans said. Wise Jews? Where were the wise Jews?
More and more I was coming to see that true wisdom is to avoid getting into a hopeless situation. But our
position has always been hopeless.
To be at the mercy of all other men’s humor and ill-humor: what a bitter fate!
To have to meet the expenses of all human history!
To be the first to pay, and never cease to pay!
But if one or the other of us doesn’t want to? But if one or another simply does not feel strong enough to meet
that bill?
Stefan Konecki’s famous 1922 article had been the outburst of a young man. I do not deserve unqualified confidence as a commentator on Konecki’s pronouncements and conduct. He had adopted a pseudonym because he
wanted others to forget, because he could not endure the harshness of his own inward essence; he did not feel
strong enough, and besides, he was afraid of them. Like most men, he was afraid of want. What a profound joy I
had sensed in him that day when he told me he was about to go into the country!
“Trees! I shall be among trees!”
Yet it was not a question of trees, but of experiencing a different fate. He did not wish to return to us, he did
not desire our lot. Unlike me, he was old enough to know what it meant.
History!
We bleed to death in order to understand something that those before us understood perfectly.
Was Konecki the only one to fear that cross? How about myself? If I am to be honest, should I not confess that
something similar had happened to me too?
The never-drying sea of suffering in that Jewish district spread its fetid breath far over the city, even before the
war. Whenever I had crossed Bielanska Street to plunge into the ghetto I had always felt my heart construct. And
when that day I had waited to pass inside the walls I had recalled that I was not trembling for the first time, that
our Jewish cross had always terrified me. Me like others.
But was that entirely true? Did the great German star turn which brought millions to a horrible death smother
all links with the nation in those who survived?
I distributed money to those who were in hiding, and I knew how they were feeling.
One man said he would leave Poland, he would go to the other end of the world if necessary, but even at the
end of the world he would not start using his Jewish name again or take up his Jewish nationality.
Another said that after the war the very word “Jew” would be forbidden in his home together with all bad language.
But I also came across men and women who looked forward to the end of this era of Assumed Christian
surnames. When the ghetto went up in flames\fn{ April 1943} and the Germans surpassed all bounds in their
bestiality I was regularly calling on a certain shopkeeper who baked matzos and made me distribute them among
his family.
I knew another shopkeeper who put on the phylactery and prayer-shawl for prayers every morning.
I knew a woman who had a casual, almost haphazard habit of lighting the Sabbath eve candles every Friday
evening.
There was one couple I knew for whom I simply had to get hold of a mohel, because they insisted that their
newly born son must be properly circumcised.
*
I understood nothing.
I saw only one thing: those who had to be burnt, were burnt; those left alive continued in their former ways of
life. Did I find this true only by observing others?
As I studied my own feelings I realized that I, too, preferred those hiding wretches to the others.
But why?
Tell me, why?
One day I went into a stationer’s to buy some Christmas cards. Two youngsters were sitting on a couple of
chairs inside: She was eighteen, he was possibly twenty. One glance at them, and there was a flash of lighting: in
all three pairs of eyes flashed the one thought: hunted beings sensing other hunted beings.
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I bought my cards and went out on their heels. Only then could I see all their wretchedness. Her was tall and
thin, and walked with a limp; he was wearing canvas shoes and a wretched raincoat, his trousers were in rags. She
was dressed just as poorly; here ragged coat seemed to be hanging over a post; her stockings had fallen down over
her summer sandals.
They wanted to buy some apples and passed from stall to stall, but they could not find cheap enough. As I followed them I trembled: supposing one of the women stallkeepers, not through any ill will, but simply annoyed
because they were handling her apples, let fly at them with her tongue; for after all they did look like …
In my suddenly quickened love I realized that one is naturally restricted to one’s own people, that it is from
them first and foremost that a man draws his sustenance.
*
There was still no sound in the room, and the darkness was now so deep that the form began to fade into the
dusk.
“Is it you?” I cried like a little child.
Once more I received no answer.
*
Konecki had left Lwow even before my own departure for the Warsaw ghetto. An Aryan land-owning friend
had given him shelter on his estate.
After three months the place grew dangerous, it was rumored that it was “to be smoked out,” and the landowner took Konecki to Warsaw, where his family undertook to look after him. The bracing Warsaw air revived
Konecki; he ran about the town without heeding the warnings.
One day as he was turning a street corner he felt someone’s eyes fixed on him. He had forgotten why certain
people might stare at him, he had forgotten it so completely that he went back, intending to call on someone in a
street he had already passed.
Two ruffians fastened on him. The taller of them held out his hand, which Konecki confidently took, convinced the man was some old acquaintance he had failed to recognize.
“We know each other,” the ruffian muttered, “from the other side,” he pointed in the direction of the ghetto.
Only now did Konecki understand. He shouted that he hadn’t any time for idle talk, he had turned back to look
for someone; and he hurried away, leaving the two blackmailers standing. He would have escaped, but instead of
hurrying off as fast as possible he began to check the house numbers, presumably to give his story verisimilitude.
The blackmailers went up to him again. The tall man said angrily:
“If you’ve got nothing to be afraid of come along to the police with us, and they’ll examine you.”
“All right, all right!”
“All right or not, come along. We haven’t any time to waste. It doesn’t make any difference to us, as they pay
us by the head.”
Konecki seriously thought of trying to resist them. Then he changed his mind and was prepared to go to the
police station, but the next moment he tried to bargain with them. They demanded ten thousand zlotys. The tall
man said:
“I can’t do it any cheaper. I do my job and move on. When the Russians come you’ll get it all back out of me.
You’ve all got money for your business expenses. We haven’t time to play about. Either you find the money or we
go to the police.”
The other man was just as impatient. At last they pushed him into a gateway, stripped him of his coat and
sweater, took his notecase with a thousand zlotys in it, and in all probability would have let him go. They had just
finished stripping him when a pock-marked secret agent who specialized in racial matters came down the stairs,
together with a small, fair-haired girl.
“What you have got,” he said to the blackmailers, “you can keep; now I’ll take charge of him.”
He struck Konecki again and again in the face, shouting:
“I’ll go on smashing you till the end! My brother, this child’s father, was murdered only today. And you’re the
murderers. You’re paying money for our people to be murdered. You’re the cause of it all! You provoked the war.
You’ll go to the Gestapo this very day. …”
Konecki spent the night in the police station, for prisoners were sent to the Gestapo only in batches. After the
pock-marked man had gone another secret agent took Konecki out of the cell and asked whether there was anyone
who would be prepared to buy him out.
“Here’s a telephone you can use, no one will listen, we’re a decent lot. If you like you can write a note, we’ll
send it out, and you won’t bring trouble on anyone, you needn’t be afraid. That pock-marked fellow’s a devil for
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his job, but I don’t want to see anyone done in, we’re all mortal.”
To his own surprise Konecki declared there was no one who could help him, though he had intended to say
something quite different.
“Well, I’m sorry for you,” the agent said, “but in that case you’ll have to be a ‘result.’ We have to supply the
Gestapo with a certain number of heads, we have to show results. And we send them those who can’t get bought
out.”
At Gestapo headquarters it came out that the Lwow department was wanting Konecki. So he was sent to
Lwow. But Oberstrumführer Wendlandt, who had been wanting him had long since left the city. His successor
considered whether he should dispose of Konecki at once or send him to one of the camps outside the town
(which was as good as death). He chose the second course.
All these details of Konecki’s fate had been told me by Dr. Braun, who had his own intelligence service.
*
The light came on and suddenly flooded the room.
The man seated before me looked—my God!—as though taken out of his own tomb. An owl, a terrified owl!
His eyes followed me about as a shot bird watches the hunter. His body was wrapped in a sack, as peasant women
wrap themselves in a rug; he was wearing drawers; the big toe of one bare foot was scratching the other like a dog
scratching himself; I could not tear my eyes away from that big toe.
Under the shock of milky-white hair lurked a face inanimate and withered, but even darker than of old; the
swarthiness could never be washed off, it was the true sign of the curse!
And this figure was the great Stefan Konecki!
And he stank. Stank like the inmates of the death camps, like so any other victims of those times. Before me I
saw the uttermost depths of misery.
Now something Walega had told me before he left took on meaning. He had said that the prisoners in a camp
outside Lwow had risen in revolt, knowing only too well what awaited them. In the struggle some had perished on
the spot, others had been shot afterwards. Only a few escaped from the massacre, exactly how many was not
known. When night fell they had flung off the dead bodies which had been their salvation and had crept away.
They were naked. They knocked at cottage doors. No one opened to them; no peasant ever opened his door at
night, unless he were threatened with a rifle; often even a rifle was insufficient. They stood outside the windows
and called for help, for pity. Some rags were thrown out to them, and they pulled them around their bodies.
When dawn came they separated, reckoning they had more chance if each went alone. One of the group
reached Lwow, sought out Walega, and told him all the story. Walega did not wish to get me agitated before my
journey, so he had done no more than hint at “an acquaintance of ours who took part in the revolt and probably
had perished. …”
But Konecki had not perished. After these adventures he had been drawn to his home as a wounded animal is
drawn to its lair. And now he was sitting in his luxurious flat, with its carpets as lush as duckweed on sunless
ponds, with its rooms cultivated as carefully as gardens.
He huddled down, overtaken by the fate which he had dreaded all his life.
I stood in front of this human rag, I bent over him.
I called first quietly, then louder, anxious to extract at least one word from this shattered creature.
Stefan Konecki moved his lips, his jaws worked—all in vain; he could not say a word.
After a while I noticed that his face, which was turned to the door, began to thaw out; something distantly akin
to a smile blossomed over it. Now at last I heard the voice that I longed so much to hear—he started to sing.
Stefan Konecki was crooning an old Jewish song, a Yiddish melody, recognizable as such even at the ends of the
world; such songs were commonly sung in the death-camps.
And as he began to sing I had a feeling that someone was at the door. I turned round. A Ukrainian militiaman
was standing there.
“Jude!” he said to me, pointing to the great Stefan Konecki, the famous pseudonym of Polish literature during
Poland’s second independence.
“Jude!” he repeated, and laughed coarsely.
44.174 On Saint Katherine’s Day\fn{by Lili Berger (1916-1996)} Malkin, Metropolitan Bialystok, Podlaskie
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 5
“From ’42 to ’57 is fifteen … and one is sixteen … no, it doesn’t add up, perhaps it was later, she said, ‘from
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’42: then I’d be …’ She also said ‘perhaps almost two: I would now be …’ the years are probably also fabricated,
everything, everything is false …”
The more Katerine calculated, the more entangled she became and the more numerous her doubts. Straining
her memory, she tried to remember things, events, experiences; in her head everything became a jumble; everything now appeared strange. Things that once seemed simple, natural, were now suspect.
“Why didn’t I catch on at the time? Why was I such a foolish idiot? Why did I let them pull the wool over my
eyes?”
She saw her saddened face in the wall mirror opposite. The thought ran through her mind that she was now
entirely other. She rose from her chair, went over to the old, worn mirror, sought her former, familiar likeness
there, regarded her face—the hair, eyes, nose—as though they were not her own, as though they had, within the
last few hours, been pulled over her own former face. She drew her thick hair back with both hands, looked at her
face with surprise as if it were a stranger’s, then wearily dropped her hands. Her face was once more framed in a
cascade of black curly hair. How often had she heard,
“What beautiful hair!” They always smiled when they complemented her beautiful hair, complemented and
smiled enigmatically.
“Why did I not catch on? Why was I such a foolish cow?”
“You don’t have to wave your hair, you have naturally curly hair,” Marilla used to say to her.
“Would you like hair like this?” she had asked her best friend.
“No,” she’d answered shyly, “yours is right for … for your face, right for you. For me … ours is better.”
That’s how Marilla had spoken at the time but she had paid no attention, she soon forgot about it. Katerine
never thought that her hair, her face, were different. Now she looked at the mirror and she seemed to be someone
else; she felt her eyes beginning to fill with tears, something stuck in her throat; she held back from crying,
questions swirling in her head, a cluster of questions:
“Who am I? Who? Why do they say that I’m … Would they make it up? And my mother, how did they …”
*
“Katerine, Katerine, of all things, playing in front of the mirror? I thought you weren’t home. What’s the
matter with you? Has something happened?”
Katerine didn’t hear her mother come in from work, she hadn’t heated the mid-day meal her mother had
prepared that morning before going to the office. Head lowered, she followed her mother into the kitchen and saw
a box of cakes and a bunch of chrysanthemums; she looked away, they went unappreciated, now none of this
belonged to her …
“Dear God, it’s your saint’s day and you look like you’ve seen a ghost. Did you quarrel with someone? Have
you been to see Sister Katerine yet?”
“I’ve been—”
“Put the flowers in the water, they’re for you; aren’t you at all pleased?”
“No … Yes, I’m pleased—”
“I see you’re not … probably something happened in class, probably you forgot to prepare something—” her
mother probed.
“No, no,” Katerine answered with a contrary scowl.
“What then? What happened? Why so down at the mouth?”
“I want … I must speak with you, I must …” Katerine stammered in a voice not her own.
Fifty year old Magdalena Vrublevska, a former teacher, now an office worker, turned from the kitchen
perplexed, looked at her daughter and, after a short pause, asked,
“Just to ‘speak’ with me? Is that a reason for such a face? And of all days, today? On your saint’s day?”
“I must, today, now … I must.”
“At this very moment? Will it run away? Lunch is ready, sit down, eat; you haven’t even put the flowers in
water, you’re not yourself … give me a smile, come on. Come, let’s eat.”
“I won’t eat, I’m not hungry.” Her mother sat down, pretending not to concern herself with her daughter’s
whims. “It’ll pass, then she’ll sit down on her own and eat; at that age she won’t be able to stay hungry for long.”
But Katerine didn’t sit at the table. She went to her room, once again stood before the mirror and scrutinized
her face. Everything in the room looked changed; hundreds of questions once again sprang to mind. No, she
wouldn’t be fooled any longer. This time she would have to find out everything, everything, everything, and today
before the day was out …
*
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Katerine Vrublevska had thick black curly hair, large, dark velvet eyes, a pale, dreamy, longish face and was
fifteen years old.
Her classmates described her skin color as “café au lait.” She knew she was a beauty, how could she not know
since they always told her so. Among her schoolfriends she looked like an exotic rose by some chance growing
amidst wild flowers.
Ever since she could remember she had been called “black beauty;” and when her Uncle Karol, a pharmacist
from Warsaw, came to visit, he brought gifts for the “pretty gypsy.” Uncle Karol loved her dearly, her aunt did
too, but now their love seemed so strange to Katerine, so distant, even her mother’s love. Why did she hide it
from her? Everyone knew, but she didn’t.
That’s why Fat Theresa felt free to make fun of her. Probably everyone, everyone was laughing at her; she had
understood nothing, now she understood very well, now she remembered everything. Sundays, at church, she
would feel them looking at her strangely.
“Because you are a beauty,” her mother would tell her.
Not true, it was because of something else, all of them, all of them were always looking at her; she had never
guessed, was never suspicious.
Now she knew, this morning she finally understood everything, now she remembered how they would sometimes say to her,
“You’re different, somehow.”
Why hadn’t she caught on? She probably wouldn’t have caught on, even now, if it weren’t for Fat Theresa, that
red-faced girl always blurted out what others wouldn’t say, she’d often dropped hints.
What did Theresa have against her? She never did her any harm—on the contrary, while others ridiculed her,
disliked her, imitated her duck’s waddle, Katerine wouldn’t. That one was so silly and fat as a barrel, her face
puffy, red as a beet; learning was hard for her, she couldn’t absorb it.
But was it Theresa’s fault? Wouldn’t she have wanted to be pretty and clever?
Katerine had always sympathized with her, had never done her any wrong, and still Theresa never had a good
word for her, only barbs, insinuations, always resentment, until finally Theresa had blurted out:
“You shouldn’t bring flowers to Sister Katerine! It’s not your place! It has nothing to do with you!”
“Why not with me?”
“Because … because … you’re a Jew.”
“You’re one yourself!” Katerine answered impulsively and immediately regretted it. Everyone laughed and Fat
Theresa with the red face laughed the loudest of all, gasping with laughter, jeering.
“Who’s a Jew? Me or her?” the fat girl asked triumphantly and again burst out with mocking laughter.
That laughter had cut and stung Katerine like a whip. She fled, escaping their laughter, found her way to the
convent which wasn’t far from the forest. She didn’t feel the cold wind on her face, walked quickly, almost
running, as though pursued by their laughter. The flowers’ wrapping came apart, she paid no attention. Every year
she brought flowers to Sister on her saint’s day, it had always been a pleasure for her. Now she arrived at the
convent out of breath, distraught, and nervously rang the bell. When Sister Katerine appeared at the door, she fell
into her arms weeping.
“My child, what happened to you? You’re crying on such a day? On the day of our patron saint? Tell me, what
happened to you?”
“They … they … said that it’s not my saint’s day, Saint Katerine’s Day, that … it doesn’t belong to me, that …
that I’m a Jew.”
“Don’t listen to such foolish talk, my child. People love to smear others, they don’t have God in their hearts,
they fill their time with evil talk.”
“Why do they think I’m a … Why? I ask you, tell me, I want to know why, I want to know what I am,”
Katerine pleaded tearfully.
“What are you? You’re a good Christian, a Christian for a long time now, since 1942. You were probably a
year old, certainly not two; foolishness, not worth talking about, people love to babble—” the nun held herself
back, sorry that she’d said this much.
“Once … was I a Jew once?” Katerine persisted with a new question and her eyes, full of tears, begged for an
answer.
“You’re good Christian like your mother. Go, my child, go home, I’m busy now, it’s our name day. Remember,
today you mustn’t cry; on Saint Katerine’s Day, one doesn’t cry; a great day, she was a great saint. Thank you for
the flowers; you always remember, you’re a good Christian … go home, my child.”
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The way home from the convent could be shortened by going through a small field, then across a little bridge
over the stream. Katerine didn’t like that path; this time she took the back road, walking quickly, gasping for air,
overwhelmed. Only at home did she calm down a bit, began to make sense of Sister’s vague words, counting the
years, remembering various insinuations, overheard conversations about Jewish children protected in convents.
She did know something about these things but never gave it much thought, had read several books about how
those people perished. Her mother wouldn’t let her read such books:
“You’ll get sick, you mustn’t read that.”
Now she understood why her mother had taken Maria’s Farewell from her hands, why her mother always
avoided questions, didn’t answer, squirming exactly the way Sister Katerine had. She wouldn’t put up with it any
longer; she would have to find everything out, figure it all out herself, and she’d force her mother, her mother
would have to tell her the truth, she’d beg with tears, she would have to know today, today her mother would have
to …
“I thought you were lying down, but here you are sitting staring; you said you had a headache, so why are you
fretting?”
Her mother’s voice interrupted Katerine’s thoughts. She let her finish, raised her head, and looked at her
mother suspiciously, the way you look at a stranger whose closed face you want to decipher, but she was
immediately ashamed of herself and lowered her head.
“What’s wrong, daughter? I can tell that something’s happened; tell your mother; you’ve always told me
everything. You trust your mother after all; tell the truth; you’ve never held back from me.”
“And you, mother, have never withheld anything from me? Told the truth?”
“I think … why should I hide, when you ask, if it’s appropriate, I tell you … but what kind of talk is this, my
daughter? You’re not speaking nicely to your mother,” said Magdalena tenderly and with wily humor.
“I want to know … I want to know … who I am; they said that … that I’m a Jew, everyone, everyone knows it,
they look at me …”
Magdalena Vrublevska turned pale, held on to the bed railing with both hands. It was suddenly difficult for her
to remain standing. Slowly she sat down beside her daughter, sat mute as though the power of speech had been
taken from her, and then she quietly answered,
“You accept all this gossip and take it seriously, fuss over every foolishness—”
“I want to know who I am,” Katerine interrupted her. “I want to know the truth!” By now she was shouting.
“Who drummed such thoughts into your head?” her mother tried raising her voice.
“Everyone, everyone knows; Sister Katerine also told me a while ago that I’m … no, Sister also didn’t want to
tell me everything, didn’t want to answer … put me off with—”
Katerine burst into tears, holding her face in both hands and sobbing. Magdalena moved closer to her, holding
her, pressing her against herself, trying to convince her in a soft, shaking voice,
“Who are you? You’re my daughter, my whole life. I love you as you love me, your mother. Why pay attention
to …? Why? Why listen to foolish prattle?”
“I want to know … I must know. Tell me the truth! Tell me!”
“Fine, I will … tomorrow. First, calm down, my foolish child. Come and eat, my little fool.”
“To you I’m still a child, a ‘little fool.’ I want you to tell me everything right now!” And Katerine burst into
even more violent weeping.
“So, good, let it be, but stop crying. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you in the first place. You make a fuss
about any little trifle. I beg you, daughter, there’s nothing to cry about. Promise me, my child, that you won’t
exaggerate things. You’re a grown girl now, and crying is unbecoming. Is life so bad for us?” Magdalena caught
her breath, silent for a while, thinking of how to go on with this painful conversation with her daughter.
“If you want, I’ll tell everything. But it mustn’t change anything between us. What can it possibly mean to us?
Isn’t that so? Do you promise me, daughter dear?” Katerine nodded and blurted through her tears:
“I promise, but tell me everything, tell me the whole truth.”
Mother and daughter sat clinging to one another. Katerine, sobbing quietly from time to time, dried her eyes.
Magdalena Vrublevska was silent for some time. What she had feared of late had come to pass. Katerine was an
intelligent girl, but so sensitive; she felt everythig so intensely. Now she could no longer pull the wool over her
eyes. She must tell her the truth, but how? She had thought about it many times; in her imagination, that daybreak
reappeared. She covered her eyes with her hands, steeled herself, and began.
“I adopted you, Sister Katerine probably told you that. You were tiny, really tiny; you were with Sister
Katerine. I adopted you and from that time on you’ve been my daughter and I your mother.”
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“From the beginning, start at the beginning. Where did Sister Katerine get me? Tell me, tell me from the
beginning, everything, everything, I beg of you.”
Magdalena remained silent, her face clouded over. She clasped her daughter more tightly to herself, stroking
her hair, and then began again.
*
“It was in 1942, dawn, still dark. They were being driven on this road, the back road that leads to the forest;
they passed close to our house. I lay in bed shaking as if I had a fever. The wailing and howling was unbearable,
wailing and howling, then an echo of gunshot, then—silence. There was no question of sleep after that; my heart
was heavy, in my ears the wailing rang but outside it was as silent as the graveyard. Suddenly, I heard
whimpering, like a sick kitten, then something like the choked cry of a baby. I got out of bed to listen at the door.
Everything was quiet; I stood there a few minutes and went back to bed.
“It was daylight at last but the town was lifeless; people were still afraid to go out. It was a Sunday; no-one
went to work, they stayed indoors. It was very stuffy and I wanted some air, so I carefully opened the front shutter
and stuck my head out and … a parcel at the door, some sort of strange parcel, a kind of bundle. I panicked; we
were afraid of everything. I closed the window but, recalling the whimpering earlier on, I opened the door a crack.
The bundle stirred. I looked around to see whether anyone was watching, pulled the bundle in and untied it … a
child … seemingly smothered; the sop\fn{ Pacifier} had fallen out of the little mouth. I put my ear to the child; it
was breathing. I took it out of the knotted little quilt; it looked frail. It occurred to me to pour warm, sweet water
into the little mouth; it wasn’t long before it began to cry, first quite softly, then louder and louder.
“Oh my God, a catastrophe! Then I really panicked; such a risk, everyone knew I was a widow, alone; my
child had died three years earlier, and here a child, and one so dark, my God.
“I quickly stopped your mouth with the sop; packed it with wet sugar. I was so terrified that it would cry; I was
almost out of my mind with fright, what to do with the child?
“It was then that I remembered Sister Katerine, she was so compassionate and wise, gave good advice; she
wouldn’t refuse. I dressed quickly, put the child into the vegetable basket, packing the sop with wet sugar, covered
the basket with an old towel, put the flowers from the vase on top, as well as some vegetables I had prepared to
take to the convent on Sunday.
“Fortunately you didn’t cry, you were hungry and sucked on the sugar. When Sister Katerine removed your
clothing to bathe you a note fell out of your little right sock:
Merciful people, save this child; God will reward you.

“Then the name. Date of birth wasn’t given, probably forgotten. Sister Katerine fed you, then made out a
certificate of baptism. It was Saint Katerine’s Day, just like today; you were given her name and I was forbidden
to come to see you, just as well. After that, difficult times befell me.”
Magdalepa Vrublevska stopped as though the telling had exhausted her and looking at Katerine saw her
strange expression: the girl was staring straight ahead, mouth open, not a muscle in her face moving, as though
everything had frozen from shock. Magdalena waited for her to respond, then could wait no longer.
“My child, should I go on to the end?”
Katerine only nodded and two full, round tears rolled down from her dark eyes. Magdalena, now hurrying to
finish, spoke in chaotic, unfinished sentences.
“Told myself that if I survived, you’d be my child; my little girl died, God sent an unfortunate child, had to
wait. After the war my situation was difficult, had to come back to myself; thanks to Uncle Karol, he helped me a
lot, always loved you; according to the baptismal certificate, you were four years old. Sister Katerine led me to a
dark little girl and, pointing to me, said to her, ‘This is your mother, a good mother, you must love her.’ Since
then, I have been so happy; grew to love you like my own child, what’s the difference? You really are my own
child, my only daughter. I was so …”
The words stuck in her throat, choking. Both were silent now, their heartbeats could be heard in the stillness.
Magdalena became alarmed at Katerine’s silence and said,
“You see, my child, I’ve told everything, hidden nothing; you know everything now!”
“Not everything yet.”
“What more do you want to know?”
“What was my name?”
“Miriam. Miriam Zack.”
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“And my parents?”
“Sister Katerine may know.”
“The note, my note? I want to see—”
“I’ll ask Sister, perhaps she has it, perhaps … but be patient, better I go myself, it’s more fitting.”
“And family? Relatives? Do I have someone …?”
“How can we know that? You have … me, Uncle Karol, Auntie, aren’t we your family? Am I not a mother to
you and you a daughter to me?”
“Yes, yes, you are, of course you are, but—” and Katerine broke into tears again.
*
Shortly after Saint Katerine’s Day, mother and daughter together composed and mailed the following notice to
the Red Cross, Missing Relatives Division:
Miriam Zack, daughter of Leyzer and Rivke Zack from the city of T——, seeks relatives, wherever they may be,
within the country or abroad. Reply.

29.3 The Wife\fn{by Wojciech Zukrowski (1916-2000)} Krakow, Krakow County, Lesser Poland Voivodeship, Poland
(M) 6
When I slip out of the house as timidly as a schoolboy with his homework still undone, I promise my wife that
I will be right back, that I will not spend more than a quarter of an hour in our lifeless district. I honestly only go
out for a breath of the twilight.
But though my resolution is firm, some unexpected occurrence always detains me much longer. The hands on
the clock, as soon as I let them out of my sight, race around its face, stealing my time. Seeing that I am late, that
the time when I said I would be back has long passed, I tear myself away from the company, break off the
conversation in mid-sentence and start at a run for my house with its red roof tiles gleaming among the young
leaves.
Breathless I stumble across my wife who has been watching out for me by the gate. I can feel that all the effort
I have put into making up these few minutes is wasted. In her leaden glance I can read the enormous expanse of
the time I have squandered.
I stammer, a flush coming to my cheeks, trying to explain, but her slightly contemptuous, and at once resignedly tolerant, expression chokes the words in my throat.
With hunched shoulders I follow her up the stairs. She marches ahead of me and turns on the light. I feel at
once enormously guilty and helpless.
We walk in silence. I know that I will not be able to convince her because even you would find the events in
which I was unexpectedly involved yesterday hard to believe.
*
I went out as usual in the evening for a short stroll. But just past the corner I got mixed up in a crowd of young
people. Over their heads a crest of torches crackled. The procession followed a band whose brass could be heard
blaring far in the distance. The melody was broken by the shrill chirping of starlings. Just above the ground could
be heard the roll of a drum firmly dictating the step. Heads blurred in the meager patches of light. In the gathering
darkness the crowd thickened; it had stopped marching and was marking time to the beat of the drum. I asked a
boy at my side:
“What celebration is this?” The whites of his eyes glowed red under the broad brim of his hat.
“It’s Frontiers Day,” he answered proudly and pushed me with his arm to keep me from falling out of the
ranks.
I was disturbed by the conversation I had with the director of the institute. The right to our frontiers had been
questioned. When I reminded him of the demonstrations that had been announced, he merely shrugged his
shoulders and said:
“What are we compared to those Powers? Small fry. Our rallies make as much impression on them as the
buzzing of flies.”
“But we have the backing of France,” I blurted out stubbornly.
“Maybe she is sympathetic, but there’s been no proof so far.”
We shuffled on long into the night. I tried to extricate myself from the crowd, but was unable to; besides it
would not have been the thing to do. I felt a little drowsy and sleepy from the thick smoke of the torches that
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enveloped us in a veil of wind-blown gossamer and softly tickled our faces. Finally, we began to pour into a huge
building.
Hoping to overtake the front of the procession, a thin trickle of boys broke away from the main stream, and
tore up some winding stairs. I ran after them. The inside of the spiral staircase was laid out with slippery marble
as rosy as the inside of a sea shell. Despite the whistles and shouts, we heard the clatter of the crowd taking their
seats in the main hall. A warm exhalation, mingled with the smell of fir, drifted down to us from above. We
plunged into the depths of ever narrower corridors which rose in tiers.
“It’s just like being inside an ear.”
I smiled, touching the smooth stone that was warm from the pipes running under it.
From the smallish room into which I burst I could see the podium and the stage hung with banners. The tinsel
gave out a red-gold glow. Lower down, the pit was full of smoky light and the cavern of the amphitheatre was
packed with heads. Here and there the green pennants of various organizations stuck out like seedlings in a forest.
The boys behind me kept crowding the room noisily, but were immediately silenced by the proximity of the
speaker.
The crowd’s breathing made the eagles move their wings and the shadows of flames flicker over the stained
embroideries.
Bored, I leaned against a table and began turning the pages of a large album. It was lying among an untidy pile
of still uncut magazines. Large covers of brown chamois enclosed drawings that were strangely familiar. Women
with vases, acanthus leaves, everything twisted out of white wire but with unerringly pure lines despite the
massiveness of the bodies. I bent down to examine them in detail.
“Interesting, don’t you think?” someone whispered over my shoulder.
It was a man with gray hair. Sparks of light danced on his brush-like moustache. The light poured onto his
forehead and glowed in twin streaks from the holes of his prominent nose. I saw him from the inside; his face
stood out comically. He took my smile as encouragement, for he whispered:
“Picasso! Look, France is on our side.” At once I saw that the drawing of the stylized figures matched the
outline of our new frontiers and even extended them a little.
“It was the only way we could smuggle them in under the noses of the Powers.” He breathed the last word in
my ear.
“Do you understand the importance of this document?”
“It’s magnificent,” I enthused, “but what is it doing here? In the canteen?” I pointed to the boys who, standing
at attention, had opened their mouths wide as if they were swallowing the words of a song.
“Surely, they’re bound to finger it; they’ll wreck it.”
“It’s just because it’s lying here for them to look at that nobody will touch it. Come now, don’t you know your
Poles? One of them said these were tailor’s patterns, so they avoid the table in disgust. It’s right here that
documents are safest; even the Powers,” he dropped his voice, “won’t suspect their existence.”
The faint singing of the group in front of us was taken up, half a bar late, by the powerful boom of the choirs
scattered around the amphitheatre.
“I imagine you realize that I’m not what I seem to be,” he murmured, looking at me, his face motionless.
It was then I noticed that his face protruded like a mask. Under it features took shape that I was on the point of
recognizing when suddenly the song, as if it had only just found the way, swept over me.
We will cry in the ears of the Powers,
Small in the face of their might.
No laurel or gold can buy us,
No threats of war us affright.

On the word “small,” the boys, particularly the elder ones, winked knowingly at me.
“Brave lads! Splendid lads,” rasped the man with the unfinished face, covering his light-flooded lips with his
handkerchief. “They’re just the sort we need to shout in the ears of …”
The chairman had just finished and was pushing through the crowd towards me. I shuddered when he put his
hand on my shoulder. I feel an allergy to speaking in public. But when he whispered: “Come on, Wojtek, you’ve
been recognized, why are you pretending you’re not here?” I asked meekly:
“What’ll I speak about?”
“Your adventures in the Maquis.\fn{“Rural guerrilla bands of French Resistance fighters, called maquisards, during the
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Occupation of France in World War II.”:W}

Only remember, be complimentary. France is with us.”
I took a step forward, stumbled under the gaze of the upturned faces that packed the cavern of the amphitheatre, staggered to the table and began to speak:
“I had hardly arrived in Paris when I approached this chestnut vendor. When I asked him for a bag, he reached
with a crooked grin under the counter and pushed a revolver into my hand.
“‘I don’t know this system,’ I mumbled, my hand helplessly gripping the butt. Without a word the vendor
turned his back to me, and raised his hands as if about to pull himself up onto the shelves. Between his
straightened shoulder blades was sown a white tab printed with instructions in English. Though he did not utter a
single word, presumably to avoid giving himself away, I could not resist, on taking my leave, a sneering ‘Good
night.’
“I was immediately pounced on by my contacts. They whisked me off at the double. We ran down some streets
and it was not till we saw a larger group of people coming towards us that we were forced to preserve the appearances of being on a nonchalant stroll.
“‘There’s no arguing with them!’ hissed one of my companions. I knew he meant the Germans.
“‘Wouldn’t dream of it,’ I replied hastily.
“‘Well, now you’ve got an argument that’ll hit the spot,’ shouted the other. They grasped me under the elbows
and led me like a bishop during a procession.
“I was bundled into car after car, all traces being wiped out before they could even arise. I was impressed by
their precautions. I was unfamiliar with such methods. Finally, on one corner, I was pushed out towards a tall man
heading in our direction. If it had not been for the gray rubber coat, I would not have taken him for a German. I
wanted to make sure but my companions had gone. So closing my eyes in anticipation of the blast I pressed the
trigger. The broad barrel kicked and jabbed the German in the chest. He fell over like a dummy. His shoes were
uncuffed and new; they shone from toe to heel.
“‘The old equalizer never fails,’ shouted a Frenchman with admiration as he ran up. The word, which smacked
of typically American bravado, aroused my contempt.
“I was given no chance to rest. Once again I knocked someone off. The members of the organization appeared
when it was all over. They grabbed the Germans lying belly-up by the noses and twisted them to make sure they
were really dead. Then they seized me and hurried on.
“‘Brave Polonais,’ they muttered, patting me discreetly on the back. I was hungry and thirsty. I tore myself
from their clutches and rushed into a nearby bistro. Immediately there was a scramble. The waiters waved their
napkins on which the wine stains gleamed with the tricolor. I took this for an ovation until some old women who
had been wiping her plate with a bread crust shot to her feet and, clucking like a broody hen, jumped over a table
littered with apperitif glasses. There was a momentary flash of her darned bloomers reflected on the marble table
top.
“The bistro emptied. The proprietor himself came out from behind the counter and screening himself with a
bottle held out to me by his fingertips begged me to leave his place and not expose them all to danger.
“But at this moment the conspirators burst in. Obviously there was still someone on my timetable. They
muttered something to the patron who grabbed the bottle and shoved another one into my hands, uncorked and
smelling strongly of vinegar.
“Though I knew it contained the dregs of the whole day, I took it gratefully. The shutters clattered down and I
just managed to squeeze under them on all fours. In this humiliating position I was tugged by the legs and urged
to hurry. The bottle, which I raised to my lips, spued out a mass of fruit flies and I dropped it with revulsion.
“Again I shot somebody. It all went off hygienically, and with astonishing ease. Then from the car I was
whisked into a crowded metro carriage. The tightly squeezed travellers swore. I was tired now and the gloom and
the flash of the advertisements hurt my eyes; I closed them. I opened them because of a disturbing silence and saw
that I was alone while the passengers were huddled together in the other half of the carriage. Their hands were
raised above their heads, their eyes moist with tears.
“‘Cowardly lot, these French,’ I thought. ‘What are they frightened of?’
“All at once I saw that I had my revolver out and that the barrel was pointed towards them. I was ashamed and
furious, and leaped out at the nearest station. ‘They’re using me till I drop,’ I panted in rage.
“‘Take it easy! Just a little longer!’ begged the contacts whose nerves were obviously weaker than mine as they
changed continually. ‘You’ll be able to rest in a minute.’
“A car dropped me by a large building. The streets were deserted. I could have gone berserk with impunity. I
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wanted to shoot anyone who got in my sights. Staggering from fatigue, I tottered up the steps.
“I came face to face with a group of Germans running in my direction.
“I reached for the trusty equalizer but searched my pockets in vain. It must have been lifted by my companions
who had vanished at the right moment.
“Around me I heard shouts of ‘Fou Polonais!’ The fou had the full overtones of Polish disgust. As soon as I
had done my job, I had been handed over to prevent reprisals against the city.
“The door of the cell slammed behind me. A man in a British uniform came up to me.
“‘You’re a Pole?’ I asked.
“‘No, I’m a Serb.’
“‘They fooled you too?’
“‘They like to use Slavs, because we’ve still got blood in our veins. Ssh, listen a moment!’ he whispered,
putting his ear to the wall. ‘Listen to her breathing.’
“‘Who?’
“‘Who do you think? France. She’s happy now that she’s managed to get another lunatic off her hands. He did
his bit, now he can do his time.’
“I listened. Under my cheek I felt the roughness of the cold wall and beyond it a delicate hum like the tide
flowing in. I recognized it now: she was clearly breathing with relief.”
*
Of course my wife never believed my story about being caught up in the nocturnal ceremonies. She demanded
proof which, apart from an eloquent wringing of hands, I could not provide. Angered by my tardiness, the following day she ordered me to keep near the house. At most I could take a stroll down our tree-lined street.
I swore obedience and, having kissed her fingers, slipped lightly out of the gate. I walked up and down under
the curled spring leaves of the boxed lime trees, but the whole time I remembered the ban. I thought anxiously,
though not without admiration, about my wife who did not believe in the Powers, laughed at the Frontiers, and of
course demanded proof. Perhaps in her own way she was right but I would not want to be the proof that would
make her believe.
I smiled perversely at these thoughts, and with my eyes blinking in the setting sun did not notice I had passed
the corner and was headed down the next street.
I no longer cared. I merely quickened my step to reach the next crossing and to turn back immediately. The
nearness of the goal of my ramble combined the pleasure of breaking the ban and the reassuring certainty that I
would be back in time undetected.
On my left rose the fronts of buildings destroyed in the war. The sky poured in through the windows together
with flights of swallows which nested under those fragments of the roofs that had not been blown away. Between
the shattered beams of the attics, which looked like fishbones, came the rosy glow of the sun.
Here and there attempts had obviously been made to clear up: bricks lay in neat piles, sand had been brought
and heaped into pyramids, freshly-sawed planks had been stacked.
But there were no workers. Spades were sticking out at odd angles from the concrete mixer, barrows had come
to rest with their wheels on the threshold as if, after the burst of enthusiasm with which people had thrown
themselves into the work of reconstruction, they had drifted away one by one, the extent of the devastation and
the bleak ravines of the burnt-out ruins making their task seem hopeless.
But somewhere in the midst of the ashes new life was starting, for I saw a little below me a path trodden
through the rubble, some fresh potato peelings, a few discarded tins, not yet rusted, and even some smoke
billowing out of one miraculously saved building.
*
In front of the tumbledown gate stood a woman with her hands folded under her apron. Her face was narrow
and there was a fanatical gleam in her eye. As I passed her she fixed her stare on me. Looking at her graying,
tightly-pinned hair, her cheap dress and apron, patched but clean and stiff from recent starching, I thought that she
was one of those people who would never let a request for help get past her tightly-knit lips.
I reached into my pocket and, not wanting to embarrass her with a curious stare, I turned my head away and
gave her some money. To my surprise she grasped my hand. We stood still for a moment, I shocked, she with her
mouth gaping as if she was searching for the right word. Her fingers gripped my wrist. Finally she exclaimed:
“I’ve been waiting for you so long. I saw you yesterday in the procession, but it was difficult to squeeze
through. I have something to tell you. The Powers have stolen my child.”
I shivered; this piece of news shook me more than I would have thought. The woman now leaned against me
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and whispered into my ear:
“I’ve found the place where they imprison the children.”
“Is it far from here?” I asked, gathering myself for the fray. I felt that this affair of hers was beginning to
assume an unambiguous significance and that it was becoming mine as well.
“No, it’s only a few steps, really. I’ll show you the way. There’s a telephone booth there. That’s where they’ve
been keeping the little mites for the last seven hundred years.”
My first thought was that she was cracked. Apart from anything else there were no telephone booths seven
hundred years ago. Before I could voice my doubts the woman spoke:
“Of course, there weren’t. But everything’s being brought up to date. In the old days there was a stone tower
there. Today there’s a telephone booth; it doesn’t attract attention, you only have to hang up a card with
TELEPHONE OUT OF ORDER. And the only person who can get inside is the agent of the Powers, disguised as a cable
inspector.” The glance she gave me was so full of pain that I instantly checked my ill-timed smile.
“If you don’t believe me, just listen!” We were standing at the foot of a telegraph poll.
“What’s the time now?” she asked through her tears.
“Seven-thirty.”
“Feeding time. Can’t you hear?” And in fact I could make out in the humming of the wires the whimpering of
babies hungry for their food.
“But how could all this have been kept secret for so long?” I was still dubious.
*
“I’ll show you,” she said, pulling me into the rubble-filled hall of the burned-out house. She led me along a
twisting path among the ruins. We passed under half-collapsed ceilings to come out in the end onto courtyards
where old graves, like beds overgrown with weeds, were lush with greenery. The old woman’s words came in a
rush:
“Well, they’ve given me back my son, but, you understand, he’s a big boy now. They said it’s the same boy but
I don’t believe them. When I look at his head on the pillow then I can still see some likeness. But his legs! He’s a
giant of a lad, even if he plays with the monkey wrench like a rattle. In America they make them grow faster
artificially.”
The small room into which I was led through a door with a large number of locks contained only a kitchen
stove covered with newspapers. On it, propped up against the soot-streaked wall, were a photograph of a baby in a
cap, a rattle, a pair of long tailor’s scissors with sharp points and a snapshot of a man in his overalls holding a
monkey wrench like a scepter. As the woman said, there was no resemblance. The windows were partly covered
with plywood; beyond the dirty panes, billows of smoke swirled in the red glow of the sunset. I thought:
“This whole business is a bit mysterious. My wife will never believe in the existence of an agent of the Powers
or the kidnapping of children. She would need more convincing proof than this quaint display on a cold kitchen
stove.”
“Alright,” said the woman, “if these are too personal, I’ll show you the telephone booth. I’ve dug under one
side of it and you can see the old foundations of the tower.”
I went out. The sweeper leaning on his broom had swept one-eighth of the yard; you could see the lines
scratched on the earth by the worn birch.
“Tell me,” I asked him, taking advantage of the woman’s being in front of me. “What’s the truth about her
son?”
“What do you expect?” His moustache quivered. “He came back from America and now he’s a mechanic over
there, in that factory that’s been rebuilt.” He pointed with the broom at the smoke and spread it over the sky until
it was suddenly dark.
“I can tell you, no child has ever yet known quite so much about nuts and bolts, so the old woman finds it hard
to believe.”
“Just wait a moment,” I cut him short. “I’ll be right back.” I dashed off after the woman who was disappearing
in the darkness of a blown-out hole in the wall. In the shade of the charred walls, night was falling with
alarmingly speed; I remembered what time I had promised to be back. I shuddered: I had exceeded my time limit.
“I’m terribly sorry,” I said to the woman, “but I’ve got to go home now.”
“Your house is just a few yards away. You can see it from here.”
Through the gaps in the wall I could in fact see the green of the gardens, wrapped in a cocoon of orange rays,
and the roof of my house. We must have circled around the ruins, because it really was near.
*
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When I turned around, the alley behind me grew dark and the night streamed out of it. In the middle of the site
stood the telephone booth. I tried the handle; it was closed. I listened a moment; from the soot-filled interior there
came a muffled murmur. Warned of our suspicions, the Powers had removed the children and left only some
recorded sounds resembling the voices of children.
I was not going to let myself be duped. I quickly dropped to my knees and pushed my hand into the excavated
hole. Below the pavement I felt some heavy masonry. It was a typical foundation stone with a tablet. With the tips
of my fingers I spelled out the letters: they made up the name of the founders and the dignitaries who had lent
their patronage.
Kneeling down, I wondered who could have put their names on a foundation stone under a telephone booth. I
was in a fog. I was even ready to believe the woman; but I discounted that—I am too gullible. My wife would
want more proof than the stones I was fingering in the dark. It would be difficult for her to accept the story of the
Powers kidnapping children. She did not believe in the Frontiers.
Then the woman—in the damp darkness I did not see her, but I am sure that I have guessed right. I heard only
the rustle of her starched apron from under which she pulled out the scissors and with unexpected force plunged
them deep into the crown of my head. The long blades must have struck some wires in my skull because a green
light appeared in my eyes. My forehead gradually pressed down, I saw the battered earth, a tramped cigarette butt,
the slimy trail of a slug. Then I could see only the grains of sand and the fragments of the wall which seemed
absurdly unreal at a range of a few millimetres. The light went out as my eyebrows broke with a hollow snap and
the sand stuck to my eyeballs.
“Well,” I thought slowly, “now you’ll have to believe me. I’ve got an excuse for being late for supper. You’ll
accept the Powers, the Frontiers and Dea …”
The last was already over-taking me—I could feel myself stiffening into proof.
*
“Get up this minute and come home,” said my wife, touching my shoulder.
I got up dazed and followed her meekly. I listened happily as she ridiculed the Powers, the Frontiers and
Death.
“I don’t understand,” she said severely, “what get’s into you to stroll so far when you know you’ll find it
difficult to get back. Just remember that I’ll always find you and bring you back. You’ll never be able to hide from
me.”
The following day when I went out into the garden in the late afternoon, which I was allowed to do as a favor,
I felt a shudder of foreboding. What more could happen to me? I knew that the war declared by my wife on the
Powers had to be decided. I was seized by fear, since more and more I was becoming the object that would be a
proof of victory for whoever got hold of it.
I was walking along a neatly rolled path. The trees had just lost their bloom and their tiny fruit, covered with a
silver down, were beginning to form. Contented bees were buzzing on the tiny flowers of the gooseberry bushes.
The air was filled with the smell of rampant weeds.
As I passed, I brushed with the tips of my finger some unfamiliar flowers which opened their snapdragon-like
snouts to my touch and made as if to bite me.
The source of my wife’s strength was her lack of understanding. She was not dazed by the might of her adversaries. Protected by the armor of her belief in her own superiority which my meekness served only to strengthen,
she did not allow any doubts to assail her.
I was in a dilemma: I did not know on whose side I really was. I wanted her to triumph, but the thought that the
Powers might humble her also had a sweet taste.
“Why is our marriage an unending contest?” I wondered bitterly. “We’re locked in a powerful embrace like a
pair of gladiators.”
Love was now showing me the other side of those lips usually offered for kissing: they were set in autocratic
stiffness.
“Couldn’t we be like everyone else,” I whispered morosely but not without the pride that comes with the
confidence of being one of the chosen. With my fingers curled around the wire fencing of the garden, I watched
enviously, and contemptuously at the same time, the idyll next door.
*
They were sitting at a late tea beneath a weeping willow, yellow with old catkins; its whispering mesh formed
a shadowy awning over them. The man had his jacket off, in his suspenders, just getting ready for his paper. The
woman was spoon-feeding a child whose big eyes followed the rosy shadows flickering over the branches. The
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child delayed each swallow, knowing that as soon as the plate was clean his mother would commit it to the dark
depths of sleep.
Suddenly I noticed the branches of the weeping willow begin to open like an umbrella, and, when they were
completely horizontal, I found it easier to lift my leg than to plant it on the freshly dug flower bed. I hooked both
hands firmly into the fence and, my eyes wide in astonishment, watched this new trick of the Powers. I guessed
that the test was near. It would be the third and decisive one.
I raised my hand.
The sky had become a vast emptiness. Banks of clouds were forming and the stars, freed from their orbits, had
run wild. The sky was a glorious blue, still clear close to the ground, but the deeper I reached the more intensely
dark it grew.
Terrified I saw that the neighbors had risen, together with their chairs, and began to soar faster and faster along
the branches of the willow, which were now sticking up like the ribs of an umbrella turned inside out by the wind.
The stones in the lawn were taking off like birds. I realized that the earth had stopped exerting its pull.
I tightened my grip on the fence convulsively. Slowly my legs were pulled up. So this was the end of the
world! My heart jumped at the proud realization that I could watch this fury of the elements with such calmness,
even delight.
My neighbors had flown far, disappearing into the sky and moving away from each other. The distance between the open mouth of the child and the out-stretched hand of the mother holding the last spoonful of porridge
grew and then a blue haze swallowed them: I knew that the terrible abyss above us was large enough for them
never to meet again.
The birds tried to land on the earth. They threshed their wings on the flower beds, trying to hang on, but, like
skylarks at the crown of their flight, were able to hang suspended over the flowering strawberries only a moment,
and, losing strength, fell back into the dark blue of the insatiable sky.
The tiles began to jump from the neighboring roof. Like leaves they floated into the clouds. No, not like
leaves; their flight was straight and unerring.
The nearby lake swelled into an enormous dome, as if an eye had blinked among the reeds. But then it
dissolved into a rainbow shower of droplets which disappeared without trace.
The silence was cold and frightening. I saw the bees still sitting on the flowers, but I could not hear their
buzzing. The air was melting away. I was not choking yet. I just floated with fantastic lightness, my legs dangling
in the air, hooked by my bruised fingers to the wire fence. I had only to let go to fly off like an arrow among the
riotous stars.
“If I’m late for supper now,” I thought wickedly, “you’ll have to believe I couldn’t make it. We’ll never see
each other again.”
The thought of this fall into the infinite chilled my blood. The wire pressed into my fingers, and I rocked
lightly, managing to hang on by a supreme effort.
The earth began to crumble and the fence posts started slipping out slowly. These were the last seconds. At that
moment the window opened, my wife leaned out and shouted angrily:
“Come back here at once!”
*
Her voice echoed through the universe. The sky thickened with a shower of falling objects. They glided down
in growing confusion—neighbors, birds, stones; tiles were falling like handfuls of leaflets. The earth seemed too
small to fit them—they would engulf me like an avalanche.
I flexed my legs several times and, to turn around, kicked into the air. The objects missed me and fell into their
places. The wicker chair squeaked under my neighbor, scratching the grass, then the newspaper fell into his hand,
finally the willow covered them with its soft, golden trellis of branches.
“Hey!” I called. “What was it like up there?”
He did not answer. With his nose buried in the paper he devoured the tiny print. He did not want to admit that
the dream into which he had been plunged was the truth. He refused to remember the rage of the elements. So I
was the only one who had watched the end of the world and not lost my composure.
“How long d’you mean to go on playing the fool?” my wife asked, coming up the garden path. “Come down at
once!”
I now kept my balance only with difficulty. I was no longer hanging, but standing on my hands on the thick,
unsteady wire of the fencing. She hooked her fingers into my belt and pulled me down.
“I asked you not to go out of the garden. I saw you just in time trying to climb over. Come on, supper’s ready.”
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And she did not realize that with her call she had stopped the destruction of the universe and restored it to
order.
I followed her proudly. There was nothing humiliating in giving way to a woman who had triumphed over the
Frontiers, Death, and the Powers. And simply by her sense of punctuality and propriety.
83.217 Excerpt from The Richter File: “Leah Berlin”\fn{by Aharon Megged (1920- )} Wloclawek, Wloclawek
County, Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland (M) 4
… Over a five-month period I went back and forth to visit Leah Berlin at her home. For five months—until her
disintegration and demise, until she was consumed in her own fire.
After Joseph and I had had our talk along the beach that night, I couldn’t fall asleep. I kept churning in my
mind all the things he had told me; the more I thought about what he had said, the more heartsick I felt. Putting
two and two together, I concluded that if Joseph Richter had known Leah Berlin for three years, during which
time, in all our long and frequent conversations, he had not so much as mentioned her name, it was obvious that
their acquaintance was one based not purely on literary interests.
But what point was there in his revealing all this now? Did he intend simply to throw off his yoke of responsibility toward her and fasten it upon my shoulders now that their relationship had become too burdensome for
him or had reached a point of crisis?
My entire being rose up against this: I had no desire to be either their go-between or a silent partner in some
kind of conspiracy against Olga. But on the other hand: How could anyone abandon a woman like Leah Berlin?
She might now be in serious straits with no one around to hear her cries for help. …
Contemplating the fate of this Yiddish poetess whose works I admired (what little I had heard about her endeared her to me even more) haunted me during the days that followed. At the same time, thinking of her helped
to soothe my bitter feelings toward Joseph Richter. My attention was diverted away from all this, from his relationship with her.
I didn’t dare visit her until one day I found a pretext: a poem of hers had appeared in an issue of Zukunft\fn{A
note reads: Socialist Yiddish monthly published since 1940 by the Central Yiddish Cultural Organization .} mailed to me from the
United States. So, I said, I’ll go show it to her and cheer her up.
*
To reach her apartment you had to walk down five steps. It was located in the basement of a building on Yosef
Hanasi Street. There was a furniture workshop on the first floor. Since there was no electricity in the entrance, I
had to grope my way down the stairs till I found the door to her apartment.
I knocked. I could hear a voice answer from inside:
“Just a moment.” I heard the squeaking of bedsprings, the brushing of houseshoes across the floor, the rustle of
clothing. With the door open just a crack, I could see her large, frightened eyes, and her hand pressing the corners
of a faded, woolen dressing-gown to her neck. She seemed to have been expecting someone else and was disappointed. When I told her my name, her eyes lit up a bit. She said:
“Yes, Joseph has told me about you.”
I stepped in, and she asked me to have a seat on a stool next to a round table covered with a brown, embroildered, fringed tablecloth. On the table stood a pitcher containing long stalks of caladia. Leah Berlin sat down on
the bed and apologized for the disorder.
“I’m not in good health,” she said. “I’ve been confined to bed for the past few weeks.”
She had an oblong face with protruding cheek bones and large eyes that reflected both sorrow and Jewish
nobility. Her hair, black and gathered into a bun, was interwoven with threads of gray. Even though illness and
distress showed in her face, a great deal of beauty was still preserved there—a kind of dying light.
I handed her the copy of Zukunft. I told her I had come to show her the poem of hers which had been published
there, for I was sure that she hadn’t yet seen it. She paged through the journal, lingered at some headlines on the
first few pages, paused a moment over her poem, and then laid it down upon the bed and said:
“Have you read Lisitzky’s Dying Campfires?”\fn{A note reads: Dying Campfires is a long poem dealing with the American
Indian, by the Hebrew-American poet who died in 1962.}
I told her I had heard of the book but hadn’t had a chance to read it yet.
“You must read it,” she said. “It’s a really wonderful long poem.” Then she got up and walked toward the
bookstand. Richter’s books were among the volumes I saw on the shelves.
“Here. …” She handed me Lisitzky’s book. “Take it with you. Read it.” I opened the book and said that I’d
189

take it home for a few days and then return it.
“You don’t have to return it,” she said. “I love to give away books I like.”
I thanked her. I was bewildered by this display of generosity; after all, she didn’t even know me.
“We’re siblings in fate,” she said after sitting back down on the bed. “Lisitzky writes in Hebrew in the United
States, and I write in Yiddish in the land of Israel. Both of us are in exile. But exile in the land of Israel is more
cruel. His eyes look toward this land, but where can my eyes look? Toward Poland? Is there a Poland anymore?
It’s a graveyard. And those of us who write in Yiddish—we chisel inscriptions into the tombstones.”
Her voice was harsh and stood on guard against slipping into sentimentality or plaintiveness.
“I’m presently reading From the Land of Childhood by Dov Shtok,”\fn{A note reads: Yiddish and Hebrew writer, critic,
and colleague of Megged’s on the staff of Davar, a newspaper published by the Histadrut General Federation of Labor (the organization
that dominated Israeli politics from the beginning of the State of Israel until about 30 years ago:H) } she said. It’s very nice, of

course: very rich. But strange for me!
“Our lives in Poland were certainly not rich! They were wretched! There was a wretchedness in every step we
took! How can one write about poverty in a language so rich as Hebrew?
“On poverty one should write only in Yiddish! The language of the poor! I read Hebrew, and I enjoy reading it;
but I think to myself: How can you enjoy it? Enjoyment is forbidden! You are committing a sin! It’s as if Dante
had used his glorious language to write about some little town.”
I said that even Dante was called a “poet of cobblers” by his contemporaries.
“Yes, but for us in our times he’s exalted!”
I told her that I myself had come from Poland—from Galicia, to be exact, and that there we certainly did have
a rich life—rich in scholarship and in enlightened Jews knowledgeable in Torah and quite clever, and for this
reason Dov Shtok’s Hebrew style seemed to fit into the scheme of things.
“Maybe,” she said. “I’m from a small town in Congress Poland,\fn{ The “kingdom” of Poland established in 1815 by the
Congress of Vienna (hence its name), with the Russian Tsar as its “king,” an arrangement which survived until World War I } and we ate
the black bread of Yiddish. We didn’t know what white bread was.”
“Do you have a cigarette?” she asked in the tone of a starving prisoner being visited by someone from the
outside world. I told her I didn’t smoke.
“It’s a good thing you don’t have any,” she said. “I shouldn’t be smoking. Joseph would have given me one.
But he doesn’t care about me.” A smile formed on her lips. Suddenly she looked at me and said:
“Tell me, don’t you think he’s a genius?”
I chuckled. I said that I considered him an excellent writer. But a genius—I’m not sure what that is.
“No, he’s a genius!” she said. “You realize that he’s doing for Hebrew prose what Tchernichowsky did for
Hebrew poetry …?” When I asked what she meant, she said:
“He writes about the land of Israel as if the Exile had never existed! He writes as a proud Hebrew man who
never walked with a stoop, who never had to go a-wandering! He’s like as free man! Do you know who it is he
writes like? Like one of those early Jewish settlers who roamed the country on horseback!”
“Do you think he wrote like that in Law of Blood also?” I asked.
“Yes! Also in Law of Blood! He could, after all, have chosen some Jew from Lithuania, Poland or Russia as his
hero! But instead he chose Prosper Marino, a Jew who isn’t a Jew at all in the usual sense: he’s a butcher! A
murderer! A man about to topple a kingdom!”
“And build a Jewish kingdom!” I said.
“What ‘Jewish kingdom?’ A chivalrous Jewish kingdom! The type of ‘Jewish’ our history has never seen
before. …”
But she didn’t have her heart set on arguing. Suddenly, her eyes were aglow with a tinge of madness that
would so often astound me in the weeks to come.
“Tell me, do you know his wife Olga?” What she said hit me with a jolt. I stammered. I was bewildered. I said
that I knew her slightly.
“She’s an evil woman!”
Her eyes were aflame. I was so startled I didn’t know what to say. I began stammering again and told her I
didn’t think so.
“She’s destroying him!”
She spoke resolutely. But since I was not echoing her words, she did not continue along these lines. Before I
left, I asked her if I could assist her in any way.
“Thank you,” she said, “but I’ve got a nice neighbor who regularly stops by to bring me everything I need.”
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Then she added, halfway seriously, halfway in jest:
“If only you could stop the awful noise from the sawmill upstairs. … From seven in the morning till four in the
afternoon every day, every single day. … It’s driving me out of my mind!”
*
I bade her farewell, but she shut the door behind me without saying a word.
It was amazing how aware she was of the things going on outside her room. Even though she was the one
imprisoned in her house and I was the one who frequented the cafés and learned of all the goings-on of artists and
writers, she was much more aware than I about the latest events in “the literary world:” she knew about quarrels
in the Writer’s Association, disputes within the pages of Moznayim\fn{A note reads: The literary journal of the Hebrew
Writers’ Association.} and other journals—between the poets Jocob Fichman and Avigdor Hameiri and between the
poet Lamdan and the critic Lachower;\fn { A note reads: Lachower, until his death in 1947, was the chief critic of the Hebrew
literary world; Hameiri (d.1970) was an expressionist poet; Lamdan (d.1954) wrote about the life of immigrants of the Third Aliyah (19191923). Fichman (d.1958) wrote poetry and prose based on Biblical themes } about books on the verge of publication; about

critical articles not even written yet, along with the reactions there would be toward them; and even about the
rela-tionship between men and women. From time to time she’d surprise me with news about someone who was
trave-ling here or there, of someone else who had left home for some other place. She’d ask me the details of one
inci-dent or another, and she was astonished at my lack of information.
Once she asked me if I knew that P—— had a daughter in France from a woman other than his wife. I was
stunned; never had I imagined that this unassuming man, who never leaves his wife’s side, had had it in him to be
unfaithful even once. I was amazed at how she could have learned of all this. She read the newspapers— Davar
daily, and on Friday Ha’aretz; and also the literary journals. But things of that ilk were never mentioned in such
periodicals, and to the best of my knowledge, no other person but myself visited her during those months, save
her doctors and that neighbor lady of hers, a simple woman who surely didn’t know the first thing about what was
going on in “the literary world.”
She was fanatical about Joseph Richter’s works. If I happened to praise a newly published story by someone,
she would more often than not scorn my opinion; or at best, she’d make a minor concession and add:
“Yes, how distant that story is from the true greatness that you find in Joseph Richter!” Or:
“This is outright profanity as compared to the sacredness in Joseph’s Road to Bethlehem!” Or, for example,
when we discussed Shofman’s articles appearing in the newspaper:
“They are sparks from the fire, but you well know the greatest of all fires is found in Joseph’s stories!”
But it was not just admiration. She also had a deep comprehension of his stories; she presented diagnoses that
others could not grasp. Once she told me:
“Not since Ibn-Gabirol\fn{Solomon ben Yehuda Ibn Gabirol (1021?-1058?), Spanish Jewish philosopher and poet } has Hebrew literature seen a writer like Joseph.”
I was flabbergasted. I asked her how she could even make a comparison between an eleventh-century poet
from Spain and a contemporary writer of prose.
“One can be made,” she said. “They both are aware of the infinite that exists within the finite and the metaphysical that exists within the mundane. When Ibn-Gabirol writes about a flower bed in a garden, he’s writing about
the relationship between heaven and earth. And when Joseph writes about a pool of water in a grove, he is actually writing about the reflection of death.”
Or, on another occasion:
“Did you pay attention to the old man who stops Prosper along the road to Jerusalem and asks him what he’s
carrying? Whom does that old man remind you of?” I thought but couldn’t come up with anything.
“Why it’s Satan who dressed up as an old man in the aggadic embellishment of the Binding of Isaac tale. Isn’t
that obvious?” her eyes shone. “Prosper is carrying a bagful of sticks on his back, just as Isaac does in the tale. He
is a child of God!”
And once she enlightened me to a great truth that no one had ever given thought to before: that the structure of
Richter’s tale follows that of a sonnet—two quatrains and two short stanzas.
*
The more we met, the more she revealed about herself, and thus I became aware of the secret love affair between her and Joseph. She had fallen in love with him, as she said, even before she first saw him.
It happened when she came across his second book of short stories. She wrote him a letter expressing her
opinion on the stories, and she asked if she could meet with him. (The irony of fate: without my knowing it, I was
the one who brought them together. Since she didn’t know his address, she sent her letter to the publisher. There
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they handed me the letter to give to Richter. … He, of course, never revealed any of this to me.)
When she met with him, he was exactly as she had imagined him to be; his looks; his voice; everything! They
then started meeting more frequently. First in the mornings at a little café on the waterfront. (Inspired by those
meetings, she wrote the poem Gulls.)
Later on they started taking long walks together, to the German Templar village of Saronah, to Jaffa, to the
Seven Mills, going as far east as Rosh Ha’ayin. Then they started meeting in the evenings at her house. They even
took several trips together to Jerusalem; they stayed at the pension owned by Mrs. Lazarus.
She never met Olga face-to-face; nor did Richter ever speak of her in her presence. But she did go to concerts
to see her perform, “to torture herself.” Every time she mentioned Oga’s name to me, she spoke in a tone dark
with enmity and with a spark of madness in her eyes. Olga was, as it were, not her enemy but rather Richter’s, a
kind of “whore to the Messiah,” who seduces him into sin, who stands as an adversary in his path, who prevents
him from bringing salvation.
All at once they broke off relations.
By the time he stopped seeing her, her illness had already been detected. I never managed to find out whether it
was he who abandoned her or whether it was she who dismissed him. Or perhaps it was a mutual decision. Even
though she knew I frequently saw him, she never asked me how he was or what he was doing.
She never issued a word of complaint against him and never addressed a request to him. It was as if she had
made a resolution to herself. As if she had, for his sake, come to terms with her fate and given justification to her
sentence. I knew she was burning with desire and longing for him. Once, finding her feverish in torment, I
implied that it might be well for me to call for Joseph. The spark flared up in her eyes, and she said:
“Heaven forbid! That cannot be done! Even if a snake is wrapped around his heel!”
She seemed to look upon him as the High Priest of old at the Day of Atonement, strictly forbidden to break off
from divine service, no matter what the distraction. Once she said to me about him:
“Joseph is much more than a writer, and what he writes transcends the realm of literature! It’s the vision of the
kingdom yet to come! … Some day they’ll understand this!”
Her illness, an incurable blood disease, was untreatable; she knew that the end was near. During the final two
weeks of her life, she was lost in a world of fantasy; her consciousness became obscured, and she would lie there
murmuring, partly in Hebrew, partly in Yiddish. I came to see her every day after work, and I stayed by her bedside until late in the evening.
*
One evening she made a request:
“Read me some of the stories of Rabbi Nahman of Bratslav.\fn{ A note reads: The founder of a school of Hassidism in
Bratslav, he visited Jerusalem in 1798.} My sister used to read them to me when we were girls. There are marvelous
dreams in them.”
I searched through the books on the shelves but couldn’t find the one by Rabbi Nahman.
“You can’t find it?” she said. I really don’t know. Perhaps I left it in Poland. Maybe someone took it. Read me
some poems then. Read me some of the poems of Rachel Bluwstein. I love her poems.
But I couldn’t find a volume of Rachel’s poems either. I picked up a book of her own verse and said I’d read to
her from it. She didn’t say yes or no, so I sat down and read poem after poem. I saw tears gather in her eyes.
“Who’ll read them?” she said. “There are no more eyes to read them any more. They’ve all grown dim. Even
the poems themselves have gone blind. Soon they’ll wither and turn to ash.”
One evening she spoke while fully alert, as if a spirit had breathed new life into a wilting flower.
“There’s a lovely Biblical expression,” she said. “‘He was gathered unto his people.’ I too am being gathered
unto my people. I’m not sorry about it. I’m even happy perhaps. I’ll be there with everyone, with my sister, my
mother—a large family. A very, very large family now.
“But in my heart, I think that I have one kind of people and Joseph—he has another. How different are his
from mine! No similarity whatsoever! There’s no similarity whatsoever between Joseph’s people and mine! I
think, then, that we’ll never ever meet again. …” After growing silent, she spoke once more.
“Maybe … maybe I’ll get to meet him in one of his tales. …”
This was about a month before her death. When I saw Joseph, I told him about Leah’s condition, and I even
informed him—for the first time—of what she had said. I told him that perhaps he should go see her before she
closed her eyes for all eternity. He listened to what I had to say but said nothing. I never found out if he went to
see her or not.
The last words I heard from her mouth were spoken as she lay in a high fever; like a disembodied spirit, her
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eyes shut, her limbs withered.
“Why not? … He could have been the Messiah son of Joseph. …”\fn{ A note reads: According to Jewish eschatology,
there will be two Messiahs. The first, the Messiah son of Joseph’s tribe, will be killed attempting to overthrow the kingdom of the evil
Armilus, who will have gained control of the entire world. The Messiah son of David will then arise and defeat Armilus and bring eternal
peace and harmony to all mankind}

Leah Berlin surrendered her spirit on September 19, 1941. Her funeral procession moved from the courtyard of
Hadassah Hospital to the cemetery at Nahlat Isaac. The procession consisted of about ten persons. Richter was not
there. …
83.221 In The Most Beautiful City In The World\fn{by Tadeusz Rozewicz (1921-2014)} Radomsko, Radomsko
County, Lodz Voivodeship, Poland (M) 13
1
A weak bulb shone in the room. Stale rolls and an open tin box lay on the table.
Ludwik was reading an old Polish newspaper. What a good thing he had wrapped the slippers in it. Now he
had something to do in his free moments. In the morning he had been walking around the streets, gazing at shop
windows.
Yesterday morning there had been packing. Suits, pants, four best shirts, handkerchiefs. Dictionary. Then the
flight. At the airport a casual gesture of a French customs officer. Lights in the darkness. He felt that the life he
had brought with him was gray. But he couldn’t say so to his colleague who was sedulously entering in a little
notebook his impressions of the day. His colleague wore striped socks and the moment he had arrived kept saying
“it was time they went home.”
Ludwik folded the newspaper carefully and put it away in the bedside table.
“What did you do in town?” he asked.
“I drank a glass of wine and I’ve been on the boulevard. Huge selection of women’s shoes. I would like to buy
a pair with stiletto heels. …”
“And how was the Casino de Paris?”
“Phoney.”
“Tell us, old boy, you are smacking your lips!”
“Pagodas, altars and naked whores.”
“And what were they doing?”
“Flourishing their behinds.”
“But how?”
“Various ways. Listen, we’ve got to tell them to bring us cocoa in the morning instead of coffee.”
“Forget it.” Ludwik got up from the bed and went to the table. “Mesyer was grumbling today that you can’t
keep jam in the cupboard.”
“He’s a homo.”\fn{Slang for “homosexual”}
“Tell me about this Casino de Paris.”
“Castles, Chinese lanterns, ostrich feathers, gondolas … terrible. It tell you, it was indescribably phony. And
the whole town is like that, I tell you. Phony. And what did you do today?”
“I’ve been to a museum.”
“Look, is this shirt very creased?”
“Listen friend, it’s a week since you’ve washed your feet.”
“I’ll wash them in the lavatory.”
“Apparently you can order a bath here.”
“I haven’t come here to have a bath.” Samuel smoothed his hair. “I’ll have a bath when I get home.” There was
a knock on the door. Samuel moved his stockinged feet uneasily. Ludwik said,
“Come in.”
A thin woman in a black pullover entered the room. Samuel sat up on the bed.
“Hello there,” she said. “Imagine, they are in Paris! It’s unbelievable! They’ve come. What are you doing
here?” She kissed Ludwik on the cheek.
“We’ve been to the Louvre. Sit down. I’ll repeat to you what your husband had said.”
“What did he say?”
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“Gerwazy said you mustn’t run around too much.”
“Yes, and what else did he say?”
“He said you must remember about meals and not run around. … He’s coming in June.”
“He said so in his letter. … What have you got to eat?”
“Rolls …”
“I’ve got bananas. I’ll leave them here for you.”
“Listen,” said Samuel, “you’ve paid for the bananas and we can’t sponge on you.”
“Fool.”
“All right: fool, but money doesn’t drop down from the sky for you.”
“The Master has asked me to pay his compliments to the Arc de Triomphe.”\fn{ A Parisian triumphal arch,
commissioned by Napoleon I in 1806 and completed in 1835; it was inspired by the Arch of Constantine (built in Rome, 312-315), but is
twice as high and twice as wide as its mentor}

“You should eat the cheeses. Apparently they’ve got over two hundred varieties.”
“I’m no expert on cheeses.”
“I am sorry I didn’t bring any dried sausage,” said Samuel, sliding his feet into brown shoes. “Shall we go
out?”
“Let’s!”
“Into town?” Ludwik shrugged his shoulders.
“Get a move on,” cried M——. “Do you want to lie in bed … here … here!”
*
They left the little hotel. Cars passed by. There were women inside. There were men. Dogs. All of them well
groomed and beautiful.
A fat type in glasses was sitting in the famous Existentialists’ café. He was ugly and pockmarked. Ludwik said
to Samuel:
“I say, that’s probably Sartre.”\fn{Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), French philosopher, dramatist, novelist, political journalist }
“He wouldn’t be sitting alone.”
“Why?”
M—— ordered three coffees.
“They don’t come here,” she said casually. “But you can meet various Germans, Austrians and Poles. That
buffoon G—— also hangs around here.”
“Wait,” said Samuel, “I’ll hide behind you: a friend from Krakow is coming this way.”
“It’s too late!”
M—— laughed. The acquaintance from Krakow was standing at their table with hands uplifted staring and
smiling at Samuel.
“Don’t you recognize me?” Samuel looked uncertain though he tried to smile.
“Yes, yes indeed,” he muttered. But the Krakow acquaintance was still standing with his hands up exclaiming:
“What are you doing here?”
M—— gave Ludwik a sardonic smile.
Samuel was preparing an answer. He even said something incoherent. M—— stretched her hand towards the
“acquaintance,” but sideways, as if she wanted to wave at him. He was still standing, as if spellbound, with his
hands on Samuel’s shoulders. Only after a while did he sit down on a chair.
“Tell me what are you doing here? That’s how it is”—he now turned to the others—“two mountains will not
meet, but two people. …”
“That’s exactly how it is,” said M—— and laughed loudly. “Listen Ludwik, here you must eat bananas,
oranges and cheeses. That’s the cheapest stuff. Two hundred varieties of cheese. Shall I order?”
“Perhaps,” Ludwik said unenthusiastically, “but really it’s a waste of money.”
“God, what a lot of nonsense you talk.” Her bright eyes now looked young.
A few moments later the waiter brought cheeses on a little plate. There were slices of several varieties. One
white but green inside as if stuffed with mould, another yellow, hard and smelly. Ludwik said:
“Walus’ feet.”
“What did you say,” M—— was biting a cheese with very white sharp little teeth. There was something of a
rodent in her.
“It stinks like walus’ feet,” Ludwik said solemnly.
The stranger, or rather the acquaintance, was almost sitting on Samuel’s knees. He gazed at his face, saying
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something in a whisper, almost a twitter. Samuel spoke only now and again. His words were calm, measured out
with precision:
“That’s life for you.”
“Samuel is an oaf,” M—— whispered rather loudly to Ludwik and smiled at Samuel who nodded his head in
agreement.
“I won’t stuff myself with that stinking cheese,” said Ludwik. “Not for my palate. Am I to smell and kiss
walus’ foot?”
“Why do you keep on about this walus?”
“That was in the forest. Stupid Walus was in the Home Army\fn{ The name of the Polish resistance forces (Armia
Krajowa) during World War II.} and his feet stank just like that.”
“You and your taste! Showing off like a schoolboy.”
“I’m not showing off. I’m not eating and that’s that.”
“Then I’ll eat it myself,” M—— said cheerfully, “It will do for my supper.”
Ludwik, took out a cigarette and lit it; a warm streak of smoke sailed up to his eye. He blinked and his eyelid
moistened. He put the cigarette aside and sighed. Actually, he couldn’t smoke properly and did not inhale.
The café was nearly empty. The people at the next table were speaking German.
“Let’s go somewhere,” said M——.
Samuel and his acquaintance were locked in a prolonged handshake. At last the “acquaintance” left.
“Let’s go,” M—— said again. Samuel sat silent with a cup of cold coffee in front of him.
“That pockmarked chap in the corner with the newspaper isn’t Sartre. It’s Dziuba from Lodz. I’ve just
recognized him.”
“Do let’s go,” said M——. Samuel smiled and cried.
“Coming!”
*
Ludwik watched M——. She walked, a slender figure in a black jacket and black trousers. She moved across
waves of light. Sharp, swift.
Pink lights and sky-blue, red and orange. She moved through those lights and talked but Ludwik kept imagining she was walking alone. Proud and aloof. They could never communicate. Very often M—— did not answer
questions. Or would leave the room just as Ludwik was about to say something about art. In her presence Ludwik
felt uneasy and protected himself with similar indifference, irony and inconsiderateness.
He felt M——possessed a secret gift. Just as a magician’s rod can detect water in unexpected places, M——
detected in people their complexes and secrets. With one word she would uncover hidden and long buried
resentments but she never passed judgment. She would smile and wave her hand casually. Sometimes she would
say “Fool,” “Swine” or “Idiot.”
Ludwik disliked her also for ostentatiously turning away from weaknesses which accounted for the charm and
attractiveness of the so-called fair sex. All attempts to broach the subject M—— would cut short with a gesture of
the hand.
At the same time Ludwik thought that M——’s presence was in some way an influence in his life. They met
infrequently: once every few months. They would exchange a few words, sometimes limited to greetings and
farewells. One evening, when the big glass doors of her studio were curtained, M—— asked:
“Do you want to see the pictures?”
The question was unexpected. It was the first time Ludwik had heard M—— suggesting an inspection of her
paintings. The Master was also there. A silver haired poet with eyes of a village shepherd and the imagination of a
Corbusier.\fn{Le Corbusier, professional name of Charles Edouard Jeanneret (1887-1965), Swiss-French architect, painter, writer } The
Master raised his index finger and said in an exalted tone:
“We have to teach Ludwik to look at paintings.”
He laughed with his childish laugh. Then something unexpected happened. Ludwik shrugged his shoulders and
replied rudely, even brutally:
“I am not going to look at anything. I’m not interested. …”
“Really, my dear friend. …” the Master raised his finger. M—— did not speak. As if Ludwik wasn’t in the
room. She opened the door to the studio and all the guests went in. Soon voices could be heard.
“My God,” thought Ludwik, that man is saying in all seriousness that the Sistine Madonna\fn{Painted (1514?) by
Raphael.} had transformed his sight. He heard the voice of the Master … the same thing happened a hundred years
ago to Mickiewicz\fn{Adam Mickiewicz (1798-1855), Polish poet} who thought that sweet picture the greatest master195

piece of all time. But then Mickiewicz thought the Maccabees was a masterpiece too.
Ludwig sat alone in Gerwazy’s room, thinking those in the studio were talking too much. The master’s commentaries on particular paintings were known to all by heart.
Then the door opened and M——’s head appeared in it. The black pullover reached high over her neck and her
head was a little like those marvelous severed heads which addressed the spectators.
“Swine,” she said.
At the same time her face brightened in a smile. It was a strange smile. As if a young boy were smiling through
the lips of a mature woman. M——’s cheeks were almost red. A gleam came into her eyes, then faded. She closed
the door.
For several years after that evening M—— did not speak to Ludwik about painting. She never showed him her
paintings and never invited him to the studio. Ludwik behaved as if he knew nothing of M——’s pursuits.
Naturally, he saw her paintings at exhibitions. But he did not talk about this to M——.
They both behaved as if they did not know about each other’s work. Even so, they often talked in a
lighthearted way. The irritation was hidden underneath.
Gerwazy would remain silent. He alone knew how to be silent and behave loyally. He was loyal about love and
friendship. But who would notice it in this world full of empty chatter? While everybody knew how to talk about
anything, Gerwazy knew how to be silent. He was tolerant, even indulgent.
*
Before his flight Ludwik saw Gerwazy. Gerwazy said:
“I hear M—— spends whole days running about and gets tired and works at night. All the treatment will go to
hell. You must explain that to her. …”
“Look here old man, you know well enough she can’t be looked after. You can just imagine her reaction if I
were to tell her that I am to look after her. Tell me, did you ever succeed?” Gerwazy smiled helplessly.
Ludwik was now walking next to M—— and thinking about Gerwazy’s words. Naturally he gave no hint that
he was supposed to be “looking after her.” M—— would probably have laughed so long and so genuinely that she
would have drawn a crowd in the world’s capital.
“Listen,” Ludwik said cautiously, “aren’t you spending too much time running about?”
“No.”
Ludwik was silent. Samuel marched dignified in his light soiled mac\fn{ Mackintosh; a type of raincoat} but now
and again he tried to roll up the frayed cuffs. He observed the women that passed by with great concentration,
almost like a hypnotist. But the drawing power of his gaze must have been weak because they passed untouched
by it as if at a fashion show. Ludwik was depressed. Samuel looked perplexed. M—— was laughing: she poked
fun at the worried and seemingly ashamed expressions of her companions. She was relaxed and appeared not to
notice the handsome men, the beautiful women and the bearded youths.
What was she thinking about? … They bought tickets at the Alhambra and took seats on the balcony. The
songstress with a bunch of black feathers growing out of her buttocks sang with a strong thick voice; she was
shouting the text of her song. The rough and warm voice permeated the listeners’ skins. Her body thrown like a
spring on to the boards of the stage lighted up at the end of the show. Sweat covered the surface of this perfect
human machine.
Ludwik felt the weight of his inside as if he had too many superfluous bones and too much fat. Samuel
shrugged his shoulders.
“Not bad, but rather vulgar for my taste.” They said goodbye to M—— in front of her hotel.
“Give me a ring,” she said, “Bye!”
It was after midnight when they sat down to supper. Samuel was wiping his fat lips and hands with a handkerchief. He ate two sardines and wiped the oil in the tin with a piece of a roll. He turned on the tap and bending
down he lapped the water. He did it every night. He did not drink tea. Ludwik said:
“You’ll be sick. Unboiled cold water on oil.”
“It was worse in the camp,” Samuel replied.
He dried the water on his face and lay on his bed. He took out a thick exercise book and made notes.
“Fool! In the camp. You are in Paris, not a concentration camp. Try to understand. You are in Paris and it is
Spring. You are here for the first and perhaps the last time. You are here to drink the nectar of pleasure and joy, the
very froth of life!”
“It was worse in the camp,” Samuel replied with philosophical calm. “I’ve got used to water. It is very healthy.
Anyway, I shall probably go home before my time\fn{My allotted vacation time} is up.” Ludwik nodded.
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“Spent another half a day in front of a shoe shop, eh? He’s got used to water in camp, the nit.”\fn{ Nitwit}
But Samuel made no reply. Then he closed the exercise book. He undressed and switched off the light.
“Good-night,” he said wrapping himself up in an eiderdown.
“Listen,” said Ludwik, “what’s our opinion of M——?”
“A decent human being.”
“Decent human being? But she’s a woman.”
“To me she is a painter. After all, she herself doesn’t want to be a woman. A decent honest human being. And
very talented, of course. But she’s showing off.”
“True.”
“Good-night. I’m asleep.”
“Sleep, sleep, the most faithful husband among husbands who have lived in this city and washed down oil with
water.”
“What’s that?”
“Nothing.”
“Good-night. We go to the Louvre tomorrow. Admission free.”
“Let’s sleep.” Ludwik turned off the light on his night table.
Now in the dark he began to remember M.’s paintings. It was her first show after years spent in the “catacombs.” A few of her paintings were hanging on a gray wall.
Here in this foreign city Ludwik understood that she had laid herself bare in these pictures. They were her selfportraits. And she so unapproachable and masked. She painted the history of her organism. Hadn’t anybody
noticed that M—— painted her hidden interior and the disease developing there?
Those were paintings of tissues and cells seen through a microscope. No one had painted such nudes. Bodies
resolved into cells, nerve fibers, blood vessels. They were like plates taken out of an unknown biology textbook or
an anatomy atlas.
The cartoons displayed blood like a transparent pane. Human blood under the microscope. Red corpuscles.
Slabs of blood. Black. Red. White. Yellow.
Other cartoons represented bones. Limpid, light, but designed to bear weights. Some bones were long, some
short. Shoulder bones, metacarpus bones, finger bones. M—— resembled a bird. Though the inside of her bones
were filled with marrow. But the marrow had disappeared. Maybe her bones too were quite hollow inside and
light like those of birds. In several cartoons the internal structure of bones as well as their external appearance was
visible.
Ludwik felt that in these paintings the dead abstract form was feeding on its maker. What in the works of
others had remained on the surface of the paintings—empty form, cold and perfect construction—acquired life in
M——’s pictures. The form was nourished by her blood and bone marrow. It turned into a living organism
capable of independent existence.
At the same time M——’s own skeleton grew lighter. From a human skeleton it turned into a bird skeleton.
It wasn’t in the deliberations of critics (who as usual talked about dates, exhibitions and names of various
groups, about the influences of various painters on M——’s work) that Ludwik could trace the origins of M—’s
paintings. M—— had returned to nature and was drawing upon it. She was a painter of the landscapes of her organism. A biology text book explained her best.
Human structure. A skeleton’s structure. The structure of bones. Here was contained the most perfect definition of this work.
… The internal surface of the side of the bone cavity forms an arrangement of fine beams and fibers, the so-called
spongy bone substance. Now it appears that these beams and bone fibers are placed parallel to the line of the greatest
stress and pull. We observe the same principle in mechanics, for example in the construction of bridges and cranes,
where the skilful placing of thin rails allows considerable pressure to be borne. This structure enable us to understand
the staying power of long bones under pressure despite their hollowness inside …

M—— wore a white blouse with short sleeves. Slender arms and sharply defined elbows. Hair cut short and
lips painted lightly. She smiled faintly and stretched her arm to Ludwik. He held her cold hands in his and felt the
tiny finger bones.
“Listen,” he said, “you will be cold in that blouse.”
M—— did not reply. She cocked her head sideways and again smiled. He saw her lips for the first time. She
was standing at an open window. There were poplars outside.
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There was a scream. Ludwik opened his eyes. A man with his head thrown back and mouth open was lying on
the other bed. His face shone beneath a green glaze. He breathed heavily as though he was lifting a huge stone on
his breast. There was a bubbling noise and another snore-like cry in an unknown language escaped from his
throat. He leaned over the floor.
“What are you doing?” Ludwik cried, “Wake up, do you hear?”
“What? What’s up. …” Samuel raised himself on the bed. “What do you want?”
“You’ve been shouting.”
“Me shouting?”
“Yelling like a slaughtered animal.”
“Have I?”
“It’s the water after the sardines in oil. …”
“Water is healthier than tea.”
“Tell me, who was that cheerful blighter who caught you in the café? A school friend, I suppose.”
“Oh, that one … no, not the school, it was the camp.”
“And you recognized him just like that?”
“Me him? No. He recognized me. I didn’t recognize him until now. Here. I recognized him here before I fell
asleep.”
“What was it he was telling you with such relish. He might have been trying to propose to you.”
“What was he saying? He was glad we have met.”
“I’ve heard ‘a mountain and a mountain …’ and so on.”
“That’s it.”
“Say old man, do you feel like going out?”
“No … you can’t go at this time.”
“What time is it?”
“Three.”
“I’m expecting a ’phone call from home at six. I’ll have to reserve seats in LOT. …”
“In two weeks’ time. …”
“I think I’ll cut this stay short.”
“Go tomorrow.”
“Not tomorrow, but I shan’t extend my stay for even an hour. I’m invited to dinner tomorrow.”
“Who’s invited you?”
“That chap from the café, Fiszel.”
“Go. You won’t be drinking water from the tap. Wine is healthier.”
“If you wish, you can come with me.”
“What an idea. I’m glad there is no one here wants to matter to me.”
“Shall we sleep?”
“Let’s. Don’t yell.”
“It’s passed now, but it still comes sometimes. According to the wife I used to run away from bed clutching the
eiderdown. Anyway, I don’t count any more.”
“Rubbish, of course you do.”
“Look, we’ve got to eat these pots of jam tomorrow because we can’t keep plates in the drawer.”
“I’m going to the cinema tomorrow: there’s a film with Ingrid Bergman.\fn{ Swedish actress (1915-1982).} Won’t
you come?”
“I’ll go to the cinema in Poland.”
“You will go to the cinema in Poland, you will wash your feet in Poland, you will drink tea in Poland.”
“I’m going to the Louvre tomorrow. And in the afternoon to dinner with Fiszel.”
“Next week the English Queen\fn{Elizabeth II (Elizabeth Alexandra Mary, 1926- ), “by the grace of God, of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, and of her other Realms and Territories Queen, Heaad of the Commonwealth, Defender of
the Faith” (1952) the official title since March 26, 1953. From February 6, 1952 until March 26 of the year following, this was:
“Elizabeth the Second, by the Grace of God, of Great Britain, Ireland and the British Dominions beyond the Seas Queen, Defender of the
Faith.” Unofficially she is also Duke of Normandy and Lord of Mann. } will be here with her husband.”

“Today, or rather yesterday, mesyer looked very disapproving. He reminded me that we have two plates and a
fork in the drawer.”
“We’ve got to buy shoe polish and a brush.”
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“I leave my shoes outside the door in the evening.”
“You do, but they don’t clean them.”
“They do.”
“You have a close look in the morning. Why should a tramp expect the French to polish his shoes? At such a
price, too! We’ll buy a brush tomorrow.”
“Won’t you come and dine with Fiszel?”
“No.”
“Pride forbids you? God has placed the honor of the Poles in my hands. ”
“We are here incognito. ”
“But nobody knows that.”
*
They did not speak to each other. Ludwik did not say a word about his analysis of the paintings which he
carried out in the night. There was no need because he had imagined it all to himself anyway: both his own words
and M——’s reactions. She would listen silently making no reply and then break in with:
“Words, words. When literary men talk about painting they come up with this sort of tittle-tattle.”
“So I am not allowed to talk about paintings,” Ludwik replied provocatively, “am I?”
“You are,” replied M——, “everyone is, but it is better not to. Waste of breath. You’ve added a whole literary
edifice to a case which is quite clean.”
“Then perhaps you will explain the composition’s mysteries?”
“I won’t.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t feel like it.”
M—— would tighten her lips and fall into a long silence. Then she would ask suddenly:
“Where do you lunch? That cheese was good. ”
Ludwik carried this excited conversation in his head. He asked the questions and provided the answers.
“Let’s go and have some coffee,” said M——.
“No, I don’t like coffee.”
“Then have some wine.”
“Wine gives me headaches. I’ll go home.”
M—— did not reply. They were standing outside a café. Ludwik disliked the thought of sitting at a table with
her. After all, why should we irritate each other. We don’t like each other.
“Take me to my hotel.”
“We are going home in a fortnight’s time,” said Ludwik. “Samuel wanted to go home on the second day. Now
he’s got used to it a bit. He’s also had a telephone from home this morning.”
“I’ve been painting a lot during these months. I have quite a few pictures in the hotel. How are you spending
your time?”
“Samuel goes to dinners with friends and I go to the pictures. We’ve bought a shoe brush. We go to the Louvre.
How is the treatment?”
“I go to a clinic. Everything’s all right.”
“Gerwazy is coming in June.”
“Pity he isn’t coming in May. In the Summer everything’s empty and stuffy.”
“He’s working.”
“I know. He wrote to me. Let’s have a coffee.”
They were sitting at a table. M—— lighted a cigarette.
“I met Z—— in the métro,\fn{The French subway} he tried to hide but wasn’t able. He invited me to his show.
He’s exhibiting landscapes, scenes of nature. When I looked closely at him he began to sweat. I’m sure the
embassy had to subsidize that exhibition of trees and Polish skies.”
“No, I would probably have to smack his mug.”
“Why?”
“The insolence. Because of everything. He ought to be ashamed of being alive.”
“I think you ought to buy yourself a blouse or a suit. Don’t you ever buy yourself anything?”
“No.”
“You always wear the same things. There is such a choice here … shoes or some lace pants to go with these
trousers.” M—— smiled.
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“I haven’t thought.”
She sat stooping a little. In the black sweater and worn out jacket. Ludwik watched her hands. Motionless.
“Does she see herself? What would she do if I were to offer her a bunch of violets? Maybe she would give
them back to me. Nonsense. She might put them in her pocket together with her matches. For several years now I
have been wanting to offer her flowers.”
*
Once Ludwik bought her a small bunch of white forest flowers. He carried them in his briefcase. He even
thought up a little amusing saying with which to offer the flowers to M—— but the flowers stayed in the briefcase. After her departure Ludwik threw them away and repeated the saying for his own benefit.
“You don’t even want to talk about the sources of your paintings. You forbid people to talk about it, you say
you are not interested in what ‘people’ say about your paintings, you say you don’t paint for ‘people.’ And yet you
have shows. So all this talk is ‘intellectual gas’ as Gerwazy rightly describes it.”
“As for you and Gerwazy, you are supposed to have begun to understand people, but instead of writing for
them, you write for fools. It is your good fortune that you are slightly more decent than the Warsaw literati. …
that really is a crowd”—here she used a word too contemptuous to be preserved even in print.
“People are weak,” said Ludwik, “you must understand.”
“You have no business to understand,” M—— had once replied. Ludwik felt she was right, that persisting in
her mistake she was better than him and Gerwazy.
“You have too much goodwill. You’ve got to cut yourself off from those there instead of carrying on with
them.”
Only by rejecting talk about “people” could she do something for them and for herself. She was paying for it.
We did not help her during her worst time. It was she who helped us. Obvious. Yes. Gerwazy.
What am I thinking about? I won’t arrange to meet her again. I have no wish. I’ve got to cut myself off from
her. She will spoil my whole stay. After all, she looks better than I do. This treatment must have been very good
for her. She never looked so well. I’ll waste my whole stay. She has been here six months, a year … and I’ve only
got fourteen days. She has no right. She eats up my time. After all the specialist said she’s got another ten years.
Which one of us has been guaranteed ten years?
*
“I am going home,” Ludwik said.
“Wait, I’ll come with you.”
“Do.”
“This is a great favor: you’ve certainly turned into a boor in this place.”
“Stop gassing. You know what Gerwazy told me?”
“I’ve heard it once.”
“But I’ve got to repeat it word for word.” M—— shrugged her shoulders.
“Tell my wife not to run about the streets too much. She should have her meals regularly and—”
“Tell my husband Mr. G——”
“Why all this sarcasm, this snorting: you are his wife and Gerwazy is your husband.”
“And Samuel is his wife’s husband and your wife is Ludwik’s wife.”
“She is, she is … you are not an exception. In a sense you are his property.”
“Let’s drop this.”
“You are childish.” M—— went on murmuring to herself. Ludwik brightened up.
“What’s so funny?”
“That each one has his own wife or her own husband. And you too are a wife. Neither has his ox, nor his ass,
nor his servant, nor wife nor anything that is his. Farewell, I’m going this way.”
“You certainly are a clown.”
“You exaggerate.”
“Wait, they’re still open here,” M—— ran into a shop. She was back in a moment carrying a carefully wrapped
parcel.
*
Further on the street grew empty. There were no shops. Only entrances to buildings and empty cars parked at
the kerbs\fn{Curbs} with their lights switched off. The glass in the hotel entrance was milky and opaque. Curtained windows of flats in gray walls of buildings. If you walked for another three hundred meters or took the
métro you would find the city glowing and humming again.
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Here there was silence. Here things were dark and gray. These buildings were shut. They never opened up for
tourists. Among these stood the hotel in which M—— had been staying the last few months.
They stood outside the hotel doorway in silence. They had nothing to say to each other. At one moment Ludwik thought M—— had gone. He thought he was alone on the pavement. He was looking at the barred window of
a bank which was shut. There were no neons there, only walls, closed entrances, barred windows. A man standing
on the kerb has nothing to say to other people. He does not even speak to himself. He is on a desert island. But a
lost human being will not leave an impression in concrete and asphalt. People pass and leave no trail.
He shuddered when he heard a voice so close by.
Had M—— been speaking for some time or were these her first words? Her words were clear. The words were
clearly defined and sharp. Ludwik listened in the way one listens to small talk about the weather, prices and
politics.
“I don’t feel well. No, physically I am all right but I feel awful. Feel like jumping out of the window. I have
such terrible moments when I want to jump out of the window. She touched Ludwik’s sleeve and added softly:
“Things are getting on top of me.” Ludwik said:
“Sleep it over, it will pass.”
M—— was silent. she stood her head bowed. Ludwik added irritably:
“Words. Jumping out of the window. Suicide. Just for the sake of saying something. To the wind. Sheer waste
of time.”
“I am sorry,” she said softly.
“Sleep well.” He stretched his hand but did not feel the touch of her palm. She had turned away and quickly
entered the hotel.
*
Beyond the gothic steeple of St. James a knot of narrow streets. Women walk along these streets. They carry
around their bodies, their wares, very ingeniously. Even experienced advertisers couldn’t show their exhibits to
better advantage. One of them not only had her legs raised on stiletto heels, but her bottom too seemed to be
raised on a scaffolding. Gothic cathedrals, cars, pictures, Negroes, columns and shop windows were all at this
moment mere decoration. All this was reflected in the shield of her behind. The buttocks of that girl were engaged
in a dialogue. Full of significance, perfect. A mane of red hair of beaten copper promised an animal covered in red
hair. A pearl of warmth. A rose-and-blue weave of light lifted and buoyed and rocked that fruit; the girl’s behind
was a tower, a siren and a ship.
Ludwik sat over a piece of meat munching strange weeds and green leaves with oil and pepper. He drank cool
wine. It was sour, it warmed and sharpened his inside. He felt the whole city in the roof of his mouth. He gobbled
the city. The city spat him out. He had too little money. So he was satisfying his basic hunger.
But the nourished body took vengeance on him. Yesterday in paradise a herd of beautiful naked women paraded round a golden tree. Veils fell from them. At last there were only green leaves and blue shells sparkling with
sequins. They turned their breasts, bellies and faces.
Now a whole bunch of buttocks was swaying rhythmically among the branches of the golden tree. There,
nearer the stage were bald heads and raised eyes. Above the heads swayed naked innocent powdered bottoms.
Ludwik finished his wine. He leaned over the metal table and watched the steeple illumined by spotlights.
“But I can’t go to her. I can’t go to the hotel. I have nothing to say to her. I can’t go to her with words of comfort. She might burst out laughing. Straight into my face. Fool. I couldn’t sit there sad and bored. Was I supposed
to kiss her … nonsense.”
Ludwik felt there was something unnatural in that thought. As if her were to kiss Gerwazy. An undefined
heavy feeling rolled through Ludwik’s body.
“No, no,” he said aloud. The waiter who though the was being summoned in a strange tongue, approached the
table with his pad.
He walked along the Seine. In the electric light the pale chestnut leaves were silhouetted sharply against a
black sky.
“She thought of jumping out of the window. She can’t say things like that. Like a schoolgirl.”
*
“What did you have for dinner?”
“Pity you didn’t come. Fiszel was enquiring after you.” Samuel was lying on his bed writing up the impresssions of the day.
“What did you have for dinner?”
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“Quite a show, dear chap, quite a show. Fish. Crabs. Snails.”
“I’ve never had oysters.”
“One’s got to try everything once.”
“Rubbish.”
“There were also bowls of water. I almost tried to drink—”
“You could have washed your feet … before returning to the Fatherland.”
“We’ve had quite a chat. Has a pleasant wife. A daughter and a son. He took me back to the hotel in his Mercedes. We conversed in Polish. That wife of his looks at me, then at him and smiles, thinking we are talking about
the ‘sins’ of youth. Smiles even rather coquettishly. And he talks and talks. Bored me stiff.”
“Martyrology, eh?”
“Nothing but.”
“You should have tried to wriggle out of it.”
“Wriggle out of it! He held my hand as though I were his fiancée.”
“You’ve stuffed yourself so you had to slave for it. Nowadays no one wants to hear about suffering and tortures. Bad luck. In Paris.”
“I buried him, you know.”
“Buried whom?”
“That Fiszel chap.” Ludwik was pouring out the tea which the chambermaid brought.
“Listen, drink this. There will still be a whole cup left.”
“I drink water.”
“To hell with you.”
“‘Don’t you recognize me? You put me in the grave. I recognized you straightaway. Haven’t you? I can see
you don’t recognize me …’ Brother, didn’t I just … I dragged him to the grave and placed his bullet filled corpse
on top of the other bodies. He says he watched me all the time. That is true. First we carried, then others carried
us. They didn’t have time for me. Heaps were buried alive. Sometimes the earth moved, heaved up and down as if
a thousand moles were burrowing, but those were the half-dead, the live ones. Earth breathed like a human. Fiszel
talked about the camp and all that after dinner as though he were describing his first love. And that wife still quite
attractive. There she was smiling at you. wine and Mediterranean fruit. A little boy and a little girl. You know,
we’ve been here too long.”
“Nuts. What a conclusion.”
“I’ve got to phone home.”
“You do just that. Tell them we’ve bought ourselves a brush.”
“And what did you do? Cinema?”
“I went for a walk with M—— and took her home.”
“How is she?”
“I don’t know. Talks a lot of nonsense.”
“They are decorating the place. There is a colored photograph of Elizabeth or the whole royal family in every
shop window. Philip\fn{Consort of Queen Elizabeth II (1921- ), Duke of Edinburgh (1947), Prince of the United Kingdom (1957) }
is getting bald, he is quite a pet.”
Ludwik was writing a card to Gerwazy.
Dear Gerwazy.
So we are in Paris. I’ve seen your wife. I passed on your message. She listened without reverence. She looks better
than you do. She looks healthy and ruddy. Admittedly, she complains somewhat of ‘the state of her soul’ but this is
psychological, artistic oversensitiveness, female tittle-tattle, etc. We shall be back in a fortnight.
Cheers.

“There are two sardines for you in the tin,” said Samuel. “I’ve been to the Louvre today. It was shut. They
were bringing in boxes of flowers. Pots wrapped in pink tissue. They will probably festoon the Gallery in honor of
the Royal pair.
“Surely, they are not going to put pots round the Nike.”\fn{The Nike of Samothrace (also known as the Winged Victory), a
statue of the Greek goddess of victory, sculpted c.190BC, discovered (by the French Consul) on the island in 1863 .}
“Oh yes they will. Nike and Gioconda\fn{La Gioconda (better known as the Mona Lisa), painted by Leonardo da Vinci between 1503 and 1506.} and Venus\fn{The Venus de Milo, sculpted c.150-100BC, known also (less familiarly) as the Aphrodite of Melos,
after the Greek island on which it was discovered in 1820 } and all the famous masterpieces. You don’t know their bou-geois
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tastes,”
Samuel was moving the large toe of his left foot quickly up and down and jotting in his bulging notebook
covered in oilcloth. Ludwik took out an old newspaper from his case. He looked at his colleague with an inner serenity and even joy.
“I look at you, old chap, and think it’s good it happened this way.”
“What?”
“The fact that we are here together. Have you noticed that we never quarrel?”
“Between ourselves, your method of opening sardine tins leaves a lot to be desired.”
“Find a better one.”
“You mustn’t turn the opener too quickly.” Ludwik closed his eyes, then smiled.
“Look, old chap, we are in Paris, aren’t we?”
“There is no need to go on about it.” Samuel began cleaning his shoes.
“What’s new in the paper?”
“This is an old one.”
“Never mind, read it.” Ludwik read aloud.
RZESZOW (PAP) The body of a new-born baby was fished out of the San. The people of Przemysl have been shocked
by the news. A small group of children bathing in the San saw a man throw a large jar into the river …

2
M—— was sitting on the floor;. Her back to the window. There were sketches spread around her. She had been
working all day. Now she was tired. She wore an old light jacket and sat head bowed, her hands round her knees.
She wasn’t attending the clinic regularly. The week before she had received a summons signed by the specialist himself. To have a blood test. They were reminding her she was ill.
Engrossed in her work M—— had forgotten about it. Now she was sitting with her eyes shut. She had not
switched on the light. Rarely did she allow herself such moments of incomplete illumination. She hated “atmosphere.”
“What are you trying to express by this? They ask what I want to express, they explain my paintings according
to whatever comes to their heads. There is nothing I want to express.” M—— shook her head and her closely
cropped hair bristled.
“There is nothing I want to express, it is they that express me. These latest ones are clear and gay, but they
have sucked light and life out of me leaving a marionette dressed in an old jacket and trousers baggy at the knees.
I am in these pictures and not in this skin, these rags … the right thing for Gerwazy to do is to come to Paris and
give me my supper.”
She knew there were fruit, cheese and sausage on the table but she didn’t feel like moving. She wanted him to
hand her a fruit, she longed to touch his skin with her lips. That’s how one feeds ponies in the circus, they get
cubes of sugar on the palm of the hand for their difficult task, they create pure beauty in the nervous restless light
of the searchlights.
“Z—— is showing them landscapes of the Polish homeland. And my paintings, my colors, why did I have to
defend them so strenuously? I was punished by not being allowed to eat, and yet these paintings are really very
human and gay,” M—— laughed and shook her head.
“Idiots,” she said to those far-off people without a face, without a name.
Who was it she was struggling with these last five years? That was Jacob’s fight with an ass, an ass, not an
angel. God, what idiots! She had not painted the trousers of the Bard, the beautiful trousers of the great classic of
Polish literature.
M—— went to the window. Below she could see a section of the pavement and the cobbles of the street. She
looked down supporting herself on the window frame with her palms. There was nothing of special interest
happening there. She leaned out and her fingers gripped the window frame in a hold that became tighter and
tighter. The flesh under the fingernails went white, the blood flowed away.
From below there came a sound like someone striking metal against stone.\fn{ In this paragraph is sketched a description of a mounted unit of the Republican Guard } It was an unexpected recurring sound. It cut across the continual hum of
car engines. M—— saw golden helmets. Riders were emerging from darkness into the light of a street lamp.
Horseshoes were striking the granite, ringing. Scarlet plumes swayed above the golden helmets. An officer with
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white gloves and a drawn sword danced about on a black horse and there was a wave of riders behind him. Rounded cruppers glistened like black water. Bent silver swords, gilded trumpets, iron hammering against stone, the
star of a stirrup on the patent leather boots of the last rider.
Cold air blew in through the window. She heard the beating of horse-shoes on stone grow faint. She switched
on the light. She picked her thick striped jacket off the floor. She looked at it and draped it round her shoulders.
*
Ludwik was looking through an old newspaper he had bought a fortnight ago. Once morer he was reading the
news about the new-born baby fished out of the San:
… the children immediately fished out that jar. To their indescribable surprise and terror they found the body of a hermaphrodite with two heads, one of them growing near the collar-bone.

He was again staring at those letters and words.
“Reading?” Samuel was standing at the window eating a roll.
“Mmm.”
“What’s new?”
“Nothing. They’ve fished out a newborn baby—”
“Have you seen the plaque on the house opposite?”
“Yes.”
“Mikiewiz wrote Pan Tadeusz there.”\fn{In 1834}
“An old boy is painting flowers and his wife has just brought him his breakfast. Now they’ve covered up the
window.”
“Stop spying.”
“He’s been painting that bunch of flowers for two weeks. Every day from eight to twelve and two to six.”
Samuel lay down. Took his shoes off.
“My legs ache like hell. I’ve been tramping all day yesterday. So there was no telephone?”
“No.”
“I’ve met a famous philosopher yesterday. Mr. Golde. He gave me his books.”
“Those three fat ones?”
“Yes.”
“What does he write? What are they about?”
“He’s a philosopher. Well known in Parisian circles. Created a new philosophical system. Publishes in the most
serious journals.”
“You going to read them?”
“If only I find time.”
“You better give them back to him. They won’t go in your suitcase.”
“I’ll squeeze them in somehow.”
“And that system of his, what is its basis?”
“It’s not clear.”
“Not clear? Did he describe it to you?”
“No, he was telling me about his financial worries and his wife’s illness—”
“You haven’t got space for all the books. Baruch’s also promised you his five-volume work on the sufferings
of the Polish nation—”
“He may forget.”
“Authors don’t forget about such presents.”
Samuel lay with his eyes shut. There was a sharp knock on the door. M—— knocks like that.
“It’s stuffy in here—something stinks.”
“We don’t eat cheese.”
“Socks.”
Samuel lay with his eyes shut. There was a telephone on the wall above his head. Ludwik was washing plates
in the sink. M—— was reading French magazines and exclaiming melodramatically:
“Vive la reine!”
“ … a vu la foule de Paris palpiter comme un grand coeur.” Suddenly she asked Ludwik:
“What’s wrong with him?”
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“Couldn’t find a bra.”
“A what?”
“You probably don’t know what it is; it’s a kind of carrier for carrying breasts in.”
“Listen. Listen to this: ‘Vive Philipe … Comme il est grand!’”
“Samuel was looking for a strapless bra and couldn’t find one. Spent a whole day looking … Paris is a dump,
isn’t it?”
“Please forgive me if I don’t join in the conversation,” Samuel said.
“Tummy ache?”
“Couldn’t find a bra and had no telephone from home,” Ludwik replied on Samuel’s behalf.
“Telephone?”
“He’s waiting for a telephone from home.” M—— threw the papers at Samuel.
“Aren’t you ashamed, you miserable old man?”
“I’ll stay on this bed until I get the call. I’ve got a child and a wife——”
“When did you have the last call?”
“Last week.”
“Fool,” M—— shrugged her shoulders.
“You always pretend,” said Samuel. “You pretend you are not a mother and a wife, you pretend to be indifferent. This painting business is probably a pretense too.”
“He is a cretin, isn’t he, Ludwik?” Samuel smiled brightly.
“I couldn’t care less about the King and the queen and this Paris of yours. I’m waiting for a phone call.”
“Look,” Ludwik shouted to M——, “see what beautiful golden horns are growing on the brow of this ideal
husband … his entire soul’s hanging in a little slipper on a pin.”
“I haven’t anything else,” Samuel replied quietly.
“You’re shitting into a bamboo.”
“And what are you doing in this place, have you seen anything interesting?” Samuel closed his eyes and folded
his arms on his chest.
“Ludwik’s seen the royal pair, let him tell you.”
“I’ve seen one piece.”
“Which piece?”
“I’ve seen one hand. The Queen’s left hand in a long white glove …”
“And what else?”
“A hat. Then maybe it wasn’t the Queen’s hand. Hell of a crush.”
“Perhaps it was Philip’s leg,” M——’s interest was roused.
“There was a hell of a crush. A hundred thousand. A sea of faces, as they say. Sellers of periscopes appeared in
that sea. A forest of cardboard chimneys above a sea of heads. Made a terrible row. I didn’t buy a periscope and I
didn’t climb a tree. In fact the Queen and I have not met.”
“What about that hand?”
“I’ve seen a hand. Devilish squeeze. Two old geezers without a periscope. They stood on tiptoe, even climbed
on my back. He in a lousy fir, she in a white lace kerchief on her head. Eyes glistening. Converse in Russian.
They trod on my foot and “pardon, pardon, pardon,” and I, “Nitchevo, babushka.” And they “Koroleva i korol
uzhe prayekhali?”\fn{A note reads: “Don’t worry, old girl,” “The Queen and the King, have they gone already?” } I took a look at
the old gray children and let them stand in my place. I stood for a little while and then walked away into an empty
side street. And they stayed there to see “koroleva” and korol.” They’ve now been waiting forty years. I went to a
café.”
“What did you eat?” asked Samuel.
“I drank ven rooje ordeener—pardon the pronunciation. The place was deserted. Cold and deserted. I sat there
drinking wine. I wanted to get drunk.”
“Why?”
“At the joyful thought that there is no longer any past. Everything begins anew … in Paris …” Samuel moved
his leg.
“When he drinks wine he gets tummy ache and headache. He can’t drink and he is no use anyway.”
“I drank that wine until I drowned myself in it together with the Arc de Triomphe with inscriptions like
Polotsk, Krasnoe, Ostrolenka … with the koroleva and the korol. Red wine, red sea and thousands of cardboard
periscopes above the waves …” Samuel reached for his notebook.
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“The bard’s improvising, he is seeing visions, must take it down.”
“Do, I shan’t repeat it.”
“Spent much on that banquet?”
“Three hundred francs.”
“And the waiter drummed on the table with his fingers expecting a tip,” said Samuel.
“It wasn’t a waiter, it was a waitress and she didn’t drum.”
“I know why he drank,” M—— said sarcastically.
“You don’t know anything.”
“I do, just as if I had been there with you.”
“You don’t.” M—— stroked Ludwik’s head.
“Poor little boy.”
Samuel closed his eyes.
“They are like children,” he thought, “they know nothing. She paints her pictures, he sightsees. They know
nothing. They do not know what water is. They do not know what air is. They do not know what bread is. Soup.
They do not know what bed is, table, onion. They do not know what body is, song, flower, child. They know nothing and will know nothing. They laugh because I am waiting for a telephone, because they do not know it means
salvation for me, that I have no other heaven. If I were to say to them: ‘Save me, save me, I’m drowning’ that
would really raise a laugh. I can’t tell them I’m dying since I am lolling on a bed after a good dinner and I’m
seeing Le Mariage de Figaro\fn{An opera by Mozart, first produced on May 1, 1786} this evening. I have died and they do
not see it. They will never know what a death crew is: we had leather belts with buckles which we fastened over
the corpse’s wrists. The ground was sandy, we had to pull the bodies out of the chambers\fn{ The gas chambers} and
drag them as far as the graves. There was musical accompaniment when we dug the graves. What is music? Between the gas chamber and the graves a six-piece band usually played songs like Es geht alles vorüber, es geht alles vorbei. They played on violins and flutes. Was it true that ‘cyclon’\fn{ A reference to Zyklon-B, the gas manufactured
by the drug company IG Farben used for the mass murder of Jews, homosexuals, Gypsies, the mentally ill, Socialists, and millions of
others not considered racially or politically “pure.” }had enough strength to force blood out of the lungs and dung out of the

rectum? Yes. Sport machen. Mützen auf, antreten, wegtreten, rechts um, links um, ein, zwo, auf, nieder, rollen,
hüpfen, hüpfen, Knie beugen, Augen rechts, ah, Mensch, Menschen Kind … du Kerl, du Schlafmütze, du Drecksack, du Arschloch, dummes Zeug, Schweinhund, links, links ein, zwo, drei, vier, links. Krematoriumsfleisch, alte
Pipe, alte Hure, alte Latrine, du Pechvogel, links, links, ein, zwo, drei, vier, links.”\fn{As translated by Google translator: “Do sports. Hats to compete, dismissed, right to left in order, one, two, on, down, roll, bounce, bounce, bend knees, eyes right, ah,
human child ... you guy, you sleepyhead, you scumbag, you asshole, stupid stuff, pig dog, left, left, two, three, four, left. Crematorium
meat, old pipe, old whore, old latrine, you unlucky, left, left, one, two, three, four, left.”}

83.235 The Month Of His Birthday\fn{by Henia Karmel-Wolfe (1923-1984)} Krakow, Krakow County, Lesser Poland
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 5
To his left, only a few feet away, a tree was casting a peninsula of shadow. For a moment he thought of getting
under it but he didn’t try, for he knew he was hurt and would never make it. The sun, high in the sky, hot and
bright, was hurting his eyes and there wasn’t a cloud in sight.
He knew it must be past noon and wondered how long he had been lying there, after the others had left him
behind, and what day it was. He lost count of time, he wasn’t even sure anymore what month it was, as he wasn’t
sure of where he was.
He knew they had made it all the way to the border of Silesia, but then they had been led in a circle and it
seemed to him that they had gone all the way back to Saxony where they had started.\fn{ Saxony is an ancient northwestern German duchy (from the 8th century); from 1697 [when The Duke-Elector Frederick Augustus I (1670-1733) became King of
Poland] until the 19th century, it was involved in Polish affairs. Conquered by Napoleon I in 1806, and partially annexed by Prussia in 1815,
the whole of Saxony was eventually absorbed into the German Empire in 1871. Silesia is a region in east-central Europe. Because of its
mineral wealth, its geographical position, and its industrial potential it has been disputed territory since the 17 th century. From 1763 to 1918
it was entirely in German hands. After World War I it was divided between Czechoslovakia, Germany, and Poland; and after World War II,
between Czechoslovakia and Poland}

He could hear the airplanes flying low and explosions not too far away resounding in a loud echo and then all
grew still.
Blood gushed up from his wound, forming a pool around him and covering his jacket, filthy and torn, until it
was as red as the triangle on its left sleeve, and the yellow stripe over it could hardly be seen, for it was as red as
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blood. The red triangle stood for “political prisoner” and the yellow stripe for “Jew.”
He thought that the sun had never been that strong in April, and that it must be May already, and if it was, it
would have been three weeks since they had been marched out of the camp, and if it was, he was going to be eighteen years old soon, for May was the month of his birthday.\fn{ I was born on May 17, 1943:H} Then suddenly he
realized that he wouldn’t be eighteen and he wouldn’t see his birthday because he was dying.
The thought came to him slowly and dispassionately, as if it was not his thought at all, but the thought of
someone else, standing aside—indifferent and uninvolved. It couldn’t have been his thought for he didn’t really
believe it.
“I am dying,” he said aloud, although there was nobody there to hear him. He was surprised at his own voice;
it sounded so strange he hardly recognized it. Somehow he felt as if he were acting a big dramatic part in a great
tragedy. He looked down at his wound, deep and torn and bleeding, gazed at the layers of skin, flesh, and fat with
an impersonal almost scientific interest, musing about the complete absence of pain.
“One day when I tell about it, nobody’ll believe me,” he thought. But then he remembered he wouldn’t be
telling it to anybody, ever, because he was dying.
He had often wondered what it was like—dying. He had lived with death for the last few years and he was, so
to speak, on a first-name basis with her. He would talk of death with an air of familiarity in a carefree, gossipy
way as if she were an old acquaintance and he would even crack jokes about her, in order not to admit how scared
he really was. But he hadn’t known what death meant, not really, not until now.
Now he knew.
It meant being alone.
The sun, hot and burning from above, the merciful tree spreading its shade—not for him; the sounds of warfare
echoing from afar, and all alone. …
“Not even a candle,” he thought in a sudden flow of self-pity. Then he remembered that no candles were lit for
those who had vanished during the last few years. One said one didn’t know the day, one said one didn’t know for
sure. … But now, in his new, suddenly acquired wisdom he knew that a candle wouldn’t be enough, and that even
this would be too much to take.
*
But they did light it for her, then, for Celina, his aunt.
He was very little, still in kindrgarten; strange that he should remember it so clearly. She was young and had
never been sick before. She died suddenly, catching them unprepared, not giving them enough time to get used to
the idea.
Now he knew that she too was alone. Even if there were doctors bending over her and people whispering in the
room, and others anxiously waiting behind the closed doors, she too was all alone. Because it was a lonely thing
—dying.
They all came to the house after the funeral. Father and Grandma, uncles and aunts. They lined up little stools
along the wall, no bigger than the ones in kindergarten. They had to stoop to sit on them, and they bent forward
and buried their faces in their hands. They sat there in their stockinged feet; a bearded man came and made an
incision in their clothes with a pocket-knife.\fn{ A symbolic rending of garments}
People were coming and going, people he had never seen before, leaving the front door open, as if there was a
party going on inside, so that the next ones wouldn’t have to ring the bell. They sat opposite the others, but on
regular chairs that made them seem so much taller and bigger.
They didn’t shake hands, they didn’t even talk, just sat there and seemed terribly preoccupied with their own
hands, folding and unfolding them, turning an object—a pocketbook or a hat—throwing furtive glances toward
the door.
As soon as somebody else walked in they would rise, suddenly relieved, and leave as if they were in a great
hurry.
The mirrors were covered with white sheets. He didn’t know why and he never did ask. He should have, for
now suddenly he wished he knew.
They remembered her with whispers, Aunt Celina; they remembered her with sighs and then they remembered
her with a candle. (They lit it once a year for her, the way they did for his grandfathers and for his grandmother on
his mother’s side.) It was a strange candle in a very thick glass, its flame flickering and weak. He would tiptoe
around it, cautious and frightened.
The little flame seemed to wink at him and watch him like an eye. The day the candle was lit he made sure not
to do anything he wasn’t supposed to, afraid that otherwise the little flame would burst into a big fire and devour
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him.
But once he forgot. He was in school and he didn’t think about it at all, and he told a lie. It wasn’t a very big
lie, nobody ever discovered it. He himself wouldn’t have given it another thought, but then suddenly he remembered the candle. All the way home he tried to comfort himself that it had been lit last night and by the time he got
there, it would be gone, the glass put away, the table dusted and covered with a lace doily.
But it wasn’t.
The candle was there, waiting for him. The wax was almost melted, with only a little bit left at the bottom of
the glass, just enough for a short wick and a little bluish flame flickering and reproachful. He squatted next to it,
remorseful and scared, whispering,
“I didn’t mean, I didn’t mean to.”
*
That was a long time ago when he was very small, when the world around him was small and uncomplicated,
when life (and even death) acted according to firmly set rules.
The world was neatly divided with a straight, almost visible geometrical line. On one side there were the rich,
on the other side the poor; there were Jews, and there were non-Jews. His family was rich and they were Jews.
They were rich, for the lived in a house of their own and had maids.
They were Jews, for there were some things they did and many things they didn’t do.
Most of the people he knew were rich and were Jewish. The poor ones would come to the back door and were
given a meal, and sometimes were asked inside and Mother would give them bundles of used clothes. They would
grab Mother’s hand and try to press it to their lips. She would free it angrily and say, “Oh, please, stop that nonsense,” but he knew she wasn’t angry, not really.
The non-Jews were the janitors, the maid, and the peasant women, who covered their heads with colorful kerchiefs, and brought wild strawberries during the summer months.
As he grew bigger, so did the world around him; the line shifted and wasn’t straight anymore. He learned that
there were shades and nuances to being poor or rich or even Jewish, and that there were other people besides the
janitors and the maids who were gentiles.
When they moved down the street from their own house to an apartment, because they moved down from
being very rich to being just rich, he met some of them. Like the family on the second floor, Kutynski was their
name.
He was glad they moved, for there were children living in the house. The Kutynskis had two of them: a boy,
Tadek, bigger than he, his hair cropped like that of a soldier; and a girl, Ursula, just about his age. Her eyes were
blue; her hair, almost white, fell down her back in two long, heavy braids.
He stood in the backyard and watched them play. Tadek and the boys were playing hide-and-seek and Ursula
was jumping rope. He watched her, fascinated by the way she did it: first, without getting it tangled between her
feet, first with both feet, then changing from left to right and then to left again, her braids bouncing rhythmically
as she jumped. She was chanting one of those nonsense jingles girls always chant while skipping rope. When he
moved closer she was all out of breath, but she didn’t stop and kept on jumping though she gave him a slanted
look out of the corner of her eye and chanted,
“Little ki-ke, lit-tle ki-ke is sel-ling her-ring, is selling pike.” He didn’t quite follow the words or understand
them but there was a faint malicious smile dancing around her mouth.
He started toward the house, first slowly, then, after making sure she couldn’t see him anymore, he ran to the
front entrance, through the dark hallway, to the staircase and up, taking two steps at a time. He was panting
heavily when his mother opened the door for him.
“For heaven’s sake, what happened?” she asked. He didn’t answer. She touched his forehead with the palm of
her hand.
“Thank God,” she signed with relief. “For a moment I thought you had fever.”
“Mother,” he said, “what’s pike?”
“It’s some kind of fish,” she said. “Why?”
Somehow he knew he shouldn’t ask what “kike” was.
*
Now, all alone, his life ebbing away, he wondered if the fish that night was a pike. …
He had gotten up, awakened by the voices and the sound of loud laughter coming from the kitchen, and
sneaked out of bed. He stood there by the open kitchen door trembling a little, for the night was cold and frost
covered the windowpanes with flowery designs.
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Julka the cook, Mariya the maid, and Yanova the washwoman—who came twice a month to do the big wash—
were preparing the Christmas Eve supper. His parents had gone out for the evening, to let them celebrate alone. A
little tree had even been allowed in the kitchen. It was nothing like the Kutynskis’ tree he saw through their
window, its top almost reaching the ceiling, its branches bending under the weight of colorful bulbs and gilded
walnuts. This one was small, not bigger than a potted plant, its only ornament the silvery threads of “angels’ hair”
streaming down its branches. He looked at the tree, at the turkey just take out of the oven, at the big cake covered
with white frosting—and then the bowl. And there it was, not cooked yet, cut into long pieces, that seemed still
alive and jumped from time to time as if in a convulsion. The smell was sweet and sickening, and he felt his
stomach go up to his throat.
“What’s that?” he asked disgustedly, pointing at the bowl.
“Fish,” Julka said. “What are you doing out of bed anyway, and barefoot too?”
“And that?” he asked, coming closer, touching the red phlegmy substance in which the pieces were swimming.
“That’s blood,” Mariya said, and then she smiled broadly, showing a gold tooth and a gap next to it, and
lowering her voice she said as if to herself,
“Jewish.”
“Ma-ri-a,” Julka said warningly. Mariya stepped back as if afraid Julka might hit her and mumbled,
“Oh, I was only kidding.” Then turning to him she said,
“You know Mariya was only kidding, don’t you?”
“I won’t have such kidding around here,” Julka said.
“Oh,” Mariya said, regaining her composure, “big deal,\fn{ The text has: thing} he doesn’t even understand.”
Julka cut a piece of cake and handed it to him.
“Here, little one, eat it and to bed with you.”
Although he didn’t feel like eating, he munched on the cake just so as not to let them know that he knew, that
he did understand. He started back to his room and heard Mariya from the kitchen.
“Do you think he will tell Madam?” she was asking anxiously.
“It would serve you right if he does,” Julka said. “To say such a thing to a child!”
He tried to go back to sleep, but the pillow felt hot and he kept on turning it over. Then he sat up on his bed
and pounded furiously with clenched fists.
“I’ll tell on her, tomorrow I’ll tell on her,” he kept repeating. “They will throw her out. They pay her, they can
throw her out.”
But tomorrow arrived and when his mother came to his room to kiss him good morning and asked him how his
night had been, he said fine and he added nothing more.
*
He looked down and saw that the pool of blood around him had grown bigger. He felt weak and very tired, a
little as if he were drunk, and were floating in the air.
He closed his eyes, and then out of nowhere, out of the void she came—Ursula Kutynski. She was grown up
now, like himself, and looked ridiculous in the short pink pinafore dress, her braided hair falling down her back.
She was skipping rope and chanting:
“Little ki-ke, is dying, lit-tle ki-ke is dy-ing.”
“No,” he screamed. “No.”
He shuddered and opened his eyes. He was afraid to close them again, because he knew that right there, under
his eyelids, there she was, Ursula Kutynski, waiting for him.
*
A single explosion, close and powerful, shook the earth and seemed to have hit the sun, for it suddenly
disappeared.
He looked up.
The clouds were gathering now and a big one, gray and shaped like the map of Africa, covered the sun. Other
clouds, light and white like cotton candy, were chasing each other playfully in the blue sky. Long ago, in the fifth
grade, he had learned all about clouds. He knew what they were called, and which one brought rain; he had made
a beautiful chart of them using white and black crayons on blue paper. The sky now looked like that chart.
There was something else it reminded him of, he didn’t quite know what, and tried very hard to remember.
Then suddenly, between the big gray cloud that looked like the map of Africa and the white ones like cotton
candy, he saw them—the hands.
He saw them distinctly, the fingers stretched apart, the thumbs touching each other.
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“The hands,” he whispered, “the hands”; and then, “He never looked down, all this time. He never looked
down.” He didn’t quite know why he said “the hands,” or who it was who didn’t look down, and then it all came
back to him.
The Book.
There were many books in their home. Father’s books, big and black and very old, their pages yellow and
moldy. Mother’s books in colorful bindings stood on the shelves in straight formation like soldiers. But this one
was just “The Book.” It had a place of its own on a round table with a marble top in Mother’s room. (Her room
was all lavender and ivory and smelled of lilacs in the spring and asters in the fall.)
“May I look at The Book?”
“I don’t see why not,” Mother would say, and then, “let me see your hands first.” He would come to her, the
palms of his hands turned up. “Go and wash up, and then you may look at the pictures.”
He would go through it, hardly glancing at the pictures until he found the one he was looking for.
*
There was a man standing on the top of a mountain, his long, white beard waving in the wind like a flag. He
held a stone tablet high over his head ready to drop it and break it against the rock. He was angry and the anger
was coming out of his eyes with two zigzags like lightning. Below—it must have been far below, for they were
very small—people were dancing in a circle, and above in the sky among the clouds of gray and white were the
hands.
That was Moses, Mother told him. He was about to break the tablets with the Commandments, because the
children of Israel got impatient and danced around an idol they had made out of gold. And the hands, that’s how
the artist imagined God, who was sad, and covered His face, and didn’t look down.
“But where is His face, he wanted to know.”
“You see,” Mother said, and then interrupted herself. “You better ask your father about those things.”
“Jews don’t paint God,” his father said. “They don’t make statues of Him, they don’t imagine Him. Because
He is above everything and beyond imagination.”
“Is it a sin to imagine?” His father thought for a while.
“Yes, he said finally, “It is a sin.”
“A big one?” There was a pause again.
“I think you could call it a big one,” his father said.
So that’s what it was—a sin. That’s what he was doing all the time—sinning.
His God had a face. He looked like Reb Yankel who lived next door to Grandma and would sit near the open
window, bent over a big book placed on a windowsill. He had a long, white beard and his face was wrinkled and
yellow like the pages of his book. His eyes—immensely good and wise—were a faded blue set deep under bushy
eyebrows. And God looked like him, only more so.
At night, when already in bed, he would say his evening prayer. He would say it in Hebrew, the way Father
made him memorize it. After he understood its meaning he found it beautiful.
Unto Thy hand I put my soul while I am asleep and when I wake up.
I put my soul as I put my body.
God is with me, I shall not fear.

When he had finished saying it, he would lie very still and be careful not to utter another word, for one wasn’t
supposed to, and wait. He would wait for his soul to leave his body (he knew exactly where it was located, his
soul, right in the pit of his stomach) and fly up.
It didn’t have a color, it didn’t have a shape. It was like a soap bubble when the light reflects itself in it with the
colors of the rainbow. It would fly up, weightless and light, straight into God’s outstretched hand. And God, Who
looked like Reb Yankel, only more so, would close His fingers over it gently and with love. Then He would look
down, nod His head, wink His eyes, and smile good night at him. He would feel safe and at peace, fall asleep; all
was well.
But then he knew it was a sin. He tried very hard not to imagine God’s face. He only saw the outstretched
hand. But there was something horrifying about the hand without a face, and he was afraid it would snatch his
soul away from him greedily and that it might burst when the long, bony fingers closed over it. He didn’t like to
be scared, but he didn’t want to sin either.
So he stopped saying his evening prayer altogether. He never thought of it, he forgot about it completely. And
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now it came back to him, clearly and distinctly.
Unto Thy hand I put my soul while I am asleep and when I wake up.
I put my soul as I put my body.
God is with me, I shall not fear.

He whispered the words slowly and softly as he did when he was little. Only this time he didn’t fall asleep. He
passed out.
*
When he came to and opened his eyes, he saw a hand holding a water canteen close to his lips. Another hand
was trying to lift his head.
“There,” a voice said, “drink.”
It was a girl’s voice. He drank thirstily. The water was cold and refreshing and tasted good and clean.
“Who are you?” he said faintly.
“Drink,” the voice said again, and then, “I work here, in the farmhouse, for a Bauer, I found you.” He lifted his
eyes, trying to see her face, but all he could see was a faded dress and a white rectangle with a black P on it.
“You’re a Freedom Pole?” (That’s what they called them, the ones working in Germany, who could move
freely around, “Freedom Poles.”)
“Yeah,” she said.
“What’s your name?” he said.
“Anna.”
He repeated her name, rolling it slowly as if he was tasting it with his tongue.
“Anna,” he whispered in a confidential tone of voice, as if he was letting her in on a big secret. “Anna, I am
dying.”
“No,” she said.
She bent over him; he could see her face now. She was very young. Her face was tanned, her eyes were blue,
her nose was small and turned up a little at the end. A lock of her hair bleached by the sun, showing from under a
red kerchief, fell over her eyes as she shook her head.
“No,” she repeated. “You are not. My Bauer had a look at you. He said you are hurt, badly hurt, and, oh my,
you are skinny, but you will live. He understands everything about animals, my Bauer, when they are sick or hurt,
and people are not so different. He will be here soon with a wagon and take you to the hospital.”
“I am dying,” he repeated stubbornly, like a child threatening to jump off the top of a tree.
“No,” she said; there were tears in her voice. “You can’t, not now. The Russians are in the next village, the
Americans are twenty kilometers away, it wouldn’t make sense. The war is over.”
He heard her. He knew what she said. But he didn’t stir. Somehow it didn’t matter. Somehow he didn’t care
any more. All he knew was that he was tired, very tired, and wanted to close his eyes and sleep.
“Anna,” he said, “where are you from?”
“Warsaw,” she said.
He looked at her close and carefully. She was a typical Pole, blond and blue-eyed, but yet, there was something in those eyes and in the way she said “Warsaw.”
“She is a Jew,” he thought suddenly. “She is a Jew passing as a Pole.”
He wanted to ask her about it, but he didn’t. Because suddenly he didn’t want to know. He wanted to believe
she was a Pole and a gentile, like Ursula Kutynski, and that this time she came to be good to him.
She took the kerchief off her head, dampened it with the water from the canteen, and went over his face. She
brushed his hair off his forehead with her hand.
“Anna,” he said.
“What?”
“You hands.”
She looked at them. They were red and callused. Unconsciously she clenched her fingers to hide the broken
fingernails.
“What about my hands?” she said.
“They are kind. …” he whispered in a singsong, and he closed his eyes.
47.77 Fru Holm\fn{by Ilona Karmel (1925-2000)} Krakow, Krakow County, Lesser Poland Voivodeship, Poland (F)
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The street on which Carlsson’s Convalescent Home was located was quiet, somewhat dark and very dignified.
The big, massive houses, painted in a uniform gray, shone with the carefully polished brass of their wide entrance
gates. There was almost no traffic, and occasionally the horn of a solitary car interrupted the sleepy silence.
There was only one shop in the entire street: a florist’s, Le Printemps. The stiff, dark green oleanders standing
in the show window fitted well the solemn rigidity of the street. It was a good neighborhood, enjoying the best
reputation. Sister Bertha Carlsson, the owner and the manager, could congratulate herself on the choice she had
made.
I could not have found a better place in the whole of Stockholm, she often thought, and her birdlike face with
its sharp thin nose and lipless mouth would smile contentedly.
Sister Bertha had been equally fortunate in choosing a name for her establishment. A few days before its opening, she had meditated about what to name the place. Hospital, she thought. No, it’s much too depressing. It
makes you think at once about disease, pain. It smells of disinfectants. Boarding-house. No, that is too cold, too
comercial. Convalescent home has just the right touch, she decided at last. So the inscription, Carlsson’s Convalescent Home, figured proudly on the shining brass sign at the entrance to the house.
Everybody liked the name—the old ladies who lived in the house, their relatives and friends. It sounded so
much nicer if one said, “My mother is in a convalescent home,” rather than “in a home for the aged.”
Only Fruken Annalisa, the servant, did not share this sentiment.
“Convalescent home means a place where you come to get well, doesn’t it?” she had once remarked. “I just
wonder if anyone ever became well in this goddamned place? They come here to die—that is all.”
The remark had been typical of Fruken Annalisa. But she was nothing but a maid, and besides she did not have
too good a reputation.
Had not Sister Bertha seen her returning home at three o’clock in the morning?
Had she not at an equally unsuitable hour found a man in her room? Even if Annalisa assured her that it was
her cousin who had just dropped in, her word did not deserve serious consideration. Whether the man was a
cousin or not, the fact remained that Fruken Annalisa, with her dyed hair, full red lips and painted nails, seemed a
bit shocking in the irreproachable correctness of the Home.
It was indeed the most dignified place one could imagine. Everything, the heavy furniture, the big mirrors in
the baroque frames, even the two palms in the dining-room had the reassuring air of well-cared-for things. The
doors and the woodwork were always blindingly white. There was never a displaced chair or an abandoned
newspaper to be found and, although at times one almost wished the place were a little less tidy, one could not
help admiring this perfection.
Twenty elderly ladies lived in the Home. To repeat the tactless but nevertheless true statement of Fruken
Annalisa, they had come to the Home to spend their remaining days.
These ladies were spinsters, old and lonely, and widows, equally old and lonely, whose children had grown up
and were now living their own lives. Most of them belonged to highly aristocratic families, had rings and
medallions adorned with coats of arms, were passionately fond of tracing their ancestry.
Among them, however, were a few intruders from the middle class; the ex-governess Fruken Larsson, who had
inherited the fortune of her lady, Fru Lundstrom, the ballet-school owner.
There was even a midwife, Fruken Nilsson.
In Carlsson’s Convalescent Home all social barriers tended to disappear. At first glance all the ladies seemed to
look alike. They were all in black—gray and brown were considered extravagant. The monotony of the color and
style made their dresses resemble uniforms. The signs of old age, the wrinkles and the white hair, oversha-dowed
the individuality of the ladies.
They lived in small rooms with identical furniture which looked almost like Louis Quatorze.\fn{ Louis XIV.} But
the ladies spent most of the day in the living-room, a stiff, shadowy place filled with yellow mahogany. They sat
knitting and chattering until the much-expected-and-discussed event, lunch, was announced.
After lunch, pleasantly drowsy, they retired to their rooms for a little nap. Soon it was time for coffee.
Afterward, the “younger generation,” those between sixty-five and seventy, went for a walk or shopped for a pair
of stockings or a birthday present.
Sometimes they had visitors, rushed, slightly embarrassed people burdened with huge boxes of chocolates and
flowers.
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Again it was dinner-time; then the day was over.
On Tuesdays the doctor came. He was a small, jovial man with a shining bald scalp, shining glasses and
shining gold teeth. He examined one lady after another, prophesied for each of them still fifty years of good health
and disappeared down to the end of the hall.
*
The greatest event in the life of the Home was the arrival of a new resident. Sister Bertha’s announcement,
“Do you know, my ladies, Landrodinna Holm is coming to live with us?” was therefore greeted with an
understandable excitement.
“Landrodinna Holm,” they echoed after her, starting immediately to rummage in their memories.
Holm—of course, they knew, from Eskilstuna, wasn’t it? Her husband was a Landrod for thirty years. She had
been, before her marriage, Ekbeng, Margareta Ekbeng. Already they knew everything about her, remembered
when she had been married, to whom her children were married. Before her arrival, Landrodin a Holm was a
member, almost a possession of Carlsson’s Convalescent Home.
She was to arrive the first Monday in September, and a week before, her daughter came.
Fru Ranghild Magnusson was a big woman in her middle thirties, a little too fat and too rosy but still beautiful
in a plump, fleshy way. She talked fast and loudly, and her shrill voice filled the usually quiet house. She declared
that the Convalescent Home was perfect, Sister Bertha was wonderful and she was sure her mother would be so
very happy here. Then, in a voice intended only for Sister Bertha but overheard by the everpresent Annalisa, she
whispered:
“Now that I have met you, Sister Bertha, I really feel reassured. You see, we had quite a hard time convincing
my mother that she should come here. She was so reluctant to leave my house. Poor thing, you know how these
old people are. She doesn’t quite understand what is really good for her. She always wants to help around the
house. If it were not for us she would have worked herself to death. And then, we don’t even have a decent room
for her. She had to sleep in the living-room. I’m sure she will be much better off here. Good-by, Sister Bertha.”
At this she disappeared, big and impressive in her fluffy fur coat and wide flowered hat, and were she not a
real Holm, one might call her aggressive vitality a little vulgar.
*
On Monday afternoon, Landrodinna herself came. Long before the dinner all the ladies were assembled in the
dining-room. At last Sister Bertha appeared, leading a white-haired lady in black.
“Landrodinna Holm,” she said, and everyone looked inquisitively at the newcomer.
She was small, thin and moved in a quick, energetic way, characteristic of people who have led an active life.
Her face, with its alert brown eyes and overfull lips, could never have been called beautiful, but it had the grace
that old age bestows upon those who know how to accept it. When she shook hands, the warm, strong grip was in
sharp contrast to the nerveless hands of the other ladies.
She sat down and the conversation began awkwardly. They talked about common acquaintances, about social
events they had attended together.
Fru Holm, who until now had lived mostly among young people, listened with amazement. How nonchalantly
they treated years and decades as if they were months, how they squeezed them into narrow frames until the allbut-forgotten events seemed to have happened yesterday. It seemed as if diminishing the past they made the few
years ahead of them seem longer, more durable.
Eagerly and laboriously they took out old memories, vague and faded. Baroness Klaus, a fragile lady, behaving
still with an almost unconscious coquetry, reminded her of a ball they had attended together in 1895, no, it was in
1910. The paralyzed Fru Sogenstrom, with a face petrified in a bitter grimace, asked her about her father. She had
met him once at a reception in the Colonel’s home, not long ago, only twenty-seven years back.
Fru Holm listened politely, but there was something indifferent, distracted about her.
“You will really like it here,” Fraken Nilsson, the ex-midwife, reassured her, with the condescending tone one
assumes talking to a freshman.
“We could go to the park together. I was there today,” offered Fraken Larsson, the governess.
“How far is it?” inquired the paralyzed Fru Sogenstrom.
“About ten blocks.”
“So far!” exclaimed Fru Sogenstrom. Since she was paralyzed, she had a peculiar sense of distance, in which
everything acquired enormous dimensions.
“Fruken Nilsson is our Alpinist,” she explained to Fru Holm. “But do you think you should walk so much?”
“I don’t know,” hesitated Fru Holm. “But when I lived in my house I used to walk to my daughter’s house
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every day. It was about twenty blocks away.”
“Twenty!” exclaimed the ladies.
Sister Bertha entered the room helping Fru Liliencrona, the oldest and feeblest of the old ladies. The action
indicated that it was time to take places at the table. The ladies emptied their medicine glasses.
“Don’t you take any medicine, Landrodinna?” asked Baroness Klaus with surprise.
“No, I don’t need any. I am healthy,” she replied, her voice decisive and cold.
“What are we having today?” asked the fat Fru Lundstrom. All the ladies looked at Sister Bertha with barely
concealed excitement.
“A surprise. You will see.” She smiled, and at that moment Annalisa brought the soup.
“Clam chowder,” announced Fru Lundstrom, lifting herself a little from the chair.
“Clam chowder—good,” murmured old Fru Liliencrona.
“What an appetite she has,” exclaimed Sister Bertha triumphantly. “Last time we had clam chowder she ate
two servings and asked for a third. It’s remarkable how she’s doing.”
The ladies looked at Fru Liliencrona with the tenderness one feels for a pet. She was their mascot. As long as
she was here, as long as she could enjoy clam chowder, they could feel strong, vigorous and young by compareson.
They began to eat slowly and solemnly. Fru Liliencrona was smacking her lips. Soup was dripping from the
mouth of the paralyzed Fru Sogenstrom, and it formed a small pond on her napkin.
*
In the morning, when Fruken Annalisa brought Fru Holm her breakfast, she was already sitting in her armchair
and reading.
“Good mornIng,” Annallsa began, putting the tray on the table.
Fru Holm closed her book and silently started to eat. Annalisa looked at her with surprise. Usually breakfast
was the topic of a long discussion. The ladies complained about the eggs, which were too soft or too hard, about
the tea, which was too hot or too cold, in a chatty, good-hearted manner. They simply enjoyed having something
to talk about.
But Fru Holm ate without comment. She did not ask about the weather or report how she had slept last night.
Annalisa left, a little disappointed.
When, a little later, Annalisa came to sweep the floor, the room looked perfectly tidy. Everything was in its
place: the book Fru Holm read in the morning was lying on the table. Since Fru Holm had left the room, Annalisa
glanced at the front page.

How Not to Be Afraid of Death:
A Book of Hope and Consolation
for Old People
The printing was faded on the yellow paper.
Annalisa shivered.
What a morbid thing to read, she thought, but could not take her eyes from the book. It’s an ABC book of
death. Can one learn death? she wondered, amazed. Where did such strange ideas come from? I am getting to be a
crank myself, she thought, and slammed the book shut angrily.
“Thank you very much, Fruken Annalisa,” said Fru Holm, coming back into the room. “Now it really looks
nice here.” She redusted the collection of family pictures that stood on her chest of drawers and sat down with her
crocheting as Annalisa closed the door.
There was a knock.
Fruken Larsson, the governess, and Fruken Nilsson, the midwife, came to ask if Landrodinna had slept well
last night. They also wanted to know if she liked the breakfast. Didn’t she think the butter tasted a little queer
today?
Perhaps, agreed Fru Holm, although she herself had not noticed it. She also agreed with Fruken Larsson that
Sister Bertha was simply admirable, but to the great disappointment of both ladies showed no signs of surprise at
the shocking information that Annalisa was, so to speak, not too strict in her morals. After a while the ladies, a
little offended, took leave and went to see “poor little Fru Liliencrona.”
*
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So began the first day of Landrodinna’s stay in Carlsson’s Convalescent Home. Seemingly, she became part of
it. She was on friendly terms with all the ladies, sometimes lingered, if never long, in the living-room.
There was something almost cold and indifferent about her, as if her friendliness was nothing but a mask kept
on with difficulty. She never returned Fruken Larsson’s and Nilsson’s visits, she rarely took part in the celebrations and bridge parties and, what was really heresy, she often had her meals in her room.
It was there that she spent most of the day.
In the first weeks she used to go out for walks, every day at first, then less frequently, until at last she ceased to
go out at all.
“I don’t enjoy walking alone, and there is no place to go. I would rather stay in my room,” she had told her
daughter once.
Fru Magnusson proved to be an ideal daughter. Every day at eleven o’clock she called her mother. For a little
while she talked to Sister Bertha, who reported the doctor’s last visit and the dinner menu.
“We are all very happy to have such a sweet and charming person,” she always ended, and with this she would
hand the receiver to Fru Holm.
Fru Holm was much less effusive. Yes, she had slept well, she would say briefly, the food was excellent, yes,
she was satisfied. Then her voice would become warmer and more animated, and she would ask about the children.
“How are they? Give them a kiss from Grandma.”
And then she stood at the telephone, having nothing to say, and there was an embarrassing silence at the other
end of the receiver.
“Good-by, dear. Thanks for calling.” She would put the receiver down with a hardly perceptible sigh.
Once a week, on Wednesday, the daughter and the children came to see her.
On those days Fru Holm became very excited. She put on another dress, covered the table with all kinds of
sweets and fruits, and waited. As soon as she saw them coming, she hurried to open the door. She would not let
anyone else do it, as if trying to preserve the illusion for herself and her visitors that she was receiving them in her
own home.
“Why don’t you let the maid open the door?” reproached her daughter, but Fru Holm did not even have time to
answer. The children stood on their tiptoes, kissed Grandma on her wrinkled cheeks and then ran to the room; the
older Barbara shouting wildly and little Lasse behind, trying in vain to imitate her. Fru Holm looked at them with
a smile, but her eyes were full of anxiety.
“Don’t you think Lasse has gotten thinner again?” she worried.
“And Barbara, isn’t her dress too thin for a windy day like this?”
“Don’t worry, she’s all right,” Fru Magnusson would answer in a harsh voice. Fru Holm, feeling the sharpness
of her daughter’s reply, changed the subject.
“How is Agnes?” she asked. Agnes was the Magnussons’ eldest daughter, finishing at the Institute for Girls in
Uppsala. “I must send her a box of snacks.”
Fru Magnusson disapproved of these parcels just as she opposed the sweets her mother prepared for the other
two children.
“You are spoiling them,” she reproached her. “Later they don’t ever want to touch their dinner.”
But Fru Holm did not pay any attention to her. She sat with the children, listened to the babble of Lasse and
admired the drawings of Barbara. The children were happy with her. They had for their grandmother a feeling that
was a little selfish but sincere: the feeling children have for those who show them friendliness and understanding.
During her first visit Barbara had asked:
“Grandma, why don’t you live with us any longer?” Fru Magnusson was swift to give the answer:
“Grandma needs rest,” she said. “You kids make so much noise.”
“Stop it!” cried Fru Holm in a strange, severe voice, and she bent down to kiss the bewildered child.
In November the children did not come any longer.
Fru Magnusson’s maid had married, and the new one was a good-for-nothing, you could not trust her at all.
Fru Magnusson herself had to care for everything. It was really too much.
Fru Magnusson was tired, and since the weather was so bad she had decided to stop the children’s visits to
Grandma, for the time being, of course.
“Mother, if you only knew what it means to sit with Barbara for an hour in the bus,” she complained. “Once
she almost jumped out of the window. No, you really can’t expect me to come with them every week.”
No, of course not. Fru Holm did not demand anything. She sat quietly and listened to her daughter.
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*
It was Fru Magnusson who carried the burden of the conversation. She talked loudly and a little feverishly,
skipping from one thing to another, like someone who hasn’t too much to say but will not admit it.
It is strange, thought Fru Magnusson, how little I have to talk to Mother about lately.
But it really isn’t my fault. We live in different environments, have different interests. We simply belong to
different generations, she thought with relief. So many books told of the inevitable conflict between generations.
Fru Holm also seemed aware of this “inevitable conflict of generations” and accepted it. She did not complain
when her daughter’s visits grew shorter and shorter and the pauses in their conversation became longer.
Only once did she make a comment which could point to a completely contrary attitude.
“Whom did you invite for dinner last Sunday?” she asked, trying to help her daughter.
“The Garsons, you know them, don’t you?”
No, Fru Holm did not know the Garsons. Fru Magnusson was amazed.
“Didn’t I tell you about them? Very nice people. He helped Olaf in some trouble.”
“What trouble?”
“Didn’t you know? He had a strike in the factory. He gave us some very good suggestions,” explaIned Fru
Magnusson.”
“So you had a strike,” she said. “You didn’t tell me.” Then she lifted her voice and, almost crying, added:
“You never tell me about anything. Don’t you think these things still interest me? You never tell me anything,”
she repeated in a whisper, and then fell silent. :
“But, Mother, don’t be so sensitive. I … I simply didn’t want you to worry,” said Fru Magnusson after a while,
but her voice had lost its usual self-confidence.
“But you could have told me about that!” answered Fru Holm, and then, ashamed of her outburst, she added,
“Maybe you’re right. I must be getting a little queer. I’m sorry.”
*
The outburst was never repeated.
The visits of Fru Magnusson were quiet, even a little monotonous.
Each time, after her daughter had left, Fru Holm would call Annalisa and ask her to put the flowers—peonies,
Fru Magnusson loved peonies—in water. Then she would take the box of cream cakes which the daughter never
failed to bring, and say:
“Here are some cream cakes. Would Fruken like to have them? They are too sweet for me.”
Annalisa assured Fru Holm that she loved cream cakes. She took the box with a low curtsy, and then, hiding in
a corner of the kitchen, swallowed one cake after another.
*
Perhaps it was from those cakes that the bond between Annalisa and Fru Holm grew.
Landrodinna Holm, who avoided all the other residents, who rejected all attempts at friendship on the part of
Fru Sogenstrom and the governess, found pleasure in talking to Annalisa. Perhaps it was simply that Annalisa was
nothing but a maidservant, and Fru Holm could talk to her whenever she wanted and discharge her when she was
tired without having to worry about the etiquette. Or perhaps it happened because Annalisa was young and Fru
Holm loved young people.
It was equally difficult to determine why Annalisa, who could not tolerate the other ladies, treated Fru Holm
with a certain degree of gruff cordiality.
The feeling could, perhaps, be traced to the black book, How Not to Be Afraid of Death. A strange, inexplicable fascination was attached to it. Is she afraid of death? thought Annalisa, when she saw Fru Holm with the book
in her hands each morning. She looked at her face, but it was quiet and expressionless, and the eyes might have
been reading the lastest fashion magazine.
Annalisa could not learn anything from her face, but nevertheless she knew with an instinctive surety that Fru
Holm was afraid. She knew it from the fear which was suddenly born within herself. It was as if this black book
made Annalisa understand suddenly that death existed, and even she would have to die someday.
It was a new, strange and incomprehensible idea, and Annalisa refused to accept it. She did not even understand it fully. What she felt was a blind, inexpressible fear, a dark foreboding of something dreadful.
*
One day, however, this vague fear assumed a definite, almost visible form.
It had happened when Fru Holm had forgotten to lock the door of the bathroom, and Annalisa came in just
when she was going to take a bath. For a moment Annalisa saw the body of Fru Holm and it seemed to her that for
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the first time she saw the real Fru Holm.
A face is always a mask. Like make-up, we put on a smile, an amicable expression. We model it according to
our will until it expresses not what we are but what we strive and pretend to be.
But there is nothing so intimate, nothing so shamelessly indiscreet as a naked body.
A body tells everything. The body of Fru Holm was yellow, with wrinkled skin hanging in large folds, with
flat, superfluous breasts. It was an old, unnecessary body which had already fulfilled its role.
It seemed dead.
That is what it means to be old, Annalisa thought, and it was in this moment that the vague fear became so
terribly concrete.
She knew everything. She knew it would come, old age and death, it would come so soon that she would not
even realize it. The years that divided her from age and death dwindled. There was nothing protecting her from
old age, nothing but her body.
As long as it was: strong and beautiful, as long as her skin was soft and white, her muscles hard and elastic, her
breasts full and round, so long was she young, no longer.
Annalisa examined her body carefully. The arms were white, the legs long and slim, but the throat with its
almost invisible wrinkles, showed that Annalisa was approaching thirty.
I am twenty-eight, she thought; how much more time have I?
She thought about her mother, who was an old woman when she was only forty. But her mother had worked all
her life and she never knew how to take care of herself or how to have a good time.
I shall be smart, she thought. I shall not waste myself working for other Fru Holm-people. I shall have money
to take care of myself and enjoy myself.
There was only one way Annalisa knew of having money and a good time—men. But just now Annalisa was
having a difficult time. Her boyfriend, not the first and not the only one but still a boyfriend, had gone to America,
and Annalisa was left alone to spend long evenings in her shabby room, filled with the fear that grew stronger and
stronger.
It was a hard time for her, a bad time. And Annalisa was not one to be resigned to lonely evenings. When you
were smart enough and a little attractive you could have men easily.
Annalisa dressed vividly, applied her make-up carefully but lavishly. Soon she had begun to go out frequently.
It did not improve her reputation, but Annalisa was not bothered by that. For her it was enough to be with men, to
feel their eyes upon her, to know herself desired and necessary and, what meant most, not to be alone in the long
nights.
Yes, Annalisa was satisfied, and in the morning, smelling of face cream, her hair dressed after the latest
fashion, she entered Fru Holm’s room and looked at the book defiantly.
*
It was then that she began to pity Landrodinna.
She pitied not so much Fru Holm as herself, the Annalisa of a not-too-distant and terrible future. This, however, was quite subconscious, and Annalisa, who was not retrospecttive, only thought, Poor old thing, and swept
her room more carefully.
It was Fru Holm who made the first overture. She had watched Annalisa covertly. Then, one day, seeing Annalisa standing before her collection of pictures, she began to explain them to her.
She had pictures of her daughter, of her son and of her grandchildren at all ages, on all conceivable occasions
and in all possible poses.
“That is my daughter at her confirmation,” said Fru Holm. “And this is my son at his graduation. He is a university professor in Uppsala,” she added, unable to conceal her pride. Annalisa pretended to be interested.
“Oh, how cute! Here she looks like an angel,” she exclaimed dutifully.
Fru Holm did not pay much attention to her exclamations. She was satisfied to have someone to talk to.
“This is my daughter’s house,” she said at last, showing Annalisa a picture of a brand-new ultramodern house.
“How beautiful!” said Annalisa, and, just to say something, asked,
“Wouldn’t it be nicer for Landrodinna to live there?”
Fru Holm looked at Annalisa. For a while she was silent, and then said:
“My daughter … the doctor,” she corrected herself, “thinks it’s much better for me to stay here.”
She sat down in her armchair and took out her crocheting. She had made dozens of white handkerchiefs, a
whole drawerful.
“Wouldn’t you like to have some, Fruken?” she had asked once.
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“Of course, it would be so nice to have a present from Landrodinna,” answered Annalisa and from that time on
she left the room again and again with a couple of handkerchiefs in her pocket.
They were ugly. The crocheting around them was uneven. Fru Holm’s eyes were getting very bad, and Annalisa never used the handkerchiefs. But whenever she got them she smiled with sincere as well as professional
kind-ness.
“Thanks a lot, they are really so nice.”
Days passed, Christmas was coming. Fru Holm began to show signs of great and joyful excitement.
“I am going to visit my daughter and I shall stay there for a whole week,” she told everybody.
She cleaned and mended her things, not because they needed it but in order to make the expedition more
festive.
She went out daily to buy presents for her family. She also asked Fru Lundstrom, the famous cook, for a recipe
for plum pudding she wanted to make for Barbara and Lasse.
One week before Christmas Fru Magnusson called her.
“Hello, dear, how are you?” asked Fru Holm, and then stood at the telephone with her lips parted, saying from
time to time,
“Yes … I see … yes …”
On the other end of the line Fru Magnusson was explaining painstakingly how awfully sorry she was but how
she really could not help it that Olaf, at the last moment, had changed his plans.
“You see,” she said, “he decided it would be much better for the children if we went to the mountains for the
two weeks and had real snow and sunshine. He wants us to leave a week before Christmas. I am terribly sorry,
Mother, but this place is so high and you, with your blood pressure, cannot possibly go up there.”
Fru Magnusson was sincere in her regret. She even had tried to persuade him to stay at home, at least for the
holy days, but Herr Magnusson did not belong to that class of people who let themselves be convinced by anybody, and least of all by their own wives.
“I am sure you will have a nice time,” said Fru Magnusson into the mouthpiece. “I think it is even better that
you don’t have to travel in this terrible weather. I shall come tomorrow with the children to say goodby,” she
finished, and Barbara shouted that she wanted a doll which could sleep for her Christmas present.
Fru Holm threw out the recipe for the plum pudding and stopped cleaning and mending her things.
Although she got a wonderful mink scarf from her daughter and a string of pearls from her son in Uppsala, she
seemed, on Christmas Eve, more indifferent, more remote than usual.
*
Shortly after Christmas, the paralyzed Fru Sogenstrom died and was replaced by Fru Hagen, a general’s widow, who taught the ladies a new method of playing bridge.
The interest in Fru Holm, already vanishing anyway, disappeared completely. Nobody paid much attention to
her and nobody noticed that anything was wrong with her.
She was not ill but she became more silent. She never went out, although spring was coming and the days were
warm and lovely, and as often as she dared to, she asked Sister Bertha to send dinner to her room.
She no longer changed her dress for visitors, and often when her daughter called, she asked Sister Bertha to
send her regards and say that she was resting.
Doctor Jensen examined her carefully but could not find anything wrong.
“I guarantee you, dear Landrodinna, you will dance at the wedding of your great-granddaughter,” he promised.
But to Sister Bertha he added that Fru Holm would benefit by fresh air and exercise. That is how Annalisa
came to be given the task of taking Fru Holm to the park.
*
At first, Fru Holm refused, but Sister Bertha and Annalisa insisted so much that she gave in. She took out her
old-fashioned black coat, not used since the day she went to buy the Christmas presents, and they left. It was a
warm, sunny April day and the park was full of people.
“All the benches here are taken. Let’s go to the playground,” said Annalisa.
They crossed the park and sat down between two big chestnut trees.
Annalisa took out a dress she was lengthening. Fru Holm had her inevitable crocheting, and so they sat, working quietly. A soft wind gently cooled Annalisa’s cheeks and the yellow sunken face of Fru Holm. The sun was
warm but mild. The branches, covered with the transparent, shy green of early spring, swayed slowly in the
breeze. A man with balloons came, and the green, red and violet globes shone in the sun like a bunch of fantastic
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fruit. Somewhere in a nearby alley an organ was playing an old waltz.
“Isn’t it lovely here?” asked Annalisa proudly, as if the beautiful day were her personal accomplishment. Fru
Holm only nodded, and again they sat in silence. .
Two girls with round freckled faces were playing near by in the sand. Suddenly one of them, trying to get out
of the sand pile, stumbled and fell. Immediately, Fru Holm jumped to her feet. She lifted the crying child, dipped
the half-crocheted handkerchief in water and washed the bleeding knee.
“It’s all right now,” she whispered to the child. The terrified mother came running.
“Thank you, madam,” she said. “Anna, say thank you to the lady,” she added to the child.
The girl reached her hand toward Fru Holm. For a while the dirty small thing rested in her thin bony hand.
Warmth and life were flowing from it.
“Come, Anna, let’s go,” said the mother.
The girl withdrew her hand. The warm, happy feeling was gone. Fru Holm was sitting on the bench but she
didn’t go on with her crocheting.
“Let’s go,” she said.
“We still have time,” protested Annalisa, who had not finished fixing her dress.
“I am tired,” answered Fru Holm, and they left.
“Welcome home, welcome,” said Sister Bertha, as if they were returning from a long journey. “Wasn’t it nice
to get a little fresh air?”
But Fru Holm did not answer, only asked to have lunch sent to her room.
*
In the afternoon Fru Magnusson came. She wore a new spring suit and a new hat with a cluster of roses in the
front.
“How is my mother?” she asked Sister Bertha.
“Fine, fine. Dr. Jensen is very satisfied with her. Her heart is as strong as a young girl’s. Her blood pressure is a
little too high, but at her age …”
“She has had it for years,” agreed Fru Magnusson and went into her mother’s room.
Fru Holm was lying on the sofa.
“I am tired,” she apologized. “I went for a walk.”
“That is fine, Mother. It’s such a lovely day. By the way, how do you like my new hat?” asked Fru Magnusson.
“Very nice indeed.”
“And the roses. There aren’t too many?”
“Let me see,” replied Fru Holm.
There was a moment of silence. Fru Holm cleared her throat as if preparing herself for something and said:
“Ranghild, I want to talk to you.”
“Yes, Mother. Has anything happened?”
“No … yes … Ranghild,” she said with a sudden decision, “I don’t want to live here any longer.”
“But Mother … what has happened?” Fru Magnusson was really terrified.
“Nothing, nothing has happened. Only I can’t stand it any longer.”
“But please tell me what’s the matter. Was somebody unkind to you?”
“No, that’s not the reason. Try to understand, Ranghild …” Fru Holm stopped in the middle, unable to find
words.
“Then what can be wrong? Everybody likes you here. Dr. Jensen is very satisfieda—”
“Dr. Jensen,” interrupted Fru Holm angrily. “I don’t need a doctor. I am not ill, Ranghild. I don’t have to live in
a hospital.”
“This is not a hospital,” protested Fru Magnusson. “This is … just a boarding-house.”
“All the same, I can’t live like this. There is nothing to do. The day is so long—”
“But you have so much company here. All the ladies, Baroness, Fraken Larsson. They’re so nice.”
“They are nice,” admitted Fru Holm. “Each of them, but not together. They should not put so many old people
together.” She stopped, and then spoke slowly, as if with effort.
“They have all the same peculiarities, the same troubles, until they can’t think about anything else, just that.”
“But, Mother,” interrupted Fru Magnusson. “It’s only natural. People of each generation stick to each other. I
don’t insist upon being in the company of Agnes and her friends.”
“I know,” agreed Fru Holm, “you don’t. But maybe it would be better if the people of each generation did not
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stick so much to each other. I don’t know, Ranghild,” and her voice was tired, “maybe I’m not right, but I can’t
stand it here. I don’t sleep at night.”
“Why don’t you take some sleeping pills?” asked Fru Magnusson. “You are overexcited, that is the trouble.”
“No, I am not. I only need something to do. I’d like to work—”
“To work!” Fru Magnusson shrugged her shoulders. “At your age! You know you shouldn’t work now. Dr.
Jensen—”
“Dr. Jensen! I know better what is good for me!” Fru Holm’s voice became a fervent whisper. “Please let me
come and live with you. I won’t be a burden.”
“Who ever said you were a burden?” Fru Magnusson replied indignantly. “It’s for your own good that I want
you to be here. The children are so noisy—”
“The children,” repeated Fru Holm. “I miss thern. It’s been such a long time.”
“I know, Mother,” Fru Magnusson felt a little guilty, “but now with spring I shall come often with them—”
“No, those visits, they’re really nothing. If I could live with them—”
“Mother, for goodness’ sake, be sensible.” Fru Magnusson was searching for an argument. Poor Mother, she
thought. But how can she live with us? Olaf is opposed to it. He says she spoils the children, and we don’t even
have a room for her.
“Please try to understand what is good for you,” she said clearly and slowly as if she were talking to a child.
“And apart from anything else, where would you sleep?” Fru Magnusson became excited and talked so loudly
that Annalisa, who was just passing the room, could hear every word.
“You know how small the house is, only five rooms. When Agnes comes she has to sleep in the living-room.
After all, you have to have your own room.”
“Yes, I know.” Fru Holm hesitated for a while. “But the small room downstairs?”
“But that is where the maid sleeps!”
“I know,” said Fru Holm. She moved closer to her daughter and went on excitedly:
“Ranghild, perhaps you could find somebody for the day only. I shall help you in the evenings. Then I could
have that room.”
“No, Mother, now you’re really getting childish. You, in the maid’s room! It doesn’t even have a bathroom.
And then how could I find somebody who wouldn’t want to sleep in? Now it’s different. You can’t put the maid in
the kitchen. If you knew the pretensions they have. Their own room, a radio … and after all, in the evening we
always have company. Olaf’s business friends come for supper. No, Mother. I simply must have some help. Please
be sensible.”
“Yes,” said Fru Holm slowly. “I am sensible. You are right. 1 didn’t realize it before.”
Fru Magnusson looked at her wrist watch.
“I must be going,” she said. “Please don’t worry. The main thing is that you feel well and look well. And the
next time I shall come with the children. Good-by, and tell the girl to give the flowers enough water.” She opened
the door and, seeing Annalisa, who pretended to be just coming out of the kitchen, added:
“Here she is. Good-by, Mother.” Annalisa brought the vase and arranged the flowers as beautifully as she
could.
“How nice they are,” she commented.
“What?” asked Fru Holm, as if awakening from a dream.
“The peonies.”
“Yes, very nice. Thank you, Fruken. And here are some cream cakes. Perhaps Fruken would like them? They
are too sweet for me.”
“Yes, of course. Thank you very much, madam,” said Annalisa. She wanted to add something, but didn’t know
what, and so without a word left the room.
*
Fru Holm never went to the park again. She sat on the small green square in the yard.
“I don’t feel like going out,” she told Annalisa.
Annalisa didn’t insist too much either. After all, she had her own troubles.
There was Eric, with whom she went out quite often. It is easy to understand why Annalisa spent very little
time in Fru Holm’s room.
One day she found Fru Holm unusually excited. She was walking to and fro in her room and hardly answered
Annalisa’s good morning. Her book and crocheting lay untouched on the table.
Something must have happened, thought Annalisa, but she did not dare to inquire. After a while Fru Holm sat
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down, took a letter from her bag and told Annalisa:
“My granddaughter is going to be engaged.”
“Congratulations,” said Annalisa.
“Thank you,” replied Fru Holm, and for the sixth time she reread the letter. It was from Fru Magnusson, who
was spending early May in Uppsala.
Dear Mother,

she read, and impatiently skipped a few lines. Yes, here it was.
… And so Agnes will become engaged next week. His name is Gustav Stensen and he is from an old, rich family.
Agnes has known him for a year. I never considered it seriously …

She has known him for a year, thought Fru Holm, and Ranghild didn’t even mention it to me. And Agnes. I
almost brought her up, and she didn’t even write me about it.
She sat motionless and then began to walk again.
Her face was tense and hostile. Her lips tightened into a bitter grimace.
Why didn’t she bring him to meet me? she wondered. She could have left school for one day. She could have
introduced him to me, saying, Grandma, I want you to meet my future husband. I wouldn’t have said anything. I
wouldn’t have criticized him even if I had not liked him.
Even Ranghild could have told me before.
They never tell me anything, as if I were dead already.
She felt exhausted. Her head was aching, her; cheeks were burning, but when she touched her face it was icy.
She sat down in the armchair, the letter still clutched in her hand. A picture fell from it to the floor. Annalisa
picked it up. For a moment she looked at the young girl in a light summer dress and at the boy in a white student’s
cap.
“What a nice picture,” she said. “Shall I bring a frame for it?”
“No, I don’t need any frame,” said Fru Holm bitterly. She took the picture and put it on the table so carelessly
that it soon was on the floor again.
The next morning, Annalisa met Dr. Jensen at the door.
“Why so early? What has happened?” she asked astonished.
“Fru Holm,” said Dr. Jensen, but he didn’t finish because the elevator came and he ran to catch it.
“What’s the matter with Fru Holm?” she asked Sister Bertha.
“She had a stroke last night, quite suddenly. We hardly had time to call Dr. Jensen. It was all over almost
immediately.”
“All over,” repeated Annalisa, and slowly entered the room.
It was the first time she had seen Fru Holm in bed. She looked no different. The white hair lay smoothly on the
temples. Her face was very quiet, only her lips were not full any longer. They were closed in a straight, severe
line. The room looked as if nothing had happened. The crocheting and the book were lying on the table. The collection of pictures stood on the bureau. In the middle, in a prominent spot, Annalisa saw the picture of Agnes and
her fiancé.
The whole family came to the funeral, Fru Magnusson and her husband, with the children, and the son from
Uppsala who had put off an important lecture. Only Agnes could not come; she had an examination.
Carlsson’s Convalescent Home was properly represented. The ladies were very much impressed; firstly, they
felt sorry for poor Landrodinna, and then because they considered the death of one of them, and not even the
oldest one, as a break of discipline, a desertion.
“She was only seventy-two,” said Fruken Larsson, and in those words were pity, fear and reproach.
Sister Bertha was very sympathetic and correct in her dark nurse’s uniform which she had had for years. (She
used it only for Easter, Christmas and funerals.
Even Annalisa was there, as usual, a little out of place in her black, low-cut dress. But Annalisa was going out
in the evening, and the dress had to be suitable for both occasions. She was in a hurry and was a little annoyed
when, after the funeral, Fru Magnusson approached her.
“I want to thank you,” she said. “Mother always told me how nice you were to her.”
“There is nothing to thank me for,” answered Annalisa shortly, and she turned to go.
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“I want to ask you something,” Fru Magnusson said. “I saw you work so hard in the Home. If you’d like to
come to me, I would pay well. There isn’t much to do. You will have your own room with a radio. Would Fruken
come?”
“No,” answered Annalisa. Then she looked straight into Fru Magnusson’s eyes and spat out the words in a low,
distinct voice:
“You bitch!”
45.144 Excerpt from Survival And Memory: “Acting Humanely”\fn{by Itaka Frajman Zygmuntowicz (1926Ciechanow, Ciechanow County, Masovian Voivodeship, Poland (F) 2

)}

… We didn’t have built-in closets like we have now. Then we had what we called a French armoire. It was a
tall chest that reached from the floor almost to the ceiling, and it had two doors. The right side was used for the
wardrobe, and the other side had shelves and was for linen. The very highest had hats laying there.
But, for some reason, the part where we had the wardrobe was always locked. When I was a child, still a
preschooler, I used to be so curious about what was in the closet. Why was it locked? I never saw it open, and I
couldn’t imagine what was in it.
I used to play all kinds of games trying to guess. Maybe a treasure, or maybe a skeleton. I even went so far as
to think that maybe I was adopted and they locked up the papers because they were afraid that I would find out.
One day mother said:
“Itka, come, I want to show you something.”
And I remember I was so excited with anticipation and curiosity and so frightened simultaneously to find out
what was in that closet. She took out the key and opened it.
“Look my child.”
It was old leather-bound books—a whole closet of books. My mother was afraid the children might tear the
books. She took out a book, and she said:
“When you learn to read, you will discover a treasure here. You will be with the greatest minds. You can sit in
Ciechanow, Poland, and you will see the whole world, and you will travel through the ages.”
She took out a book. She took me on her knee. I can remember today—we sat near the window on a chair, and
she started to read stories, and this became a daily ritual. And this gave me so much closeness to my mother.
Because when we read she held me on her lap and I felt the warmth of the relationship and the story. I was a very
curious child, and my mother always encouraged that curiosity …
Every morning when I got up, my grandmother would say prayers with me, along with grace after every meal,
and every evening. From early childhood on, my parents and grandmother stressed the importance of menschlekhkeit—which in English means acting humanely. Whenever I did something wrong, my parents or grandmother
always used to correct me by saying:
“This isn’t menschlekhkeit, Itka.”
What I liked most about my grandmother was that she never took me for granted. I remember that whenever I
did a little errand for her she would thank me many times over. Then, when I would say, “Grandmother, it is just a
little thing,” she would say,
“Yes my little child, but kindness and menschlekhkeit are not little things.”
I remember once I came home crying bitterly because, as I was walking home ftom school, a group of nonJewish kids who I did not even know attacked me. When I came home, my mother asked me:
“Why are you crying, Itka?”
And I told her. She tried to comfort me. Later she looked at me, and she asked me:
“What did you do, my child?” And I said:
“Nothing.” And my mother said with assurance:
“Well, then you have nothing to cry about. Your menschlekhkeit does not depend on how others treat you but
on how you treat others.”
That was very comforting to me, but, when I looked back, it was also very confusing. I believed that I must
never hurt or shame anyone. Therefore, I was not sure how I should defend myself when somebody hurt me. That
was a big conflict. It took many years after the Holocaust to work this out within me.
What I didn’t realize—what my parents did not make clear but in retrospect I can understand—is that there is a
difference between hurting someone and defending yourself.
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This I found out much later.
*
Whatever I said or did, my family measured our behavior by the yardstick of menschlekhkeit. Is it just? Is it
correct? Is it the proper, moral way to behave? They always used to say:
“It is not menschlekhkeit, Itka.”
I used to cringe when they told me this, but as I grew older, as I realize now, I started to measure myself by this
yardstick.
I recall when I was a little girl a poor man came one day to our door and asked my grandmother for alms. My
grandmother gave me a few coins and asked me to give them to the man waiting at the door. I looked with
curiosity at the money in my hand and asked my grandmother with astonishment:
“Grandma, so much money?” My grandmother smiled and said:
“My child, you have only what you choose to give away.”
My grandmother was a very warm, caring, and compassionate woman, and was very religious. When I
questioned her proverb, “You only have what you give away,” she answered:
“My child, I only give away what God and my parents have given me. We are all givers and takers of life.”
My grandmother of blessed memory has been dead for many years, but I can still feel her, sweet and loving.
Death is only a physical separation, while love and remembrance are a spiritual union. Only the flesh is mortal,
but words and deeds like God are immortal. The words and deeds of every person who has walked this earth
before us is still influencing our destiny even though we can no longer influence theirs. Since Adam and Eve,
people influence each other for both good and evil …
*
I became aware that there is a destiny that others choose for us and a destiny that we choose for ourselves. We
can choose how to live, and we can choose to protect life or destroy it.
For nearly six years, chronic hunger, terror, and death were my steady companions. I am one of a handful of
Jewish Holocaust survivors of Auschwitz concentration camps and the sole survivor of my murdered family of
blessed memory.
The only member of our household in Ciechanow, Poland, who was privileged to die of old age and have a
proper Jewish burial was my maternal widowed grandmother. I was grief stricken when my beloved grandmother
died, but now I am grateful that she was spared all the suffering that I had to endure.
All on earth that I loved and held sacred I lost in the Holocaust, including nearly six precious years of my life.
All on earth that I had left after liberation from Malchow, Germany, was my skeletal body, minus my hair, minus my monthly cycle, a tattered concentration camp shift dress without undergarments, a pair of beaten up unmatched wooden clogs, plus my “badge of honor,” a large blue number 25673 that the Nazis tattooed on my left
forearm on the date of my initiation to Auschwitz inferno.
I was homeless, stateless, penniless, jobless, orphaned, and bereaved.
I could not speak or understand Swedish, I had no marketable skills and only seven grades of public school and
several grades of Hebrew school.
Unlike my non-Jewish fellow survivors, I could not go back home to my beloved family, relatives, and friends
and resume my former life as they did.
Jewish homes, Jewish families, and Jewish communities were destroyed.
I was a displaced person, a stranger; alive, but with no home to live in.
I had no one to love me, to miss me, to comfort me, or to guide me.
*
My childhood world was gone, but not from my heart and mind.
Nothing dies as long as it is remembered and transmitted from person to person, from generation to generation.
Or, as my beloved grandmother used to say:
“My child, you only have what you choose to give away!” …
46.223 Excerpt from The Quest For Christa T.\fn{by Christa Wolf (1929-2011)} Gorzów Wielkopolski, Gorzow
Wielkopolski County, Lubusz Voivodeship, Poland (F) 3
… The year is over. The law comes into effect which reminds us to let it go, and we have to abide by that law.
Just this one scene, though, which comes up out of memory with such difficulty .
Writing means making things large. Did she say this, or is memory playing me false? For every statement one
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needs the place where it was uttered and the moment to match it. Small and petty things, she says, can take care of
themselves.
Yes: twilight. I know: morning twilight. The smell of cigarette smoke which must have awakened me. The wall
of books on which my glance first falls and which I can’t immediately recognize. She’s sitting there at the roll-top
desk, which is covered with Justus’s papers, in her faded red dressing gown, and she’s writing:
The Big Hope, or
The Difficulty of Saying “I.”
When I got up I saw the sheet of paper there with my own eyes; but now it has disappeared. Writing means
making things large. Yes, it’s possibly so: she didn’t say it, I read it.
Not disturbing you, am I? she says.
Go on sleeping, if you like.
*
I’m disinclined to believe that I really was asleep. Even if up to this moment I’d forgotten that morning, as one
commonly forgets dreams. Even if it makes me mistrustful, coming back to me just now in all clarity and certainty, appearing the way only the most desirable inventions do.
She’d certainly agree to that, for she knew the power that inventions have over us. That morning, the first of
the New Year, when she was so wide awake and I was so sleepy, we might have talked about many things, but my
mind was too much at rest. I was cradled in the certainty that much was still reversible and attainable, as long as
one didn’t lose patience and faith in oneself.
An untidy confidence had me in its clutches; I believed that all would be well. Only her face, as she leaned
over the sheet of paper, seemed strange. Yes, I said—the way one says things, between sleeping and waking,
which one doesn’t ordinarily say: the same face. I once saw you blowing a trumpet, eighteen years ago.
Curious, she seemed to know. Her secret, which I’d been looking for all the time we’d known one another, was
a secret no longer. What she wanted, in her innermost depths, what she dreamed of and what she’d long ago
begun to do, now lay open before me, incontestable and beyond the shadow of a doubt.
It seems to me now that we’d known it all along. She certainly hadn’t kept the secret fearfully, it was just that
she hadn’t intruded upon it. Her long hesitation, her experiments with various forms of living, her amateurishness
in various realms, all these pointed in the same direction, if only you had the eyes to see.
She was trying out the possibilities of life until nothing should be left: that much was understandable.
*
Among her papers are various fragments written in the third person: she, with whom she associated herself,
whom she was careful not to name, for what name could she have given her? She, who knows she must always be
new, and see anew, over and over again; and who can do what she must wish to do. She, who knows only the
present and won’t let herself be deprived of the right to lie according to the laws of her own being.
I understand the secret of the third person, who is there without being tangible and who, when circumstances
favor her, can bring down more reality upon herself than the first person: I.
The difficulty of saying “I.”
Was I really asleep? I saw her go by, in all her forms; saw suddenly behind all her transformations the meaning; understood that it’s inept to wish for her to arrive and stay anywhere. And I say something to this effect in
half sleep. Anyway, she smiles, smokes her cigarette, and writes.
Everything takes a terribly long time with me, she says; but by now we’re standing in the small village shop
where Justus is having his car repaired, and the wind sweeps through the half-open door, and we ask ourselves at
the same moment what this monotonous hammering in the corner and this howling of the wind have to do with
our conversation, which concerns time, for I find we haven’t got as much time as she takes. But she’s suddenly
more distinct than she ever was before; and to all of us she gives time for the taking, as long as we know what it’s
for.
And you know? She smiles. Go on sleeping, she says. Then I’m not tired any more either.
We walk through the town—red row of barns, church, pharmacy, store, café. It’s evening, cold. We’re carrying
string bags with bottles in them. We look through the windows of the houses we’re passing.
She knows how the people live who are sitting there beneath the small colored dim standard lamps that have
become fashionable in recent years.
She knows the taste of the saute\fn{Fried} potatoes which are eaten here in the evenings.
She understands what the women unwittingly reveal to her, the women who are now closing their doors for the
start of the New Year holiday.
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She tells me stories which are curiously true, although they don’t actually happen; but her heroes have the
name of the family now gathering before our eyes beneath the electric candles on the Christmas tree, to eat blood
sausage and sauerkraut.
*
Christa T. swears that behind the smooth satisfied faces of the parents, of the little boy and the big girl, lurk
exactly the same thoughts as the ones which she, in her story, is turning into deeds.
Write, Krischan, why don’t you write?
Oh well, she says, well, you know …
She was afraid of the imprecision and ineptness of words. She knew that they do harm, the insidious harm of
by-passing life, which she fears almost more than the great catastrophes.
She thought life can be wounded by what one says. I know this from Kostia’s letter: she must have confessed
as much to him, and he alludes to it, having himself now left the irresponsible realm of a merely verbal existence.
We’re walking up the stairs to her house, have turned the key in the lock, can hear jazz in the living room and
Anna singing softly in the kitchen.
As a matter of fact, Christa T. says, perhaps there are one or two things I’ve got in mind.
I ask Justus.
Yes, he says. I know. She means her sketches. Around the Lake, she called them. The lake by our house. The
villages around. Their story. She visited the local church archives and looked at their documents. It was to be the
life of the present, sharply outlined against the background of history. The peasants told her everything, I don’t
know how she got them to. You should have seen her at the co-operative dance; it was just before she had to go
away. She didn’t refuse a single dance, but during the intervals she sat at the bar and drew them out—she had the
stories coming out of their ears. They didn’t need to be asked, because they saw that she wasn’t putting them on or
acting up but really did almost fall off her stool from laughing when they told her about the gravedigger
Hinrichsen’s wedding. She made notes; you’ll find them.
*
I didn’t find them.
Also I didn’t find the sheet of paper she’d been writing on that strange morning, which I’d looked at when she
was called away by the children and I got up. What I saw wasn’t a continuous text, to be sure, only a few notes,
and I couldn’t figure out the connections. After the curious sentence about the difficulty of saying “I,” came the
words:
“Facts! Stick to the facts.” And underneath, in brackets:
But what are facts?
Facts are the traces left in us by events. That was her view, Gertrud Born says, now Genrud Dolling. She felt
more and more certain about it, I know, the more she thought about it. You see, she was one-sided, of course she
was.
Why of course, Genrud Born?
Then she looks at me as if I didn’t understand the simplest things. How could everything that happens become
a fact for each individual person? She simply sought out the facts that suited her best—as everyone does, she
quietly said. Another thing: she had a craving for honesty.
O la la, says Blasing, and he even wags a menacing finger: our eternal dreamer! It was Blasing himself who
suggested the game we played that New Year’s night between two and three in the morning, when nobody was
taking things seriously any more. First he asked the question: what is indispensable for the survival of mankind?
Each person wrote his answer on the back of one of Justus’s milk-quota forms, folded it and passed it to the next
person.
I know her handwriting and afterwards I looked to see what her answer was. Conscience—there it was in her
handwriting. Imagination.
It was then that Blasing wagged his finger. O la la, she’d taken it seriously; but she wasn’t going to justify
herself. She also didn’t deny that the exploitation of all the earth’s energy resources. No, who’d contradict Blasing
on such a point?
Gunter walks up to him. Gunter sitting with us on the stairs at the university, it’s nighttime, a fragrance from
the lime trees, what are the lime trees doing here?
*
The order of things is finally falling apart. What I’d like is a little more order, I say, and a little more vision.
Then she looks across to me as I lie sleeping there, laughs again, but says quite seriously:
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Me too.
If only one could believe you mean it, says Gunter anxiously, who can tell what you’re up to?
Then she’s astonished, you can see it in her eyes, which withdraw while we go on talking and talking. The
puny ego, we say scornfully, sitting on our stairs. The old Adam,\fn{ A note reads: In the Old Testament, the father of
humankind; according to Christian theology, he is superceded by Christ, who as the new Adam is without sin } we’ve finished him off.
She says nothing, thinks, thinks, I now know, for years on end until finally, one night in our loggia in Berlin,
with the S-Bahn trains thundering by, she says what she thinks: I really don’t know. There must be some
misunderstanding. All this trouble, just to make sure that every one of us gets to be different—and all so as to get
rid of that difference in time too?
I can’t accept that, she says, I can’t believe in it.
Why not?
Because one can decide, in certain realms, to regard one thing as true and another as false. Just as people
decided, at some time or other, to believe in the good nature of man, because it was helpful to believe it, as a
working hypothesis.
*
Then she talked to me about her students. We were walking from the Marx-Engels Platz to the Alexanderplatz.
We stood by the newsstand and let the hundreds of faces go by; we bought the last anemones at the flower shop.
Perhaps we’re a bit drunk with springtime, I said. But she insisted she was sober and that she knew what she
was saying. She said we had a right to invent, to think out inventions that should be audacious but never careless.
Because nothing can become reality unless it has been thought out beforehand.\fn{ Which is why the twenty-odd
years allowed for the development of the mechanical seed drill and the contrivances necessary to use coke instead of coal to smelt iron
ore:H}

She was all for reality, that’s why she loved the time when real changes were being made. She loved to open up
new senses for the sense of a new thing: she wanted to teach her students to be valuable to themselves.
*
I know that she once lost control when one of them looked at her with big eyes and innocently asked:
Why?
She kept coming back to this: the fact that she hadn’t been able to give an answer tormented her for a long
time. Was she thinking of this when she wrote, that morning, while I slept, on her piece of paper:
The goal-fullness. Joy. Hard to put a name to it.
*
Nothing could be more inappropriate than pity or regret.
She did live.
She was all there. She was always scared of getting stuck; her shyness and her timidity were the reverse side of
her passion for wishing. Now out she came, calm even in the unfulfillment of her wishes, for she had the strength
to say:
Not yet.
She carried many lives around with her, storing them in herself; and in herself she stored many times as well,
times in which she lived partially unknown, as was the case in her “real” time; and what is not possible in one
time becomes real in another. But she called all her various times, serenely:
Our time.
Writing means making things large. Pulling ourselves together, let’s see her writ large. One’s wishes are only
what one is capable of. Thus her deep and persistent wish guarantees the secret existence of her work: this long
and never-ending journey toward oneself.
The difficulty of saying “I.”
*
If I were to have to invent her, I wouldn’t change her.
I’d let her live, among ourselves, whom she, with uncommon knowing, chose as her companions in life.
I’d let her sit at the desk, one morning in the twilight, noting the experiences into which the facts of real life
had crystallized in her.
I’d let her stand up when the children called. Not quench the thirst she always feels. Give her, when she needs
it, confidence that her strength was still on the increase; she needed nothing more.
I’d gather around her people who were important to her.
I’d let her finish the few pages she wanted to leave us, and which, unless we’re not utterly deceived, would
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have been news from the inmost being, that deepest level of being which is harder to reach than the underside of
the earth’s crust, harder to reach than the stratosphere, because it is more safely guarded: by each one of us.
I’d have let her live. So that I could sit, as I did that morning, again and again at her table. For Justus who’s
bringing the coffee pot in, for the children who are speechless with joy because their favorite pastries are on their
plates.
*
Then the sun rose, red and cold.
There was snow on the ground.
We took our time over breakfast.
Stay a while, Christa T. said; but we drove off.
If I’d been allowed to invent us, I’d have given us time to stay.
199.53 Excerpt from City Of Many Days\fn{by Shulameth Hareven (1930-2003)} Warsaw, Warsaw County, Masovian
Voivodeship, Poland (F) 3
Sara’s father had never met Morality in person, and so could be forgiven his neglect of it.
Even in the Jerusalem of the early century, which was a passionate city of passionate quarters, Don Isaac
Amarillo was considered an exceptionally passionate man who was unable to resist the general sweetness of
things, such as the pure breeze that whistled down the oboes of the alleyways when a heat wave suddenly broke,
driving before it sun-bronzed women, all colors of children, the smell of jasmine crying out in Arab courtyards
from an overdose of evening, dusty shepherds returning from the city’s fields with lambs on their shoulders, a
fragrance of arak, thyme, and repose.
At such times his defenses were down; tears of utter helplessness flooded his good-natured, nearsighted eyes;
he grew weaker than a baby; and he was capable of taking every cent that he had, his own soul had anyone
requested it, tying it in one of his not always immaculate handkerchiefs, and giving it away.
One might compare him then to a big, kind Gulliver with a horde of children perched on his hat brim, tweaking
his ears to make him run and stamping their feet on his forehead for the fun of it
And when summertime came, bringing the wild red rut of watermelons piled high in the market by the Jaffa
Gate, along the path that led down to the Hebron road from the Old City wall, he was at the mercy of the first
woman who came along.
*
Perhaps it was just such a time, at the break of a heat wave, when life began to flow again through the narrow
streets as though blown out of a bellows, that saw him dry the face of Hanna, a young socialist pioneer from
Russia who had come to live in Jerusalem, in the new part of Bet Yisrael. As her tears proved too much for him,
he came back again and again, until she bore him a son whom she named Tanhum.
Don Isaac Amarillo promptly acknowledged his paternity. Indeed, he might have acknowledged it if he hadn’t
been the father too, for how was a man like him to abandon an unclaimed baby, and a little boy at that?
A white tropical hat on his head, he stood proud and penitent in the doorway of Hanna’s room, holding a
bouquet of flowers. For a while he felt obliged to live with her in Bet Yisrael, so as to stand by her when taunted
by the neighbors over the shameful consequences of his own too fond heart.
But the neighbors were young socialists too: they went about unkempt, wore tattered Russian blouses, worked
at their printing press until all hours of the night, and couldn’t have cared less about the origins and ancestry of
Hanna’s squalling child.
*
Three months after Hanna gave birth to Tanhum, Don Isaac was summoned home, where his wife, Gracia, had
given birth too, to a second daughter named Ofra. Once again he stood proud and penitent in a doorway with a
bouquet in one hand.
This time it was his own wife’s tears that proved too much for him.
He moved back home.
*
Eventually Hanna took Tanhum and went to live in a village near the coast, where she taught school for a living—whereupon Don Isaac’s escapades might have come to an end, had not a strange young woman turned up in
Jerusalem several years later.
A small, slender thing surrounded by bundles and suitcases, she arrived in a gigantic hat that resembled a
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wagon wheel and a white muslin dress, chattering away in loud French. Rumor had it she was the daughter of a
French count and countess. Since Don Isaac was one of the heads of the Jewish community, she appeared before
him in his office one morning with a roll of pictures under one arm, looking like a starched hornet.
The story she told was a strange one.
The pictures, she said, were painted by her late mother, and her one desire was for Don Isaac to help her
arranger une exposition, that is, a public showing, in Jerusalem.
Dipping her lips in a little coffee, she explained, seated opposite him: she was the daughter of a French count
and countess who traveled to Lebanon and lived there for a while until, compelled one day to return to France on
family business, they left her behind with their Arab servant and his wife. The two of them tragically perished at
sea and she became an orphan.
Don Isaac was so overcome with compassion that his tongue clucked unconsciously in his mouth. The more it
clucked, the less he was able to stop it, for the tale went from bad to worse.
The servant and his wife brought the girl up, but they were vulgar, common people with whom it was impossible for her to live any longer. Not only that, it was just her luck that as she matured—and her benefactor, Don
Isaac, could see for himself that she wasn’t exactly unattractive—her servant-guardian began making advances to
her until she didn’t have a moment’s peace.
She packed up a few of her belongings, just a smattering of what she owned, took her mother’s paintings,
which were her most precious possessions, and fled.
Don Isaac wiped his eyes. He would be only too happy, he declared, to come to her aid as best he could, even
arranger une exposition of her mother’s paintings in Jerusalem, though in fact no one in the neighborhood knew
what une exposition was, or how it might be arranged. In this and all other possible ways he could think of, he
would help her raise the money to trace her legal kin in France.
He was so carried away by his desire to be of assistance that he hardly bothered to listen to the rest of her story,
which included such things as stock companies in Panama, diamonds her guardian had made off with, and various
other financial details that could make a man’s head spin round and round.
*
The exposition never was held.
On one occasion the countess wasn’t feeling well; on another she feared that there weren’t enough paintings
for a proper show; on still another she canceled because not enough guests were invited, or because they weren’t
the right sort of people. Finally, when a hall had been rented and Don Isaac had taken care of everything down to
the smallest detail, guaranteeing the presence of just the right number of just the right sort of guests, she sent him
a messenger the morning of the opening with a note to inform him that the paintings had been stolen that night.
And that was the last of them.
Don Isaac Amarillo was not one to abandon a countess in distress. He himself was a man of some means, and
he spared no effort to see that she was properly looked after with lawyers for her stocks, pawnbrokers for her
jewelry, doctors for the mysterious attacks of illness that periodically befell her, and maids for ironing her dresses.
Eventually he became her slave. She sent him messages over every little thing, until he found himself devoting
half his time to her and her affairs, and ultimately the whole of it.
Before five months were out Don Isaac disappeared from Jerusalem one fine summer day along with the
Countess Claudine—who, it was rumored, was not really a countess at all, and was perhaps half an allegorical
figment of Don Isaac’s imagination to begin with.
*
Sara was seven at the time.
“An evil beast hath devoured Zaki,” her grandfather declared, as Jacob had of Joseph in the Bible.
The members of the family didn’t officially go into mourning; but they did mourn Zaki nonetheless, that is,
Don Isaac, their pride and their joy, of whom it was difficult to say whether he had cast them out of his life or
himself out of theirs. One way or another, he had suddenly ceased to be a husband, son-in-law; father, and son,
and had become as good as dead.
Sara was sick with a fever that week, covered all over with the chicken pox, which itched and itched, and she
simply couldn’t believe that her father could desert her at such a time. He had always been so nice to his
daughters whenever they chanced to intrude on that invisible ballet of which his days were composed. Why, just
the other evening, standing by her bedside after returning from his day’s affairs, he’d gently wiped her moist brow
and promised that if she didn’t scratch the blisters and scar her face for life, he’d invite the Turkish army band to
serenade her beneath her window on Saturday night!
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He’d promised in so many words—and now he was gone for good.
In Jerusalem he was never seen again. It was said that he was in Panama. Or perhaps, like Elijah in his chariot,
he was carried off in a storm to Brazil.
Sara’s mother kept a stiff upper lip and never mentioned his name. In all likelihood she had hated him down all
the years, with a dark and ponderous hatred, for his stupid, compassionate heart. Indeed, now that he was gone it
was remarked on in Jerusalem that somehow one’s contacts with Don Isaac Amarillo had always ended in disappointment. This feeling was well put by a local porch-sitter named Nissim Mizrachi, slyly known to the neighbors
as Miracolo Orientale, which was his name translated into Italian, because of his dandyish ways.
“It’s as though,” said Miracolo, a thin slip of a man who drove a wagon for the burial society, “Zaki were
always promising to take you to heaven in a speeding coach, and you trusted him so much that you didn’t even
look where you were going, and then suddenly, wham-bang, he reins in the horses and out of the wagon you fall!”
And yet he had been a good man.
*
In purely practical terms, nothing changed very much. The role of Sara’s grandfather, Elder Amarillo, became
even more clearly defined as that of paterfamilias. The family continued to live in one house with him and Sara’s
grandmother, a mean old woman who spent all her days bedridden in her tiny alcove, from where she issued
orders to the household.
Grandfather Amarillo was a strong and taciturn man, strict and pious in his habits; he never patted the cheeks
of the children and always met his obligations. He considered it his duty to look after Tanhum, whose grandsire
he’d been made by his idiot son—nor was Sara unaware of the fact that he frequently sent money to a certain
village near the coast, much to her mother’s displeasure.
One day Sara met Tanhum.
Hanna came with him to Jerusalem. A dry, bespectacled woman, she shut herself up with grandfather in his
office, with its big, black, intricately carved safe. It was shortly after the Turks had left the country, and Hanna
had come on hard times. Gracia retired at once to her room, whose blinds were drawn and well tied, and lay there
groaning with a headache, a handkerchief soaked in eau de cologne on her forehead, muttering tranquil, tranquil
to herself in French as though it were a magic charm.
Bukas, the cook, made a tomato omelet for Tanhum, who sat silently in the kitchen and refused to eat. Sara
saw him when she entered the room: he was only a little shorter than herself, thin and intense, with electric, bristly
hair. She sat without a word by his side and cut up everything on his plate into little bites, though he was at least
nine years old and could have done it himself; yet he took the food from her hands and ate.
“Eat, Tanhum, eat,” she urged him on quietly, a lump forming in her throat.
He didn’t shy away when she stroked his wiry hair. His arm was black-and-blue all over, because, Bukas said,
that pisgada of a pioneer was always pinching it. The two of them sat on the window sill, swinging their legs;
though they didn’t talk, they were already fast friends.
Afterward Sara wasn’t sure whether they really hadn’t exchanged a word that day. She would have given
anything to remember, for within the year they found out that Tanhum was dead of diphtheria. If Don Isaac
Amarillo had any sons left, they could only be growing up in Panama, watered daily by his contrition. And if he
didn’t have them there, he had only his two daughters.
*
Grandfather Amarillo prayed hard all week long; Bukas wiped her eyes in the corners of the house; and even
Sara’s mother was heard to remark,
“Pobro chico, to think that such a good-looking boy could come from such an ugly thing!”
The day of her unbearable migraine, it appeared, she had sneaked a good look at the two of them through a
crack in the blinds.
*
Hanna moved soon after to a kibbutz, several of whose members she knew from her old neighborhood in
Jerusalem. In time she married a pioneer from Germany, a fanatical socialist who was bald and loved sports.
Grandfather Amarillo stopped sending her money and even gifts for the holidays.
The family lost touch with her.
*
The holidays were the worst times of all. The first night of each of them her mother’s quarrels with her grandfather invariably came to a boil, frothing up like one of Bukas’ pots, which were always seething and simmering
crossly; like the cook herself. Gracia wanted a divorce in order to be able to remarry. Grandfather Amarillo
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wouldn’t hear of it.
“Some day,” he would say, “Zaki will come back. What will they say of you then? Shall we make a harlot out
of you?”
“Then find him for me so that he can divorce me himself,” Gracia would scream in a desperate, drawn-out, upand-down wail. “You have no pity!”
She knew perfectly well that Don Isaac was not to be found. There wasn’t an agency through which Elder
Amarillo hadn’t tried to trace him; he had even turned to the British Government, whose tentacles were all over
the world. Privately he was of the opinion that Zaki was no longer alive.
“The boy is crazy,” he admitted, “that’s true. And he’s weak, that’s true too. But it’s still inconceivable that he
would leave his wife and family in such a fix, just like that. If he could write, he would write. Chances are that
he’s dead.”
*
Sometimes Grandfather Amarillo was brought lists by Captain Tony Crowther of His Majesty’s Army.
In them were the names of all sorts of men whose bodies had been found, murdered perhaps in some violent
brawl in one of the port cities of the world: under smoky, flickering lights, amid the smells of cheap alcohol, fish,
seaweed and salt, astride rotting, slippery planks, on docks and piers licked by the ocean tides, in the shadows of
moldy warehouses greasy with gas and tar, gone to their deaths.
There were lists of the dead in railway accidents too, descriptions of men missing, of curious fatalities in India
and Abyssinia, Turkey and British Guiana, of circumcised corpses of whom nothing else was known.
Good Lord, how many weird, anonymous, footloose Jews were on the run in Your world!
*
None of the descriptions fitted.
The names on the lists were strange, even comical, each a joke in itself. Sara and Ofra would sit in a corner
and repeat them one by one, roaring with laughter. Their lives seemed made up to them of the names and
fragments of names of the anonymous dead. Men put on and took off names like clothing, changed them, threw
them away like used rags, had them come to life again in some office in Jerusalem like a balloon blown gloriously
up for a minute, for the sake of some document, clarification, identification, only to be punctured again and
discarded like bits of old scrap.
None of them was Don Isaac, neither the official Isaac ben Rabbi Moses Amarillo of the record books, nor the
Zaki whom everyone knew.
One day Captain Crowther brought a faded, yellowed photograph of a man in a white hat, dressed in a white
tropical suit and white shoes. Sporting a thin mustache, he stood leaning on a column in the patio of some villa
against a background of palms.
It was hard to say whether the villa was real or a painted backdrop in some photographer’s studio. Elder Amarillo, his daughter-in-law, his children and grand-children inspected this snapshot for three or four days with a
magnifying glass until they returned it to the captain with a mixture of heartbreak and relief: no, it wasn’t he. The
Englishman, who happened to be in dress uniform with a diagonal belt on his chest and a swagger-stick under one
arm sipped his arak on ice, the cloudy complexion of which may have reminded him of London fogs, and said:
“Pity!”
He looked searchingly as he spoke at Sara’s mother, who was the most romantic-looking woman he had seen
in his life. That evening Gracia stayed up sobbing till midnight:
“I can’t stand it any longer! May God strike me dead! If He’s going to let the likes of him live, then let Him
kill me instead!”
Sara and Ofra stopped their ears in their room and put their dolls to sleep with a lullaby:
Daddy’s work is far away
He’ll come back at close of day
He’ll bring games for us to pla-a-y.

In the course of time Gracia’s suffering became ritualized.
With the approach of every holiday or feast, the family braced itself for her screams, her migraines, her slamming of doors, her drawn-out wails that faded away in the end to an incantatory tranquil, tranquil, her appeals to
God in Hebrew, French, and Ladino. Glancing up at the grandfather clock that hung in the kitchen, where she was
busy straining egg-folded wheat to make grits, her sleeves pushed back and her arms caked with flour, Bukas
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would grumble:
“Look how late it is! Why hasn’t she started yet?”
The whole neighborhood awaited Gracia’s screams: they gave everyone the chance to pityingly say miskenika,
poor little one, allowed the women to despise their husbands and remind them of all their sins, and the men to
congratulate themselves, despite their peccadilloes, for not acting like that fool of a Zaki, who left his wife high
and dry.
At such times a kind of communal atonement took place, a ritual of purification that reaffirmed what mattered
in life and made everyone feel his self-worth.
The important thing, the neighborhood held, was what went on behind a family’s doors, not in front of them—
and so strengthened in their convictions, all sat down to eat, penitents if not perfect angels, poured the children a
drop of wine, and made sure that they drank no more.
*
Once when Sara was sitting in the kitchen with Bukas, kneading a small ball of dough which she had plucked
from the bowl, she inquired:
“Bukas, why doesn’t Grandfather let my mother get married again?”
“Who said she wants to get married?” said Bukas crossly. “Just because you scream, does that make it so?”
Sara jumped up and hit her. Grandmother Amarillo banged with her cane on the floor of her room to make
them stop. Bukas went to complain. It ended with angry tears.
“Don’t you ever dare tell me again my mother’s a liarl”
“She’s not only a liar, she’s cross-eyed too,” said Bukas as she left the room.
Little by little, however, Sara began to think that perhaps Bukas was right. There was something put on about
her mothers’ holiday tantrums. Once Sara went up to her room before the Passover seder and saw her burning a
piece of cork in order to blacken the already dark circles beneath her eyes.
She and Ofra stopped paying attention to her attacks.
Only Grandfather Amarillo still paced back and forth in his room, troubled and ill at ease: back and forth, back
and forth, while his daughter-in-law wailed downstairs, until, spying Sara in the doorway, he would motion her
inside and hand her a bill from the safe.
“Go, buy yourself something, miskenika.”
*
There was an air of trumpery in grandmother’s room: ancient, cunning trumpery, yet also brazen, improperly
concealed. Grandmother was full of a malicious energy. She rambled querulously on and on, whether to herself or
someone else no one knew.
“I’m sixty years old. That’s a fact. Of all the neighbors only Luna Cordozo no tiene any shame, she says I’m
seventy-two. What a lie, what a lie! God strike me dead if there’s a word of truth in what she says. They’ve all
become liars, kazzabeen. It’s impossible to live with them.
“That Bukas is the biggest liar of all. Mentirosa. She told me she paid four mils for my handkerchiefs, but I
saw it say five on the label with my own eyes. Why does she lie to an old woman? What for? When I don’t get out
of bed, nobody knows how I suffer. Everyone cheats me to my face. Gracia’s a liar tambien.”
The matter of prices was anything but simple. Grandmother Amarillo refused to believe a word about prices
going up. The merchants, she insisted, were cheats, and the family was stupid enough to be cheated. To keep on
her good side, it was a household rule never to tell her the real price of anything. Even this didn’t satisfy her,
though, and she would begin to mutter to herself, as if chewing the price with her ancient teeth.
The family had been deceiving her in this way for years, doing everything to avoid her wrath, until one day she
decided that it wasn’t enough for prices to stay the same: the family deserved a discount. Propped up in all her
trumpish magnificence in her huge bed, which resembled a taut-sailed schooner that never raised anchor, she
demanded a discount.
The family obliged her and knocked prices down even further. In grandmother’s room bread now cost a quarter
of what it did in the market.
But Grandmother Amarillo still didn’t believe them. Playing a cunning game of her own, she secretly sent Sara
or Afra to ask what things really cost. In their innocence the girls did as they were told.
“Grandmother,” he said “half a piastre a rotel. He said a piastre and a half a bottle, Grandmother.”
The old woman nearly had a stroke each time.
Stubborn, senile, and stinking of pee, she would scream at Bukas until she was red in the face:
“You’re a liar! A cheat! There’s no God in your heart! I swear to God there’s no God there!” It would end with
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her groaning:
“It was never like this when I was en mi cama matrimonial.”
She meant her big double bed. Ever since she had left it for her alcove kingdom full of chamberpots, trumpery,
pistachio nuts, muslin nightgowns, shawls, and Arab sweets, the world had never been the same.
*
Grandmother Amarillo played cards with the girls and cheated with a straight face. They played rummy in her
room, which always smelled of medicine and urine, the cards scattered over her bed.
Grandmother Amarillo ate candy while she played. She refused to offer any to the girls and boastingly won
every hand. Sara caught her cheating once or twice, but got a box in the face when she mentioned it.
Ofra, on the other hand, either didn’t or pretended not to notice, for the only way to get one of grandmother’s
sweets was to lose.
“How well you play, Grandmether,” twittered Ofra, looking up with her baby blue eyes, while Sara whispered
venomously in her ear:
“Asslicker.”
One time Grandmother Amarillo cheated so openly that it was impossible not to react. Sara screamed. Grandmother Amarilko screamed too. Grandfather Amarillo came to the room.
“Que se pasa aqui?”
Grandmother Amarillo said that Sara was a snake: that’s right, a snake, whose head should be smashed before
it bit everyone. Grandfather Amarillo took one look at the cards, gathered them up, and threw them out the
window.
“Sodom and Gomorrah!” he said out loud, and left the room.
Ofra picked up the cards in the street and returned them to her grandmother.
*
Once Gracia sat on the terrace with a friend while Sara did homework inside. Though she couldn’t see her
mother, she did see her long brown taffeta dress that hung down to the splendid floor tiles, the black tassels that
dangled from it, and above them, a black knitted shawl.
She saw her mother’s hand too, which held a purple Japanese paper fan, and the railing of the terrace, which
had been beautifully worked into a pattern of lilies, acanthus and horse-drawn carriages, all held together by long,
formal ropes of ivy that too were black grillwork.
In the spaces between the bars the smith had made a kind of anchor that hung suspended in air, over nothing.
*
“For giving them money, I forgave him,” Gracia said to her friend. “What he did con su cuerpo, with his body,
I forgave him too.
Everything I forgave him, except what he whispered in their ears. I could have torn his eyes out for that.”
“Yes,” said her friend. “You’re right about that, Gracia. They can be forgiven everything except the whispers.”
*
One day a pleasant-looking, unassuming Arab arrived in the lane and asked for Elder Amarillo. It was the last
house on the corner. Beyond lay an empty field and then the great unknown.
The Arab entered the house and shut himself up with Grandfather Amarillo in his office, talking Arabic with a
Lebanese accent.
He was, it turned out, the father of the countess.
He lived in a village not far from Beirut and was a fez cleaner by trade. In his shop, he related with modest
pride, he had a special steam press: Elder Amarillo would scarcely believe what pleasure he got from adjusting a
wrinkled fez on the machine and seeing how clean, smooth and ready to wear it came out, its tassels newly
sparkling and springy.
He had ten children, of whom one, his daughter Claudine, was never quite right in the head. The paintings for
the exposition that she claimed were her mother’s were actually her own, while the jewels, begging Elder Amarillo’s pardon, were all stolen. This wasn’t the first time she had run away from home or found some man to fall for
her story.
He was genuinely sorry that she had done such a thing to the Amarillos. The news had come as far as his own
village when he had already given up all hope of finding her. He had simply come to the Elder, as he put it, to help
him shoulder the misfortune. Her madness had struck both their families, not just one of them, he said. Should
Elder Amarillo ever visit Lebanon, he and his family must be sure to stay with them.
As for Don Isaac Amarillo’s children, he considered them his own.
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Elder Amarillo insisted that the visitor stay for a while. They dined together, conversed till late in the night,
and parted on friendly terms. That evening Ofra asked with perfect nonchalance:
“What happened, have they found Father?”
“They haven’t and they never will,” said Bukas. And Gracia added:
“One lie has met another.”
Sara and Ofra broke into hysterical laughter in their room. They jumped on their beds, threw pillows at each
other, and shouted at the top of their lungs:
“No Panama! No Nicaragua! No India! No England!” And when the family tried to quiet them, with cajoling
and threats, they screamed till they were hoarse:
“No father! No mother! No grandfather! No grandmother! No anyone!”
In the end a pillow broke open and feathers flooded the room. Sara started to bite them. Ofra fell on the bed
and hurt her hand. Imperceptibly they passed from shrill laughter to tears. Bukas refused to sweep up the feathers
until morning.
They fell asleep among them, exhausted by the sensation of a bitter and all-knowing victory. …
58.424 Trip Into The Blue, 1960\fn{by Uwe Johnson (1934-1984)} Kamien Pomorski, Kamien County, West
Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland (M) 15
Karsch was nearly forty and didn’t feel too good.
Not that he could say exactly what was wrong: he found it difficult to get to sleep; his joints ached when he
woke up; at breakfast it was some time before he came round. As the day went by his mind would sometimes
begin to drift: he wasn’t really looking at anything; all he wanted to do was close his eyes. He seemed to have
been shut up in himself like this for some time.
He arrived at a simple diagnosis: a number of minor defects had mounted up in past years; he was just getting
older.
And so, whenever he could, he kept to himself.
To help isolate himself the more he did something a little unconventional—he took a tidy sum from his savings
and bought a loft from a small-holder in the northern district of Hamburg. The fellow had heard of the vogue for
selling parts of houses—making something on the side with them—but he couldn’t bring himself to do the same
with his own bricks and mortar. This chap from the newspaper who came every weekend asking him to make up
his mind—he usually told him it was a crazy idea; but at last he found something in it and charged extra for an
opinion on the place itself.
He was content to go on living in the same building with the added satisfaction of having made a good deal.
His co-owner proceeded to empty out the loft and brighten it up with a large north light.
Karsch left nothing out. Quietly, he bought up all the pieces of furniture that had caught his eye in other people’s places and installed them there, under the vast skylight of his new home over the smallholder’s head. One
day he sold his old place, and with it all the things he had brought with him from West Berlin or kept from his
student days. The only familiar thing under his new roof was the telephone. The machines and filing cabinets he
needed for his work seemed so right against the sloping walls; he felt he had lived there for so long already, and
used up so much of his savings that he wouldn’t be able to move for a long time; anyway, he had decided to grow
old there.
*
Outwardly, little more than his address had changed. For the best part of the year, anyway, he was moving
round West Germany and the neighboring countries, collecting material for the type of feature that had made his
name in the newspaper world. When he was in Hamburg you’d run across him in the city center in the afternoon,
as before.
He didn’t change his ways: inquisitive but slow to say anything, absolutely reliable, a good bloke; sometimes
you might take him for a local man. And for the present no one seemed to want to know why they had to ask at
the post-office for his address and not just look it up in the telephone directory.
Night or day, when he came back from an assignment or just from the city, and encased himself in the quiet,
gray-toned room, it seemed as natural as his own skin: he didn’t want it to mean any more to him. For the first
few days after he got back, the long table held his attention at every meal; the short trips between typewriter,
darkroom and kitchen were enough to occupy him otherwise.
But soon he was sitting at the keyboard again, hands on knees, dissatisfied with what he had written, full of
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doubts about his work and whether they paid him for the right reasons—really for the sake of democracy, as a
custodian and critic of public morals, to find out where the taxes went: in short, for accurate reporting.
But he felt that he had spent too long now writing as Karsch; that perhaps he wasn’t Karsch any longer. In the
evening, when he lifted the receiver and asked the answering service for the day’s calls, he was reluctant to follow
up more than seemed absolutely necessary. He’d rather have waited for something else—something too imprecise
to put into words.
At night, he would often go round this home he had put everything into, switching off the gramophone or the
television, and lie there in bed listening to the pains in his head, his eyes still open. In conversations with friends
he would avoid talking about himself, and only drank a lot in order to keep up a cheerful appearance; but he didn’t
want to ask anyone back.
He was puzzled to know why he so seldom saw the child he had left with his wife when they were divorced,
although six years ago he had fought quite absurdly for the right to see him. He tried to win back the boy with
excessive gifts and then forgot appointments with him.
Now he was alone as he had wanted. That was the way he felt. But if he spent a couple of evenings within his
own six walls, tied-up and confused, he would often get away out of Hamburg in the middle of the night, on a job
far from the house.
A trying condition to be in; so, happening to be at home when a phone call came from East Germany,\fn{ After
World War II, the victorious allies severely partitioned Germany, striping away all the German lands east of the Oder/Neisse Rivers—this
was all given to Poland, except for the northern half of East Prussia, which was given to Russia, and a few small bits to Lithuania—and
divided the remainder into zones of occupation. East Germany was the Soviet Zone; it was reunited with West Germany (jointly occupied
by Great Britain, France, and the United States) in 1990; and the Fourth Reich had begun. } he didn’t hesitate but accepted the

invitation to pay a visit there—all the more readily since he wanted to hear more about Karin F—— than she
cared to write on the margins of photo-prints.
In general, he supposed he would spend the time comparing notes on the years they’d lost. He went because of
the balcony outside the leafy-green room where they had lived together in West Berlin, years ago. He left early in
the morning; after all, he was awake.
He left a note only for the cleaner, and didn’t warn his friends; so his disappearance seemed suspicious—
almost menacing to the people in Hamburg.
He hadn’t thought of it that way.
And he wasn’t prepared for the guards on the other side of the border: they picked him out of the line of traffic
after West Berlin and had him pull up in the inner check-point enclosure with its beds of stunted flowers—a
apologetic display between barrack-huts. The journey came to seem less commonplace, less a matter of everyday
choice—so much so that he was already thinking out the first paragraph of an article: he should have prepared
carefully for this trip. He was even more disconcerted when he saw the slogans on sign-boards and cotton
streamers which the rulers of this country used to measure almost all their achievement against those of West
Germany. He knew the emphasis from hearsay—it had made him laugh at home; but the police were in earnest, so
he kept up a casual, almost pally tone—the sort of thing common during the war—and got through like that.
But he hadn’t understood what they said: the constructions seemed cumbersome, and he was rather downcast
when he went into a restaurant; he had on his pullover with all the holes in and his oldest pair of trousers, and was
immediately recognized as a West German. He got self-conscious and didn’t really taste what he ate. He hadn’t
dared to take his camera in with him.
*
The visit started with a private welcome: people embrace when they’ve been apart for some time. And a
handshake afterwards—that seems right as well. A “Well, how are you?” could bring out the reason for the
invitation: no, he didn’t want a drink for the moment. But she didn’t talk about times past, moved briskly about
him, made as if to hit him on the belly with the back of her hand:
“Tennis?” she said. And he relied: “Oh, no!” and so on, and so on—the quick, choppy way they used to talk;
they fell into it quite easily. No, there was no particular reason at all, that she could single out. No, the thought just
came into her head, like that; it was more for the sake of the exercise that she’d tried to get the residence permit
from the registration office to the border.
She knew people there.
She had contacts there.
She was well thought of here.
She did well.
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Eventually he relaxed, accepted a drink, watched her movements in the large, comfortable armchair—she had
it here, too—in which she lay back, tired, her perm already coming undone about her head, drinking slowly,
talking; after a while, sitting there, they seemed as unconcerned as when they were together before—before they
separated, against his will. He decided to stay a week at the most.
He felt uneasy before he met the racing cyclist Achim T——, for he couldn’t imagine that Karin and he were
anything else but lovers; he was afraid that the other man would be embarrassed to encounter her former lover—
all the more apprehensive since he didn’t think the conversation would be disinterested, in view of the chap’s
profession.
And in fact Achim looked ill at ease when the door opened; he was long-limbed, bony, shuffled nervously
when they were introduced; sat there trying to appear unconcerned, rolling his lapels back. At first Karsch suspected that the fellow might be ashamed of his Party badge.\fn{ East Germany became at least nominally a Communist state
under the occupation of the Soviet Army, in which membership in the Communist Party was all-important } but over and again his
face broke out in so unforced a smile that Karsch became more puzzled than certain.
He pretended to be less loquacious than usual, the better to find out the fellow’s opinions; he was vexed to
discover that Achim thought a lot of him actually admired him for the weekly articles he wrote—out of resistance
to the Federal Government, Achim thought, for the sake of the march of reason and despite strong opposition.
Karsch restrained himself. He glanced at Karin from the corner of his eye. Clearly, all she found inept was the
way her friend expressed himself. Karsch insisted volubly that as far as he was concerned his profession was only
a moderately decent means of earning money. He didn’t explain any further, as he had to look down at the floor,
for this fellow Achim said not a word, but blushed from ear to ear—the way blond types do easily.
*
Karsch took for granted that he wasn’t exactly welcome, that he ought to keep away when they were together.
Lunch, visits to the theater and to sports halls, walks, sightseeing and similar entertainments for visitors would
suffice for seven whole days here.
He tried the town.
The sandstone of the public buildings was just like the sandstone familiar to him in Hesse; the sky above the
suburban allotments seemed just like the sky he knew over Franconia; and he couldn’t pick out anything particularly East German in the Saxon speech. The sparse traffic, the cracks caused by frost on the asphalt of the town
center, the specks of white though yellow-streaked foam on the water in the park: none of these would help him to
say what he should have said.
Buying things in the shops didn’t help him to get to grips with the place. There was nothing to suit his friends
among the things on sale: the toy for a ten year old easily came to bits. The picture postcard views of architectural
monuments announced where he was; but he wasn’t there. Not with his foot on the shoe-shiner’s block, with
sausage in his hand, or the tinny change in his pocket; he felt at home with none of these. He’d just stopped off on
his way through.
He was comforted to think that the leaves above his window would have grown more closely together by the
time he was home; he hesitated to sit down in the hotel lobby, for you take a seat if you intend to stay. He would
lower himself slowly into the chair his hands groping gingerly. After all, when your waist thickens so, you begin
to look out: you can easily become a cropper.
Then he decided to carry out a survey that would give him some material for a report on hotel accommoda-tion
—a project of his in West Germany. He measured his hotel room, noted down the furniture, remarked the
porcelain doorknobs in the bathrooms with the old-fashioned lettering and the hook for a razor-strop of the kind
his grandfather would have used.
A glass-covered notice admonished the guest: he was not permitted to introduce visitors into his room. The
carpeting on the creaking staircase had been worn threadbare.
He ordered breakfast in bed—orange juice, bacon and egg, salami; he would be called down only against
precise explanations and have nothing but butter with his roll; their cooking wasn’t very hot in the morning. He
professed to be thinking of changing his room, and asked for the tariff.\fn{ The bill} He asked to be woken up in the
morning, and checked the knock on the thin door against the time he had ordered. Unwittingly, he handed in shirts
to be laundered and learned they took two weeks over them.
He found that the older members of staff soon warmed to him; the head waiter in particular attended to his
wishes with an understanding though bitter nod, and slipped conspiratorially across the street so that the fastidious
guest should at least have the sausage he wanted.
The younger ones—room-maids, manager, apprentices—resented this West German for his nonchalant refer235

ences to inadequacies of service and equipment: politeness turned to ill-disguised hostility. Only eventually did he
discover that the hotel had rated as a good middle-class establishment before the wear, and that since the bombing
it had unavoidably aged like any animate being amidst standards that should have provided it with shining floors
and functional stretches of glass and light-colored wood.
And this was only one hotel out of many, so that he no longer compared its charges with those of one of the
same class in Kassel: the currencies of East and West had a common nominal vlue only for governmental reasons,
and he did not want explicitly to assess the cover and actual value of the East German mark. His purpose here was
not so clear-cut.
*
Once again he tried to get to know the town. The German language and the many national similarities of firealarms, phone-boxes, traffic-signs were familiar.
He drove to the pawnbroker’s and tried to lodge his electric razor as security. The official behind the steel wire
of the counter fence glanced up from the West German product to survey the shirt collar and suiting of a citizen
after credit.
“Is it working?” he asked at last.
“How d’you want me to prove it?” said Karsch, quickly.
The fellow rubbed his chin and turned the shaver round in his hand. Karsch snatched it back, switched it on
and sheared the hair from his wrist until there was an island of clear flesh: then he wiped the stubble away.
Smooth, like a baby’s, works. He got enough money for a pair of shoes imported from West Germany.
He didn’t stop in front of the three-cornered sandstone tower, for passers-by gathered round the foreign convertible; instead he pulled up two blocks farther on and made a note of the conversation, the people in the queue
in front of him, and the girl—a student with a typewriter whom he’d made way for on the landing.
It was morning—halfway through the week.
*
Next morning he went to the barber’s in the station, and he was caught up again into the past in the midst of
this palatially large, opulently furnished basement, in this splendid chair, under the hot towel—just the thing to
soften the beard. As the cutthroat blade moved over his face he tried to judge how the East German state managed
to get along in the estimation of its rulers.
Pawnbroking didn’t get it anywhere. How often did a pensioner pop his wireless set?
The debtors’ prison wouldn’t say on the phone; but they understood the question—it was recognized as a
question there—and Karsch introduced himself as a West German newspaper correspondent. As soon as he got
there he found himself forced back into his chair with maxims about the sole function of a pawnshop in the Capitalist system; he asked about the place of interest in the Socialist system.
The man sat there with his arms set firmly on the desk, then looked Karsch straight in the eyes, jumped up suddenly, relaxed against the desk edge, then returned—his hands stretched out as before—to stare again at Karsch;
he affected an unworried tone, spoke slowly as if he really had something to say, but stood when the visitor’s
questioning became obstructive. He mentioned the name of Karsch’s paper again, doubted the possibility of a
straightforward and other than inimical West German interest in figures, claimed to have none in the files at
present:
“I’ll give you an example here, pure guesswork, say we put it at ten thousand, well, I’d be equally justified in
saying a million, it’s all out of date! And now, you really must excuse me.”
Karsch had just begun to speak to the receptionist in the ante-room when the director interrupted them. His
mind in a whirl, he went to the pawn office and redeemed his razor; he passed it thoughtfully over his reddened
chin—the net profit to date of his initiative.
*
The incident had involved him. Not so much the refusal of information as the mode of speech drew him on.
Karsch felt that in the monstrous sentences of this official he had begun to discern the nature of East Germany for
the first time—and found the basis for a report on his visit.
He was fairly certain now that he had contacted the ruling power. In fact, after a few inquiries of this kind, he
was able to mark off the committed with their peculiar loan-words and constructions, their formulas and hesitations, the direct though vacant stare of a parrot-child reciting or a second-rate bureaucrat in front of a West
German television camera.
This form didn’t apply only for foreigners: it was self-sufficient and paraded against the natives too. He began
to learn the novel meanings of foreign loan-words no longer or never used in his own country: he noted down the
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variants of structure and perspective with increasing familiarity, but never learned the language so well as to be
able to use it intelligibly. Even in casual conversation with ordinary people he found his way of speaking
noticeably ill-adjusted to theirs, for he had missed ten years of their history:\fn{ 1945-1955} it didn’t take them long
to tell where he was from.
They spoke of distribution, and of production bottlenecks where he could speak only of the wholesale trade
and hold-ups in delivery; they called his hire-purchase the economy payment system. He soon noted exactly the
relation of the people’s speech to the idiom of the officials; he would sometimes sit there mentally prepare his
next statement like someone about to speak a foreign tongue, trying not to muff his phrasing.
Until he left he remained astonished at the impoverished scraps of workaday language with which the inhabitants rehearsed their allegiance to the regime and, in each case, subsequently dropped into silence or morose
agreement.
After that June he forgot this latter aspect most easily, since it was the nearest to his own practice.
For he stayed until June.
At first, just a week more, then another.
At first, for the sake of his notebooks, and finally out of curiosity—and also self-interest. He managed to get
his resident permit extended because of a political consideration—it was thought that the East German performance in sport might be employed in neutral countries and also in West Germany to effect a change in world opinion on East Germany.\fn{Which during that period of time was almost overwhelmingly negative (except for East German athletics
performance during the Olympics). Walter Ulbricht, a fervent Stalinist, ran the country until his death in 1973 like a concentration camp
building among other containment devices the Berlin Wall (1961; I was 18 at the time:H) }

*
When the task of writing the biography of the racing cyclist Joachim T—— was put to Herr Karsch, a West
German journalist, he took the job on with only moderate seriousness: he was more interested in the chance of
making trips outside the city, and generally in being able to stay longer in the East.
He felt like an explorer on the brink of some discovery.
Sometimes anyway.
At other times headaches, lack of sleep, exhaustion and aching muscles took all resolution away from him. His
train seemed to spin round, knocking against the walls of his skull. Medical men have their own terms for such
syndromes, but even when he was thinking about it afterwards his mind would cloud over, and thirty minutes later
he would find himself lying there as before; he hadn’t been asleep: he hadn’t been anything. He would rather have
been sick like this at home; but, from inertia, he didn’t go back.
One day he visited some relatives who had been turned out of West Prussia after the war\fn{ The entire German
population of all German territory east of the Oder-Neisse rivers was uprooted, and Poles settled in their place. The Prussian part of
Germany, as a landed entity, was reduced to approximately 50% of her former size } and who had ended up in Thuringia; they

had reproduced the bedroom left behind in the East—even the cooking had the same reek of tallow soap about it.
The relationship was not close enough to justify the long silences between gulps of coffee. After a day he was
back in the hotel, but the day had been spent. Or it might have been the waitress in the beer-garden, before the
customers arrived for lunch, chatting evasively with the girl who leaned on the table there by him: sometimes she
would laugh as she rested on her swarthy arms, or bent down to this foreigner who yet again hadn’t cottoned on
to\fn{I.e., discovered.} something.
Perhaps it was the dental technician who had fixed on his East German car a superannuated radiator from some
hefty West German model.
Or the bricklayer who had stayed on the sick-list for years in order to wangle a higher income by illegal private
house-building—who said he preferred work to sitting around doing nothing.
Or the man in the leather-trimmed oilskin jacket who had got three years in a labor camp for some witty innuendo about the local M.P.\fn{Minster in Parliament; their local Congressman } in a public bar—he’d been back there to
find the informer.
Or a four year old creeping about on the ground shouting out military commands, distinguishing hostile from
fraternal tank attacks.
Or the three police mechanics who couldn’t pass Karsch’s car as roadworthy after a lengthy inspection, rear
lights check and brakes test, but had first to scorch three times round the square like mischievous kids.
Or the stout though solid youth who ejected Karsch from a dance-hall because of the American way he held his
partner.
Or the photographer who had his professional license withdrawn because his flashbulb had upset the compo237

sure of a member of the government: now he reapplied every month for restoration of his license with an assurance that the bulb had been bought in East Germany.
Or Frau Liebenreuth, to whose house Karsch had moved; a landlady for the first time in her long life, she
would stand behind the breakfast tray, diminutive, clad in black, gossiping about the neighbors.
Or a wide avenue suddenly asprinkle with tiny, glittering leaves.
Or the semblance of recognition when he rounded a street-corner.
After a time he felt himself so close to knowing the country that he saw no danger in discarding the projected
travelogue.
*
On his way about he heard talk now and then of the racing cyclist whom the authorities took to be his host. The
young people had an absurd admiration for him. It wasn’t just the terrific speed he could get up to—but more his
provincial dialect, his embarrassed smile during the presentation ceremonies; the fact that he had remained
approachable despite his rise to fame, and that he slept with an actress.
Some found Achim’s hair so blond that they were moved when they saw the contrast with his gray face
beneath at the end of the race. He was said to be rich; if he sold everything up he’d be a millionaire.
He had a reputation for influence and integrity—as though he could intervene on behalf of the unjustly
imprisoned—and above all for impartiality.
There was no need for evidence: many people in need had written to him for his money, his advice, his
intercession.
His association with the Government, to whose Chamber of Deputies he had been appointed, was proof of his
indispensability; and in his company the rulers seemed for once conceivable human beings round a table, with
their arms on Achim’s, chatting; one might even go so far as to say they looked friendly.
Gradually Karsch came to realize how much respect and love a man could win in this country by being no
more than a racing cyclist; that the subjects met their rulers only in places where ski-jumpers and actors exhibited
their success and lived their public lives like any others.
Karsch remembered the talk of a biography and began to take advance payments; he hired a typewriter. This
was the first and only time that Karin warned him. Otherwise she didn’t criticize his behavior. He was introduced
about the city as the guest of Karin F——, the actress, who brought him along, left with him, presented him as a
West German (not as a superseded fiancé): so that the commissionaire at the theater greeted him as an old
acquaintance, the management sent him tickets, and—because of her—officials were less ready to refuse him an
interview.
At the start, she had warned him about his more infuriating West German characteristics; since then, when
carefully preparing the data for a television interview, he didn’t expiate any longer on the West German traffic
system, drew his comparisons without emphasizing them, parked his car more unobtrusively, dressed like the
locals, sent hardly any dishes back to the chef,\fn{ Something my step-mother did; a very disagreeable form of behavior, really
personally insulting:H} and didn’t ask to see the kitchens.
At one go, she let him know the right way to behave; you just don’t do that—it isn’t practicable—it’s not possible here: she was showing a foreigner the ropes.
He didn’t really fathom it.
He understood at best that she wanted to protect a friend of hers from publicity.
*
But anyway, as far as Karsch was concerned, biographies were worthwhile and entertaining work. He usually
found it instructive to analyze a man’s formation and discover the life behind the persona. It was enjoyable to
pick out the hard facts of someone’s past, to lead a person’s memory back into the labyrinth and see him arrested
in self-recognition.
He was pleased to know that up to now everyone he’d taken on had finally come to the same opinion of himself as Karsch. It wasn’t just the detective work—the questioning, research and revision—that had gripped him:
he was also surprised to realize how much an individual retains of social conditions, military procedure, class
mannerisms, and remembers about his or her contemporaries.
Karsch was indebted to such assignments for his knowledge of the world sugar market, Stock Exchange law,
married life circa 1925, legal sentences, and specialized technical fields. Two such biographies had appeared in
the bookshops, and in each case he had kept a proof copy in which the subject had not yet blue-pencilled his
indiscreet disclosures: one was the life story of a trade union official, the other the history of a firm’s struggle for
existence.
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Nevertheless, Karsch had foreseen Achim’s initial resistance.
Achim, who up to now had emerged in his popular rôle only with dates, photographs and clippings from his
victor’s laurels, was unwilling to back it all up with his real biography, and certainly not to confide any details of
it during the tape-recorded interviews with a certain Herr Karsch, the West German with whom Karin had once
almost departed from the West Germans, a house of one’s own and the bourgeois way of life; he would always
rely on Karin’s presence at these interviews, once Party officials had familiarized him with the plan—after all, he
was a member too.
He grew to trust in Karsch’s work—he found the printed examples from the past readable and lucid. Still,
Karsch’s ready supply of words and his way with them sometimes made him peevish.
Karsch tried to suit himself to this man he’d been inclined to disregard.
For Achim, an affable tone was a prerequisite of personal friendship; he allowed Karsch to question him about
other areas of his life. In a number of places in the city and outside—mainly in one of the larger industrial estates
in southern Saxony and a market-town in Thuringia—Karsch discovered, in his usual meticulous way, Achim at
six, Achim at ten, and Achim at sixteen. He recorded these years of Achim’s life as contributions to the history of
the German curriculum: the demoralization of a nation in a bombing war, the social position of children in the
black market, the reassessment of rural relationships in times of urban destitution, the dislocation of adolescence
as a result of pedagogical, fortuitous and inevitable circumstances.
Karsch learned from Achim’s grandmother, from official registers, from retained and discarded friends,
teachers, foremen, fellow-bricklayers, roommates and, finally, from Achim’s father; he discovered that Achim’s
sensational cycling career grew from the time he was sixteen and used to ride off from this place at weekends to
visit a girl a hundred kilometers away in the south—until he learned to replace the girl with sporting organizations
and finishing tapes.
Karsch had his moment when Achim T—— read through the years 1936 to 1947 of his life, at one sitting; read
with many gestures of agreement, nods with lips pursed, startled laughter, and embarrassed rubbing of his neck;
read for about two hours, and finally handed the sheaf of paper back to him, looking up and giving that jerky hand
salute which—among the more illustrious racing cyclists—passed as a recognition of equality, or praise for a
good performance.
Karsch wasn’t taken aback when Achim didn’t give him permission to print what he had just read.
Until now no one had written so thorough a study of such early years; indeed, some might not find the chapter
of childhood long enough, and the chapter of the subsequent years too slow in passing—the years when one’s
behavior is, if anything, more liable to be unwary; when one can be forced to do things that one can afford to be
ashamed of only in more generous circumstances.
At first Karsch thought it was just the usual lack of correspondence between the actual occurrence of an event
and time as the individual memory measures it; but here guesswork was too painful for Achim, and there he was
willing to allow a forgotten year to be reconstructed for him—with the classrooms, evening spent dancing,
charges for meals and weather conditions which his biographer had brought back.
Similar aberrations made Karsch aware that this time he wasn’t up against the usual difficulties involved in
writing a biography.
Indeed, Achim’s acknowledging hand had served only to confirm how closely Karsch’s typescript echoed the
life of the famous racing cyclist; but his face had shown he was anxious to turn this information to a different
account. Again and again Karsch was sure that Achim was not merely concerned that his adherents and supporters
should have an account of his life, but saw it rather as a direct means of influencing the nature of their support and
adherence; that was why he censured—or, more precisely, praised and yet found erroneous—things that had
actually happened to him and ought therefore, with all the witnesses and circumstantial details, to remain as such
in Karsch’s typescript; but Achim wished to forget the rain when it had actually rained.
Karsch was learning what value to put on the process of reappraisal Achim went through when, as now for
example, he attributed the onset of his age of reason to the sight of the same Soviet troops to whom the fifteen
year old Achim had reacted by leaving the pavement with his fists clenched in his trouser pockets.
Karsch’s account didn’t accord with Achim’s hindsight, which wouldn’t allow him to accept the “incorrect”
incident; and in this way he lost twenty pages, and also a girl from East Prussia.
Karsch got used to a certain look which appeared during these conversations—the faraway look of a man simulating deafness when he hears truth.
He questioned the official expressions which Achim used for these interviews; more evasive and awkwardly
phrased than in anecdotes of his past, the synthesis he arrived at in his dialectical progress was as valueless to
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Karsch as the prevailing theme of Party-consciousness.
He resisted Achim’s optimistic exhortations—he’d got along well enough with his own opinion until now and
intended to stay the same way.
And Achim was displeased at the disputatious, bored rejoinder with which Karsch yet again explained that he
did not understand, if Achim happened to recall things from his trips to racing tracks in West Germany—things
which weren’t even as much as conceived of over there.
Fortunate that Achim found his biographer amusing on the quiet, was willing anyway to give him due credit
for his knowledge of the cycling world; fortunate too that Karsh didn’t lapse too readily into irritable replies and
hasty contradictions, which was what he’d really expected after that enervating heaviness in his limbs, the slight
dizziness and pains behind the eyes, which would lie low for days on end and then return all at once.
*
And all this time the days grew longer, the evenings lighter; but the Saxon dialect he heard through the open
windows of the tramcars scarcely brought him joy.
One day the girl from the inn came dancing with him—he’d been able to promise her an introduction to Karin.
In the meantime he had so many exposures in a shoebox on top of Frau Liebenreuth’s wardrobe, that he checked
his car for hiding-places for the trip over the border. He understood why the citizens of this State thought the mail
was censored; he didn’t want to suffer the imposition himself. A young doctor, whom Karsch had only met three
evenings in a row, had already offered him the use of a darkroom in the pathological section of his clinic; Karsch
would have liked to have seen the lab, but he didn’t want to leave his negatives hanging up there to dry. Recently
he had taken to going to the post-office in the evening, zig-zagging from one counter to the other for a longdistance call to Hamburg.
Headaches, no headaches; he didn’t want to get treatment here: anyway, he thought, it’ll take two years.
He no longer spent every day on the road; in the afternoons he would read for a long time with his feet up on
Frau Liebenreuth’s window-ledge, glancing now and then at the milk-white cloud above the dusty green of the
park.
He didn’t confine his reading to works of cycle-racing history, but also tackled the post-war volumes of liberal
newspapers, the fiction and poetry of this country, textbooks of economics; and gradually he found several
pointers to where it had begun and had proceeded until now, when a Herr Karsch from Hamburg wished to stay
here only for the holidays and no longer.
Sometimes, when he happened to try to talk those warmongering barons of industry in the Ruhr\fn{ A heavily
industrialized section of Germany bordering France in the west } out of Achim’s head, he was embarrassed to think that
perhaps all the close knowledge of the Ruhr district he possessed himself was the night express once between
Dortmund and Cologne, on its way to Italy, near the road—and Karsch and a girl: she sat there in their car,
sleepless, smoking, set against the glow of the firebox that the windowscreen reflected through the November
darkness outside. Karsch felt like looking the place up; he missed the West German papers, wouldn’t go so far as
to say he was homesick; still, every day here seemed to him a day long gone by. Later he would recall that last
week in the East as he would any other ordinary snippet of time.
*
He had been allowed to visit whatever came into his head (except for the prohibited military zones, so he had
to exercise his imagination and suppress the pine forests and the tanks garlanded with foliage that the newsreel
releases showed him as they did the other citizens—he was warned about prison sentences). For most of his last
week there he was round and about.
In order to visit a camp for West German refugees, he had his papers stamped, obtained recommendations; it
was reported too, and so he had to talk to the newcomers in front of the television camera as the distinguished
visitor from the West under discussion: but he asked questions in the West German way, inquired after precise
reasons, used colloquial expressions, described his experiences in this country: it was ridiculous, they didn’t
broadcast it. (His partly objective, partly subjective meditation fell short of the desired political orientation of the
news-report: he wanted it all in black and white.)
Most of the immigrants had already been here at one time: they hadn’t got along over there\fn{ In West Germany}
with a State that took no notice of them, didn’t find them work, didn’t set them in a harmless groove with regulations, decrees and civilities; which didn’t want to know anything about them other than that they were working as
hardly and efficiently as possible, acquired and consumed, lived for themselves and blew the rest—lived better
than the rest.
And so they came here, sent back by installments\fn{ Installment payments} that couldn’t be met, by inadequate
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housing, by piece-wages, by sickness: their hopes had been groundless, they said.
They let Karsch write away. All the younger ones really wanted was just to keep out of his way and see him
go; they were new to this place and came for reasons they didn’t trust anyone who was going back there to
understand.
Karsch soon gave up; at any rate none of them would confess to being one of the deserters from the Foreign
Legion he’d been promised. They’d come to escape West German national service:\fn{ I.e., being drafted into the West
German military} they wouldn’t accept what Karsch told them about the same obligation in East Germany. Some had
been persuaded by a police-warrant, denunciations, the criminal investigation squad; it was true of a good number
of them that if they’d gone to any country in the West, they would still have been too near the parents, girlfriends,
private or civil offences they left behind them; here they were entirely out of reach, cut off, safely away from it
all; and if the place itself was one big house of correction, well, after all, it was voluntary hard labor, wasn’t it!
What struck Karsch most was the way they talked—how cold these West Germans were with him, as though
they shared neither country nor way of life—hardly even the same idioms. They told this fat bloke he should
scram, make himself scarce, shove off out of it to Hamburg—they knew it all already, thanks very much. But they
would only let the East German reporters take profile shots of them. One of them had come on private grounds
and wanted to make that clear. The house was still full of orphanage furniture, had the odor of damp unaired
washing about it: the upper floors were silent and empty.
*
Karsch got some things together and drove straight to Mecklenburg to look up the Niebuhrs, with whom he
had stayed for a month in 1945—waiting. Just before, when he was discharged from the army hospital in Poznán,
he wasn’t sent back to his tank unit but ordered to set out for Danzig and to proceed west from there with a lorryload of heavy wooden crates. There were four men—two in the driver’s cab, and two on the loading platform—
armed only with a couple of carbines. At the end of march they headed along the Baltic coast towards Greifswald,
and then—on account of a rumor—turned off to the south by way of Demmin and Malchin. They had petrol with
them—on top of the crates; they weren’t to stop in any town.
In April they came across a procession of refugees in the half-light, blocking an intersection with a crosscountry road: they took three unaccompanied children with them, and an old woman with a hand-cart she didn’t
want to leave behind: it jolted behind the truck now, taking the bends on two wheels. Karsch gave the children
some of his bread and generally saddled himself with them—one ragged little creature tried to go to sleep in his
lap. During the night he’d opened one of the crates and didn’t want to go on to the west with what he’d found.
Since dawn they were once more driving between apple trees in blossom and woods in their new April clothes,
along poorly surfaced second-class roads, on bumpy winding tracks above stretches of gray water; just before six,
when they came to a cluster of mixed forest, he jumped into the ditch, and could still see the disappointed
children’s faces when the hand-cart had already passed on its unsteady way round the low thicket. Bent down, he
ran across the grit surface to the ditch on the other side. The engine stopped, then started again. He found a narrow
footpath behind newly planted birch-trees: damp and winding, it led him to a lock-basin. The low-built, tileroofed house stood glistening with dew against the reddening sky. Sheets flapped as the wind drove half-heartedly
against them.
Just round the corner of the house he’d seen old Niebuhr standing at the bench for the milk-urns, erect, arms at
his side as if on guard, with his back to Karsch; he had slowly turned his head and motioned the stranger to
approach with just the same sober nod that now met Karsch on his return, as fifteen years were milled to so many
grains in the second it took Niebuhr to turn his head to one side in his bee-keeper’s veil, and beckon Karsch over
—carefully, so that the swarm did not creep in a flurry over his veil and neck. He did not speak until the swarm
had formed into a mass and could be turned warily into the bee-skep. Then he pushed up the veil and held it there
to his forehead with one hand:
“I’d always said you’d be back.”
But those weren’t Niebuhr’s eyes that looked from that vague tired face with its stubbled chin past Karsch, in
such a way that he turned his own head to stare.
And then the figure in the blue mechanic’s overalls raised his hand to his hip—in the same warning gesture he
used that past April when a military police patrol or a stranger had come to the house, and Karsch had to creep
from his attic into the cupboard beneath the roof-tiles, nine times before the armistice, once in the middle of the
night.
At that time there was a lad of ten working on the lock, who later threw stones on the roof for him when the
Russians had finished raking around for watches and German soldiers: Karsch would lift a tile until there was just
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enough room to see through, and there was the boy, standing with his brother in the yard and signaling to him
with a crooked finger—the kid tried to imitate him—and in the house he could hear the voices of the old Niebuhrs
through the ceiling, calling him down.
Now the house was silent: no steam misted over the kitchen window, and no clogs clattered on the stone
paving of the lock yard.
Karsch asked a question. The old man held the skep in both hands before his chest and moved his head as he
followed the convolutions of the swarm.
Karsch asked again.
Niebuhr carried the skep to the bee-shed, stepping between the apple-trees.
Karsch called out to him.
The faded blue overalled back tottered steadily on, away from him. The back door of the house was ajar.
Karsch put his hand on the latch, then stepped back.
This time it was midday in June; there was a calmness compounded of the scraping of chickens, the water
moving between the moles, and the wind puffing through the garden-shed. On the other side of the lock-basin
stood the unexpected figure of a man in the uniform of the border guards; straddle-legged, he rubbed his damp
hands in the back pockets of his breeches, returned the greeting, spat in the half overshadowed water between
them.
Kiarsch tried to think what he should do. The boy, who had brought the doctor for him before, was no longer
there: nor his little brother, who had always wanted to help look after the concealed soldier for his father. Karsch
and the other fellow stood so alone in that wide expanse, it was hard to find anything to look at.
A pause.
The guard spat in the water. Karsch asked about Niebuhr’s wife (that time before she had cut him a jacket from
a loden overcoat and used his black uniform to make a confirmation suit for her elder son)—was she dead? All of
a sudden the soldier spoke louder, didn’t answer the question, warned him off. The lock was a prohibited area, he
couldn’t give permission, you can’t stay here.
He turned round and went towards the black-tarred shed. The wood with its mixture of bright green trees had
been called the Little Oakwood. Karsch went long the side of the house and looked through the window behind
which the Niebuhrs’ bedroom used to be.
On the table by the window were out-of-date service regulations, a pack of cigarette papers, an opened envelope; an iron bedstead had a coarse cover over it; in an open locker there hung askew a raincoat with shoulderstraps on; there was an officer’s cap on the roughly plastered wall. The lock-keeper’s desk on the other side of the
room looked just the same as fifteen years before: papers were piled on the up-turned desk-lid; the wall clock had
stopped. Karsch turned round quickly, but no one was watching him.
He went on the mole and sat there for two hours, smoking and looking at the town which squatted there on the
other side of the flat curved inlet, with low-lying lines of houses at the water’s edge, then higher roof-tops, and
then the rust-colored mass of the cathedral tower. The wind took the foam from the mole-end and blew a fine
spray over him. He’d never been inside the town; even after the capitulation they let him out of the house only at
night time. He’d never seen the river—always the town above the water, from the attic window.
Niebuhr had spoken then.
He had sat up all one night and tried to talk to the sappers who wanted to open the lock into the lake: Karsch
heard them through the floorboards. He managed to get an unincriminating identity card for the deserter. He
taught Karsch his first words of the local dialect. He was forty-six then; could drag a heavy rowing boat without
any help over the basin wall; could run at a trot into the town and come back breathing easily.
One night afterwards he’d seen Karsch on his way through the English lines to Grevesmühlen.
The fifteen years since then were missing.
When Karsch saw a woman coming over the lock-gate with a basket, he stood up. He bent down once again to
look at a spade which lay there in the reed-grass, rusted and grown over with damp lichen. He stood a little longer
on the edge of the basin, near Niebuhr, as a barge went through the lock to the upper reach. Niebuhr let the bargee
open the gates and range them up himself, took the money without a word, said nothing as he held out the ticket,
put two hesitant fingers to his cap, picked up his lunch basket, wanted to get along.
“Good-bye,” said Karsch, and swallowed.
The old man didn’t see his raised hand. He turned back for a moment, kept his head down—it tremored inadvertently—and said, slowly, dejectedly, “I’d always said you’d be back,” went in at the door and closed it behind
him.
242

Karsch left the place by the pathway that had taken him there once before. The path had been trodden hard and
went round the two birches at the opening: but they were decayed, and stood there half dried up, both dead.
*
Next morning Karsch turned into a small town to the south of East Berlin and stood for a while in front of the
municipal hotel; then it occurred to him that he shouldn’t leave a car with West German number plates at the curb
all night.
He couldn’t find any public garages; uneasily, he left the car in a road planted with firs, with single-family
houses. Still feeling ill at ease, he went to the station for the city line. When the officials had made out his residence permit, they had spoken of the sacredness of the boundaries of their State—borders which no one might
pass over lightly, not even a guest, just as he wished, and certainly not to visit West Berlin, the open wound in the
democratic State, the void, the scar, the barbarian islet, the filter, the fissure through which already nearly three
million had fled from the embraces of the supreme power.\fn{ I.e., the will of the people, as expressed in the actions of the
East German Communist Party}
But Karsch wanted to visit a refugee camp.
He was standing at the station kiosk, sipping a soft drink, when an old-fashioned passenger train emptied its
occupants on to the next platform: they packed the stairway to the city-line, many of them past their working
days, and carrying cases; he noticed particularly the old women dressed in black on this fine weekday, who, with
heads bent, blinking, stepped well out of the way of any uniformed figure, as if a suspicious odor had caught their
nostrils.
Karsch had his East German papers in one jacket pocket, and the West German ones in the other—an adequate
disguise, he thought. At the first checkpoint he almost went wrong, but eventually showed his East German identifcation, and through the hum in his own ears heard himself give false information—as if in a dream, watched the
sham Karsch, seemingly conspicuous in comparison with the other passengers, who gave their East German destinations with studied casualness and presented themselves as innocent citizens, instead of the people they really
were with their actual life that until now and their place had been submerged by the ingeniously immoderate
demands of the State: they wanted a change.
Karsch not only thought he had noticed something specifically East German; he was also bewildered at the
similarity of his own behavior, so that he didn’t observe the details of the journey over the zig-zagging river, open
boat-houses and barges; and to a question from the refugees ventured “the Spree” as an answer. He showed his
West German papers at the checkpoint before West Berlin—puzzled again by the slow beating of his heart behind
the superior front he put on: the West German mask his face automatically became. He didn’t stir when some passengers were taken out.
He followed the others and entered the camp without having to ask the way there: his mouth was dry, he was
inexplicably weary, footsore. He looked blankly at the crowd passing over the courtyard, didn’t stop to think but
went along with them, and near by the city police moved the East German television cameras on to the street.
Nothing occurred to him except that everything seemed inevitable and that he was watching it. Without taking a
word down, he kept near a reporter from the West Berlin radio, was knocked into, pushed forward, shoved to one
side and—craning his neck—observed them, intimidated, lowering their eyes in front of the slick, solicitous
microphone that was ready to hear and retain their reasons for being there, all together.
And now the East German tongue came to grief.
It had no currency here, conveyed only what they had left behind; its linguistic signs were powerless to transmit what their users wished them to signify. All that the new arrivals had brought with them was a language which
was incapable of helping them to come to terms with their new environment: they couldn’t relay on even this
common cultural basis, hardly even on hearsay.
Earlier on Karsch too would have interpreted the following only as a pouring out of the general stupidities that
were East German policies—thought at most of the imposition of the farming co-operatives:
“I’d have stood it longer but my wife had had enough of it; we haven’t had anything for ourselves except for
the home, next to nothing; they came with their loudspeakers and the police; we thought they were going to seal
the border; we’ve waited so long for things to improve; I wasn’t going to be allowed to study; so many have gone
from our road—I didn’t want to be the only one to stay; I was made redundant yesterday; they were going to force
us to join the army!; my grandchildren are over here; I wanted something more out of life.”
So they declared, self-consciously, as if they deserved mistrust.
But in the meantime Karsch had been the things they spoke of, and thought of himself as an eye-witness,
someone who’d actually been there. Listening to these people gave one only a very narrow conception of what the
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other Germany\fn{Officially called the German Democratic Republic, or GDR for short } was actually like, although from here
it seemed as if a fine, hard-fibered mesh had been placed over it, to change its appearance. Instinctively, his ear
decoded what they said, analyzed the suasions behind a certain phrase as one of them made a hurried and yet
timid attempt to speak West German.
Not all of them were entirely to be respected: in fact, he couldn’t wish more than a few of them anything more
than just good luck; but all and every one of them spoke like the place they had left and which still clung to them.
This was a foreign country, but still it helped them to retain what was past: in a foreign country one has to speak
precisely, simply and unoptimistically—perhaps someone will understand.
They had come because the country they left was different, but scarcely because the country they had sought
out was as it was. They still didn’t belong here; just as they no longer belonged over there. And in this moment of
indecision Karsch was closer to them than a West German, was set apart from the West Germans; for he felt he
had something special in common with these foreigners\fn{ I.e., these Germans foreign to the West German culture }—
knowledge and allusions, expressed in the pursing of lips or in silence—something retained from the ninety days
he had spent as their guest; and he regretted the amount of reality and neighborliness that would fade from them—
fade into oblivion with their move to West Germany.
A few days here and they were no longer the same, the bond between them already long broken: and each of
them would have to go before the reception committee by himself, to exchange the finished stretch of his life for
foreign values: various refugee’s documents, a residence permit, coupons to buy clothing, a job, a loan, and a
ticket for the plane that would carry him over the country that in the meantime he had lost.\fn{ The city of Berlin was
entirely enclaved by East Germany, divided into zones by all four occupying powers. }
*
Karsch left the interview hall where he had allowed the crowd to take him; he made his way across the hot,
dusty, crammed yard of the camp, and returned to the station. On the platform, he recognized new arrivals from
outside: they had already forgotten their customary wariness, and innocently left the train as people who had
surrendered their homes and owned no more than their luggage. Once or twice Karsch went too far, and changed
trains without thinking, until he got to the housing estate where he had lived at one time.
Many of the shopkeepers he’d known then were no longer in business, others didn’t recognize him; and when
he bought two hundred cigarettes, carrier-bags full of things in the chemist’s, in the stationer’s, in the fish market,
almost all the dealers took him for an East German who’d found his nice old gran in the West an easy touch.
With packets under both arms he walked for a long time in the shade. The façades of buildings seemed to
quiver as he gazed half-consciously before him. The back of his head felt numb. He had to lean against the wall of
the telephone booth when he rang on acquaintance he’d known as a student, who was now practicing as a doctor,
and asked him to prescribe something. He didn’t want to make his diagnosis over the phone and invited Karsch
over.
But Karsch pleaded a pressing engagement: he didn’t want to pour out his three months in a single afternoon’s
conversation. He would have liked to have resolved his confusion, but would have done it injudiciously. He had to
forgo the pleasure of spending the evening here.
At the border with East Berlin, his purchases were noticed, and he gave a ludicrously implausible address in
Köpenick as his destination; but the customs official had also been standing in the heat, and didn’t feel like
picking on this West German who spoke so slowly, and whose forehead was beaded with sweat. At the outer
border of East Berlin he remembered the East German papers in his jacket pocket.
That afternoon had pressed him hard with the feeling of facing both ways: so uneasy a sensation that he settled
his East German affairs—in an attempt to settle himself. With regard to Achim T——, he abandoned the dispute
he would otherwise have entered on, and left him the manuscript of the biography—unpublished, it seemed a fair
exchange for the advances he had taken; he was in such a hurry that he forgot to make a copy. As he said his
good-byes, he surprised them with a kind of wit which passes for something other than banter in these parts; he
invited Frau Liebenreuth to spend a week in Hamburg—he didn’t advise anyone to go there for good. He was
thoughtless enough to give a lift to a hitch-hiker on the autobahn without asking the youth why he hadn’t got
anything on under his mechanic’s overalls. He very firmly refused to assist any prisoner to escape: the chap was
turned out—that suited Karsch (in this way he thought he would assure himself an entry permit for next year). For
the first time he was impolite enough to offend against his hosts’ traffic regulations: on the four-hour drive to the
border they stopped him once and then again because he had exceeded the speed limit—he wanted to get rid of
his East German currency somehow. He hadn’t been able to close his eyes all night. He felt really knocked
out\fn{The text has: up; but to be knocked out is slang meaning to be abnormally tired. To be knocked up is to be pregnant} and just
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managed to keep his car on the road.
On the other side of the barrier he didn’t resist the attraction of the more modern roads, still whistled softly
when his dusty crate got caught in the shining columns of excursion traffic, came home through the small towns
that afternoon as if suddenly released from privation, wouldn’t have liked to have defined exactly what pleased
him in comparison about the faces and clothing of the passers-by, felt naturally back where he belonged, noted
(not without the pleasure of anticipation) the shop-window displays of all the objects and devices that ensure an
easier life, still breathed in the higher-quality petrol in the air as the welcome fragrance by which the returning
traveler knows his homeland; and then, as he pulled up at the corner-kiosk\fn{ Corner newspaper stand} for papers,
answered the headlines with a mental “just a minute!”—for he had two months until September to produce a
series out of the sensational report he decided he now had in him. He already saw it set up—and the banner
announcing it at the top of his paper—
“Here, hold on!”
As dusk came down, he found the crush of traffic taking him as usual over the Hamburg Elbe bridge, towards
home; for this was where he’d lived for a couple of years.
*
He couldn’t start straightaway.
The empty flat had used up his bank balance and he had enough in hand for only eight weeks: that was too
unsettling, he had to do something. Since his student days, he hadn’t let himself borrow money—in obedience to
the small shopkeeper’s principles that had caused his parents to sacrifice their own grocer’s business.
He began to telephone. Since he didn’t want to travel, and would write only if he had to, he got—only with
some trouble—an Italian documentary film-script to translate, forced himself to see some East German photos (he
only took photographs for his own enjoyment), and accepted an advance on the series on hotels he’d planned,
until once again he could ply his typewriter with an easy mind. But you have to see people too, have to talk to
them; then, when you’re drinking, talking, what’s been happening slips out:
“Been away, have you? But why East Germany?”
Karsch used the term “residence permit.” An East German residence permit for a journalist was unusual to start
with:
“Why were you there so long? After all, one’s seen it all at the first glance.”
Karsch didn’t expand about his first impressions; but gave the book about the racing-cyclist as his business
there.
“About a racing-cyclist—you’re not serious?”
Karsch tried to let his explanation rest there, but he had to answer with East German bread prices living conditions, educational and cultural policies. Fortunately, these conversations soon turned into tepid discussions about
the prospects of reunification, and finally into gossip.
But East German idioms came so readily to his lips that he found himself advising them that you just had to
see everything in its context, if you found the other man’s opinions too muddled.
They looked at him in such astonishment that he didn’t manage just the right emphasis when explaining that
this official precept of the East German party was understood ironically by the people over there—taking into
consideration the pressure of different circumstances.
They let him have his say—he decided to give it more thought. (It wasn’t as insignificant as someone back
from a trip to England with a few foreign expressions on the tip of his tongue.) Even the taxi-driver for whom
Karsch sometimes did the night-shift sounded his horn outside the house, and said—between friends—surely
Karsch could tell him what it had really been like.
Again and again, he retold Achim’s entire life—attempting to be purely impartial only in order not to anticipate the report he planned to write. And still in the night his telephone would ring and someone would ask:
“Are you quite sure you haven’t made a mistake?”
He collected his son and drove him to Travemünde, but spoiled his fun at lunch when the boy tried to tell him
that in East Germany the police turned their machine-guns at random on the passers-by. He repeated his lecturette
on comic-strips—but the kid would rather have stayed on the beach, and the inflatable rubber-toy he bought now
came too late—he should have brought something back from his trip.
He dropped the boy in the city, didn’t show him his new home, saw him get on the tram, couldn’t overcome his
inclination not to call him back.
In the meantime the headaches had become so insignificant that he put them down to that exceptional summer
in which the heat hung without a breath of wind over the town, and the same went for the attacks of sweating at
245

night. He promised himself a check-up in the autumn, but first of all he wanted to get everything settled. When
you’re fagged out,\fn{Exhausted; an English expression} feeling a bit under, you let them walk you into the editorial
conference—he didn’t think about the wave of muck and printed matter which every morning flooded the space
behind his door at home, and left in its wake an atmosphere of vociferous denial.
*
He took his old place between Third Page and Sport; the white sunlight bore down insidiously on the dormerwindow—out there the glittering arms of the gantries in the harbor were on his side. The cold schnapps felt like a
sharp-edged mass in his belly. He’d known everyone at the table for ages, he counted on that, said what he
thought at the mechanism in his head dictated; he didn’t go cautiously, probe, avoid insinuations; he spoke out;
not many of them would have expected that.
They commissioned—to begin immediately and finish at the end of August—a series on East Germany: to be
forwarded to subscribers in the holidays.
Karsch hadn’t thought of doing it as a piece of reportage. They prescribed the sort of easy, palatable style
everyone knew and liked to read.
Karsch hadn’t thought of that. If a regular staff man takes an unexpected holiday and leaves Third Page high
dry for twelve weeks, at least you expect an excuse, if not reasonable behavior and conformity to usual practice
Karsch—yes, of course, I’m sorry—had thought of an analysis of the administration, an economic report with
reference to reunification, a presentation of East German consequences of West German politics—if necessary,
tricked out with anecdotes to satisfy the readers’ imagination, but that came last.
That wasn’t suitable for August; politics were on holiday then.
Yes, but Karsch had really had September in mind.
And the paper should doubtless go so far as to proposes the recognition of East Germany?
Yes, in my opinion, the answer’s yes.
Must be clean off your rocker.
All right then. Are you out of your senses? What do you think we’re letting ourselves in for; what do you
expect?
I’m telling you; let him have his say; just listen; this has always been an independent weekly. That’s why I’m
suggesting—
An independent paper aimed at a middle-class readership can’t suddenly in the middle of July without any
directive from the board abandon the guiding principles of official West German policy, according to which there
can’t be any discussion of reunification with East Germany, since their State just doesn’t exist and they rig their
elections anyway.
Quite right. But look here, I’ve seen it myself: how do you think it was I let five policemen inspect my car to
see if it was roadworthy, if I didn’t think a government had put them there? This is an editorial conference, not a
readers’ opinion poll. You should print it straight.
Well, I think we’ll take the report on the market gardening show—new feature in September—copy for
information of directors—get a line to Ibiza.
“Well then,” said Karsch, “that’s it.”
And then he thought he’d just managed it rather clumsily, presented it poorly, got out on the wrong side\fn{ On
the wrong side of the bed } that morning. He tried to work out then how he was breaking so many rules of the game, all
at once.
A good salesman doesn’t put his goods over by sticking them in the window bare and plain—just as they are.
He sees to the packaging—gives them an image that sets them apart from the routine lines.
The good salesman sees to it that there’s no debate about his wares. Too much persuasion makes them suspect
you’re on your uppers.\fn{Your speed; your greenies (as they are called in sports); your pep-pills; your amphetamines } And he’d
used East German expressions again: when the market gardening assignment came up, he’d asked what the slant
was, just like any politically trained East German—but you didn’t get that kind of education over here. He hadn’t
thought it would come out like that; he had let himself be caught out; had given in and acknowledged himself the
victim of some sort of logic.
He didn’t go out alone after the conference. Your Guide to the Week’s Trumpery Affairs said let’s have lunch,
and talked of the hazards of ideological journalism.
Karsch sensed curiosity again. Finance and Sport explained the paper’s refusal to go along with him as the
paper’s recognition of his close relationship with the paper. He sensed an attempt to console him; and if he
happened to glance over their heads as they spoke, he saw others there giving him that kind of sizing-up look—he
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couldn’t make it out at first—ah yes, sympathetic; and at last he realized he’d been overruled just like eight years
ago as a greenhorn.
Quickly, he excused himself and walked slowly along the concrete corridor to Page Three’s room. Page Three
had his feet on the desk, but used his arms quite vigorously to explain how first-class, how effective a writer
Karsch had been in the past—our eye-witness, he said—and Karsch couldn’t help thinking of the East German
news programme with the same name: only the fellow’s silence brought his mind out of its vague drift. He hadn’t
been listening—“you didn’t seem to have got through in the end,” said Page Three.
Karsch’s own estimate of his performance was so low that he cautiously refused a second schanps, although he
needed it—but without ice.
The lunchtime traffic rolled along between the red houses as it did every day. Someone jerked across the road
in front of him so clumsily that he narrowly missed two cars at the intersection: neither of them had thought he
would slow down so suddenly—or so he fancied anyway.
He didn’t worry particularly; didn’t apply to another paper, as he’d been used for years to this one, its more
substantial sheets, the bold column lines and head rules, the dignified makeup—hardly affected by the incursion
of small-ads; was prepared for the copy-dates and vagaries of its sub-editors, whose emendations he anticipated
with his own cuts; it was this sort of allegiance that made him turn out his copy as usual. In case of extremity, he
thought of putting out his report as a book, with full page photo-illustrations, wide margins, and bound in the
flexible, functional boards that held the West German market at the time; although it was still just an idea he had
to make a start.
*
Anyway he found the work pleasant at first. In the morning he drove to the library, left the reading room only
once every hour to smoke, was soon cooking his own lunch, wrote his notes on record cards in the afternoon—in
time these became a case book for the history of political ideas.
In the evening he was fairly tired, spent just another hour in his darkroom, occasionally went round the corner
for a beer, or out to a film which featured girls in low-cut dresses in incredible predicaments that just numbed his
mind into sleep.
But he slept poorly—sometimes a sudden pain would startle him in the small hours, but had disappeared as
soon as he was conscious of it and was walking the empty, early-morning streets, awake.
He became more and more perplexed. The more he learned of political theory, the more obvious it was—however he worked things out—that East Germany as much as West possessed the traditional characteristics of a State
—the features requisite to a State in classical political theory: its own territory, its own administration, and a
population under it with a particular nationality—even culture.
He was almost completely baffled by the impudence with which current official policy duped the experts; all
of a sudden he was nonplussed at the ingenuousness with which a country so attuned to the variations of foreign
politics—whose economy was integrated on a supra-national basis—presumed to deny another country existence,
despite all these characteristics. In the process, he revised his previous patient impartiality.
He understood the East German economy better, although its statistics were made more adroitly cryptic; he had
attended economics lectures for a few terms, and despite all the dogmas of political economy he kept on coming
back to the undeniable total of the four thousand million marks by which Soviet war reparations had denuded the
East German economy—far more than those paid to the Western Allies that the West German one had before the
currency reform. And then there was the lack of natural resources, the construction of a heavy industry, and so on:
all this both explained the East German standard of living and showed it to be worse than he had feared: his pride
in the West German disappeared.
And, with a clarity that was almost alarming, archives, newspapers and documentation confirmed his impresssion—which had had little more than memory to back it up. He wasn’t far from dismay when he assembled the
proposals made by the East German to the inflexible West German side: until recently there was no longer any
German unity to be had on the question of neutrality, of disarmament, of loans, even though no attempt was made
to sue for recognition and negotiations at governmental level.
He didn’t touch the typewriter for days, when he should have been using it to interpret the details of thirteen
years of West German politics recorded on his cards—to summarize them under the heading of reunification, the
doctrine which the West German government upheld so immovably. It was already the end of August and he felt
the matter was urgent: only half the manuscript was ready for the press, from then on it was patchy. At last he
decided to reduce it to the size of the less formal travel article that he had originally thought of.
Moreover he kicked himself for starting so haphazardly on a project which could have been done at any time—
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but before his trip a certain Herr Karsch would hardly have considered reunification to be the most pressing
problem of West German politics, and would probably now be writing about market gardening exhibitions if the
East German Rent Restriction Act hadn’t been made so plain for him in Frau Liebenreuth’s corridor, if the locality
hadn’t become so real on that threadbare staircase: and to think all that was accidental.
*
He would have liked to have taken his thoughts somewhere other than the local television studio in which five
people sat at an unsteady table with two tele-cameras on them, boring one another with doubts about the civic
boundaries of Hamburg.
He felt a bit of a charlatan as—with less concern for the price of a square acre of land in Garstedt than for the
cheap tumbler of water in front of him—he was just about to set his forehead on the hands he’d kept together
before him all the time, when the sprightly discussion happened, here too, to turn to the possibility of a future
reunification.
Karsch—though omitting the simple politeness of raised shoulders and a stare straight into the camera—muttered away in the carping tone of an aggrieved spectator: he couldn’t stand the word any longer, his own opinion
didn’t count for much, but as far as he was concerned … and with similar civilities he began to speak, waxed
harsh about reunification always coming in the future, was sick with all the pandering with decorous reports on all
the Third Pages, and all the trying to use a vexed question to use up all the expense accounts of all the popular
pundits, or otherwise turn his life into a procession of received political ideas; thirdly he wouldn’t be persuaded
that he was master of his own soul one moment and a fellow-traveler the next.
As he babbled on, his mind filled with the clear memory of outer suburbs and the rattle of early-morning workers’ trains, a street with some gable-ends picked out in color against the mass of gray ones, the whole East
German land that he had seen: thrown out of their order of time and intercourse, forgotten but living.
Over and again he used the words “actuality,” “reality,” “just look;” too quickly he rattled off his statistics in
thousands, and tens of millions. Strange to say, he omitted to mention a characteristic smell on the East German
autobahn, and that later odor of carbolic mixed with the vapors that came from kitchens, stairways, open pub
doors and tramcars.
He used the word “recognition” in the precise epistemological sense but left those present and the viewers
(who were feeling rather limp on a hot afternoon) free to take the expression as understood in diplomatic usage,
and finally tied things up neatly by returning to the subject of Garstedt, so that the volume faded only with his
closing look to one side; for the staff at the control desk hadn’t been picked out for such contingencies and
helplessly allowed the ensuing row to appear on the screen for another minute, until—probably by mistake—
someone’s finger happened on the fade-in button for the so-called technical interference effect, behind this the
unusual scene disappeared from the viewers’ sight, just as a certain Herr Karsch was moving away from the
cameras and slipping into the wings: but with no bounce in him, no head held high, no defiant stare—just rather
stiffly, stooping a little, looking half worn-out, half-asleep, and giving only that automatic nod back at them over
his right shoulder.
He took note of the pains in his back: they seemed serious, not just troublesome; they affected his neck
muscles. An empty feeling under his skull, in front, made him afraid that he wouldn’t be able to keep going
through the usual sort of September without cracking up. In face he didn’t give himself enough time to ask for a
check-up before December.
*
That very evening the girls who saw to the answering service at the exchange spent three-quarters of an hour
redirecting calls to him: some of them they would rather have sent by post to avoid having to repeat them; they
hadn’t though a caller who spoke so nicely could have said such things.
In the next few weeks he was on his way to youth groups of the officially permitted parties, to student gatherings, to individuals: who invited him to give a paper, take part in a discussion, give his opinion in strict confidence.
And so he got to see a good number of hotel rooms without beginning the series on hotels, for at night he
would sit at the apologies for desks, getting down a few sentences of his report and trying to find other words that
would make it as highly nuanced and evocative as his own memories—but he couldn’t escape the feeling that it
was ineffectual, inaccurate, a waste of time.
For why still try to let the two German provinces know more about one another: why take notice of the cheap
sordid tricks they used to assess one another, as if the year nineteen sixty finished at the border for each of them;
why write, answer letters, give information, if the meetings terminated in applause or in a beer-hall, as after any
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ordinary discussion or foreign travel lecture; why, when the postman brings the supposed Jewish swine the compliments of the Wandsbek watchdogs, if one by one the columnists of the smaller newspapers deny this obscure
journalist anything like a representative opinion and moral justice; why, if on account of that, almost every
evening, he must repudiate political ambitions, bring down on himself the contempt of nineteen-year-olds for this
cowardly citizen; why, just because he wouldn’t answer for anything but his report, wouldn’t pass judgement.
Soon he was engaged in conflict when he spoke from a public platform; for recently he’d taken to opening his
talk with the questions, why, on what grounds, for what just cause, and for what purpose, these ladies and gentlemen wanted to unite with the strangers, brothers and sisters they’d been able to do without ever since the war?
Under the quite firmament in his home, under the blue slates of the roof, he so longed for that now darker sky,
that towards the end of October he would certainly have chucked it in of his own free will, if the police hadn’t
forestalled him by searching his place on suspicion of high treason.
*
He wasn’t at home and a search hadn’t revealed his name in the Bremerhaven hotel register, so that in the
night, when he stopped on the squeaking boards of the entrance hall, he heard loud voices down below waxing
indignant with righteous citizen’s oaths against this fellow without any sense of national responsibility, whom the
rotten trick of buying the upper floor wouldn’t help when he was up against those solicitors in Hamburg who
knew all about terminating contracts.
Karsch put his case down and went down the steps to the door, which gave when he pounded at it; but no one
answered. His own door hung open; the lock was undamaged. The chairs stood neatly about the table, equidistant,
one placed at each side—just like any furniture shop window. They’d left the official notification next to his
typewriter, and nearby another note told him his cleaner had given notice. The things in his drawers were arranged
with the precision of a batman;\fn{ A military orderly} the mattress had been turned and the bed remade as precisely
as any housemaid could manage it. His in-tray, all his card-indexes and negatives were missing from the top of the
steel filing cabinets, which had all been locked again; the ink had gone from his desk. The list of confiscated
objects didn’t go into details, gave no total, but had a sort of waiter’s receipt stuck on at the end with a note in a
childish hand.
Karsch stayed for half an hour without sitting down, left the house with two suitcases, drove over the city
limits, made an appointment with L——. The next morning he took the tram into town and waited in the canteen
at the dubbing-studio.
Herr L—— (about whom we need say no more) had the money with him, and took the letter of attorney; but
also tried to dissuade Karsch, for he just couldn’t see how someone without relatives in East Germany could go on
for weeks on end with all this wish-wash about reunification. He thought the way Karsch had found his flat was a
misunderstanding—“on whose part?” asked Karsch, and didn’t require an answer, but stayed huddled up instead
of venturing out into the early morning air.
He clutched his arms against his chest as if he was freezing, occasionally rubbed his stubbly chin against one
shoulder, couldn’t keep his eyes open. He didn’t want to talk.
He just remarked that when the card-indexes were taken away he had lost eight years’ work—he couldn’t go
on working without the card-indexes.
He stayed at the table only out of politeness; they parted after fifteen minutes.
In the meantime, although the authorities neither profited from their raid nor made any retraction (though this
was for lack of an address), Karsch hunted for one explanation through all the peculiar letters he had received
since his return from East Germany—letters or postcards from people there he’d happened to meet on the
platform at Jüterborg, in the Erfurt civic restaurant, or who had otherwise got into conversation with a visitor from
West Germany; people to whom he’d given his name and address in case of some eventuality—pleasure or
assistance—scribbled them on railway tickets or matchboxes. Now they had had to write to him, notes in which
he might perhaps catch the allusion, although the East German censor certainly would not. Karsch had often sent
back these post-cards with their mysterious greetings, in case he would open the door as seen someone standing
there with bags and the somewhat trying information:
“But you know me!”
In the meantime the bell had been disconnected, no one moved behind the door, there were no more letters
with this secret society stuff—no more answers sent.
Herr L—— (who, I promise you, doesn’t go around telling everyone about Karsch’s affairs) tries to make
something of an incident which happened before he met Karsch in the studio. The people there had to get a taperecording done in a hurry, and since the speaker—alone with the flickering lights and microphones in the
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recording-booth—didn’t think his performance was up to his usual best they asked a chap who had obviously had
a sleepless night and was waiting in the corridor, leaning there against the wall, if he would play the audience for
twenty minutes so that they could get their money’s worth of ability out of this sensitive actor bloke;\fn{ Fellow.}
and the stranger didn’t say a word but let them take him through the two sets of doors, and sat down to watch the
sensitive actor’s lips moving.
While he was there he must have seen his wife behind the glass in the control room, sitting at the cutting table
she had gone back to after the divorce: she was six years older now, still had the same taste for full skirts and
multi-colored jumpers, wore her hair shorter than she used to, was nibbling at some sort of sponge-cake, arched
one hand below the other, turned towards a part of the room he couldn’t see, and hardly moved her lips as she said
something in a facetiously guilty way to the sound engineer, something that Karsch can’t have heard through the
two layers of plate-glass, although perhaps he wanted to hear it as much as the faint sound of the laugh she gave,
putting her hand to her throat as if to arrest the noise.
He certainly didn’t want to disturb hera—L—— supposes that’s why Karsch turned his chair round to sit with
his back to the control room—and so the recording had to be repeated; and later on they recognized Karsch’s face,
although the photo in the paper didn’t come out very well.
*
He spent December in a nursing-home in Milan, then he tried to find work in Rome.
Finally he went back to Milan: for some reason the right people had found his Italian invaluable. He’s got two
rooms outside town—you only get him back to West Germany if it’s absolutely necessary—and the necessity is
never so absolute.
He’s got more eccentric since then: never answers private letters—if they’re on business he only sends a few
lines back—doesn’t give a phone number, posts his manuscripts without a covering note, pays his taxes in Italy,
on which subject he holds certain opinions which we take to be justifiable prejudices if occasionally we happen to
talk about him, citing his case as one where an ill-advised action on the part of the police led a man to consider
himself for ever excluded from his fellow-citizens; or holding him up as an example of one who interprets the
symptoms of aging as special insights.
His articles read as they used to, and an increasing number of readers probably buy the paper for its third page,
where he writes with a nice choice of detail: the sun and wind play about his words as he reports on individual
problems of Italian politics and industry, or simply hits off a misty sun-drenched morning in the western Alps, so
well that some people would give anything to be there rather than here, day after day and the anguish of the divided Germany which is often on our lips and which we must live with.
26.129 & 43.31 I. A Tale For Hollywood II. Retina: Two Short Stories\fn{by Hanna Krall (1937Warsaw County, Masovian Voivodeship, Poland (F) 24

)} Warsaw,

I
1
A certain woman, unknown to me, phoned up to say that a woman, unknown to either of us, would like a book
written about her. A book to be written by me.
“Does her life deserve to be written about?” I asked, but my caller had no idea about that woman’s life.
“Will she pay me?”I asked.
The caller had even less idea about her financial circumstances, but she dictated the address. The person in
whose name she phoned lived in Israel. I wrote to her. It was a short, matter-of-fact letter, with commercial intent.
Apparently, Madam, you’d like a book about yourself,

I wrote.
If your life is suitable for a book, I’ll write it. But, of course, it’ll cost money.

I’d never written a letter like this before, but on the other hand I’d never before had an emigrant daughter. My
daughter and grandson had recently settled in Canada, and a ticket to Canada isn’t cheap. To be precise, two
tickets, one for my husband as well. For two tickets to visit my daughter, I thought, I can hire myself out to ghost
anyone.
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“Ghosting”—that’s the name for the service I was supposed to provide.
In the West this is a frequent occupation for impoverished writers. Ghost writer. Writing anonymously, for
someone else, for money.
In reply, my prospective heroine and employer suggested I come to Israel.
It so happened that I’d been invited to a conference in Jerusalem on the subject of the history and culture of
Polish Jews, so everything was falling into place. I wrote to tell the prospective heroine that I’d visit her after the
conference. She could tell me about her life then, and I’d offer my terms. If we didn’t strike a deal, it wouldn’t
matter. We’d get to know each other, have a cup of tea together and say goodbye nicely.
Who knows, we might even get to like each other.
*
For a week I lived in Jerusalem. From time to time I talked with my prospective heroine on the phone. I soon
learned that she’d only recently come to live in Israel, where her two daughters lived, and that she’d spent the war
in Auschwitz.
“There’ve been a lot of books about Auschwitz,” I said, disappointed.
“I know,” said my prospective heroine, “but it was different for me.”
“Nobody could improve on Borowski and Primo Levi—”
“I was also in a few other places,” said my PH (prospective heroine).
One day she phoned up to tell me that someone at a party had asked her how often they changed the sheets in
that Auschwitz place.
“It was a young person,” she added, “but all the same …” (I had the impression she was close to tears.)
“Don’t be upset,” I consoled her. “Yesterday a certain journalist from Tel-Aviv asked how to spell the name of
Mordechaj Anielewicz. She was a young journalist, but all the same …”
“Exactly,” she sighed, and we both fell silent.
The conference over, I went to a kibbutz. I spent a whole hot day looking at people, factories, gardens, cowsheds, houses and museum exhibits. In the evening, exhausted, I was taken to the town where the prospective
heroine of the book (that was and was not to be mine) lived.
We drove in darkness, past gardens and suburban villas. In front of house number 98 I got out and rang the
bell.
An elderly woman opened the door.
*
She stood inside, in bright light, as if caught in the beam of a spotlight which isolated her against a black
backcloth. She had thick, gray, upswept hair, large brown eyes, an uncertain smile, and an attentive gaze.
“That’s exactly the way you should look,” I said, feeling reassured, “but I must go to bed now.”
She served me tea in a beige parlor, she showed me the pink bathroom, as big as my biggest room in Warsaw,
and took me to the white bedroom. In the morning I read her written testimony as submitted to the Memorial
Institute, Yad Vashem, in Jerusalem.
“Fine,” I said. “About this I could write. How much are you offering?”
“Whatever you ask.”
I named a sum which was exactly the cost of two return tickets to Canada plus long-distance phone calls—also
to Canada.
“Fine,” said my PH, and I immediately wished I’d named a slightly higher sum.
“You’d pay a Western author ten times more,'”I added magnanimously. It was a fact.
“I know,” agreed PH, “but I don’t have the money for Western authors. This is my daughter’s house. I only
have a pension to live on. To pay you, I’ll take on the job of looking after an old, blind, half-deaf woman; she can
only hear low notes. I speak to her from my stomach, like a ventriloquist.”
“I’m better off than you,” I reassured myself. “Anyway, why d’you need this book?”
She needed such a book for a film.
The book should become a bestseller, and the film should be made in Hollywood.
*
Her life, she told me, was extraordinary, her problems were extraordinary, she’d like people to know about
them, and besides she’d like to earn money for some things. Like a residential apartment in an old people’s home;
to support her elder daughter who isn’t doing very well; for plastic surgery; to take care of her husband when he
became bedridden …
“My dear woman,” I confessed, “none of my books has ever become a bestseller. Except for one, possibly, but
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it was about one of the leaders of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising. After all, let’s face it, there is a difference between
the two of you. Anyway, even with that one I didn’t earn much. Are you sure it’s me you want as a writer?”
She wasn’t sure but she had no other option. She’d made an earlier offer to a famous Polish writer living in
Israel, but he refused. He said he told only his own stories, no one else’s, and he advised her to write it herself
“It’s very simple,” he explained. “Let’s take the scene where you’re going to Vienna smuggling tobacco in a
black lacquer suitcase. You enter a compartment, put the suitcase on the rack, and take a seat. After a while a tall
handsome SS man comes in, carrying a yellow pigskin suitcase. He puts it next to the other one and sits down
opposite.”
“And what next?” my PH asked the writer.
“That you have to invent all by yourself,” the writer explained. “You’ve got a riddle that has to be solved.
That’s what literature’s about.”
“But at least tell me what he had in that suitcase,” insisted my PH.
“How am I supposed to know?” huffed the writer. “It’s you who are supposed to know, not me.”
“But if I can’t even write about my own black suitcase, how am I supposed to describe his invented yellow
one?”
“That’s what literature’s about,” the writer repeated, spreading his arms. “I’ve already told you a lot.”
*
So ended her attempt to win over a famous writer for a Hollywood blockbuster. I was her last resort. Because I
was the author of Shielding the Flame, which indicated that I understood Jews, and also because I wrote The Six
Shades of White, a reportage, which indicated that I understood love. And these are the two subjects I had to grasp
in order to write a book about her. The book that will buy her a residential apartment at the old people’s home,
plastic surgery, and soon.
To be honest, I felt a bit insulted that I was not her first choice, but I quickly multiplied the fee by the blackmarket dollar rate, divided it by the price of a ticket to Canada, and worked out that if my husband and I made
fewer long distance phone calls, and if we generally lived more economically, we should get two visits to our
children out of this.
“Fine,” I declared, “I’ll write the book for you. But you must know one thing. That famous writer and I, we
have different views on literature. It seems to me that literature is about something else. Won’t you mind that?
“No,” replied PH, “so long as the end result will be a Hollywood film.”
I asked for some paper and milky coffee, made myself comfortable in the beige armchair and asked who her
parents were.
2
A book about Isolda R—— (this is my heroine’s real, prewar name; now she has a different name and as the
book’s author she wants to hide behind the pen-name “Maria Pawlicka,” which was, incidentally, one of her
numerous false names, during the Occupation) so a book about Isolda R——, written for me, not for Hollywood,
should begin as follows:
“Isolda R——, a shortish brunette, with quite long legs and with thighs which she liked to describe as “full and
round” (she believed the sturdiness and length of her legs added to her height), met her future husband in the first
year of the Second World War. Soon after their wedding a ghetto wall started to rise around the Jewish district. By
their first wedding anniversary the wall was closed. Isolda R——, the daughter of a chemical engineer—the
owner of a fair-sized tenement house on the corner of Ogrodowa and Zelazna—had to learn how to look after
typhoid patients.
“She was good at it. During the day she worked in a hospital, at night, with private patients. The private ones
died as frequently, but in clean sheets, with their family around, with the doctor, and she preferred the luxurious
dying of the rich to the death of poor wretches in hospital.
“At dawn, on her way back home, she saw those who couldn’t afford even a funeral, let alone a private nurse.
Relatives carried the bodies out of the houses, placed them on the pavement, covered them with newspapers, and
secured the newspapers round them with stones against the wind. Later the funeral carts went round the town
picking up the bodies, but Isolda R—— would come back before the municipal undertakers had set to work.”
*
That’s how it should begin, but it became clear straight away that it couldn’t begin like that, for two reasons.
Firstly, no American reader would understand what was going on: what typhoid? what wall? what about these
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corpses? Who knows, perhaps one should even indicate the date next to the words “World War II: (1939-45).”
Secondly, organizing the material that way, I could do a reportage, even a decent one within the limits of
eighty pages, whereas I was expected to produce a massive novel.
“A really fat blockbuster, Hania,” the heroine explained. “At least as weighty as Ingeborg by Kellerman.
Haven’t you read it? A most beautiful story about love. You can really feel everything in it—that kind of despair,
of love, of pain … do you understand now?”
I understood. I also understood that I had no idea for a fat blockbuster, in which one can feel despair and love.
Back in Poland I phoned Knysztof Kieslowski. He had become a world-famous film director and should know
how to write for Hollywood. I told him the story of Isolda R——.
“Not bad,” he pronounced. “American Jews are fed up with victim-Jews, humiliated-Jews, passively dragged
to death. Your heroine fights and wins—and this subject’s en vogue, just right for an American producer.”
“In that case, Knysiu, do me a favor and write the beginning for me. Nothing long, a few sentences, a typical
Hollywood, so I can see how it’s done.”
Krzysztof Kieslowski is not only world-famous but also very obliging. He went home, took his own script out
of his typewriter, rolled in a clean sheet of paper and wrote:
His hands were exactly like those in an Italian art book, of sketches by Leonardo da Vinci. How had Leonardo
known that he of all people would have such hands? And that she, who would, ever since her childhood, every now and
again, when father wasn’t home, climb up on the chair and take the book down from the highest shelf to look at these
hands—that she would meet and touch them.
Slim, distinct palms with long fingers that would be ideally matched by the thin gold wedding ring, the thinnest she
had ever seen, on the finger of her dead aunt as she was dressed for the coffin, only such a ring, nothing else.
It would also match him because it would be hardly visible—his skin was the color of gold. Not tanned, not swarthy,
just the color of gold, all year round, in winter too. The hands looked like a decoration when he put them on the back of
the armchair; and now—without realizing it—the hands glorified her arm, her hand …

Yes, this was it. Quick to learn, I filled up the text with the first chapter’s scenery: a birch coppice, flaming
moss and hot light flickering among the branches.
He moved his hand along her neck

I added, and after that came the description of gold skin. It was only at the mention of the dead aunt, dressed up
for the coffin, that I revolted and crossed her out.
Isolda R——’s husband, whom I met later on, in Vienna, had exactly the hands described by Krzysztof Kieslowski.
3
When—according to Isolda R——’s testimony—the ghetto was walled off, when corpses appeared on the
streets, dead from hunger and typhoid, covered by newspapers that she passed at dawn, I thought for the first time
that I would probably forget about Hollywood.
It’s quite possible that the Americans could make a film like that—build a mock-up ghetto, populate it with
emaciated people, arrange dummies covered by newspapers along the street—the Americans can do anything, but
I no longer felt capable of writing a fat blockbuster.
However, something else began seriously to preoccupy me.
Namely: what sort of newspapers covered the corpses in the ghetto?
There’s mention of them in all the diaries—the newspapers weighted down with stones against the wind—but
no one ever specified what sort of newspapers they were. It may not be very important, perhaps, but all the same,
what newspapers? Prewar ones?
People in the ghetto changed addresses many times, but they couldn’t have dragged old papers with them.
Occupation publications? The New Warsaw Courier in Polish was sold in the Jewish district only to start with.
Later on distribution was prohibited, and it was smuggled in from the Aryan side at a higher price. Would someone who couldn’t afford a funeral buy a newspaper on the black market? Occupation newsletters don’t come into
it: they were too small. How can you cover a body with The Information Bulletin or Off der Wacht, A4 size, like a
sheet of typing paper? Arranged straight, it would cover the arm below the elbow, without the fingers of course;
sideways, at most it would cover a hand.
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In addition, I became aware that in spite of all the books I’d read, in spite of my own book about Marek
Edelman, I could never imagine the reality of ghetto life, as lived by Isolda R——.
I asked Ruta Sakowska, Poland’s foremost expert on the ghetto, about relevant literature. She said,
“Read the Jewish Gazette.”
The Gazette was published for two years, in Polish, with the authorities’ consent, so it was a “reptile paper,”
which wouldn’t be touched by decent people at the time, but may be a valuable source of information today. I
didn’t expect any files to have survived, but Ruta had had them in her hands, bound, while researching at the
Jewish Historical Institute.
I went to the JHI. Neither in the library catalogue nor in the archive was there any mention of the files. The
original files of the ghetto newspaper, unique and priceless—and no mention anywhere?
“Sorry, we certainly don’t have anything like that,” said the archive staff.
“You have,” I insisted. “Ruta Sakowska saw two files.”
“But we haven’t.” The staff were at a loss.
“Yes, you have,” I said. “And you know what? I’d be very grateful if both volumes were waiting for me tomorrow morning in the reading room.”
I haven’t a clue what I would have done if the files hadn’t been waiting, but on the following morning at eight
o’clock, the bound Jewish Gazette, which was absent from every catalogue, lay on the table.
Beforehand it had lain in the cupboard belonging to one of the institute’s bosses—probably stored secretly for
years, because neither Jarosfaw Marek Rymkiewicz, collecting materials for his book Umsch-lagplatz, nor I,
working on Shielding, knew it existed.
*
It turned out the Gazette ran to eight large-format pages daily. It cost thirty groszy, so the price wasn’t
impossible. It was the only paper with current communiques and—although they condemned it—people did read
the thing. Wasn’t this the one that later served another purpose, as a shroud? Eight pages—two large sheets …
The Gazette printed “disinfected” news. You could find no mention in its pages of hunger, transports, Treblinka. On the contrary. The Gazette was to pacify and reassure about the normality of ghetto existence. Here is the
news that covered corpses in the streets of the ghetto.
On food rationing:
In March the Office of Distribution will dispense 51 ration cards (yellow) for 50 dekagrammes of sauerkraut and 10
dekagrammes of pickled beetroot at the total cost of 1.50 groszy per coupon.
Ration of 4 kilos of bread per person per month—for employees of Aryan companies; special ration of 2.6 kilos—
for persons performing useful tasks.
As previously stated, in the month of April we shall be receiving bread for the coupons numbered 3 to 8 only. We
have already collected two April numbers in the period before the festival.

On the definition of the concept “Jew” according to the Legislative Declarations of the Governor-General, No.
48, section 1:
A Jew is a person at least three of whose grandparents are, in respect of race, of pure Jewish descent. A person two
of whose grandparents are, in respect of race, of pure Jewish descent, is considered to be Jewish (a) if on 1 September
1939 he or she was a member of a Jewish Religious Community (b) if at the time of introducing this regulation he or
she was in a state of marriage with a Jew (c) if he or she is the product of an extramarital congress with a Jew and is
born after 31 May 1941.
By the term “Jewish half-breed” should be understood …

On kosher saccharin:
In accordance with the statement of the Rabbinate it is pennitted at the approaching Easter Festival to use only
crystalized saccharin dissolved in water and strained prior to the festival.

On the anniversary of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem:
1870 years ago we lost our country. We lost the land … The tempest of history blows and tosses the boat of our
existence on … who knows, perhaps towards a safe harbor … “Sits in silent solitude”—saith the prophet Jeremiah on
the position of a nation in misfortune—for it has put on its destiny with dignity …
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On accidents:
At 13 Zamenhof Street an unidentified 17-year-old girl jumped through the window, meeting her death on the spot.
David Feldmacher, a resident of 105 Gesia Street, jumping from the fourth floor into the asphalt yard.

On first aid:
Hanging. The hanged should immediately be cut down and artificial respiration administered.

On funeral directors:
Natan Wittenberg. Well known for his long-established work, the director of The Last Service before the war has
opened a new Funeral Office, The Last Way, and conducts it with great efficiency at Grzybowska 23.
The Jewish Funeral Service Eternity announces that it has introduced the first bicycle hearses in Warsaw, designed
by the owner of the Service. The four-wheel bicycle hearses operated by two cyclist-mourners are aesthetic and
practical in many ways. They can accommodate four coffins at a time. In this way the funeral cortege does not cause
traffic obstructions and the Service saves time.

On the lost and found:
At Zamenhof Street a four-month-old male child has been found. A note was found with the child: “To human
charity, still believed in by—the unhappy mother.” The child has been handed over to the orphans’ home.

On the Rabbi of Sasow:
He said once: “If someone comes to you and asks for help, act as if there were no God and as if there were only one
creature in the whole world able to help him, namely you yourself.”

On souvenirs:
For officers of the Service for Civil Order, the nicest souvenir—an artistically produced commemorative signet ring
with the insignia of rank. Engraver Jakubowicz, Leszno 65.

On fashion:
The signal from London announces a return for men to the top hat for occasions of great prestige. Accordingly, the
owners of unworn top hats should promptly deliver them to Keller’s. There, besides top hats, they dam holes in
sweaters, tablecloths and the entire wardrobe.
Neither Aristotle nor Socrates ever dreamed that from the most grease-stained gentleman’s hat a new one could be
made, but it’s true. Contact—Keller

On starred armbands:
You will avoid the penalty for the use of an unauthorized armband by replacing it with an authorized one, made of
rubber, with an impressed and indelible yellow star, with practical clasping mechanisms.

On clairvoyants:
Clairvoyant-psychographologist explains all matters, also missing persons. Foretells the future with astounding
accuracy.

On Alaska:
Unexploited treasures and only 500 Jews. We enclose a review of the structure of the country which, who knows,
may become a new motherland for many of our readers. The rivers and lakes of the tundras hide a wealth of salmon …

Miscellaneous:
*Fleas exterminated radically with gas under guarantee. Inoculation against typhoid for displaced persons and
victims of duty.
*Doctor-Israelite-bachelor seeks wife with permit to leave for USA or other country overseas.
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*“New Azazel”—theater, 72 Nowolipie Street—“God of Vengeance,” daily.
*Friday, 17 July 1942, candle burning in Warsaw—20.36.

4
When Umschlagplatz and the transports began, Isolda R—— realized her reason for living. It was to save her
husband. Herself too and the rest of the family, but somehow that seemed less important. The only one who HAD
to survive was him.
It’s hard to explain why. Because of his slender hands? Because of his thick, straight hair that clung to his head
like a gold helmet? Not only his skin was gold; his hair was too. And perhaps there was no explanation. He had to
survive, that’s all.
Isolda R—— was the first to get out of the ghetto, to prepare the hiding-places. (She spent the last day before
getting out of the ghetto at Umschlagplatz; she sat through the last night of deportations, already on the Aryan
side, on the seat of a public lavatory, trembling with fear that someone might need to use the toilet and discover
her.)
She went to Zofia Romerowa, someone she knew from a prewar holiday camp. Zofia Romerowa wasn’t
surprised by the sight of her, nor scared. She stroked Isolda’s dirty, tangled hair and said,
“Don’t cry. We mustn’t cry.”
She said “We.” To Isolda. As if a person who tries to hide in a barrel in Umschlagplatz and then trembles on the
seat in a public lavatory were the equal of someone who’s the wife of a Polish major, taken prisoner of war, and
who keeps a weapon and Underground leaflets in the drawers of her table.
Isolda R—— had no doubt: cowering on the Aryan side, where a different kind of people lived, a better
category of people, since they were so much better off, and no one drove them to the square or into cattle wagons
—and Zofia Romerowa, with the short word “we,” included her among them.
The very same day Isolda R—— visited her prewar hairdresser, a confidante, and transformed herself into a
blonde. With dark eyes, it’s true, but she hoped that the length of her ash-blond hair and her shapely legs would
divert the attention of the most consummate Jew-catcher.
She came back from the hairdresser’s pleased with herself, and entered Mrs. Romerowa’s kitchen—just when
the caretaker was visiting—and, with the flamboyance of a big blonde, she put her bag on the table. Later, Mrs.
Romerowa said strictly,
“Marynia, remove that bag, you’ve put it down like a Jew.”
Later still, Mrs. Romerowa explained that such a line was supposed to allay the caretaker’s suspicions, should
he ever have any, so it had all been for her benefit; but from then on whenever Isolda R—— put her bag down
she’d think, self-consciously, Am I putting it down like a Jew? After the caretaker left she started to practice the
Aryan way of putting it down: on the floor, on the settee, on the stool, on the chair. Each time she took a close
look at herself and the bag: is it put down the way a Jew would do it?
In the future she was to practice some other “Aryan” habits too: the Aryan walk, the Aryan voice and even the
Aryan bending in front of the blackboard (that came later, after the war, at the nurses’ college, when one of her
classmates remarked as a joke, “You bend in front of the blackboard like a Jew”)—but the first lesson happened
there and then, in Mrs. Romerowa’s kitchen. Because the visit to Mrs. Romerowa’s was to affect Isolda R——’s
entire life.
After that particular visit Isolda R—— decided to belong to the better, the Polish world. And during that visit,
with this banal statement about a bag, she was at once rejected by that world.
It was to stay like that. The yearning for Polishness—and the rejection.
*
Transformed into a big blonde, Isolda R—— led her husband out of the ghetto; they moved out through the
sewers, alongside Polish workers employed legally in the ghetto, engaged in house demolition.
She also led her mother out. Later on his parents and sister got out through the same sewers. She found a flat in
Nowy Swiat for his parents, who looked Semitic and spoke bad Polish. They were not allowed to raise themselves
above floor level, in case someone should see them through the window.
She herself settled with her husband and her mother, in a small summerhouse in Wesota. The room next door
was occupied by a woman who had a daughter. The girl was mentally handicapped but she had a beautiful voice
and she sang songs (preferably Brahms Lullaby: “Tomorrow agaaain, if the Lord allooows, you’ll wake up happy
and heaaalthy …”) traveling on the train from Warsaw to Minsk Mazowiecki, while her mother collected alms in
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a small cotton bag.
One day Isolda R, carrying a bundle of bed-linen, took a rickshaw to the railway station. In the Aleje
Jerozolimskie they were stopped by a policeman. He took a quick, practiced look at Isolda R—— and ordered the
rickshaw driver to go to Chmielna Street. There was a hotel there. In a hotel room the policeman said,
“You’re a Jew but I don’t want to hurt you. Take off your clothes.”
It wasn’t a rape. Isolda R undressed and laid her things tidily on a chair. From the bed she watched the
policeman take off his uniform and put away his gunbelt. When he was on top of her, she thought she could move
her hand and take the gun out of the holster. She thought every decent woman, for instance Mrs. Romerowa,
would do exactly that, but she lay still. The policeman finished, got dressed, and said,
“You’re lucky you bumped into a decent man.”
He saluted and left. She took the bed-linen to the station and boarded the train. In the middle of the journey she
heard her neighbour’s song approaching:
“Tomorrow agaaain, if the Lord allooows.”
She put five whole zlotys in the cotton bag. In her joy that it hadn’t all taken long and that she’d bumped into a
decent man, who didn’t want to hurt her. She got home, kissed her husband hello, served him dinner, and when he
went out washed herself and changed her underwear.
*
My heroine told the story about the policeman without embarrassment and without hysteria. She talked like
that about everything—precisely, to the point, as if she herself kept forgetting that a surefire blockbuster was
supposed to come out of it.
Sometimes she reminded me of Marek Edelman, when she tried to comprehend herself living in those times. Or
rather, when she gave up on comprehending, assuming, and rightly so, that today understanding is no longer possible, all she can do is be as factual as possible. The quiet detachment from “Over There” created the impression
of a transparent, invisible curtain hanging between her past and her present—like the curtain put up by Krystyna
Zachwatowicz in the play The Dybbuk at the Old Theatre.
So we sat in the beige parlor, sipping tea, crunching chocolate-coated nuts, and from behind the transparent
curtain came the memory of Isolda R—— saying goodbye to her best friend Basia Gajer. She who believed it
when the Germans said Jewish holders of foreign passports would be allowed to leave Poland.
It took place in the Polski Hotel, in Dfuga Street. Basia was wearing a sweater made from multicoloured wool
remnants, which she had knitted herself for the journey, and she was showing Isolda the stitch and the pink lining
with which she meticulously finished off the inside, full of knotted ends. (Later, when Isolda R—— found herself
in Auschwitz, she spotted Basia Gajer’s sweater on the very first day. It was worn by another woman prisoner
performing quarantine duty. Beyond any doubt, it was Basia’s sweater; finished meticulously with a pink lining.
In the morning the Germans surrounded the Polski Hotel. They divided them all into two groups, Polish and
Jewish. Isolda R—— showed her Aryan documents as Maria Pawlicka and stood with the other Poles who had
come to see people off; the Jews were taken away to Bergen Belsen; the Poles to the Pawiak prison. Behind the
transparent curtain of the elegant beige parlor, full of paintings, books and records, a Pawiak cell materialized
with twenty-four women prisoners. Every morning after breakfast they took turns scrubbing the floor, and when it
was Isolda’s turn it turned out that she didn’t know how to scrub. Amazed, twenty-three women watched how
clumsily she plunged the floor rag into the bucket, how clumsily she wrung it out, and asked,
“Haven’t you ever scrubbed a floor?”
Truthfully she said she hadn’t, the maid did it for her.
There were other rich women as well among the prisoners who, however, could scrub the floor efficiently, and
nobody stared at them. It filled her with anxiety, because again she was different from the rest. Though she didn’t
possess a handbag to handle like a Jew, it turned out that even a floor rag can be handled in a different way and
that her scrubbing surely wasn’t done the Polish way.
The Pawiak corridor was long; there were long rows of cell doors on both sides. As they were walked to the
lavatory, it was possible to shoot a quick glance through the spyhole into the cell they knew was a Jewish cell.
Isolda R—— used to glance every time, and one day she saw her mother-in-law, whom she’d recently placed in
the Nowy Swiat flat. The mother sat facing the door, as if she’d been looking straight at her through the spyhole,
shaking her head from side to side. She was left with that permanent twitch after a minor stroke, and it gave her
face an expression of cheerful disbelief. The face, watched through the spyhole, now said,
“I’m in the Pawiak. Can you believe it?”
Isolda R—— returned to her cell. They had two new young women prisoners there, brought into the Pawiak
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the day before.
“Who else did they bring in with you?” she asked. “Was there by any chance a man, sort of blond, tall and
handsome?”
“Yes, there was,” answered the girls.
“And how did he sit?” asked Isolda R——. “Were his knees wide, did his hands hang limp?”
That’s exactly the way the handsome blond man and the elderly, gray-haired one next to him sat. Only the
young, bleached blonde woman wasn’t there with them.
All became clear: they had caught her husband and his parents; only the sister managed to escape.
Isolda R—— wished she could die, immediately, right in the cell. She looked round. Would they—she meant
the other women prisoners—wish to die too in my position? Do women who can wring the floor rag properly also
die of love?
*
In all honesty Isolda couldn’t see any connection between the floor rag and dying of love, but she was sure it
must exist. The other women in the cell came from a “better world.”
In the “better world” one puts the bag down in the proper way, the floor is decently scrubbed …
In the better world one reaches for the policeman’s gun lying next to …
In the better world one lives after one’s husband’s death because one lives for a good cause. Was it her fault
that she had no other cause except the survival of her husband?
Next day they were taken out for exercise. Halfway through exercises, five women were led from the prison
building to the forecourt. They came from the Jewish cell. They were led out to be shot. One of them was her
mother-in-law. The Jewish women were led through the precinct, down the steps, then turned into the yard. .
Isolda R—— was terror-stricken. If they turned left, mother-in-law might catch sight of her. Make a sign of
recognition. Might betray her … Isolda R—— wore round her neck a chain with the Madonna, given her by Mrs.
Romerowa on the first day with the words,
“Now you’re under Her protection and nothing bad can happen to you.” Isolda R—— touched the medallion
and started to pray.
“Holy Mother,” she prayed, “don’t let her look my way. Holy Mother, just don’t let her look at me.”
While the Jewish cell was still going through the yard, while her mother-in-law walked to her death, she
pleaded with the Holy Mother that they might die a little more quickly. At last she saw her mother-in-law’s back
disappearing behind the building with the rest of them. She felt relief. After a moment she heard five shots. She
thought,
“In a moment they’ll bring my husband to be shot.”
Two days later she received a note smuggled in from her husband. It turned out that it was another beautiful
blond man with his hands hanging limp who had been driven to the Pawiak.
On our side of the transparent curtain, my heroine lifted herself up from the armchair and switched on the
lamp.
“That morning I wished I was dead, and when I saw my mother-in-law go past I felt relief. Can you make any
sense of it, Hania?”
*
I didn’t even try to make any sense of it, because I was preoccupied with another thought. I felt invaded by a
familiar sensation, a sensation known to me for years, ever since I’d started to write reportage. It presented itself
when I had a fierce protagonist in front of me. When I knew I had a STORY.
Isolda R—— was telling me how she had prayed in the yard of the Pawiak for a quicker death for her motherin-law, and here I was thinking it was a wonderful scene.
“Can you, Isolde, make any sense of this?” I might have asked, but I was too ashamed, so I asked her to sketch
the Pawiak yard for me.
“As if my drive to describe were more important than their death …” I thought with remorse while Isolda R
—— was explaining the topography of the event.
“As if they had to march to their death so that I could write about them … And yet,” I tried to find an excuse,
“this thing should be put on record. Mother-in-law marching to her death, and Isolda’s prayer … it must be
recorded, should be recorded in detail so that if someone, some day, reads about it.”
Hannah Arendt read all the books in the world, and she still couldn’t make sense of why the Jews went to their
deaths. Is it remotely possible to describe it so that the world would understand?
*
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I recall a story told to me recently by a composer, an Auschwitz prisoner.
When the camp evacuation began, several hundred men were lined up in fours and led to the trains. The first in
the line broke into the Warszawianka song;\fn{A 19th century Polish patriotic song} after a while the whole column was
singing. At this point the Germans decided to play a trick and at the place where the roads divided they directed
the prisoners not to the cattle trains but in the direction of the gas chamber. The Poles were singing, “Hey! Every
Pole fix your bayonet;” but at the line “Long live freedom, long live Poland,” the group in front stopped singing.
They fell silent as they turned towards the gas chamber. Then the group behind them fell silent. Then the ones
after them. The whole column kept walking—not marching any more but simply shuffling their feet—all in
complete silence, numbed.
“My mind was blank,” the composer told me. “Later on I often tried to remember what I thought, and I came
to the conclusion there was nothing. Not about my wife nor my parents. My legs moved automatically, my body
moved quite unconsciously. A few yards before the gas chamber the Germans, laughing, turned the column back.
The prisoners stayed silent. They were taken to the barracks, where they were to wait for transport. In the barracks
they threw themselves on the plank beds, covered their faces with their arms and wept. The entire barracks was
filled with the muffled sobbing of several hundred men, saved from the gas chamber.
“Ever since,” the composer finished his story, “I have understood how the Jews felt when they were led to
die.”
Can we blame Hannah Arendt for never having sobbed, with her face covered, on a bed of planks?
Can we, never having walked down the yard of the Pawiak, make sense of Isolda R——’s prayer?
Can we, having recorded that prayer on paper, help anyone to make sense of it?
That’s what I was thinking when Isolda R—— finished sketching the yard and lifted herself up from the
armchair with the invariable question.
“Hania, what shall we have for dinner?”
5
The actual story of Isolda R——the real plot of the guaranteed blockbuster—starts with her husband’s arrest.
He was caught working for a Mr. Lanipart, who smuggled people across to Hungary. Isolda R——’s husband
delivered the fugitives to Krakow and then other intermediaries drove them into the mountains. One day things
went wrong in Krakow and lsolda R——’s husband ended up in the Montelupich prison. After she found out
about it, Isolda R—— immediately knew who to turn to—to Terenia, Mrs. Zofia Romerowa’s sister. Terenia could
read the cards. On hearing the news, she reached for a pack without a word, laid out the cards and cried:
“Fantastic! The king of hearts is on the move.” (She took Isolda’s husband to be the king of hearts, since he
was loving, married, and fair-haired.
Later, this “hasty departure” kept coming up repeatedly, because first he was sent from the Montelupich to
Auschwitz, then from Auschwitz to Mathausen, eventually from Mathausen to Ebensee. Other cards, the nines of
spades and clubs, also kept turning up. Not the best cards, Terenia admitted, yet not foretelling tragedy. The worst
of all were the three spades next to each other: the king, jack and nine.
“Aha! Here we have a dangerous figure,” Terenia sighed. “You should warn him somehow.” (“The Gypsy,” the
husband guessed straight away when, six weeks after the war, in the woods of Ebensee, Isolda R—— passed on
the omens to him. “Nobody else. The most evil Kapo in the whole camp.”)
Terenia read her the cards day after day.
“Well, I see trouble, but there’s also some happy news from a journey.”
And sure enough, there was news, a letter. From Auschwitz, to be sure, but with the number which allowed
him, as a Pole, to be sent parcels.
She sent him one kilo of sugar, one kilo of lard, a loaf of bread, bacon, onion and salt. It was expensive, a
hundred and twenty zlotys. They allowed one parcel a month, and even at the cost of her own life or if she had to
sell herself, she must manage a hundred and twenty ztotys month after month.
She and her husband had often dined together at The Bouquet. It was a once-elegant restaurant, since the
outbreak of war the favorite place of smugglers and black-marketeers. For less elegant guests there would be a
choice of two dishes: cabbage dumplings or beetroot dumplings. She used to take the cabbage, her husband the
beetroot, and the waiter, who liked them, would serve her husband a double portion for the price of one.
She entered the restaurant as usual at dinner-time. The waiter put the cabbage dumplings in front of her and
asked,
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“Shall I serve your husband now, or wait?”
“My husband’s in Auschwitz,” said Isolda R——. “And you know,” she added, “I’m going to get him out of
there. I need a lot of money now. Do you understand?”
The waiter nodded. He was an old waiter, already a bit slow, with distinctly flat feet which made him walk
pigeon-toed, the way waiters do all over the world after many years of work. He sincerely liked the couple and
would sometimes pour rich meat sauce over her husband’s double dumplings, for free.
“Will you help me?” she asked. A few days later, while serving her dumplings, the waiter said,
“There he is. Waiting over there.”
She finished eating, got up and went towards the door leading to The Bouquet’s chambre separée. Behind the
door, a man sat on a worn-out settee. He was bald and fat and he sat with his legs spread wide apart, giving
support to his drooping belly, and the button of his waistcoat was undone. Apart from that he had an engaging
smile; after all, he was quite nice, a jovial kind of old man, waiting for a woman.
She sat down next to him. The man touched her leg with his hand and lifted her skirt. On her thigh, the
stocking had a run. She feigned surprise, though she’d known about the ladder for a week. The gentleman stroked
the ladder and said,
“Don’t worry, we’ll buy you a new pair of silk stockings.” Isolda R—— put her hand on his and asked,
“Do you like me?” He said affectionately,
“Oh yes, very much.”
“Then please don’t buy me anything. I’ll do everything you want. And the way you want. And as many times
as you want. But I need a lot of money, because my husband is in Auschwitz and I must get him out of there. Do
you accept such a deal?”
They looked at each other—she with her thigh exposed and the nice old gentleman with a pink bald head, in a
grey fil a fil. In this man’s eyes the interest in her beautiful eyes and voluptuous thighs was gone. He echoed
sadly,
“In Auschwitz … aah …” Then she smiled at him, got up and, walking past the waiter, whispered.
“Unfortunately, Román, this is not what I had in mind.”
*
Feverishly, she looked for money and protection. She trusted people who later robbed her. She clung eagerly to
everyone who raised her hopes. She traveled, traded, got caught, was sent to a forced labour camp in Germany,
escaped, searched again—lonely and excluded from the rest of the world which wasn’t hers because it was better.
She knew Poles suffered too, but that suffering was superior and enviable. Her suffering was worse because
she was inferior. The whole world deemed her an outcast, and it must be impossible for the whole world to be
wrong in its assessment of good and evil. The world had to be right. She was a reject and therefore seen, through
her disguise.
She again changed her name, the color of her hair and the way she put down her handbag, and only in that
disguise did the world accept her. So, if it preferred her disguised self to the real self, it follows that the person
whose disguise she assumed was better than her real self.
From Auschwitz, Isolda R——’s husband was transferred to Mathausen. Mathausen is in Austria, so Isolda R
—— decided to go to Vienna. She began to inquire among her friends. Someone knew an address; someone else
said, “I know a man in the Todt\fn{Death} Organization,” and that in itself was the right track because the
organization carried out building work for the German army and issued work permits—valuable and safe.
Isolda R—— picked up a permit for Dalmatia, and in return was only asked to deliver a package of tobacco to
Vienna. She delivered the tobacco and she realized that she shouldn’t head for Dalmatia, however safe. She
should go back to Warsaw and smuggle more tobacco into Vienna. From the sale of tobacco she should buy
Italian silk. This silk, sold in Warsaw, would earn her enough to get her husband out of Mathausen and possibly
even enough for a flat for her mother, father-in-law, sister-in-law, for herself. She made a few journeys like that—
four or five. Each time she carried twenty-five kilos of tobacco, in leaves, packed tightly in a suitcase. She went
back with the silk in the same lacquer suitcase, hidden under her nightshirt. (it was the same suitcase she had told
the other writer about, and beside which the handsome SS man was to put his yellow one). One day she arranged
to see a man from the Todt Organization in Vienna, in the Pruckel Café, but instead of her known contact two
strangers arrived. They grabbed hold of her, one on each side, and took her to the Gestapo.
Isolda R—— was accused of working for the Polish Home Army and of visting Vienna in connection with
General Anders in Italy.
It was an absurd accusation, because working for the Underground was the last thing that would ever have
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occurred to Isolda R——. The Polish Underground was none of her business. Her business was her husband, and
conspiracy would only hinder her in her efforts to free her husband. If the Home Army had been interested in
helping her husband, maybe she’d even have done them a favor, but since they didn’t give a damn for him, she
was indifferent to the fate of their couriers, their General Anders and the whole Home Army.
First they beat her, as was customary, on her face and kept asking questions about Anders and the Home Army.
Then they beat her so that after each blow the back of her head hit the wall. Then they hung her from a hook—she
was slung from the hook, handcuffed and twisted backwards, by her arms.
From the Vienna Gestapo she was driven on to Auschwitz. She passed through the quarantine; after three
months—she couldo’t stay any longer because there in Mathausen her husband was waiting—she approached Dr.
Mengele\fn{Josef Mengele (1911-1979) German physician in Auschwitz concentration camp during World War II … a notorious
member of the team of doctors responsible for the selection of victims to be killed in the gas chambers and for performing deadly human
experiments on prisoners.} on the loading platform. She said she was a nurse, and asked to be included in the depar-

ting transport. (It was the period of the camp’s dissolution, which the composer who sang Warszawianka told
about; people were sent away in overcrowded cattle trucks, but each train had a nurse in it: there must be order.)
Mengele—handsome, polite—conducted a short examination on the platform.
“How do you distinguish a venous haemorrhage from an arterial one?” he asked. She knew that because, of
course, she had learned nursing at the typhoid ward in the ghetto.
“How many times a minute does a man breathe?” Dr Mengele kept asking. She dido’t know that and got
scared.
“How many times a minute does the heart beat?” he asked like some understanding professor, who doesn’t like
to fail you in an exam.
“It depends,” she said, “if the man is afraid, and to what degree.”
Dr Mengele burst out laughing, and she noticed then that he had a gap between his front teeth. Diasthema—she
remembered the information from her nursing courses. Such a gap is called a diasthema …
She was recommended for the transport and left Auschwitz for Guben. In Guben she stole a coat from a
German worker and ran away (there in Mathausen her husband was waiting, wasn’t he?). She ended up in another
camp, Schwetig am Oder. In Schwetig she was picked out to go to Auschwitz, but she never got there: on that
very day Auschwitz was liberated. They were driven to the West. She escaped on the way (in Mathausen … and
so on). Via Berlin she reached Vienna and worked in a German military hospital as a nurse.
In April the Russians came to the hospital.
“Nu, siestra, katoryj SS?” (Which of them is SS?) she was asked by an officer.
She knew katoryj SS because she changed their dressings every day, but she said,
“Nie znaju.” (I don’t know.)
“Now you can take your revenge,” the officer explained, when she clarified that she was Polish and presented
her arm with an Auschwitz number. “Who’s from the SS?”
“I don’t know,” she repeated with a stubbornness that surprised her. “I can tell you who’s got no eyes, who’s
got no hands, but who’s from the SS—I haven’t a clue.”
The soldiers left. She took off her cap, rolled down her sleeves and ran out of the hospital. The Second World
War was over.
She found her husband in the barracks of Ebensee, in the mountains, above Mathausen.
*
“Six weeks since the war ended, and no sign of you,” he said reproachfully, though she was the first wife to
reach the camp. Then he bent down to her ear.
“No one here knows that we’re … that we’re … Jews.” She nodded.
“Same with me. And it’ll stay like that. Now we’ll always be Poles.”
They left the barracks. She told him how the others had died.
“There’s no one left,” she said and started the count: her parents, his parents, his four sisters, his nephew,
brother-in-law … While naming them she bent the fingers first of one hand and then of the other, then she ran out
of fingers; at which point she straightened out two fingers, the index and the middle one:
“We are left, you and I. I knew you’d survive. I was saving you.”
(She said then, for the first time, “I was saving you.” From then on she would repeat it more often: that if he’d
survived twenty-two months of a camp, of a camp like Mathausen, if out of five hundred men who were building
the camp in Ebensee sixteen survived, and if he’d found himself among the sixteen, it was thanks to her, it was the
power of her love that kept him alive. “I carried him inside me as a pregnant woman carries a child in her belly,”
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she told Mrs. Romerowa, and Mrs. Romerowa said, “Don’t tell him that. Don’t tell him again that he survived
thanks to you.”)
*
They returned to Poland. They retained, naturally, their Aryan papers. Her husband opened a private weaving
workshop; she went to a school for nurses. They baptized both daughters and went to church with them in an
exemplary way.
One day her husband was summoned to the police. On the officer’s desk there were several yellowing sheets of
paper. They weren’t documents connected with weaving. One sheet turned out to be the original, prewar
certificate of his parents’ marriage, the other was her father’s tax statement. The husband touched the sheets
carefully, as if afraid they might crumble in his hands, but the officer seemed reassuring:
“It’s good, old paper, it’ll withstand a lot. So,” he added with a sigh, “when are we going to assume our real
names? It’s high time, Mr. Pawlicki.”
Soon afterwards they filled in the appropriate forms and handed them in at the Passport Office. The officer
asked about their nationality.
“Polish,” she said.
“And your parents?”
“Polish.”
“I didn’t know that a pair of crows could give birth to a falcon,” laughed the officer.
At the Ministry they were informed that if they put down “Jewish nationality,” they would receive their
documents within seven days. They put down “Jewish nationality,” and after a week they were handed sheets of
paper, the size of a school certificate, with the note “Travel Document.” Underneath there was the following
information.
“The owner of this document is not a Polish citizen.”
They settled in Vienna. The younger of the daughters, who had never missed a Mass when in Poland, and on
fast days wouldn’t even drink a drop of water, went on holiday to a kibbutz. After her return she informed
everyone that, together with her fiance, she was moving to Israel. The elder one went on a holiday to visit the
younger and stayed too.
So they lived in Vienna without their daughters, exiled from Poland and the familiar world, and only one thing
turned out to be immutable—her love. She was, as in the past, caring and tender, considerate and meek, and keen
for any sacrifices. In fact she was even more devoted and more eager to make sacrifices, because she was left with
only one object of affection: her husband.
*
One morning Isolda R—— went into the kitchen. She reached for the coffee and noticed a sheet of paper,
folded in four, lying on the sewing machine, just under the maker’s nameplate, “Singer.” She put the coffee on,
reached for her glasses and started to read.
It was a letter from her husband. In the letter he informed her that he was leaving her forever.
“I’m leaving never to return,” he wrote. “I’ll be paying you fifty dollars per week. I’ll also be paying your rent
and telephone, provided the bills aren’t too high. Janek.”
She moved to Israel. She settled in the house which her elder daughter and her husband bought and furnished
specially for her.
Her husband rarely rings.
She stopped pretending to be a Pole. She no longer cared if others ever accepted her as a Pole. She realized
what a great relief it was to stop thinking what others …
She realized she should be very happy—no longer pretending, not to be thinking …
And she is happy, except her husband’s phone calls have become less and less frequent, and only in connection
with their daughters.
Her husband suffers from kidney problems; he tends to be depressed, has already had a heart attack, and must
have a prostate operation.
One day he may need kidney dialysis, the coronary disease may get worse, depressions will recur.
Then he’ll come back to her, and she, luckily, is a nurse. She knows about the kidneys and the heart, and she’s
just started learning about dialysis. Her husband will have the finest professional care.
6
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I wrote the book. Exactly the way it should be. I sent off the typescript. After a long silence, when the phone
finally rang, I heard an uncertain voice:
“It’s strange, Rania. I keep reading. I’ve already gone through it four times. Well, Rania, I don’t know. Well,
we’ll talk about it.”
We talked in Vienna. First in the Pruckel Café, then in her husband’s flat.
The Pruckel Café was where the Gestapo picked her up. She showed me the table where she had waited for the
man from the Todt organization: by the mirror, opposite the door, next to the potted palm. The mirror still hung
there, the table still stood, the palm still grew. She said,
“I was sitting opposite the entrance, and that was a mistake. I should’ve sat with my back to the door.”
“They’d have spotted you in the mirror. You’d have gained a few minutes at the most.”
“That’s true.”
We were sitting close to that table, by the window, eating apple strudel and whipped cream. The cake was hot,
the cream cold—the best cake I’d ever had in my life. We were eating the sensational strudel, and my heroine was
explaining which way the Gestapo led her out.
“We turned left, oh, this way.” She pointed through the window. “We went towards the canal and turned left
again. I’ll show you later.”
(Later she showed me a monument and a plaque stating that here was the Gestapo site, here was the site of
suffering and death.)
“Rania, that novel, it’s terribly slim,” she said suddenly. “It was supposed to be a big fat blockbuster, and
what’s come out is a booklet.”
“That’s the way it ought to be,” I explained. “The book about Marek Edelman was even shorter. By sixty
pages, by a third. And that was a book about the ghetto fighters.”
“It was all so horrible,” she went on, as if she had not heard what I said. “All my despair, my heart, my tears—
and in your version? A few sentences. Is that really all?”
“The greater the despair, the fewer the sentences needed, Isolda.”
(I didn’t say Isolda, because in reality the heroine’s name is different. No, in reality her name is Isolda, but she
uses her “Aryan” name, uglier and simpler. How can you, being an Isolda, give it up in favor of something more
common?)
“I told you so much. I thought you’d be able to use it.”
She spoke with growing confidence, with a more striking note of reproach.
I was getting angry. My heroine was starting to behave like a client who’d brought some fabric to the dressmaker, expected a creation with pleats, tucks, puffs and frills and is delivered a classical dress that’s simple and
modest.
“The more exquisite the material, the simpler the line should be.” I repeated my previous idea in other words.
“You’re a wonderful person, Isolda,” I added, “but you have bad taste. Perhaps not bad,” I corrected myself,
“but anachronistic. Or conventional, perhaps.”
The next day I went to her husband’s flat, where she was staying for a few days, while she was in Vienna. It
was a nice, bright flat, far from the city center. Her husband was still at work. I looked around. The walls of all the
rooms were covered with blown-up photographs. Some were black and white, some color but retouched from the
original black and white. The photographs showed women—some dark, some light, all cheerful, smiling, young.
“My husband’s sisters,” explained Isolda R——. “This is Thsia, That’s Hela.” In reality the sisters’ names were
Estera, Chaja, Nachama and Sara, but at home they were called by their Polish names: Thsia, Hela, Halina, Zosia.
I knew them all from Isolda R——’s story and from the book which was and wasn’t entirely mine.
Zosia, the youngest of the sisters, married in Lwow, died first.
Thsia and Hela. (Both Hela’s summer frock and the toque on her head were tinted pink; her hair was golden,
her decollete tanned, and her waist slender, but that wasn’t visible in the photograph.) They both committed
suicide after Hela’s husband died. They poisoned first the child, then themselves. The last time Isolda saw them
was when she was fetching their mother from Chelmno. Hela kept repeating,
“Save them. Save my Mummy, my father, my sister.”
She didn’t ask for her brother because she knew her sister-in-law would save him anyway. Isolda R——
couldn’t forgive her. She was so fair, so pretty, so unlike a Jew, and didn’t even try to save herself, whereas she,
with dyed hair, with eyes that a policeman could recognize with no trouble, even from a moving rickshaw—she
had an obligation to live and save everyone.
Szymek, Thsia’s little son. He was six years old. They gave him poison. They said … what can you say in such
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cases?
“Be a good boy, and swallow, please?” The owners of their hideout found the three of them after several days.
They had a huge problem with the funeral.
Halina. She was dark and plainer than her sisters; her legs weren’t shapely, but in the photograph she shows
them off with grace (I think Isolda slightly exaggerated about those legs; they weren’t so bad after all.) She dyed
her hair an awful yellow. She met someone. She used to say about him,
“We understand each other without words.”
Isolda R—— was very anxious about it. Who on earth could get interested in Halina? With her legs? With her
hair dyed yellow?
“Look after yourself,” she used to say. When she came back from Vienna the second time, she was told that
some gentleman came for Halina and their father and took them along with him, and they disappeared without a
trace.
Father. The first time he managed to escape: when the landlady of the flat in Nowy Swiat threw them into the
street. She threw them out in broad daylight—two old people who for the whole of last year hadn’t risen from the
floor, who had to crawl to the toilet on all fours, avoiding the window, and Halina, with her black, sad eyes, with
her hair dyed yellow. The mother was caught and driven to the Pawiak, the father and Halina escaped.
The second time they didn’t manage to escape: when Halina’s gentleman acquaintance arrived; they understood each other without words.
Father has a smooth, shaven face in the portrait. In real life he wore a beard, but after the war, when they
changed everything into Polishness—even the names of the parents and old photographs—they gave Father’s
photograph to a woman photographer they trusted. She made a negative, blotted out the beard and Father emerged
with a strange, alien face they hadn’t known before. With a beardless face—which would be his forever.
*
Isolda R—— and I sat together, as we had done in her parlour in Israel, only now without the transparent curtain. Perhaps because of the faces, which gazed from all the walls and were with us. So we were sitting, and
Isolda R—— was reading her comments from notes.
Add the dumpling scene. She meant the dumplings served on her plate by a peasant woman near Lödz, when
she was fleeing from forced labor in Germany. Her hostess welcomed her, and while she served the dumplings she
kept explaining where all the evil comes from: from the Jews.
Add the restaurant scene (never mind the details). On the whole: add, add, add.
“It was there, Isolda,” I kept saying. “I wrote about it in the first version, but I had to cross it out because it was
getting tedious.”
“Tedious?” cried Isolda R.
“Hania! What do you mean, tedious? The dumpling scene shows the whole problem, doesn’t it!”
Next: take out some words, for instance, “humble,” “submissive,” “eager to please,” “devoted.” They were
about her. With these words I characterized a heroine who was brave and stunning in the face of the whole world,
but who turned, in her husband’s presence, meek and quiet. Submissive.
“Never, Hania. Meek? Me?”
“Oh yes,” I was told later by Isolda’s friend. “She was incredibly brave, braver than all our girls in the Home
Army. Behind us we had the organization, contacts, friends, and she acted on her own and her heroism was
greater, there’s no comparison. But when she heard Him turn the key in the lock, she went quiet, small, flat, she’d
get shy and scared.”
I was very proud that I’d guessed right about Isolda R——. She didn’t tell me about the humility, but I sensed
it while writing. Obviously, writing must be a cognitive process.
We heard the key in the lock. In came the husband. He was tall, very handsome. Introduced himself politely.
He had beautiful slender hands.
“Are you hungry?” Isolda R—— asked and hastily rose from her armchair.
*
After coming back to Warsaw, I gave the typescript to Wiesia Weissowa, an experienced editor at a leading
Polish Literary Publishing house. Not to print—I don’t have the copyright—but out of curiosity, to get a competent opinion. In the meantime I was introducing the changes Isolda R—— requested.
“Are you writing?” she asked, this time phoning from Israel.
“Yes, I am.”
“Are you adding?”
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“Yes, I am. But I’m reducing straight away, because what’s added turns out superfluous.”
Silence fell on the line. A silence like that is expensive. Isolda R—— must work hard for it, using her ventriloquist’s voice, from the stomach, to entertain her old lady who can’t hear high notes. The silence lingered.
“What about your husband?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
“Does he phone?”
“No.”
“What about your daughter?” (The daughter had been abroad for some time.)
“Nothing.”
“Does she phone?”
“No.” Silence.
“So what’s new?”
“Nothing’s new, Hania.” I felt sorry for her again.
“Isolda, I’ll still try and add something.”
“Will you?” In Isolda R——’s voice I heard a note which in my book she used when speaking to her husband.
“I’m begging you, give it a try.”
Wiesia Weissowa rang. She said they’d like to publish The Triumphant War of Isolda R——, that it’s one of
the most interesting books about the Jews.
“I’ve only one comment,” she added. “Structural. Shouldn’t that husband leave her much earlier? For the
novel’s sake, it really would be better.”
II
The village is in a valley. A local postcard presents an immutable, undisturbed panorama. The dark green of
wooded hills, light green patch of a meadow, red roofs over white houses, and a ribbon of blue in the middle—the
river Murg. The river has its source in the nearby mountains and flows into the Rhine. The mountains belong to
the Schwarzwald massif.
On one of the postcards the artist depicts a bench. It stands in the background under a tree—it is made of four
wooden planks painted red. The planks look old and they might have come from the local sawmill. Perhaps they
have been cut from timber shipped to the sawmill by French soldiers. As soon as they captured the village, they
started shipping wood from the forests. (What did the French need these planks for? Tables? Coffins? A bridge?
Bandstands?)
Stanislaw W——, whom the French and the Germans called Stani, came to the village straight from the
camps. He worked in the sawmill. It is quite possible that he cut the planks for the red bench.
*
The French soldiers and their captain lived in a small house in the middle of the village. They took their meals
in a former café. Gizela worked with a German family just above the café. She had exquisite credentials from a
school run by Franciscan nuns: sewing, cooking, nursery care, baking (the local speciality, the famous Schwarzwald cake, a unique composition of sponge cake, cherries, cherry liqueur, chocolate and cream), and immaculate
manners.
The graduates knew how to sit on the edge of a chair in the presence of a count, and how to listen to the
countess’s dispositions with lowered eyes. They had no difficulty finding positions with the best families, and
when the world war was coming to an end, and when the best families were relocating from the front line they
took their maids with them.
Gizela worked for a family fleeing from Dusseldorf. The family lived on the second floor, while the first floor
was occupied by the café frequented by the French soldiers, and also by Stani.
Stani was tall, silent, and the best foxtrot dancer in the village. When Stani and Gizela went to a dance together
for the first time, it turned out that the best foxtrot dancer among the women was a certain woman from Prussia. It
is possible that she was in love with Stani, but she had three children and was waiting for her husband to return
from the Eastern Front. Nothing serious, of course.
Stani and Gizela lived in one of the white houses under red slanted roofs. You can see it on the postcard. You
can also see the spire of the church where Stani used to go with his Polish prayer book, and hotels for tourists.
The tourists were not rich. The rich traveled to Switzerland. The visitors were people from the Ruhr mining
district. In their shorts and handmade woollen socks they dutifully marched around the forests breathing deeply.
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They liked these forests—thank God. Because of them Gizela had something to do for the whole year.
Stani did not want to return to Poland. His mother was dead, and he had the impression he would not like the
Communists if he knew them. He also did not want to stay in Germany. They planned to go to Austria, but each
time they packed their things they had to unpack again because Gizela was pregnant.
They stayed in the village—thank God. What would she do in a strange country with four children and without
Stani?
*
Stani was clean, diligent, and did not like to talk much. He told her neither about the war, nor about Poland, but
sometimes he asked her things.
“Did you know about the concentration camps?”
“I did not.”
“And your father?”
“Mother did not allow us to talk about such things.”
Shortly before the end of the war she saw in Dusseldorf a group of people in striped uniforms. They were getting off a truck and were terribly thin. The pedestrians would throw them packs of cigarettes, which they stuffed
with trembling hands under their shirts. Two men in black uniforms came running, their voices raised, whips in
their hands. The crowd dispersed. She was surprised. She never imagined people could be so thin. She told Stani
about that incident.
“I thought they were from a regular prison. How could I know they were from a concentration camp?”
“That’s good,” said Stani. “That’s good you did not know.”
“What is there that I should have known?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“Why nothing? If you think I should have known something, why don’t you tell me?”
She did not understand.
Nor did their son, Stefan. When Stefan grew up, he asked her just the same question:
“Did you know about the concentration camps? And your father?”
Stani told them about two events: how they had to run around the barracks barefoot in the snow, and how they
counted out: one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine. The prisoners who were the threes, sixes and nines
were to step out, and the counting resumed: one, two, three, four, five, six. Finally the threes, sixes and nines were
marched out of the camp and the rest returned to work.
It was rumoured that the threes, sixes and nines were working at a Bauer’s in the village. Stani envied them.
He dreamed about easier work and village food, and prayed to be a three, six or nine during the next count-off.
His prayers were unanswered. After the war he learned that the threes, sixes and nines did not go a Bauer’s, but to
their execution.
He told the story to Stefan when the boy grew up, but his son disapproved:
“He could have fought. Why didn’t they defend: themselves?” One day Stefan said:
“Mother, I think I understand him now.” It was many years after Stani’s death, and Gizela was talking to Stefan
through thick, bulletproof glass. The glass divided the room into two parts and was encased in heavy iron. The
frame had two slots on both sides, through which one could hear a hollow, muffled voice. Sometimes the glass
acted like a mirror and instead of the person on the other side one could see only one’s own reflection. Stefan was
talking in his muffled, hollow voice to the glass, to himself.
“Mother, I think I understand him now.”
“What do you understand?”
“Him. I have read—”
“What?” she repeated several times, but could not grasp the answer.
The warden beckoned that the visit was over.
*
Before the war Stanislaw W—— lived with his parents and siblings in Lodz. Their father was a weaver. They
occupied an attic room—narrow, long, with a small window and a slanting attic wall. The room contained beds
for seven, and, when the grandparents were still alive, nine people. Apart from the beds it had an iron stove with a
pipe, a washing basin and two buckets—one for clean and one for dishwater. Potatoes were kept under one bed
and coal under another. Also, there must have been some chairs, at least one, because when Mother returned from
her smuggling trips shivering and wet Father would seat her in a chair and put a pan with burning denatured alcohol at her feet. The children gathered round and watched the flickering blue flame while Mother was sweating.
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That room was remembered by Stanislaw W——’s younger brother, the one who moved to a small town in the
Western Lands\fn{Apparently the former German territories east of the present German eastern frontier, but not including the former
German lands of East Prussia (divided about equally between Poland and Russia, but comprising part of present-day northern Poland}
after the war.\fn{World War II} He worked in a uranium mine which was closed after several years. When it was
still in operation the town was a security zone. Strangers were not allowed in and soldiers checked identification
papers on public buses.
The brother’s wife worked in a rug factory. These rugs were pretty, but the production was slashed and layoffs
began. There is still great demand, however, for wall hangings with the Black Madonna\fn{ Formally, Our Lady of
Czestochowa, a miraculous portrait of the Virgin Mary, housed in a fortified monastery bult in 1382 }—size 120 by 90cm. The
employees can get them for 170 thousand zlotys while the market price reaches one million. They also tried to
manufacture Our Lady of Astra Brama, but the gold came out too pale—problems with the pigment.
Recently something happened to Stani’s younger brother’s legs. Many people in the town have problems with
their legs: their legs suddenly give in and people cannot stand. Some say it is from the dumps at the uranium
mine, some say it is from Chernobyl,\fn{ An explosion on April 26, 1986, at the Chernobyl nuclear power station, which resulted
in radioactive contamination of parts of Ukraine, Belarus (which received 70% of the total fallout), Poland, Sweden and southwestern
Russia, and the eventual relocation of some 200,000 people } which hit the local mountains the hardest. Some say it is from

vodka.
The younger brother was a child during the war and does not remember why Stanislaw was taken to the camps.
First their father was taken and sent to work in Germany. Mother moved her children to a village and hid the
oldest son in a haystack, but they found him anyway and sent him to work. In the autumn of 1940 their aunt came
to visit and both their father and Stanislaw were gone by then.
Next autumn their aunt was standing at the window and speaking quietly the names of those for whom mass
should be said on All Saints’ Day:
“For Father, for Mother, for my sister Czeslawa.” She shuddered:
“Why Czeslawa? Czeslawa is alive.”
At this moment she saw her sister walking towards her in the middle of the road. She was as pretty and young
as many years before.
“What is it that I see?” said the aunt and quickly opened the window, but the street was empty. A couple of
days later she received a letter:
Dear Aunt,
Please come.
Our mother is dead and we are living in the streets.

The younger brother knew where their mother was buried: section four, row five, grave nineteen. That’s what
the undertaker told the children to remember. They repeated in unison:
“Section four, row five.”
The mother of Stanislaw W—— was thirty-five when she died. She was returning from one of her smuggling
trips. She stopped at her friend’s and asked for tea. The friend went to the kitchen. When she returned, Stanislaw’s
mother was lying on the floor. She looked more than thirty-five. A photograph shows a thin, hunched woman with
gaunt face and sunken eyes. She is trying to smile to the camera but the smile looks more like a twitch deepening
the lines around her mouth and her hollow cheeks.
She had a modest funeral on a chilly, cloudy day. A photograph shows a group of people around the fresh
grave, a pile of dirt, painted coffin and the undertaker’s cart.
Small, sad children huddle over the grave. Behind them a tall boy stares at the coffin. The boy is Stanislaw W
——.
He was taken by the Germans during his mother’s life, and yet he was at her funeral?
He mentioned something to Gizela about an escape. Perhaps he escaped to attend the funeral, and as a
punishment he was sent to a concentration camp? But how did he learn that his mother was dead? Perhaps he saw
a young woman, as pretty as many years before, walking towards him in the middle of a road? But he could not
have remembered his mother being young and pretty. More likely he saw that thin hunched woman with a twitch
around her lips.
Stanislaw’s sister-in-law asks whether Stanislaw met Gizela during the war. If he did, she could have been the
reason for his imprisonment. When the sister-in-law was forced to work in Germany, she saw a Polish boy hanged
267

in the city square for romancing with a German woman. All the Poles had been rounded up in the square and
made to watch everything till the end … how the boy was pushing the rope away and crying to the hangman.
Stanislaw’s sister-in-law does not know how to write it down in German, but it sounded something like this:
“Lass mich leben, lass mich leben …” So if Stanislaw and Gizela met during the war …
But they didn’t. They met at a dance after the war, when it turned out that Stani was the best foxtrot dancer in
the village, even if he was quite needlessly dancing with the woman from Prussia. He must have been sent to the
camps for something else.
*
Stanislaw W—— was in three different camps, although it is not known, when and for how long. The Warsaw
archive contains a register from Dachau: small pink and yellow catalogue cards made by the Polish prisoners after
the camp had been liberated. Relying on their own information and memory they have written down on each card
the prisoners name, number, where he came from and where he was sent. There are eighty cards with the name W
——, apart from “Kowalski,” the most popular Polish name. There are seven cards with “Stanislaw W——”
Stanislaw W—— from Bolimow was sent in by the Gestapo from the camp of Flossenburg.
Stanislaw W—— from Piesciorgow came from the camp in Dzialdowo and was sent to Mauthausen.
Stanislaw W—— from Sierpc …
Stanislaw W from Zielonka …
Stanislaw W from Anielin …
Stanislaw W from Horbaczow …
Stanislaw W from Kumo came with a group transport and was sent over to the camp in Narzweiler.
Stanislaw W—— from Kumo is the future husband of Gizela and father of Stefan W——. The camp number
is also the same: 122962.
Stanislaw W—— died on 9 October 1953 in the Tübingen Clinic. We learn from the death certificate that he
was 180cm tall, weighed 69.7kg and suffered from a chronic kidney condition.
He was twenty-seven.
*
Gizela spent the last week in the clinic. On the last day a professor came, looked at Stani and ordered him to be
moved to a separate room. Stani tried to console her.
“Tomorrow I’ll be better, you’ll see.” He was falling asleep, waking up.
“Tomorrow I’ll be better …”
When she came to, she realized she was sitting at the table in her home clutching a small cardboard box with
Stani’s clothes and a small Polish prayer book, We Sing the Lord.
*
Dark green, light green, the ribbon of blue, the slanted roof of a hotel. Gizela washes the dishes and cleans the
rooms. The flat roof of the laundry. Gizela folds and wraps men’s shirts.
Walking in the local woods was the favorite occupation of the tourists. Throwing pine cones at the tourists was
the favorite pastime of the local children. The school principal called Gizela for conferences:
“Your son throws cones at our tourists.”
“All children throw cones,” said Gizela. “Why are you complaining only about my child?”
“Your daughter,” said the principal another time …
“Your son.”
“Your daughter …”
“It’s because all the other fathers were heroes,” explains Stefan.
Gizela was hurt. Other children told beautiful, uplifting stories about heroes. Their fathers were shooting—
usually on the Eastern Front. Their fathers were dying, yet fighting till the last drop of blood. And what could her
children tell? That their father dreamed of being a three, or a seven? Can a father who runs barefoot around the
barracks and who prays for a happy number … can such a father compete with heroes from the Eastern Front?
Can the son of such a man evoke sympathy in the school principal?
(A certain woman from the village, who has her birthday on the same day as Stefan, each year sends him a
postcard with greetings. In the postscript she always writes one and the same sentence:
“Were it not for that principal, you would have grown up an honest man.”
Stefan already has over twenty such cards, all with the same sentence: “Were it not for that principal …”.)
“Besides,” other mothers told their children, “if his father was in the camps, there must have been a reason.
Hitler was Hitler, but nobody was sent to the camps without a reason.”
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After Stefan’s second escape from school, Gizela turned for help to the psychologists from the Department of
Youth Supervision. They advised her to send her son to a reformatory school.
“He’ll get there sooner or later,” they said. “But if you send him voluntarily it will be easier to get him out later
on when he learns some sense.”
Stefan says he spent only one year in the reformatory school. Stefan lives in an isolation cell in the best
guarded part of the prison, known as Maximum Security Row.
He has been living there for twelve years. After twelve years of loneliness the past begins to blur while space
and time appear in a foreshortened perspective. The town where Gizela lives is six hundred kilometres away, and
yet he thinks the town is nearby. He thinks he spent one year in the reformatory school, while a document in his
files states clearly that it was six years.
*
The director of the reformatory school was a Protestant priest—a big man with a bloated face and heavy fists.
Each week he would grade his pupils in three categories: work, learning and behavior. Six was the lowest, and
one, the highest grade. If you got a six in any category you had to spend the weekend in an isolation cell with two
wooden boards—one to sit on, and one to rest your head and shoulders on.
From time to time the inmates tried to escape, but they were quickly returned by the police. After each return
they would tell about the goings-on in the world outside. One of the pupils, who ran to Frankfurt, told of students
protesting about the methods used in reformatories. One girl had written a screenplay, and some people wanted to
establish a reformatory with quite different methods.
The name of the screenwriter was Ulrike Meinhof, and the girl who called for different methods was Gudrun
Ensslin.
*
After Stanislaw’s death, Gizela appealed to the authorities: her husband had died of kidney failure which was
the result of his imprisonment in concentration camps. The four children of Stanislaw W—— were entitled to
some help. A lawyer advised Gizela W—— to write to the Office of Compensations in Baden-Württemberg. The
office asked for the history of Stanislaw W——’s illness.
The clinic was unable to establish whether the sickness of Stanislaw W—— was a result of his imprisonment.
The examination of Stanislaw’s retina did not provide sufficient proof. The clinic requested an opinion from the
Institute of Pathology.
The Institute of Pathology was unable to establish …
The lawyer appealed against the decision.
Gizela W—— wrote a letter:
Does the German state believe my children should rot to death? I am not a beggar, I am fighting for what I deserve.

The lawyer was upset by the emotional tone of the letter.
The Office of Compensations rejected the appeal, because the deceased did not meet all the conditions
stipulated in paragraphs 1 and 2, but it also suggested that he could possibly qualify under paragraph 167.
Eight years after Stanislaw W——’s death the president of Köln informed Gizela:
The Government of the Federal Republic of Germany has signed an agreement with the High Commissioner of the
United Nations about a new regulation referring to cases of persecution based on nationality.

Moreover, the president of Köln informed Mrs Gizela W——:
There is no evidence indicating that the deceased was persecuted because of race, religion, or ideology. He might
have been persecuted because of his nationality (§167) in which case, however, the compensation cannot be transferred
to the surviving members of the family.

*
During her first visits to the prison, Gizela was speaking to the bulletproof pane with slots on both sides:
“If your father were alive, he would certainly disapprove of all that. When the Americans liberated his camp
they gave him a big stick and said, ‘C’mon man, get even.’
“Do you know what your father said to them?
“‘Sorry, gentlemen, but I am not cut out for that.’”
After his mother’s visits, Stefan conducted long conversations with his father.
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“It wasn’t even a machine gun,” he started. “It was just a stick. And you didn’t want to take it into your
hands?”
He was not sure of his father’s answer. “I am not cut out for that,” is hardly a sufficient answer. Thus Stefan
continued:
“You must have believed that the world would change after Dachau. Look at the fists of the director in my
reformatory. Look at the two boards in the isolation cell. Look at me, sitting on one board and resting my head on
the other. And don’t forget Mother’s face when she returned from the compensation officials. You didn’t want the
stick—it’s your business, not mine. But please look at Mother’s face.”
He addressed his father with growing impatience, as if there was a connection between the director’s fists and
the stick that Stanislaw W—— did not want to take in his hands. As if there was a connection between the stick,
the people from the Office of Compensations and the solitary cell on Maximum Security Row.
*
According to the biographical note in his file, he spent several months as a seaman. For two weeks he worked
as a ship’s mechanic. Established contacts with leftist radicals. Took part in a demonstration at the Ministry of
Justice. Sent his unemployment benefits to the prisoners’ fund. Maintained contacts with persons involved in the
preparation of the terrorist attack on the Embassy of the Federal Republic in Stockholm. Joined the RAP (Rote
Armee Fraktion)\fn{Red Army Faction; more popularly known as the Baader-Meinhoff Gang, urban terrorists of the 1970’s who
robbed banks, kidnapped and assassinated business and political leaders, and raided U.S. military installations. Most of them had been
imprisoned or killed by the end of the decade} and went underground.

From the file:
RAP members rented a number of apartments in the area. Stole a yellow Mercedes and bought a white van.
Obtained two Heckler und Koh rifles, one machine gun WZ 63 (made in Poland) with Makarov bullet cartridges,
one Colt revolver …
At 5.30p.m. the blue Mercedes carrying director Hans Martin Schleyer and his driver approached, followed by
a white Mercedes with three police officers. As they turned right the yellow Mercedes parked on the pavement cut
in front. Dr. Schleyer’s driver started to brake. Assailants jumped out of the van and opened fire at the driver and
the police officers. Dr. Schleyer was pulled into the van unharmed and driven off in an unknown direction. The
assault lasted two minutes. The driver and the three policemen died at the scene. Five shots were fired at the
driver—one of them proved lethal. Twenty-three shots were fired at the first policeman, two of them lethal.
Twenty-four shots were fired at the second policeman, three of them lethal. Twenty shots were fired at the third
policeman, two of them lethal. One hundred shots altogether. All the lethal ones were fired with Makarov 9mm
bullets. It happened in Köln on 5 September 1977.
Hans Martin Schleyer was the chairman of the Union of Employers in the Federal Republic. In return for his
freedom the kidnappers demanded the release of ten imprisoned RAP terrorists including Andreas Baader and
Gudrun Ensslin.
On 13 October four Arab terrorists hijacked a Lufthansa plane. They landed in Mogadishu and repeated the
RAP demands.
On 17 October German commandos rescued the passengers and killed three terrorists. The captain of the plane
was shot by the terrorists. Several hours later the guards in Stammheim Prison found the corpses of RAF
prisoners. Baader and Raspe died of gunshots. Gudrun Ensslin was hanging from the window frame. It was
established that all committed suicide.
Two days later Dr. Schleyer’s body was found in the boot of an abandoned Audi 100.
Seven months later, in 1978, Stefan W—— was arrested at Orly Airport for the kidnapping and murder of
Hans Martin Schleyer.
The trial was held in 1980. Stefan W—— refused to testify about the kidnapping and murder, though he
volunteered his opinions on the actual goals of the German bourgeoisie, the tentacles of neo-colonialism in the
Third World, and the war in Vietnam, which, in his opinion, revealed the true face of American imperialism. He
was sentenced to life imprisonment.
*
Terrorists evoked general fear and hatred. There were rumors they were able to build and use a nuclear bomb.
Polls showed a rapid increase in the number of people favouring restoration of capital punishment.
Acid was thrown on the ten-year-old son of Gudrun Ensslin. The boy was playing; the acid was thrown by
adults. His face was burned. He was taken to the United States where doctors made three successful skin
transplants. The doctors had experience from treating soldiers burned with napalm in Vietnam.
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No cemetery wanted to bury the three from Stammheim. There were demands to have their bodies burned and
ashes scattered or left on a garbage dump. Finally they were buried in Stuttgart at the personal request of the
mayor. His name was Manfred Rommel and he was the son of Field Marshal Erwin Rommel—the “desert fox”
from Africa, and a participant in the plot against Hitler. He made the request because he was a Christian. Because
he knew Gudnm from his childhood. Because many years ago, in Ulm, the parents of Gudnm Ensslin were living
two houses from the Rommels.
Mr. Ensslin was a pastor. After the war his daughters, Christiana and Gudnm, asked him the same question
Stani asked Gizela W——:
“Did you know?”
Unlike Gizela, the pastor knew. He knew Stauffenberg’s\fn{ Count Graf Claus von Stauffenberg, leader of the attempt }
conspirators.\fn{A small group in the command headquarters of the reserve army, in Germany and Paris, who attempted to kill Hitler
July 20, 1944} They were his parishioners. He knew the circumstances of Rommel’s death in the local quarry.\fn
{Field Marshal Erwin Rommel (1891-1944), brilliant tank commander of the Afrika Corps; he knew about Stauffenberg’s conspiracy—
although he favored arrest rather than assassination—and would have been proclaimed chief of state of it had succeeded. On October 14,
1944, he was taken from his home and forced to swallow poison}

The daughters blamed him for not condemning the crime. He should have done it publicly, from his pulpit,
during a mass.
The pastor explained that Gestapo agents also attended masses.
“This is hardly a reason to keep quiet,” responded the daughters.
*
Christiana Ensslin cuts her hair short. She has dark, sunken eyes, a baggy sweater and she lives with a terrorist
who spent sixteen years in prison and was pardoned by the president. She is a friend of a terrorist woman who is
still in prison but will be pardoned soon. She spends only her nights in prison and during the day she makes
costumes for a local production of La Traviata. When she is pardoned she will take vacations with a Swedish
princess known as “prisoners’ angel.” Christiana Ensslin is active in the Women in Film Union. She is fighting for
more funds for women producers.
Most of all she would like to produce a film about Rosa Luxemburg’s\fn{ German socialist leader and revolutionary
(1871-1919)} first day of freedom. It is 1918. Rosa leaves the Wrooaw prison. She takes a train to Berlin, enters the
editorial office, greets Leibknecht,\fn{Karl Liebknecht (1871-1919, German socialist leader and founder of the Social Democratic
Party} sits down behind her desk and starts to write. She writes an article on the situation in Germany. Fine, but
who is going to see that film?
“Me,” says the terrorist who spent sixteen years behind bars.
“Me,” says the terrorist who makes costumes for La Traviata.
“Me,” says Christiana, whose father has not condemned the crime.
“Me,” says Dr. Ronge who interprets our Polish-German conversation.
“Me too,” I say out of pity for Christiana Ensslin.\fn{A film actually was made and released in 1986}
*
Maximum Security Row was built specially for Stefan and his friends from the RAP. It is situated in the
Northern Colony, at the very heart of Ossendorf Prison. There is no daylight in the cells. The walls have been
made of materials which absorb smells and sounds. The keys do not jingle, digital locks do not grind, coffee
brewed by Stefan W—— does not smell. Stefan brought a thermos with hot water and jars to the visiting room.
He poured Nesca and sugar from the jars, mixing carefully, slowly adding milk. He made cappuccino. The visiting room is a concrete cave decorated with prints. There is one of the equestrian statue of Peter the Great, one
shows the inspection of guards on the Senators’ Square, and one depicts the river Moyka in winter. They were
placed there by Stefan’s counselor, who has a soft spot for St. Petersburg.
Stefan was in a good mood. He has green-gray eyes like his father and a trusting smile. He shouted, “ Dzien
dobry pan!,” which exhausted his knowledge of Polish, and switched into German. He said he was in Poland
once, but only at the airport. When he and a friend entered the transfer rone, they noticed a most-wanted list with
photos of the terrorists. Without difficulty they recognized their own faces. Luckily, no one paid any attention to
the poster, or to them. After half an hour their flight was called.
His second contact with Poland was through a Polish machine gun WZ 63. It was purchased abroad. A nice
piece, handy, small, no bigger than a handgun. His friends liked it because it was so easy to conceal. Unfortunately it has one serious drawback: cartridges too short. It wouldn’t stand a fighting chance against a comparable
NATO weapon. Makarov cartridges fit only the Polish gun. The policemen and Schleyer’s driver were shot with
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Makarov bullets. Stefan W—— says that the driver should not have died. It was a mistake. Nor should the
policemen have died, but no one knew there would be a police escort. Schleyer never traveled with guards. They
started to keep an eye on him shortly before the kidnapping, after an attempt on a bank director. In short—a
bungled job.
“On the other hand,” says Stefan W——, “if you pick up a gun, you should be prepared to kill somebody.”
Schleyer’s kidnapping claimed many victims: Schleyer, his driver, three policemen, three hijackers, the captain
of the plane, the prisoners in Stanunheim … yes, many victims, agrees Stefan W——.
“But no one anticipated that the government would reject their demands. No one had the slightest idea. They
knew Capitalism was cruel, but to such an extent …”
*
For the first time in sixteen years Stefan W—— left Maximum Security Row and came to the general visiting
room.
It was a rather large room with two doors. One opened for the entering prisoners, the other for visitors. Each
prisoner was accompanied by a guard, who carried a chart which he placed on the desk. At the desk, facing the
room sat a woman supervisor. She was a plump brunette with gold earrings and a deep-cut top finished with black
lace. She was wearing a skirt buttoned at the front. The lower buttons were undone and the skirt revealed her
thighs. They were so thick that she could not keep her legs together. She sat with her legs slightly apart, in black
patterned tights.
Apart from the supervisor’s desk there were six tables with chairs.
The prisoners entered first. They were mostly young men. They entered slowly, looking around and carrying
plastic bags with dirty clothes.
Then the visitors were admitted. They were women. They entered hastily, almost running, bumping into the
chairs and throwing themselves into the men’s arms. They were wearing long, loose skirts. They turned their
backs on the room and immediately started chatting. They listened for a reply, burst out laughing, and resumed
their tale.
Stefan W—— explained the sources of RAF ideology, which derived from the urban guerrilla movements in
Latin America. Contemporary imperialism feeds on exploitation of the Third World. The RAF supports the Third
World and its liberation movements by striking right at the heart of imperialism.
“We attack the bastions of imperialism,” said Stefan W——, “military bases, banks …”
The women were moving from the chairs to the men’s knees. Their long skirts reached down to the ground and
protected them like screens. Their laughter turned into interrupted, muffled giggling.
“Mao said the working class in the imperialistic states is no longer a revolutionary force,” continued Stefan W
——. “It also lives off the exploitation of the Third World. The new revolutionary forces of the world …”
The women were unbuttoning the men’s clothes. The giggling slowly subsided.
“… are the people of the social margin. The homeless, the unemployed, former prisoners, youth from
reformatory schools. They are the base of our struggle.”
The women started to sway on the men’s knees—gently, like boats on calm water. Only Stefan W——’s voice
could be heard in the visiting room in Ossendorf Prison.
“The rejected have to organize!”
“Factories to the workers!”
“When a capitalist calls the police, we respond with force!”
“‘Violence is the midwife of the new world,’” said Marx. “Freedom is just a matter of time.”
The supervisor gave a sign. The visit was over. The women started to button up their clothes and the clothes of
their men. They adjusted their blouses and hair.
“Eastern Europe?” said Stefan W——, much more quietly, thoughtfully. “Well, Europe, one more failed
experiment. The idea lives on, and millions still dwell in poverty.”
Guards appeared, taking the prisoners away. The room was empty.
*
The conversations with Father conducted on Maximum Security Row ended in silence, which, in Stefan W
——’s opinion, was hiding stubborn, relentless disapproval. At first he felt bitter. Later he came to the conclusion
that further argument was pointless. One cannot convince a man who lived through Dachau without resistance and
later looked for justice in the prayer book We Sing the Lord.
Therefore he turned to another person, to his father’s mother.
She was overworked and poor. She was being exploited by factory owners. She was the person Stefan W——
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and his friends wanted to defend from capitalist greed. She had to be an ally in his struggle. She had to understand
him. He felt her compassion and addressed her with boundless trust. He longed for her. He did not know how old
she was. He could not know that at her death she was younger than he, sitting on his bunk on Maximum Security
Row. Had he known the story of Stanislaw W——’s younger brother, about the attic room and the pan of burning
spirit, he would probably picture her sitting in a chair. He would address a shivering woman wrapped in a blanket,
with a blue flame at her feet like a sacrificial fire.
*
One day Stefan W—— received a letter from an unknown woman.
She wrote that she was twenty-three and fighting for women’s rights. She was thinking of him and wanted to
pay him a visit. He invited her over. She was tall, slender, and wore a black sweater and black leather trousers.
They talked through the bulletproof glass about women’s liberation, world imperialism, and love.
From that time on she visited him each month, and several times a week she sent him letters and postcards.
These letters had neither beginnings nor ends. She would start in the middle of a sentence, sometimes in the
middle of a word, and break off in the same manner. They guessed each other’s moods from their handwriting.
They made an agreement never to pretend anything. When she was sad, she did not try to smile, and when she felt
bad, she did not put on make-up.
They worried that they thought each other better than they should, that they idealized and invented themselves.
That was their constant worry and the constant subject of their conversations.
“Perhaps you think I am intelligent,” she shouted towards the glass. “Please, don’t think so. I am much more
stupid than you would wish.”
“Perhaps you think I am good,” she shouted on another occasion.
For seven years they were unable to touch each other. They made love with their eyes through the bulletproof
glass.
For three years they met in the visiting room under the prints of St. Petersburg in winter.
One day she wrote that she was in love with someone else. Because they promised not to pretend, she wouldn’t
visit him or write to him any more. She kept her promise. He calculated that she had been coming to see him for
ten years, so she must be thirty-three. He never counted the letters and postcards she wrote to him during those
five hundred weeks.
*
Daniel Cohn-Bendit, the student leader of 1968, has recently been nominated the Director of Intercultural
Affairs in the office of the mayor of Frankfurt. He has a spacious room with a secretary who brings coffee and
biscuits. He says that terrorism was the product of the fifties—the silence about the war. The young Germans
wanted to know how it was, and their parents said:
“Why scratch old wounds?”
People started talking publicly about the crimes only after the trial of the Auschwitz henchmen held in Frankfurt in 1963. When the war in Vietnam started, Andreas Baader, Gudrun Ensslin and their friends said:
“We will not remain silent like our parents.”
They started to kill. They thought they had the right to kill American soldiers in Germany in revenge for
Vietnam, and German judges in revenge for their bourgeois justice. They believed they were on the side of right.
If somebody is on the side of right, everything he does is right. Even murder becomes sacred. Andreas Baader
summoned Cohn-Bendit, the hero of 1968, to common struggle. Cohn-Bendit refused. Andreas Baader called him
a traitor. Cohn-Bendit told Andreas Baader and Gudrun Ensslin that using youths from reformatories in RAP
activities was a crime. He condemned terrorism. First, he did not like killing. Second, he did not like Andreas
Baader and had no intention of building a new, better world with him.
The government handled the terrorists ruthlessly. The Social Democrats assured the Germans that 1933 would
never happen again. The terrorists said:
“No one will ever accuse us of silence.” The Social Democrats said:
“No one will ever accuse us of weakness.”
It was a psychodrama, says Cohn-Bendit. Both sides were trying to act out their post-Nazi complexes.
*
One of the postcards from the girl in the black sweater was a reproduction of a painting by a Mexican artist,
Frida Kahlo.\fn{1907-1954} Stefan W—— liked the picture and wrote to the publisher of the postcard. The
publisher sent him more reproductions and a letter:
“You have a Polish name. Are you interested in Polish subjects?” The next package contained several German
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translations of Polish authors.
From that time Stefan W—— started reading Polish books on the Second World War. He took special interest
in the Warsaw ghetto. He discovered a similarity between the fate of Jews in the ghetto and that of prisoners in
concentration camps. He read books by Bartoszewski, Moczarski and the poetry of Czeslaw Milosz.\fn{ 1911- }
Together with the girl he pondered the discrepancies in the accounts of Marek Edelman and General Stroop. Or
the question of why Edelman did not like the Communists, although the Communists sent the first pistol to the
ghetto—the one which was used against the commander of the police. He gave the books to the girl to read. She
never returned some of them, perhaps out of absentmindedness, perhaps for some other reason. He was fascinated
by Marek Edelman’s statement about “the human right to weakness.” For Stefan W——, Edelman became the
highest moral authority. He was said to have learned that Marek Edelman considered the terrorists’ contempt for
human life a post-mortem victory of the Nazis.
“It’s a pity I didn’t know it earlier,” he said.
*
Sunday is Gizela W——’s best day. She does not work, she does nor help the old lady from the neighborhood,
and she does nor meet the parents of the other prisoners from the RAP. (She does nor like these meetings. Professors and doctors all, and she the sole working woman.)
First, she has her Sunday breakfast. Then she writes a letter. That her legs hurt a bit less. That she is still strong
enough to help the old lady. That the chesmurs on the river bank are in bloom, and soon the Japanese cherry
should blossom roo. She seals the envelope and writes the address:
Ossendorf Prison.
Then she starts ro pray. She begins with thanks: for the coming of a new day, for legs nor hurting, for the
chesmurs … then she presents her request.
Not to God. She would nor dare ro bother Him with her affairs. She runs to Stani, who suffered a lot, never
complained, and each Sunday went to church. He must be in better relations with God than herself, and if only
Stani asks Him, God would allow her to see the return of her son.
In just one issue does she run directly ro God, without involving Stani.
This is when she asks Him to forgive their son the most unforgivable sin.
26.112 The Table\fn{by Pawel Huelle (1957-

)}

Gdansk, Gdansk County, Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland (M) 8

“Oh, that table!” my mother would shriek. “I just can’t stand it a moment longer! Other people have decent
furniture.” She’d point at the round table where we ate our dinner every day.
“Do you really call that a table?” she’d ask.
My father would never rise to her goading; he’d withdraw into himself, and the room would fill with a heavy
silence.
Actually, the table wasn’t all that bad. Its short leg was propped up with a wedge, and the gnarled surface could
be covered with a tablecloth. My father had acquired the table in 1946 from Mr. Polaske of Zaspa, when Mr.
Polaske packed his bags and took the last train west to Germany. In exchange, my father gave Mr. Polaske a pair
of army boots he’d got from a Soviet sergeant,\fn{ Russians during the Communist Administration of that country were
commonly called “Soviets.” The name was adapted from the “Soviet Union”, as the “Union of Soviet Socialist Republics” (formally socalled, prior to its dissolution twenty years ago) was popularly referred to } who’d done a swap with him for a second-hand

watch, but since the boots were not in mint condition, my father threw in some butter as well.
Moved by this gesture, Mr. Polaske gave my father a photograph from his family album. It showed two elegant
men in suits, standing on what was then called Lange Brücke. I liked to look at this photograph, not out of interest
in Mr. Polaske and his brother, of whom I knew very little, but because in the background stretched a view that I’d
sought in vain to rediscover on our own “Long Harbour.” Dozens of fishing boats were moored at the Fish Market
quay, the jetty was crowded with people buying and selling, and barges and steamships were sailing by on the
Motfawa River, their funnels as tall as masts. The place was full of bustle and life. Lange Brücke looked like a
real port, and although the signs above hotels, bars and tradesmen’s counting houses were all in German, it was an
attractive scene. It bore no resemblance to our own Long Harbour, rebuilt after the bombardment, the main
features of which were a wasteland of administrative offices with red banners hanging on the walls, and the green
thread of the Motfawa, constantly patrolled by a militia motorboat.
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“It’s a German table,” my mother would say adamantly. “You should have hacked it to bits years ago. When I
stop to think,” she’d go on, a little calmer now, “that a Gestapo man used to sit at it and eat his eels after work, it
makes me feel quite sick.”
My father would shrug his shoulders and hold out the photograph of Mr. Polaske.
“Look,” he’d say to my mother, “is that a Gestapo man?”
And then he’d tell the story of Mr. Polaske, who was a Social Democrat and spent three years in Stutthof
concentration camp because he didn’t agree with Hitler. When our city was incorporated into the Reich in 1939
and changed its name from Gdansk to Danzig, Mr. Polaske made a point of not hanging a flag out of his window.
It was after that they took him away.
“Well, his brother was a Gestapo man.”
And with that my mother went into the kitchen, while my father, distressed that his audience had been reduced
by half, told me the story of the other Mr. Polaske, the brother, who immediately after the war had gone to
Warsaw on behalf of the Gdansk Germans to ask President Bierut if they could stay provided they signed a
declaration of loyalty.
“And then,” my father tale went on, “President Bierut’s moustache began to bristle, and he told Mr. Polaske
that the German Social Democrats had never erred on the side of good judgement, and that they had long since
betrayed their class instinct—of which Comrade Stalin had written so wisely and comprehensively.
“‘And any kind of request whatsoever,’ President Bierut said, striking the desk top with his worker’s fist, ‘is
anti-state activity.’”
Mr. Polaske’s brother returned to Gdansk and hanged himself in the attic of their home in Zaspa.
“And why do you think he did that?” my father asked loudly. “After all, he could have gone back to Germany,
like his brother.”
“He hanged himself,” my mother said as she came into the room with a steaming dish, “because he was finally
trouble by his conscience. If all Germans examined their consciences, they’d do just the same,” she added as she
set the jacket potatoes on the table. “They should all hang themselves, after what they’ve done.”
“And what about the Soviets?” my father exclaimed, shoving potato skins to the edge of his plate, “what about
them?”
I knew that the bickering was about to start. My mother had a deep-rooted and ineradicable fear of Germans,
while my father reserved his venom for the compatriots of Fyodor Dostoevsky.\fn{ Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky
(1821-1881), Russian novelist; in 1849 he was sentenced to a four-year term of imprisonment in Siberia (Omsk) for revolutionary
activities} An invisible borderline now ran across Mr. Polaske’s table, and it separated the two of them, just like in

1939, when the land of their childhood, scented with apples, halva and a wooden pencil-case with crayons rattling
in it, was ripped in half like a piece of canvas, with the silver thread of the River Bug glittering down the
middle. \fn{In 1939, in accordance with a secret provision of a non-aggression pact signed between Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia in
that year, the Russians invaded what was then eastern Poland and the Nazis simultaneously invaded what was then western Poland, with the
purpose of dividing the country between them. The portion conquered by the Russians remained after WWII in Russian hands; the new
post-1945 Polish state was compensated by half of the former East Prussia (Russia annexed the northern half of this territorial enclave),
plus Pomerania and German Silesia, which were given to her by the victorious Allies as part of their plan to destroy what they regarded as
the seed of the Germanic aggresesiveness which precipitated both WWI and WWII: Prussian militarism. The Bug River was (and remains)
part of the (now) Belarus-Polish frontier}

“I saw them,” my father said, as he gulped down the white potato flesh. “I saw them …” What he meant, of
course, was the march-past in the little town where the two armies met.
“They raised the dust to the very heavens,” my father said, helping himself to more crackling, “and they
marched abreast in step, taking turns to sing in German and then in Russian, but you could hear the Russian
louder because the Soviets had sent a whole regiment—the Germans sent only two companies.”
“The Germans were worse,” my mother interrupted, “because they had no human feelings.”
I didn’t like these conversations; the strong flavor of broth or the fragrant aroma of horseradish sauce would be
infused with the thunder of cannon-fire or the clatter of a train carrying people off to a slow or instant death. I
didn’t like it when they argued about such things. I used to think, as I forced down my jacket potatoes or cheesefilled pirozhki, that if it weren’t for Mr. Polaske and his table, my parents would be chatting about a Marilyn
Monroe film,\fn{Marlyn Monroe (1926-1962) probably the most famous international sex symbol of the 20 th century, became her
motion picture company’s primary box-office attraction between 1954 and 1961 .} or this year’s strawberry crop, or the latest
launching at the Lenin shipyard which Premier Cyrankiewicz had attended.
Mr. Polaske’s table was like a persistent toothache. Whenever the pain eased, they’d be seized by an irresistible urge to touch the sore spot and provoke the throbbing agony again.
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Then, in addition to its lame leg and blistered veneer came woodworm. It gave my mother sleepless nights. In
the morning she’d be tired and bad-tempered.
“Do something,” she’d say to my father. “I just can’t stand it any longer! Those are German weevils. Soon
they’ll attack the dresser and the cupboard, because they are insatiable, like everything German.”
Often I imagined Mr. Polaske rubbing his hands together, laughing to himself somewhere in Hamburg or
Munich. He’d have eaten the butter and thrown out the Soviet boots yet we were still suffering with his table; it
was like an alien member of the household, always getting in everybody’s way, impossible to get rid of.
Why should Mr. Polaske want revenge on us? We’d done him no harm. We weren’t even living in his house,
which was now occupied by some high-up Party official.\fn{ Communist Party; Poland was continuously dominated by
Communist Administrations from 1945-1989.} Could he have wished us ill simply because we were Polish? For hours I’d
gaze at the photograph, in which Long Harbor looked like a real port, and I’d count the funnels of the steamships
winding their way along the Motfawa River. The table, meanwhile, seemed to get bigger, swelling to impossible
dimensions within the small confines of the room.
At last the inevitable happened. As my mother set down a tureen full of soup, the wedge came loose from
beneath the short leg, and the table staggered like a wounded beast. Beetroot soup splashed across my father’s
shirt and trousers.
“Oh!” exclaimed my mother and clasped her hands together in rapture. “Didn’t I say this would happen?
Didn’t I predict a catastrophe?”
My father didn’t say a single word. He replaced the wedge, ate his second course, sat out the cherry blancmange in silence, and only after dessert, with a cigarette between his teeth, did he go down to the cellar for his
saw and tape measure. Soon he was leaning over the table, squinting first with one eye, then the other, like a
surgeon preparing to operate. My father, who was handy at repairs, was having trouble coping with Mr. Polaske’s
table. Or rather with the table’s uneven legs. After each pruning it would turn out that one of them—each time it
was a different one—was just a fraction shorter than the rest. My father refused to admit defeat: possessed by the
fury of perfection, or maybe of German pedantry, he went on and on, shortening the table legs, until at last on the
floor, beside heaps of wood and sawdust, lay the top of Mr. Polaske’s table, like a great brown shield.
My mother’s eyes glittered with emotion.
Nothing could restrain my father from completing the task. The snarling saw ripped into the table-top; my
mother held her breath, and then cried:
“Well, at last!”
Mr. Polaske’s table was only good for burning now. My father took the bits of wood down to the cellar, my
mother swept up the sawdust, and I had a feeling in my bones that this wasn’t the end of the matter: our real
troubles were only just beginning.
*
Next day we ate dinner in the kitchen. It was cramped and uncomfortable and smelled of fried herrings.
“We’ll have to buy a new table,” said my mother, “a bit smaller than the old one perhaps, though it should still
be round. And then some new chairs,” she added, drifting into the realms of fantasy, “with plush covers!”
My father was silent. After dinner we took the tram to the furniture shop. The salesman threw his arms wide in
a gesture of helplessness, smiled tellingly and said all they had, we could see before us: nothing but triangular
tables.
“It’s the latest model,” he said, pointing out the geometric shape. “Experimental, it is.”
“What about round ones?” asked my mother. “Aren’t there any round ones?”
The salesman explained that this year’s central plan had already been fulfilled, and that while of course there
would be some more round tables, they would not arrive until January or February.
My father gave an acid smile, since we were bang in the middle of May. My mother, meanwhile, walked about
among the triangular tables, touching their surfaces in disbelief and horror. Light streamed into the shop through
the dust-caked window, illuminating her chestnut hair with a soft halo, giving her a melancholy allure.
Once outside, she insisted we go to another shop. But the blind Fate of the central plan hovered over all the
furniture shops in town. The only non-triangular table, brought out at her express demand from a murky storeroom, turned out to be rectangular, very long and narrow, and utterly unsuitable for our room.
I wondered if Mr. Polaske could imagine this scene. After a few hours, we got home exhausted, while his table
went on hanging in our midst, like a spectral cloud of sawdust.
“At the end of the day,” my father commented, “we could always order a table. It’ll be dearer, but”—here he
paused meaningfully and raised his finger aloft like a preacher—“in view of the central plan there is no other way
276

out.”
This made sense. But we soon found out that of the five carpenter’s workshops in the neighborhood, three had
closed down long ago. Their owners, ruined by high taxes, now worked at the state factory, fulfilling the central
plan. The fourth, which belonged to a Mrs. Rupiejek, the window of a carpenter from Wilno, was in the process of
liquidation. And the fifth had been turned into a private business, making very fine coffins which—for now, at
least—were exempt from central planning.
We still had no table.
My father’s ephemeral, poetic improvisations were doomed to failure. He balanced the ironing board on twin
chests, then knocked something resembling a table-top together in the cellar. Finally he had the idea of placing an
advertisement in the morning paper:
Wanted: second-hand table. If it’s round, I’ll buy it.

This notion seemed particularly awful to my mother. It was a second-hand table which had caused all this
trouble in the first place! And so our final hope lay with Mr. Gorzki, who without shop sign or permit, did a bit of
carpentry on the side, using materials pilfered from the shipyard. He also drank, as if he were a sailor, not a
carpenter. Anyway, he took a large deposit from my father and promised to make the table within a week. A firstrate round table. My mother was very pleased, although my law-abiding father was a little uncomfortable.
“If I’m aware,” he’d ask loudly each evening, “that he’s going to make us a table out of stolen wood, can that
be right? Is that really honest?”
My mother was a pragmatist.
“Who’s it stealing from? It all belongs to the state. Every last bit of it,” she said, describing a vast circle in the
air, like destiny itself
However, destiny spoke even more conclusively through Mr. Gorzki. The carpenter did not complete his
drinking on the previous Sunday evening, but prolonged it through the whole of Monday. He resumed it on
Tuesday, sustained it on Wednesday, and expertly added impetus on Thursday, until at last he’d pulled through to
Friday, where, after midnight, Saturday and Sunday lay in thirsty anticipation. On Monday my father and I
reached Mr. Gorzki’s shed, where he received us sitting on the earthen floor amid bottles and scattered tools. His
face shone with a mixture of gloom and ecstasy. He raised his head, guffawed throatily and croaked out the same
old sentence over and over:
“I know! I know!”
My father went purple.
“Where’s my money?” he shouted. “Where’s our table? Give me back my deposit!” His voice cracked. “Give
it back this instant!”
But even I could see that my father’s shouting was purely for the sake of form. It no longer had anything to do
with Mr. Gorzki who, right now, before our very eyes, was cutting the threads that tied him to the world of cause
and effect.
*
From then on Mr. Polaske began to visit our flat.
He’d knock very gently at the door, greet my father with a nod and then silently walk round his table, which
was by now entirely invisible. He’d put down gifts on it—a packet of coffee, some chocolate, a box of English tea
—and then he’d slip away quietly, to avoid encountering my mother. The presents looked odd hanging in mid-air,
and whenever I reached out to touch them they vanished, just like Mr. Polaske. I never discussed these visits with
my father, who was growing more and more distracted. It was possible that he hadn’t even noticed the fleeting
presence of our guest. But I wondered what, for instance, would be the result of an encounter between my mother
and Mr. Polaske? And what if he made an unexpected appearance at the kitchen table? But nothing like that
happened.
One day my father came home from work particularly excited.
“I’ve got it!” He cried from the doorway. “I’ve got us a table at last!” My mother looked out of the window.
“I don’t see the van,” she noted drily.
My father took a slip of paper from his pocket and announced that what we had to do was go to Mr. Kasper,
who makes the kind of table they used to make before the war—good and solid and round, or oval, or elliptical,
whatever the customer’s order. And this was the secret of the enterprise: Mr. Kasper accepted commissions only
from reliable people, on a personal recommendation. My father flourished the note in the air like a winning lottery
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ticket and added that Kasper the carpenter lived in Zufuwy, on the other side of the Vistula.
The carpenter’s house looked like a little wooden box with a small porch and fancy attic windows. It was
submerged in the greenery of ancient willow trees and shrubs. We stood in the deserted yard, looking around us
uncertainly. Eventually a wrinkle-faced woman of indeterminate age came out towards us from the garden which
extended behind the house.
“Who is it you want?” she asked.
“Mr. Kasper,” said my father, smiling. “We have business to do with him.”
“It’s not Kasper, it’s Kaspar,” said the woman. She looked at us with suspicion, or maybe just indifference;
anyway she didn’t say anything else, and we went on standing there, in the close, motionless mid-day air.
“Is he at home?” my father asked after a long pause.
“At home?” the woman said indignantly. “You’ll have to go down the path till you get to the cattle round-up.
That’s where he is!” And she swiftly turned away, the hem of her apron flapping, and disappeared among the
bushes.
“Come on then,” I heard my father sigh. “We’ll find him.”
We followed the cobblestones, and then a sandy path, which threw up a thick dust that stung our throats, made
our eyes smart and felt gritty between our teeth. We were guided along by hoofmarks.
“It can’t be far now,” said my father.
The path was covered with animal dung, and we had to be careful not to sink our feet into cow shit. It was
blazing hot, and if it hadn’t been for my father, I’d have turned back. Even the sight of a windmill, with useless
stumps for blades, did not arouse my curiosity.
At last we reached an open space. A bunker-like building stood in the middle, its walls made of cement. It had
no proper windows, only a strip of small skylights running just beneath a flat, board-like roof. A shabby yellow
inn sign announced that we were standing before the Boar’s Head. Inside, several men were sitting at wobbly
little tables.
“There’s no beer left,” the portly barman cried. “They’ve swilled the lot already.”
The strong smell of tobacco smoke, urine, sweat and soured alcohol engulfed us like a mist. My father
explained to the barman who we were looking for, while I scrutinized the customers’ faces. They were tanned and
deep-furrowed, all wearing the same expression, as if staring into space.
Mr. Kaspar was in the corner, almost invisible in the semi-darkness, smoking the stump of a cigar. There was
no empty tankard on his table. Leaning forward, my father took the note out of his pocket, placed it down like a
visiting card and whispered the story of the table to Mr. Kaspar, who listened in silence, smoking the last of this
cigar.
Mr. Kaspar rose and we followed him out of the bar. He had a piglet on a bit of rope. He mentioned that
official inspectors had been round today, which was why he hadn’t sold his pig, and had sat waiting in the bar.
God knows what he was waiting for—the end of the world, perhaps, or maybe better days. A few days before he’d
dreamed that a grown-up man and a little boy had knocked at his door with good news. The dream had put him in
an excellent mood. My father glanced discreetly at his watch; the last narrow-gauge railway train was leaving in
an hour’s time.
“Doesn’t life disturb you?” said the carpenter, suddenly gripping my father’s arm. “What is it beside eternity?
A brief moment, nothing but a speck of dust! Where are we going? And where have we come from?”
“Yes, indeed,” said my father, “but,” and he hesitated, “will you make the table? It’s extremely important to
us.”
*
We had reached the house. Between the blackcurrant bushes and some thick clumps of peonies, an uncommon
bustle was underway. The wrinkle-faced woman had brought out plates and cutlery, while Mr. Kaspar, as if he
hadn’t heard my father, set out wicker chairs round a small stone table. Before my father had a chance to say
anything further, we were sitting down to soup with the large golden eyes of egg yolks floating in it, followed by a
joint of meat. After our meal, Mr. Kaspar brought a jug up from the cellar; from it he filled chunky glasses with
dark, aromatic juniper beer.
“The real art of it,” he said, raising his glass to eye level, “relies on not adding too many of these little berries
—and on picking them at the right time of day, early in the afternoon, when they’ve been warmed up by the sun
and are giving off their juice.”
I watched my father as he took long draughts of the cloudy liquid. His face gradually brightened, taking on an
unusual shine, and the two gentlemen began to spin the yarn of reminiscences. My father related how in 1945
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he’d paddled across the Vistula to Gdansk in an old canoe, because he didn’t have any documents and was afraid
of railway stations and places frequented by Soviet patrols.
Mr. Kaspar spoke of a long train journey which had ended abruptly when German saboteurs blew up the tracks
not far from here. He’d had to find a place to stay and walked through one village after another—the only sound
the occasional creak of shutters—unable to stop because nothing he saw matched the city he had left behind him,
the most beautiful city in the world, a city of churches and synagogues, near gentle hills and pine forests, the city
of his childhood, youth and war, which was now under Bolshevik power.
“And that’s the power of Satan,” said Mr. Kaspar pensively. “The land of darkness and cruel oppression.”
Mr. Kaspar poured more juniper-scented beer into the glasses. A light early-evening mist floated on the air,
shrilly whistling swallows were swooping under the eaves, and my father, as if he’d forgotten all about the
narrow-gauge railway and the table, said that the Lord God must long since have lost interest in us, for a world
like this one to be possible.
“Oh, no!” Mr. Kaspar snorted. “We can never be sure what lies ahead. And anyway, has the world really deserved a better fate?”
The leaves began to rustle and a light breeze blew across the garden from the river. Mr. Kaspar began to tell
my father about a storm which one spring had broken down the dams and demolished the floodgates. The sea had
invaded all the way up to here, to the foot of Mr. Kaspar’s house.
“Just imagine,” he said, leaning over my father, “I cast my rod out of the window and reeled in a … can you
guess?”
“A catfish!” cried my father. “There must be enormous catfish in these canals!”
“It was a seven-kilo cod!” recalled Mr Kaspar delightedly. “And when the water had been standing there a bit
longer, I could draw in netfuls of herrings!”
I’d been given a couple of mouthfuls of beer and could feel the little bubbles of juniper starting to spin in my
head. Without being noticed, I left the verandah and plunged into the undergrowth, walking along paths
overgrown with burdock, the strong scent of peonies swirling in the air.
“We’re the men of the First Brigade!” my father’s voice soared high above the trees.
“With a rifle fusillade!” Mr. Kaspar chimed in, and then they sang on in chorus:
“On to the pyre we cast our lot! On to the pyre!”
I heard them toast Marshal Pilsudski,\fn{Jósef Klemens Pilsudski (1867-1935), national hero, founder of the modern Polish
State and dictator of Poland (1918-1922; 1926-1935).} and then there was a sound of breaking glass.
Later on I caught sight of them on a wide lane running between the apple trees. They were strolling towards
the river.
“Of course I’ll help you,” my father was saying. “Mind you, I’ve never done it before.”
“Yes, yes,” the carpenter replied, “I always wait until after dusk; because it’s not a simple job. You’ve got to be
careful!”
The red disc of the moon was rising in the sky as the two gentlemen disappeared into a large shed, closely
planted round with forsythia and hazel. I sat down nearby at the water’s edge. Further down the river, among the
reeds and rushes, I could see the wreck of a barge, which had been driven into the bank like a mighty wedge. The
air stood still, and I thought of Mr. Polaske. Might he pay a visit to our flat while my father and I were at Mr.
Kaspar’s? The last narrow-gauge railway train had left hours ago, and my mother was sure to be in our neighbor’s
flat by now, calling the police and the hospitals to confirm her worst forebodings. What if she met Mr. Polaske in
the dark stairwell, silent and pensive in his long overcoat? Or worse still, what if she saw him in the flat itself?
There was no sound coming from the shed, nor was the faintest ray of light peeping through the closed shutter,
although I noticed a gray thread of smoke seeping from a small chimney. Then the air was suddenly pierced by an
unearthly scream.
I was paralyzed. I stood on the riverbank, staring at the black outline of the shed. After a few moments I crept
up to it and gingerly pushed the door ajar. Through the chink I could see Mr. Kaspar in a white apron splattered
with blood. With both hands he had raised a big chopper, and my father was shouting loudly say,
“No, no-not like that!” The axe struck something soft which was lying on the table, and blood spouted in all
directions. Mr. Kaspar, wiping the red streaks from his face, said,
“Yes, maybe it really hasn’t all flowed out as it should.”
A fire was blazing in a large oven. Mr Kaspar put down the chopper and, knife in hand, began cutting up red
and pink steaks of the meat that was hanging from hooks around the room. Nearby on the floorboards lay the
piglet’s head, its open eyes gazing at me. The two men rinsed the cuts of meat in bowls, shoving some into
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earthenware pots and smearing others with a sort of powder, then hanging them up on an iron rail in the depths of
the oven.
“We should be done by morning,” said Mr. Kaspar, putting down his long, broad knife. “It’s lucky that you
came today. My wife can’t bear the sight of this.”
My father wiped his hands, and from a crystal decanter which stood on the shelf, he poured ruby-red liquid,
thicker and darker than blood, into two glasses.
“Your wife isn’t very talkative,” said my father, wiping his mouth. “But she’s got an unusual accent.
Pomeranian, but different, somehow.”
“You noticed?” said the carpenter, setting to work again. “You did notice, didn’t you?”
Mr. Kaspar began to tell of how he dreamed of them at night, of how he saw them passing through the entrance
to the camps, dressed in black cloaks, and there, up above, the Lord God opening the gates and welcoming them
in with a smile. They, who tilled the land and dug out canals, built floodgates, erected windmills, sang psalms and
hymns, and would never, on any account, take up arms.
“They …?” asked my father hesitantly, as he set the oven door ajar.
Mr. Kaspar gently sighed. He told him about the Mennonites, of whom hardly a trace was left, and of the house
he had entered at the end of the war, thinking it would be empty like the rest. But after two whole days had passed
he saw a pair of shining eyes up in the deepest corner of the attic. They were her eyes, the eyes of a Mennonite,
the last on the earth.
“Ah, yes,” said my father.
I stood in the doorway gazing at the ruby-red liquid in the crystal decanter and the cuts of meat hanging on
hooks, while Mr. Kaspar went on with his story. He had stared into those eyes and known at once that they
understood him, although for months he had been unable to explain to her exactly where he had come from, and
why he had taken the train so far westwards. He couldn’t describe his city to her, for she—at this point Mr. Kaspar
put the bowl aside and reached for a bag of cereal—she knew only one city, the one she used to sail to for the
market; it was completely different from his own. And now it had been burned to the ground.
“But even the ruins looked uncanny,” said my father, holding up the intestine for the carpenter to stuff. “When
I paddled my canoe out on to the Motfawa River and first caught sight of the ruins from a distance, the whole
place looked like a city on the moon.”
Mr. Kaspar shook his head and tied up the stuffed intestine with some fine string. At that precise moment my
father looked up and saw me standing in the doorway.
“Aren’t you in bed yet?” he cried in amazement. “What on earth’s the time?”
But Mr. Kaspar gestured to him to be silent, asked him to keep an eye on the fire—since there’s nothing more
ruinous for cured ham than an uneven stream of smoke—and set off across the garden, leading me along the path
towards the house.
“What’s happening about the table?” I asked timidly.
Mr. Kaspar replied that it would all be fine, that there was a right time for everything. In the distance, from the
direction of the river, several voices were hoarsely crooning:
“And then you’ll pity me a little, and then you’ll give me a kiss, my pretty!”
“That’s the Ukrainians from the collective farm across the river,” explained the carpenter. “They drink, they
sing, they have a sad time. Do you know why they’re sad?” he then asked unexpectedly.
We stood in front of the house, watching the long shadows of the trees as they spread across the garden paths. I
didn’t know why.
“It’s because of the moon,” said Mr. Kaspar. “When it’s full, they drink and sing. Even in winter. A long time
ago, perhaps ten years, they walked across the ice to this side and set the shed on fire. The moon seemed bigger
then, as it always does when there’s snow on the ground.”
I wanted to talk to Mr. Kaspar about our table. My father certainly wouldn’t have told him about the Polaske
brothers from Zaspa. But the carpenter hurried away before I had the chance, vanishing like a shadow among the
trees.
The wrinkle-faced woman took me up to a room in the attic and showed me my made-up bed. But I wasn’t
sleepy. As soon as I heard her footsteps on the stairs, I went up to the window and opened it wide. The roof of the
shed, the trees and the bright ribbon of the river were all clearly visible in the moonlight. Only the wreck of the
barge was lost from sight somewhere round a bend among the reeds and rushes. On the far shore the Ukrainians
had lit a bonfire. I could see their figures weaving in and out of its light, and I was sorry I couldn’t hear their song.
*
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Suddenly I was seized with longing to know everything. Where does the river flow to? Where was Mr.
Kaspar’s city? Why weren’t the Mennonites willing to take up arms? Did they really all go to Heaven? I’d
forgotten all about Mr. Polaske, my mother and the round table, for which we’d come over the pontoon bridge
across the Vistula.
I noticed a wardrobe with carved legs and opened the door. Inside I found a hat. It was black, with a huge brim
and felt edges. I put it on and stood in front of the mirror. I could see my reflected face, obscured by the brim’s
shadow, my eyes and lips barely visible.
And then the hat seemed to grow larger. It got bigger and bigger. I seemed to be growing too, until I was as tall
as my father and as broad-shouldered as Mr. Kaspar. I crossed the moonlit garden to the river and stepped aboard
the barge. I guided my ship through locks and floodgates, until at last I sailed out on to the Motfawa River and
dropped anchor at Long Harbor amid the throng of masts, chimneys and ensigns.
I asked the Ukrainians to unload. Sacks of grain, baskets full of apples and plums, barrels with live fish
swimming in them, pieces of cloth scented with summer and with herbs, several pound tubs of butter—all this
made its way from the hold on to the jetty.
The Ukrainians crooned plaintively as they worked, a song in which a Mr. Potocki, “that son of a dog, betrayed
Lithuania, Poland and all Ukraine.” Although I didn’t understand all the words, I listened as if they were a
familiar refrain expressing inconsolable yearning and anger.
The black hat gradually regained its depth and sharpness in the mirror, when suddenly I caught sight of a
candle flame. Above the broad brim the woman’s wrinkled face appeared. She was standing behind me, holding a
candlestick, and the hem of her dressing gown fell to her ankles. I didn’t know when she’d entered the room or for
how long she’d been watching me at the mirror. Could she have seen me on the barge?
Tears were pouring down her cheeks. With a delicate movement she took the hat from my head and turned it in
her hands.
The wrinkle-faced woman stared into the blackness of the hat. She was lost in thought. Then she left the room,
clutching the black brim with both hands.
I blew out the candle. The starched bedlinen enfolded me with soothing coolness, and yet I was burning hot, as
if I were standing by the oven in the shed, where Mr. Kaspar and my father, busy with their illegal butchery, had
forgotten all about the passage of time and the world outside.
*
I didn’t exchange a single word with the wrinkle-faced woman the next morning, as the two men discussed the
particulars of the order over a breakfast of smoked bacon and black pudding: diameter of the table top, the leg
height and the color of the veneer.
I didn’t tell my father about the black hat as we traveled by narrow-gauge railway along the River Thja past
over-grown canals and closed-down locks. Nor did I tell him later as we streaked across the pontoon bridge over
the Vistula in a sky-blue bus, nor even when the brick church-towers loomed ahead in the suburbs of Long
Gardens.
As my father unwrapped some juniper-scented ham from a greasy piece of paper, and my mother nursed a
migraine with a damp towel round her head, they each let fly with words such as “duty,” “table,” “thoughtlessness” and “opportunity.”
I looked at their angry faces and in my thoughts I was with the wrinkle-faced woman: I would never forget her.
A week later there was a knock at our door and some strange men carried Mr. Kaspar’s table into the livingroom.
It was round, with a walnut veneer, and utterly enraptured my mother. The squabbling and bickering stopped
completely, and that day dinner went on for ages, just as if Grandma Maria had come to visit us.
*
And once the chestnut trees along our street were in bloom, and I was bent over Mr. Kaspar’s table, slogging
away at the first letters of my ABC, getting to know the fortunes of Ala, who has a cat, Mr. Polaske knocked at
our door.
He was bashful and awkward and told us how he’d found our address and what troubles he’d had with his visa
and with the officials at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He sat at Mr. Kaspar’s table and took out some coffee,
cocoa, chocolate and a tin of English tea as he talked about his journey and how very happy he was to be here.
“Will you have dinner with us?” asked my mother, but Mr. Polaske was in a hurry to get to his hotel. He said
thank you, apologized and left quickly, bid farewell by my father in the doorway.
“He didn’t notice the table,” said my father.
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But I wasn’t so sure. The presents which he left did not disappear this time.
I turned the pages of the primer. Ala went to school. Father went to work. Mother cooked the dinner. The
workers smelted steel. The miners extracted coal. The pilot flew over the motherland. The Vistula flowed to the
Baltic. The woman took away the black hat. The Mennonites went straight to Heaven. Mr. Polaske sold a table,
and Mr. Kaspar made a new one.
“What are you reading? He’s making it up, isn’t he?” asked my mother.
“Yes, he is,” said my father, lighting a cigarette and placing the palm of his hand on the table top as the light
skimmed across it, “it’s all made up. Every single world of it!”
I gazed at the trail of smoke wafting up towards the ceiling.
From then on time went by differently, and only I knew why.
26.125 The Third Shore\fn{by Natasza Goerke (1960- )} Poznan, Poznan County, Greater Poland Voivodeship,
Poland (F) 4
“Stop pulling faces,” pleads Kalsang. “We don’t know the hour of our death and were yours to come, let’s say,
this very moment, you’d get stuck like that and that’s how I’d remember you. And then I’d blame myself for the
rest of my life: that I didn’t rise to the occasion, that I didn’t stop you in time.”
Kalsang rises to the occasion, he stops me in time, makes tea.
“Here you are, drink. It’s a special tea from Tibet via Paris. A friend of mine bought it thinking with you.”
“Of you,” I correct him. “And besides, I don’t understand why the Tibetans buy their tea in Paris.” Kalsang
smiles, looks through the window.
“See?” he says. “In this country December looks the same as July.”
I’ve had enough.
“Listen!” I yell at him. “How am I supposed to stop pulling faces when you talk to me in koans?” Now
Kalsang pulls a face; he is surprised.
“But Treasure, I’ve only stated that in Denmark it rains all the time.” I defend Denmark:
“In England it rains even more. And if you want a change of climate, let’s go to Poland—there are no Communists there now, nobody will deport you to China and you can have everything: tea shop, the classic four seasons,
there are even Buddhists.” Kalsang looks at me, horrified.
“I met Polish Buddhists in India. They marched around a temple, chanting something. I thought they were an
army platoon, but they were only chanting a mantra.”
“Don’t be stupid,” I say. “They must have been German Buddhists. The Polish ones are a bit like those in
Denmark—they too have beards but they don’t carry those little Fjallraven rucksacks, and they stoop more.”
“Maybe,” admits Kalsang, but without conviction. “Whichever,” he sighs, “they didn’t look happy.” I smile.
“Kalsang, Treasure,” I explain, “the West is not Tibet. Here you’re not born a Buddhist. Here you convert to
Buddhism when you’re really, really unhappy. One day you simply discover in yourself a space which makes you
scared: you feel evil, more and more evil, while around you, just to make it worse, everyone’s ever so good and
saintly. So instead of making them sad, or being a pain in the arse and a source of anxiety, you start pretending to
be one of them.
“Till something snaps and all hell breaks loose: you want to get hold of a nun and smash in her jolly face, you
feel like shaking a cardinal out of his habit, throwing him into boiling water and, while reading aloud from the
Holy Bible, closely observing him for behavioral changes. Of course you don’t do that, but you have to do
something instead. You take to drink, you open a shop or, just then, convert to Buddhism.”
“And do you really want to go back to that Poland of yours?” asks Kalsang; he is very pale.
“I don’t know,” I say, “but we can’t stay in Denmark, can we? And from Australia or Canada everywhere else
is too far.”
Kalsang reads the future from his beads. He counts them, rolls his eyes.
“We shall go to Tibet,” says Kalsang and begins to hum. “It’s the love song of the sixth Dalai Lama,” he explains. “We used to sing it as children when tending yaks on the meadows.”
“Lovely,” I sigh, “but I’ve really had it up to here with foreign languages, and besides, I’m not sure if I could
stand a country which has more Buddhists than Poland.”
“You would stand it well. Tibetans are simple people,” Kalsang assures me. “And if you really want to complicate things, we can settle near a Christian community. You could practice your English, go to Mass, the nuns
would give us rice and biros.”
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“In Poland you can have rice and biros just as well, and you don’t have to go to Mass for it,” I shout and fall
silent, while Kalsang pours milk into the tea and stirs very loudly.
“I’m going to meditate,” announces Kalsang and leaves the room. “I’ll send you some good vibrations, to calm
you down. Later, we can go out for a walk,” he adds.
*
He shuts the door and begins to send good vibrations. I pour out the tea and pour in the cognac. I feel sick at
first; then blissful. I start drawing: all the Buddhists in the Chinese book get moustaches.
“I’m turning them into Padma-sambhava,”\fn{ Guru Rinpoche, an 8th century Indian Buddhist master} I call out to
Kalsang who, I’m sure, has by now meditated out so much calm he shouldn’t take it too badly.
It’s his book. He got it from me last Christmas. I got hand cream and a rosary, and talc to stop my creamed
fingers slipping off the beads. Once I start praying that is, for at the moment I’m going through this weird phase in
which instead of prayers my lips pour out obscenities. Obscenities are the words I always learn first with any new
language.
One day, by way of an experiment, I let rip in Tibetan. Kalsang’s eyes nearly fell out of his head. Then he
mumbled out a mantra and staring at me full of admiration asked:
“Do all Polish women speak like that?”
“Not all,” I admitted. “Polish women are like Indian women: hypocritical, they hide in their clothes, which are
not saris, true, but serve the same function—they simulate innocence.”
“That’s a shame,” laughed Kalsang, “for that’s how Tibetan women swear, not in the presence of their
husbands but with strangers.”
“As it happens, it’s the opposite with Polish women,” I sigh. “Their canons of femininity oblige them to be
graceful, thus afflicting their expressive powers. In public life, the Polish woman opts for euphemism, but at
home, when she lets her husband have it from the heart it knocks the stuffing out of him.”
“Hmm,” hmmed Kalsang, made me some tea and went off to meditate. I stayed lying on the bed and, as
always, started making greeting cards.
The world is full of holy days. Of New Year’s Eves alone there are two hundred every year. I already have a
nice pile of those cards. I just don’t know who to send them to, so that I don’t hurt anyone’s feelings. For they are
horrible cards—a reflection of my present state of mind. Collages are the best: Christ on the lotus, Buddha on the
cross … I can only send them to the Rajneesh commune; they think along similar lines.
“Listen, this book of yours,” I call out to the kitchen. “May I cut it up? We’ll send them moustachioed
Buddhas!”
*
After a moment’s silence, Kalsang puts his head through the kitchen door. He says,
“Before you throw a grain of dirt at Buddha you need to rise at least to the level of the first bhumi. Bhumi is a
step on the path of 283odhisattva. If you reach it you can laugh at the sacred till you burst and you won’t go to
Hell. But, in order to laugh at the sacred, you have to meditate for a very, very long time, and not drink cognac.” I
hide the cognac under the table and make sure:
“Was Christ a 283odhisattva?”
“If he acted for the good of other beings he was,” says Kalsang.
I show him a holy picture that my grandma’s just sent me. The picture is not a collage: Christ is lying in the
cradle, sans moustache.
“How tiny,” marvels Kalsang. He places the picture on the top of his head. It’s a blessing, and if you believe in
it it works straight away. I think it really works. Kalsang rolls his eyes, smiles and states with conviction,
“Christ is a 283odhisattva. Do you know his mantra?” I take a piece of paper and write down a fragment of
Our Father. Kalsang tries to read it, it twists his tongue.
“Transcribe it into Tibetan,” he asks. “I will include it in my prayers. Maybe Tibet will be free sooner\fn{ China
has exercised the power of a suzerain over Tibet since she assumed it in the 17 th century; but between 1913 and 1950, there were no
Chinese government officials in the country and Tibet was for all intents and purposes an independent country. Communist China, however,
early in her history successfully reasserted her authority; and since 1965 Tibet has without doubt been an Autonomous Region of the
People’s Republic of China. This authority was only accomplished by military conquest, and to judge from sporadic uprisings since then
was never voluntarily acceded to by a majority of the people of Tibet } and we’ll leave Denmark.”

“Treasure,” I cry, “stop messing things up! Christ cannot answer contradictory prayers. I’ve just asked him to
help us settle in Poland.” Kalsang shrugs:
“Poland, Tibet—what’s the difference?” he says. “The important thing is to leave here. If we agree, at least in
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this respect, they’ll come to an understanding too and all will be well.”
“Who they?” I cry. “My God forbids other gods and in your pantheon there are so many of them that I’m sure
to end up in some horrible Hell. I’m earning that Hell living with you. I’m pulling myself out by the roots from
my native soil!” Kalsang grows sad.
“But it’s only one great symbol. We are different only on the symbolic level,” he explains. “For in fact God is
Buddha and he won’t mind if instead of Our Father you say mantras.”
I press on the Padmasambhava’s forehead a stamp that Kalsang gave me last Christmas: it’s a little swastika;
\fn{With its arms inverted from the Nazi form} in Sanskrit su asti, the ancient symbol of happiness.
“Now, try and send it to Poland,” I say. “You’ll soon find out about the differences on a symbolic level.” Kalsang nods and goes out to the kitchen.
“I’ll pray and all will be well,” he assures me. And I feel that in a moment I’ll go mad.
*
At the last moment I don’t. I pick up my cognac and imagine that my cheek is being gently stroked by
Piechocki. He’s a bloke I met once, years and years ago in Poland. His name is not Piechocki, of course, but I had
to encode him somehow, to let him enter my memory in such a way that in case of my death, which may come at
any moment, he won’t be compromised.
Now it’s enough that I think “Piechocki” and straight away I feel glowing warmth; that’s how I’ve programmed myself. I talk to Piechocki all the time. I made him free of all his shortcomings and the man’s grown so
attached that he won’t leave me for a minute. When Kalsang strokes me Piechocki turns up and instantly I feel
more passionate. One could say—doubly passionate, for I love them both at once. I only have to be careful to
keep my mouth shut, so that I won’t cry out all of a sudden—
“Come, Piechocki, come!”
It must be some sort of reaction to the cultural differences, the only touch of local color in this exotic life of
mine.
Piechocki is my entire childhood. It was with him that I smoked my first joint. He deflowered me on the
Persian carpet when mother went to a congress of hiking doctors in Koscierzyna. Then he was a father who sent
his teenage daughter to a convent school, and then, when he refined his taste, he became my professor. In his
immaculate Polish he taught me about beauty. He would explain to me that beauty is in everybody and that
everybody is a whole world, and that only an idiot could accuse the world of being ugly.
The bloke I’ve called Piechocki in fact spoke in a slightly different way, more convoluted and partly in Latin,
but that didn’t put me off. Simply, I cut out of my Piechocki everything that was unworthy of my projection. I
communicated exclusively with the beautiful side of his complex personality, and just to avoid making it too ideal
I brought his wife into action.
Slowly, the tragic side of the story unfolded: I tore Piechocki between heart and duty. And when in the end he
followed his heart, I decided to reward him and took him with me to Asia. Piechocki looked at me with Kalsang’s
eyes and whispered:
“He, I—it’s only a difference on the symbolic level.”
So I took Kalsang back to Europe. Now Piechocki is simply my shadow. He strokes my back with that subtle
wisdom of his, reminding me discreetly not to escape into cognac, and when Kalsang goes off to meditate
Piechocki starts praying.
“Oh Lord,” he prays, “restore the little one to reason, bring a happy ending to this painful crisis in her
identity.”
And when I listen to it, I get all confused and I begin to pull faces: now I have the face of Madonna, now that
of Mahakala. My fingers slip off the beads, I knock over the candles, fall into the fire.
*
“No, Kalsang,” I cry, “I can’t live either in Poland or in Tibet! Let’s find a less religious place, a secular
dimension where you live once, die once and whence you don’t have to go anywhere else.”
Kalsang runs in and picks me up from the carpet.
“What’s the matter, Treasure?” he asks. “Have you been attacked by a demon?”
“No, it’s simply confusion on the level of values,” explains Piechocki through my lips, and he winks at me to
keep my chin up. I do.
“Kalsang, darling,” I say, “it’s nothing. My ego flooded out. For a moment I believed it was not a dream, that I
really existed. But now it’s all right,” I add.
I stroke Kalsang on the cheek and do a sit-up. I no longer exist; it was merely a funny crisis of illusory values.
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Kalsang nods and murmurs,
“Yes, egos are funny things. You have to be careful what you identify yourself with. If you feel like a mountain then you’ll start climbing yourself, and just before you die you reach the top and you notice the sky above
your head. You want to soar into it but it’s too late and you die of anger. Such a state of mind at the moment of
death does not augur a happy future. You may be reborn as a donkey or even a speck of dust on some terribly
unpleasant mental plane.”
I start crying. Kalsang's eyes grow misty too; he identifies himself with a mirror. It’s like this: he reflects
everything as it comes nice and clean, and likes every reflection. A Buddhist, as it says in the books, does not
evaluate but loves everything. Kalsang makes tea.
“You’ve been mother a million times,” he says. “So now drink.”
*
I drink tea, grow silent. Behind my back Piechocki lights a cigarette.
“What do you think about it?” I ask, waiting for him to embrace me, to say:
‘Rubbish, you have only one mother and she should be loved.’ Piechocki pulls a face like a Russian icon, stubs
out his cigarette.
“I don’t know,” he says, and disappears behind the cross. Piechocki, just like Kalsang, is a mirror. I asked him
once,
“Piechocki, do something with your facial expression, for if you die suddenly I will remember you like that
and shall try not to dwell on memories of you.” And Piechocki says,
“You grow distant, I can’t look any different.”
I was lost for words. I asked,
“Piechocki, darling, what’s brewing in that noble skull of yours? You’re the only root of my past, the nonexistent aspect of Kalsang, and without you I would’ve undoubtedly slipped into madness.”
“Return to Poland,” whispers Piechocki.
He fixes his black eyes on me and disappears with the cross. That is, what disappears is the text on my screen,
the text I’ve been writing about him all this time. Simply, the computer censored it and gobbled it up.
*
A moment later Kalsang enters the room and asks,
“How are you feeling? I’ve just had a vision that something bad is going on.”
It is. Kalsang puts his hand on my shoulder. I close my eyes with all my might, but instead of Piechocki I see
the Pope.
“Children, do not participate in sects foreign to our culture.” The Pope wags his finger, pretends he is smiling,
while the starving Buddha on the wall starts crying.
“No, leave it,” I tell Kalsang. “I feel rather feeble today, as if I were drained of all dreams.”
“It’s wonderful,” says the happy Kalsang, and embraces me more strongly still. “One has to look reality
straight in the eye. You have to create projections like bridges: right on to the other shore. If you want, tomorrow
we’ll leave for Tibet.”
I close first my eyelids, then my fists.
“Basta, Kalsang,” I announce. “Basta! My bridge has gone down the fucking river! I’m leaving!” Piechocki
grows pale.
“Where do you want to go?” he asks, his hands shaking. I make a face suitable for a departure and answer him:
“I’m going straight ahead. I’m going to look for a projection that will lead me out of you and out of Kalsang. I
shall find my own shore, and one I won’t have to emigrate to. Buddha will die on the cross for the three of us, the
only season will be laughter, and I, calm and peaceful, shall bathe in a million holy rivers while bodhisatvas
together with the angels, all merry, cast their nets to fish for the obscenities in all the languages of the world.”
“I don’t understand women,” says Piechocki with Kalsang’s voice and completely confuses the plot. “Couldn’t
we have simply two faiths, two husbands, one moral system?”
“Maybe you can, Treasure,” I laugh. “Maybe you can, but I can’t. I, like you, am the chosen people, except
we’re chosen by someone else, and that’s our problem.” Kalsang knits his brow.
“I think I understand,” he sighs. “A demon has possessed you and you want to die.”
“I want to live,” I say.
*
I throw the rucksack on my back and begin to take my leave.
I live leaving: Kalsang, Piechocki …
285

I speak no tongues …
294.72 Excerpt from House Of Day, House Of Night\fn{by Olga Tokarczuk (1962- )} Sulechow, nr. Zielona Gora,
Lubusz Voivodeship, Poland (F) 7½\fn{The following excerpt is a self-contained section of this novel neatly divided into twentyseven units and titled: The Life of Kummernis of Schonau, written with the aid of the Holy Spirit and of the Mother Superior of the
Benedictine Order at Kloster by Paschalis, monk}

1

As I set out to write the life of Kummernis I call upon the Holy Spirit living within her to grant me, as it did
her, rare virtues and to bestow on me the mercy of a martyr’s death, and give me the elo quence and litheness of
mind to relate the events of her life efficiently and in order, and the ability to put them into words.
For I am a simple, uneducated man; moreover I have gone astray, and the realm of the word is not my natural
element.
Therefore I beg forgiveness for my simplicity, perhaps naïvety, and boldness too in undertaking the task of
describing the life and death of such a great and unusual person, worthy of an equally great and unusual pen.
The aim of my work is honest—I wish to bear witness to the truth and to record events that happened many
years before I appeared on earth, but that did indeed take place.
And to close the mouths of those who, without having heard her story, claim that she did not exist.
2
Kummernis was born imperfect in her father’s eyes, but only according to a human understanding of imperfection—for her father longed for a son.
Sometimes, however, what is imperfect in the world of men is perfect in the world of God.
She was the sixth daughter in a row.
Her mother died giving birth to her, and so one could say that they crossed paths—one came into the world as
the other departed it.
Kummernis was baptized Wilgefortis, or Wilga. This took place in the village of Schonau, which lies at the
foot of the mountains.
The mountains shield it from the north winds, so it is warm there, and on the southern slopes a grapevine is
still known to grow, a sign that these lands were once nearer to God and warmer. To the west rise other majestic
mountains, flat-topped, as if they were once tables for giants, while to the east Schonau is surrounded by gloomy
uplands covered in forest.
From there to the south stretches the great panorama of the Czech plain, an invitation to journey into the world.
And so Wilga’s father never kept his seat at home warm for long. All year he went hunting, and every spring he
set out on lengthy crusades.
He was strong in stature, violent and quick to anger. He secured foster-mothers and nursemaids for his daughters—that was really all he could do for them. A few months after Wilga’s birth he left for Prague to attend the
assembly of all the crusading knights, whence they set out for the Holy Land.
3
Wilga spent the first years of her life among women: her sisters, foster-mothers and servants. The house was
full of the sound of the siblings’ voices.
Once her father, wanting to call her to him, forgot her name, for he had so many children and so many things
on his mind, had waged so many wars in his life and had so many serfs that his daughter’s name had slipped his
memory.
One winter her father came home from an expedition bringing a new wife with him.
The little girl loved her stepmother more than anything. She was full of admiration for her beauty, her fine
voice and her fair hands that could draw wonderful sounds from musical instruments. Whenever she gazed upon
her she hoped that one day she would be just like her—ethereal, beautiful and delicate as thistledown.
And Wilga’s body took the same route as her dreams—the little girl grew up and became beautiful, so that all
who saw her marvelled in silence at this miracle of creation. Therefore many gentlemen and knights impatiently
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awaited the return of the girl’s father, lord and master, each wanting to be the first to make his proposal and to
claim her in marriage.
4
One day, when all the women had been awaiting the return of their father, husband, lord and master for two
years, a young knight appeared, weary with journeying, and announced that he believed he had seen the baron’s
body among those fallen in battle in a distant, sun-scorched land.
This man stayed with them all summer and while walking in the garden comforted Wilga’s stepmother with
sweet songs and tales of azure seas and the golden gates of Jerusalem.
But then he vanished for ever.
Her stepmother wept, and her instrument lay on the floor with broken strings.
Soon after, one dark night, Wilga’s father came home.
Torches were lit and everyone went out to greet him. He was shaggy and dirty, and stank of blood. His horse
dropped down from exhaustion, but the baron didn’t even give it a second glance. His gaze moved across the
faces of his daughters and came to rest on the beauty of Wilga, as though she were a stranger.
A few days later Wilga’s beloved stepmother died of a haemorrhage, and her father, without observing the
mourning period, gave five of his daughters in marriage to his best knights in a single day.
As the only one too young for marriage, Wilga was assigned to the convent.
5
Beyond Broumov, in the hamlet of Kloster, was a convent founded by the baron’s grandfather. There he took
his youngest daughter.
And as they were riding over the mountains the baron had to turn his face away from her, so painful did he find
her beauty. And his soul despaired that something so beautiful, so very desirable and beloved, should become
distant and unattainable.
The sisters received the girl with joy, for it soon appeared that her spiritual beauty was equal to her physical
beauty, and even surpassed it. They taught the child many things, and as the rules of the order make great demands on a novice, Kummernis was soon able to read, write, and sing beautifully, thus rendering praise to Our
Lord.
And when anyone stood in her presence, a great, comforting warmth radiated from her, so that even a dark
chamber seemed bright, and in her speech there was wisdom unparalleled for her age and her judgements were
mature.
Her frail body imparted a balmy fragrance and roses were found in her bed, even though it was winter.
Once, when she was set before the mirror, the image of the face of the Son of God appeared on its surface, and
remained there until next day.
6
It was then that the most terrible thing happened—her father returned from his latest expedition, and seeing
how she had matured and how much more painful her presence was to him, he resolved to give her in marriage to
his friend from the wars, Wolfram von Pannewitz.
So he sent an envoy to the convent with a letter demanding that she be made ready to leave it. And as she had
not yet taken the veil, the abbess did not dare to refuse the baron.
Anyone who has ever seen the mountains in late autumn, when the last frost-glazed leaves still hang on the
trees, when the earth is warmer than the sky and is slowly wasting away beneath the first snows, when its stony
bones are starting to protrude from under the withered grass, when the darkness starts to seep from the washed-out
margins of the horizon, when sounds suddenly become sharp and hang in the frosty air like knives—he who has
seen all this has witnessed the death of the world.
But I would say the world is always dying, day after day, though for some reasons only in late autumn is the
entire mystery of that death laid bare.
And the only living place to resist this decay is the human body, but not all of it, just a tiny part of it, below the
heart, at the very centre, where, invisible to the human eye, the source of all life lies pulsating.
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On the way home Kummernis asked God in her prayers to reverse the order of the roads and to wind up time
like a ball of thread to stop it running at all.
And when she realized that there was no escape for her anywhere on the outside, she understood that her only
refuge was to journey to the inside, where dwells Our Lord.
As soon as she crossed the threshold into herself, there she saw a much greater world, the beginning and end of
which was God.
7
After this journey Wilga fell ill and for several months she lay in a fever. It was thought she would die, and her
betrothed, though sad, finally began to look for another bride.
But gradually she felt better, and from then on Wolfram’s sullen gaze watched over her return to health. His
large, sinewy body, clad in leather and metal, tended to her body. His hand resting on his sword, which had cut off
the heads of so many infidels, seemed ready for the next battle.
Then Wilga told her father:
“During my illness I saw things I had never dreamed of. I was in places that I had thought did not exist.
“Give me time, Father, to recover. I beg you to send me back to the convent, and in a year I shall return to
marry Wolfram.”
But her father was relentless and refused to hear of handing his daughter over to the nuns. For there she would
become a thing apart, not brought under the plough like fallow land.
In giving her to Wolfram von Pannewitz in marriage, in a manner he would be giving her to himself, that is to
the male sex, to which through God’s will he belonged, to possess and command the Lord’s creation.
So he said to her:
“In body you belong to the world and you have no other lord and master than me.” To this his daughter replied:
“I have another Father in heaven and He is preparing another Bridegroom for me.” At these words the baron
flew into a rage and said:
“I am the lord and master of your life. He is the lord and master of your death.”
8
Realizing that her father’s obduracy was stronger than all arguments, Kummernis ran away to the mountain
wasteland; while wandering there she came across a stony mountain, and in it a cave, and by the cave a spring.
She realized that God had given her this refuge, so that she might survive her father’s rage and return to the
convent.
Having come to love this refuge, she lived in it for three years in solitude and prayer. She fed on mushrooms
and forest roots; leaves served her for bedding and a rough stone for a pillow. And if anyone thinks this impossible, I call upon Jesus and the saints to bear witness, for I know of such cases when a person lives in soli tude,
sheltered and fed by the mountains.
At this time the Devil appeared to her, enraged by her holiness.
He stood at the mouth of the cave and stared at her sneeringly. But she did not let him see that she had noticed
him, and she prayed ceaselessly, until despite the cold and darkness in the cave, narcissi bloomed, surrounding her
in white garlands.
At this the Devil did not dare to go deeper into the cave, so he just stood on the spot and jeered at her. Another
time he assumed a form that was half human and half horse, another time he took on the appearance of a manserpent or a big black bird with human eyes.
Seeing that she took no notice of him, he began to tempt her—he brought delicious food and put it at the
mouth of the cave, and brightly coloured women’s robes, and great volumes full of the wisdom of the world.
9
These miracles were little praised and glorified, for they had no witnesses, but another event allowed people to
hear of the saint.
One day Count Konrad of Karlsberg was crossing the mountains with his three children, but on the way they
had eaten some dubious mushrooms, and the children fell seriously ill. They stopped at a village, and their mother
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began to mourn them.
But on hearing that there was a hermit nun living in the mountains, ignoring his own dignity Konrad mounted
his horse and rode up and down the forest paths in search of her. Having found her with the help of God he said to
her:
“I beseech you, help my children, restore them to life.”
Kummernis refused, explaining that she never left her cave and that she was not worthy to heal the sick in the
name of the Lord. But he threw himself at her feet and, bathing them in tears, would not stop imploring her to
help.
Kummernis went with him to the village and, having made the sign of the cross over the unconscious bodies of
the children, she at once restored their health.
Thus the world heard about the saint, which was the cause of her fame, and then led to her martyrdom.
10
When people heard of the miracles she performed, they travelled towards the forest in crowds, to find the cave
and ask for her help.
There was a man possessed by the Devil, who changed into a wolf, howled at night and attacked people. When
his family brought him to the saint, she leaned over him and spoke a few words in his ear. Those present heard
how she addressed the Devil that inhabited the unfortunate man.
They conversed for a while, and then suddenly the Devil left the sick man through his mouth, and was seen
bolting into the forest in the shape of a wolf. The man recovered and lived in health and happiness to a ripe old
age.
They also speak of a man who was a heavy drinker. The saint made the sign of the cross over him and prayed
over him in silence, and then, placing her hand beneath his breast, she drew out a hideous great bird that beat its
wings awkwardly and flew away.
Sometimes people brought sick animals, but she never refused to cure them, just laid her hands on them and
prayed for their health as if they were people.
Another time she helped a man who had been exiled from his city of birth, for he had broken the law there.
This man could not live far from his home and was suffering a terrible yearning in his soul, so much so that he
was incapable of doing anything.
Kummernis laid her hands on his brow and from then on the man was cured, for she awoke in him love for all
that he found in a foreign land, and he began to till the earth, sired many children and built houses.
She was also called to the dying, to accompany their souls through the labyrinths of death.
11
Miracle upon miracle did she perform, but it was not long before news of her reached her father, who had not
yet forgotten his grudge.
Warned by the Holy Spirit and escorted by Him, Kummernis reached her convent and there she took her vows.
She spent her time alone in prayer, reading and strict fasting. Every Friday she slept, sitting in a chair, and the
door of her cell was always open.
The other nuns said that often from her cell a golden radiance fell and strange voices could be heard, as if
Kummernis were holding a conversation with someone. Furtively, they would touch her robe when she came to
mass.
12
Unfortunately, all grudges, hatred and despair are long-lived. Kummernis’s father was unable, in his spiritual
confusion, to abandon his scheme. On discovering that she was at the convent, he came for her in an agitated
state, his face and hands visibly marked by the barely healed wounds of his latest battle. He told her:
“I have been at war in defence of the faith, while you have had much time to gather your strength before the
holy sacrament of marriage, but now that time is over. Let us go home.” And she replied:
“I am no longer Wilga, I am not your daughter nor Wolfram’s betrothed. My name is Kummernis and I have
become the bride of Our Lord.”
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At these words her father was overcome with such mighty anger that he seized the stool on which he was
sitting and struck it against the wooden grille that divided him from his daughter. The grille crashed down, and he
caught the girl by the arm and started to drag her after him.
But she was young and strong, while he was old and jaded from eternal warfaring, so she tore her self free and
fled from him.
He did not let his countenance betray him either to the abbess or to his servants, though he felt mortally humiliated. He stopped for the night at an inn not far from the convent and there, shut in a stuffy chamber, he slowly
recovered his self-control.
13
The next day he returned to the convent with gifts and expensive robes, Wolfram’s presents to his betrothed.
He smiled broadly at her when she came into the parlour and said:
“Tell me, daughter, are there two classes of people, the ordinary and the perfect? And do you belong to the
perfect, while I am just one of the ordinary? In what way are you different from other women who, obedient to the
will of their fathers and to the will of God, get married and bear children for the glory of God? Why make life in a
convent your ideal? For one can live a worthy and saintly life within marriage without being excluded from the
opportunity of attaining perfection. Both ways are dear to God. And so why is your mind set on the way that creates so many complications, breaks hearts and destroys families? You are my only remaining daughter, my staff
and comfort in old age. For man by his nature is a peaceable being, seeking the company of others, not solitary
and wild. What is more fitting to our nature than to enter into union with another, beloved person, to love him, to
multiply and acquire land, as Our Lord has enjoined? Did not the Son of God tell us: ‘By this shall all men know
that ye are my disciples, if ye have love one to another’? And Kummernis replied:
“I already have a beloved husband for evermore and I am united with him.” To this her father cried out:
“What? You have a husband without my consent?”
“Father, restrain your anger, your son-in-law is Jesus Christ,” replied Kummernis.
14
The baron returned home crestfallen, but it was not melancholy that was poisoning his heart, not unrequited
love, but anger and resentment that anyone should dare to oppose his will.
So he incited Wolfram and together they committed a terrible sacrilege—by force of arms they attacked the
convent where Kummernis was living, recaptured her, tied her to a horse and kidnapped her.
Despite the fact that she begged and implored them, reminding them over and over that she no longer belonged
to the world but to Jesus Christ, they ignored all her pleas, locked her up in a windowless room and left her alone
for some time, so that her will would be crushed and her belief in marriage would return.
Every day her father came to her and asked if she had changed her mind yet. And the longer and the more
steadfastly she persisted, the greater was his rancour and hatred towards God.
For nothing had come of the wars, his castle and property had fallen into chaos, and he no longer had a family.
Therefore he kept her without food or drink, imagining that through hunger and thirst he would break her will.
But for whole days on end she lay prostrate on the flagstone floor and prayed, and no hint of hunger could touch
her.
Even Wolfram grew disheartened and started asking the baron to renounce his obduracy. Sometimes Wolfram
looked through his future wife’s keyhole and he always saw her in the same position—lying with arms out stretched, face up towards the vault.
Her eyes were fixed on a single point and remained motionless.
And how beautiful she was.
15
She remained without stirring and prayed:
“I have spurned the kingdom of the world and all its finery, but not out of fear of sin nor out of pious selfinterest, only out of love of my Lord Jesus Christ, whom I saw and fell in love with, of whom I am enamoured for
evermore. I sought Your countenance, O Lord, and in myself I found it, so that the world is no longer necessary to
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me.
“You provided me, O Lord, with my sex and my woman’s body, which has been a bone of contention and a
source of all manner of desire. Deliver me, O Lord, from this gift, for I do not know what I am to do with it. Take
back my beauty and give me a sign of covenant that You love me too, unworthy as I am, and have destined me for
Yourself since birth.”
16
I must bravely continue my account of the life of Saint Kummernis and approach the day of her death, though
it will be hard for me to write about it, and even harder for you to believe.
As the baron and the knight Wolfram were waiting for some sort of change, the fear grew in them that they had
presumed to alter something over which they had no influence.
In order to dissolve this fear and for a while at least to forget about the imprisoned girl, they went hunting and
held feasts. In the mornings the horns rang out, and in the evenings music resounded. During one of these feasts
the baron said to Wolfram:
“If you were to go in there and take her by force, then she, who does not know the taste of love, would realize
what she is giving up, and would throw herself into your arms. Do you think she is any different from these
harlots who are willing to pull up their skirts at every demand?”
Wolfram obediently stood up, staggered, but took himself in hand and set off straight for the door. The baron
pushed away his harlot, ordered his beer to be poured and waited.
But only a moment had passed when Wolfram came back again.
His face was the picture of horror—he was opening and closing his mouth, and pointing behind him. The din
in the hall fell completely silent. The baron sprang to his feet and rushed in the direction of Wolfram’s pointing
finger, and after him slipped the curious guests, servants and musicians.
17
In the windowless room stood Kummernis, but it was not the same woman that they all knew.
Her face was covered with a silky beard and her hair fell flowing to her shoulders. From the tat tered bodice of
her dress there protruded two naked, girlish breasts.
The gaze of her dark, but gentle eyes moved across the faces of the inquisitive onlookers and finally came to
rest on the baron. The harlots began to make the sign of the cross and knelt down one after another.
Kummernis, or whoever it was, raised her hands, as if to enfold them all to her breast. In a quiet voice she said:
“My Lord has delivered me from myself and has bestowed His face on me.”
That same night the baron gave orders for the freak to be walled up in the room.
Wolfram mounted his horse and, without taking his leave, departed.
18
On the first night the Devil came to Kummernis in the form of an infant. When she stopped praying for a
moment, she found a cradle by the wall, and in it a tiny child, whining helplessly.
Surprised to see the child, Kummernis interrupted her prayer, took it in her arms and nestled it to her breast.
The devil burst out laughing in a gruff voice and said triumphantly:
“Now I’ve got you.” But at once she replied:
“No, it is I that have got you.” And nestled him yet more closely to her breast.
The Devil tried to tear himself away, but he couldn't, so he decided to change his shape again. But the force
radiating from the breast of the saint was so powerful that it stupefied the Devil and weakened him. He realized
that he was contending with a being as powerful as he, maybe even more powerful because of her union with the
Lord. Yet he did not renounce his resolve, but simply changed his approach.
“You could love and be loved,” he said.
“I could,” she replied.
“You could bear a child in your womb, and then bring it into the world,” he said.
“Indeed I could,” she said.
“You could bathe it, feed it, swaddle it and caress it. You could watch it grow and become like you in body and
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soul. You could dedicate it to your God, and other children too, and He would be gratified.”
“So I could.”
“Look at me,” said the Devil.
She clasped him more tightly to her breast. Tenderly she stroked his smooth skin.
Then Kummernis drew forth her breast and set the Devil to it to suck.
The Devil struggled and vanished just as he had appeared.
19
On the second day when she paused in prayer he appeared to her as a Bishop and delivered a speech of the
kind that Bishops are in the habit of making. He said to her:
“What are you trying to show them? That God has literally fulfilled your request and changed you into a
monster? You should know him a little by now. He does not do such things.
“They do not understand what has happened. They are ashamed of you and will forget you. They will curse
you and laugh at you.
“This miracle will fill them with dread. They will not believe that it comes from Him. Miracles are meant to be
beautiful and sublime, to spread sweet odours and to shine with heavenly radiance, to the sound of angelic music.
But what have you become? A woman with a beard. Now you are only fit for the circus in the marketplace.
“Your obstinate sojourn here, in solitude, with an alien face instead of your beautiful countenance, is senseless.
You are not Him. He has made a joke of you and is no longer concerned about you. He has forgotten you, He has
gone to create new worlds. Do you really think you have a place in His thoughts? He has left you among the
common rabble, who are just as likely to demand your sanctification as your burning at the stake.
“No one will remember you. You are here in vain and your suffering is in vain. Are you trying to teach God
about love? Do you expect Him to fall in love with your wretched person?” At these words Kummernis made the
sign of the cross before the Bishop and replied:
“All of your strength is derived from doubt. May you one day come to know the mercy of faith.”
At these words the Devil vanished.
20
On the third day a holy crucifix appeared in Kummernis’s cell, and on it the body of the Redeemer, but without
a face. Then Kummernis's heart was flooded with grief and terrible guilt that He had deprived Himself of a face
because of her.
But Kummernis’s soul was alert—where guilt appears, there He cannot be present.
So she realized that the Devil had come to her a third time, and she made the sign of the cross three times over
the crucifix. The Devil knew that he had been recognized and began to tremble.
“What do you want from me? he asked in terror,” for it was a long time since anyone like this woman had
walked in a human body. She replied:
“Make your confession to me. Admit your sins to me.” The Devil cried out in despair:
“How can it be? Am I to make my confession to a human being?”
But he could see that he had no other way out, so he began to speak, first resentfully, then with ever greater
humility. And for three days and three nights he confessed his sins to her, finally begging the whole human race
through her to grant him forgiveness for all manner of evil that he had done to it. Kummernis told him:
“Are you not also a child of God, just as I am, just as all people are?”
And as he answered her, she knew the mystery of God and released the barely living Devil from her embrace.
21
In his confusion the baron started to drink even more, and when he came to, he found fresh flowers and lighted
candles before the door of the walled-up room. He also found a huddle of women deep in prayer, who at once fled
before him, in fear of his anger. This infuriated him even more.
In a booming voice he shouted at Kummernis:
“Who are you to oppose my will?” She replied:
“God is within me.”
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The baron was overcome with a rage greater than he had ever felt before. Neither as a newly born infant pushing his way into the world had he experienced it, nor even while massacring the armies of the infidels. This was a
fury that could only have its source in God or in the Devil.
With a single kick he demolished the freshly built wall and found himself facing the creature that had evaded
his will. Blinded by rage, he threw himself upon her, and shouting oaths, he stabbed her with a dagger.
But even this was not enough for him, so he raised her body and nailed it crucified to the roof beams, crying
out as he did so:
“If God is within you, then die like God.”
Even after death he would not give her peace, and before she was laid in her grave he ordered the beard to be
cut from her face, but it miraculously grew again.
After that, for the rest of his sinful life, he effaced the beard from images of the saint.
But the memory of the saint survived and inspired much hope in people’s hearts, spreading throughout the
country and abroad, where she was given many names, for each land engenders new names.
22
All that is related here I took from the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, from the works of Kummernis, as well as
from the archives of the Benedictine convent at Kloster and from tales that I heard about her.
Whoever you are, as you read these words, I beseech you to remember the sinner Paschalis, monk, who—were
God to grant him the opportunity to choose—would far more willingly choose the body of Kummernis, with all
its suffering and merits, than the honours of any kingdom.
Tell this story to future generations, so that they may know that no evil can subjugate the human soul, and that
a person united with Christ may die, but can never be defeated.
294.59 Excerpt from Lovetown\fn{by Michal Witkowski (1975- )} Wroclaw, Lower Silesian Voivodeship, Poland
(M) 12
1
Fourth floor, I buzz the entryphone and hear what sounds like squealing, oohs and aahs.
This must be it. I boldly step into the filthy lobby.
Patricia and Lucretia are already old men; whatever lives they once enjoyed are long over and done with. Since
1992, to be precise.
Patricia: a heavy-set, run-down man with a huge bald patch and animated, bushy eyebrows.
Lucretia: wrong side of fifty, smooth-shaven, cynical, just as fat. Black fingernails eaten away by ringworm,
little jokes, blasé airs. Stock phrases:
“If they finish school, they’re not real men!”
Their whole lives they made ends meet working as hostesses, orderlies, cloakroom attendants. It was a way to
get by while giving themselves time for the really important things.
*
I take a rickety lift up to the fourth floor of a gloomy, socialist apartment block, circa 1960. Stinks of piss. Out
in the courtyard little kids are screaming their heads off.
I look at the buttons scorched here and there by cigarettes, labels peeling.
I read the graffiti: football slogans, a threat to send someone to the ovens.
I give the bell a quick poke.
The door opens immediately; it’s Lucretia. Patricia is in the kitchen, making the tea. They’re both excited
about the “reporter man” who's come to visit; they’re acting like real celebrities. For now they’re living off their
pensions, barely scraping by. They don’t even have a vegetable patch where they can grow a few cloves of garlic,
or share memories of the good old days over the garden fence with the old dear next door. No, their memories
aren’t things you’d want strangers to hear.
Which is exactly why I’m going to hear them today.
*
Lucretia had once been a German teacher, but he could never keep a job for long; he was always landing
himself in trouble by making the moves on his students, until finally he ended up working as a private tutor. In the
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seventies, he moved from Bydgoszcz to Wroclaw. Here, in a park where the queers go, in a dirty public toilet, he
met Patricia.
Patricia was sprawled out, drunk, his head in a pool of piss, thinking he’d never get back on his feet. But
Lucretia helped the little slut out, finding him a job as a cloakroom attendant in a workers’ cultural centre. From
then on, it was Patricia’s job to dispense ping-pong balls to young functionaries who came to play table tennis in
the club room. The work was easy, the pay like any other.
By day, Patricia drank coffee out of recycled mustard jars and gossiped with the caretaker. Night was when she
came alive. Sometimes she stayed out on her shift, as if she were a night porter, until dawn. Then she would fantasise that she was a Baroque lady wearing an enormous crinoline and a tall wig, taking a carriage to see her lover;
she imagined she had some completely unpronounceable name and a huge fan to hide her face behind.
The roof might be leaking into a bucket, the wind howling outside the window, but Patricia would get up,
make coffee or tea with a little heating coil, add a shot of vodka, then return to her carriage, to Versailles, to skirts
so wide you could fit a couple of lovers and a bottle of poison under their pleats.
She’d light up a Wiarus and go on her rounds, and by the time she returned she had already worked out her
next step. All she needed were earplugs, because the nights were never quiet, and the guard dogs outside were
always chasing cats.
Morning sobered her up like a splash of cold water. She had to clock off, she had to go back; once again people
would be making demands of her, and once again she would be lazy and insubordinate in return.
*
But that was a long time ago, back when the workers at Hydral and Stolbud still had energy at the end of the
working day for things like ballet, back before phrases like “child molesting” had been invented, and newspapers
were only interested in their own problems. Television had yet to come to the night shift, so people had to let their
imaginations run at full steam, else they would die of boredom.
Today the rooms in Patricia’s cultural centre have all been taken over by different companies.
The façade is plastered with signs showing which floor houses the pawn shop, the currency exchange, the pool
hall, the candle wholesaler. What was once a studio where workers awkwardly learned to dance now has the
romantic moniker “Everything for Five Zlotys.”
Nobody wants to give Patricia a job anymore, everyone’s just looking out for number one, and building security is handled by a special firm. The world is a bad place because the poetry recitation contests, the girls’
calisthenics, the ballet classes, and the corrective gymnastics have given way to filthy dens where wannabemafiosi trade unfashionable second-hand mobile phones.
And as if that wasn’t bad enough, you can’t buy earplugs at the kiosks anymore.
Patricia gave this all some thought and decided, with no regrets, to take her much-deserved pension. Poland’s
Third Republic never got a foot in her door.
2
They refer to each other as she and her, call each other sister or girl, and it wasn’t all that long ago that they
were still picking up men—in the park, behind the opera house, and at the train station. Who knows how much is
true, how much is legend, and how much is simply taking the piss.
But one thing is sure: they’re just two of the innumerable legion of sex addicts.
Connoisseurs of cock!
Even today, pot-bellied pensioners, they have a few tricks up their sleeves. Neither has ever heard of plastic
surgery or sex-change operations. They get by with a flourish or two of their plain black satchels, which they call
“handbags.” They make do with what they’ve got—the quintessence of communist-era mediocrity. All they have
to do is hold their cigarettes a little differently, shave every day, and put their words, their language, to use.
For their power lies in their words. They have nothing; whatever they do have they’ve had to make up, lie up,
sing up. Today you can buy anything you want: your sex, your eye colour, your hair—there’s no place left for the
imagination. Which is why they would rather be poor and “have a bit of fun”.
“Oh stop, darling!” Patricia gets “dramatic” and pours tea into a chipped cup; old and grimy though it may be,
it still comes on a saucer and with a serviette. Form, form is all that matters.
And words.
*
“Oh stop! My glory days are long over, my arse is even sagging. O where o where are the snows of yesteryear?
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Christ, what a fruity-pie! What a crazy dame! Do you mind? Old Villon said it best: it’s better to choose boys.
And boy could we choose ’em!”
Being “dramatic”, “camping it up”, and “being swish” mean acting like a woman, whatever they understand by
that. Apparently it means flapping their hands and squealing, saying things like “Oh stop!” and “Christ, Christina!”, or going up to a cute lad, holding their bent wrists in his face, and saying,
“Sit up straight, puppy dog, when you’re talking to me!”
They don’t want to be women at all; they want to be swishy men. That’s how they like it, how they’ve been
their whole lives: pretend femmes. To actually be a woman would be beside the point. What’s exciting is the
pretending; to actually satisfy their imagination would be … but satisfaction isn’t a word in their language. The
only words they know are “hunger”: “frustration”: “cold night”: “wind”: and “come with me”.
A permanent stopover in the upper regions of the depths, between the railway station, where the pickings were
slimmest, their miserable jobs and the park, where the public toilet was. The arse-hole of the world.
And as it happens, someone had lined this arsehole with sawdust and rags especially for them. All comfy and
cosy.
*
No one ever went hungry with that tinned soup, with those potatoes, the subsidies of socialism. There was
always enough to eat and a roof over your head; a lady doesn’t need much to get by.
Now they’re building a great big shopping mall in that park of theirs; they’re burying their entire history.
Patricia insists she will protest. But she’s only kidding.
More bitterly and sadly every time.
“What can a bag lady like me do? Lay into Big Capital with my walking stick? Hit it over the head with my
handbag? What should I tell them, that it’s an historic site? Oh, go and get the ashtray, Lucre tia, the gentleman has
nowhere to put his (ha! ha!) aaaassshh!'
Patricia realises she’s called herself a “bag lady”, and she’s delighted at her new joke. Somewhere deep down
it contains a trickle of indignity, and Patricia is already planning to drink it, to lick it up like a drop of eggnog
from the bottom of a glass. Tonight.
“So there I am on my way to the park.
“First I stop at the kiosk and buy some cigarettes, like I’ve done for years. They’re fine; they’re not at all seriously harmful to my health. Then I see this guy I knew way back, made a name for himself, a businessman. And
he cuts me this look like I’m a prostitute or something, like I’m a streetwalker down by the station. Well, I
suppose I am walking the street. But I’m nobody’s streetwalker.
“So I listen to what he says, but none of it has anything to do with me, something about the credit. Can you
believe it? He’s got the credit, but he’s losing his job. And I’m thinking, darling, if all I needed was credit to make
me happy.
“So I’m having all these deep philosophical thoughts, see, and Lucia La Douche, who I share them with,
completely agrees. That we’re living in the highest regions of the depths, like in paradise. Nothing can threaten us,
and”—Lucretia lazily stretches her entire body—“life actually has meaning!” She licks herself indecently.
*
I’m sitting at the wobbly table in the kitchen of their dilapidated flat. Nothing has changed here since the days
of communism. All around me are Taiwanese gold watches from the market, barometers from the market, glittery
figurines from the market, all of it from Russia. Even their speech is full of Russianisms:
“Not much by him in the trousers.”
Grinding poverty. Their laundry dries on a line hung over the stove. Men’s underwear, all of it black, and the
cheapest brand; darned socks, black too. First, because black is weird, and second, because mourning is the rule in
this household, and has been for over a decade.
Lucretia poses like a dowager countess deprived of her fortune by the vicissitudes of war. She crosses her legs
(a pale calf tattooed with a web of veins, appears between her sock and the cuff of her brown trousers), lights a
cigarette, holds the smoke in for a moment, then releases it with a deep sigh, a lady lost in revery. They part on
their favourite Anna German\fn{Anna Wiktoria German (1936-1982) born in Uzbekistan } record. The disc spins round on
the turntable:
In the café on the corner there’s a concert every night’
Stay there in the doorway, you dancing Eurydices.
Before the walls are streaked with the day’s first light
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May your drunken Orpheuses
Hold you in their arms …

They offer me a cup of sweet, lukewarm tea.
Their flat is furnished like the waiting room of a clinic. You can tell how little people need in life when they
live by other means, when their flat is nothing more than a waiting room, somewhere to spend the time between
nocturnal forays.
It’s seedy, as the homes of (sex) addicts usually are. The bottom halves of the walls are painted with a yellow
oil-based paint, the top halves are grimy. The windowsills are lined with white plastic pots of grasses and a
recently deceased money tree.
I wait for the two ladies (gentlemen?) to finally sit down for their tea and cigarettes, to stop running around.
But the moment one takes a seat, the other suddenly realises she needs to spray her armpits with deodorant, or
brush her hair in front of the cracked mirror. Something is cooking in the kitchen, too, and Lucretia gets up to
water the plants from a communist-era milk bottle. Who knows where that came from? They preen and primp
themselves the whole time.
Guests make rare appearances in this house of mourning.
*
“Let’s begin. First, perhaps you could tell me something about life for homosexuals in Wroclaw back then?” I
set the Dictaphone on the table, but their loud squeals of laughter make me pause.
“Look who’s asking! Patricia, save me! Get this little slut away from me!
“So the Holy Virgin doesn’t know? Patricia, what was it they called our reporter man here back at the Fairy
and around the opera house? Wasn’t it “Snowflake”? Snowflake—because she was always covered with flakes of
… Ha! Snow!
“It’s OK, you can edit that part out, you don’t have to transcribe everything. Anyway, the park was our cruising
ground, you see. But we called it the ‘picket line’ or the ‘cruising ground’. And cruising we called ‘picketing’ or
sometimes ‘pricketing’!
“You could pick up a trick and do him right there. Service him, you know. Which means sucking him off.
There’ve been parks for as long as I’ve been blowing whistles, which is since before the war. Time was when the
picket line stretched all the way from one end of town to the other, and that’s how you should start your novel
about us actually: ‘The Countess left the house at half past nine in the evening’ and went to the park, because ten
was always the best time for a bit of cock.
“Do you remember the Countess, Patricia? They killed her in ’88, I think, poor thing. Now, what was it she did
for a living?”
“Don’t be stupid! It was Cora they killed in ’88. She was always taking grunt home, and she finally got what
was coming to her. Some rough grunt killed her with her own kitchen knife. Knifed her for one of those stupid
Narev radios—she had nothing else for him to steal.
“Half the Wroclaw picket line was in her funeral procession, even a few, umm … priests (Can I … can I say
that? This isn’t for a Catholic paper, is it?). Anyway, priests. You know what I shouted at them? I said,
“‘Have you girls even said your breviary today?! And now you’re out cruising?’
“But they just started walking faster.”
“Do they believe in God?”
“Who, homos? How can they not believe in God? Many gods even. Any minute, out on the street, young gods
are coming round every corner. But what was it I wanted to say?
“Right, so the Countess was killed long before that, in ’79. She was a grandfather, and she worked as a toilet
lady—so I guess that makes her a grandmother! She worked in the bogs in the underpass, so she never had far to
go. And she lived in a basement flat right off the park.
“All the queens lived near the park. They made it a point to rent flats there so they could go strolling in the
summer, and now they wish they hadn’t because the cranes are right outside their windows.”
*
“What exactly is a grunt?”
My question is drowned out by wild squeals.
“What is a grunt? What is a grunt? Christ, Christina! What exactly is a grunt?
“Fine, let’s pretend you don’t know.
“Grunt is what gives our lives meaning. A grunt is a bull, a drunken bull of a man, a macho lowlife, a con man,
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a top, sometimes a guy walking home through the park, or passed out in a ditch or on a bench at the sta tion or
somewhere else completely unexpected.
“Our drunken Orpheuses! A queen doesnt have to go lezzing around with other queens after all! We need
straight meat! Grunt can be homosexual, too, as long as he’s simple as an oak and uneducated—because if he
finishes school he’s not a real man any more, he’s just some intellectual.
“Grunt can’t be someone who puts on airs. He has to have a mug like a thigh—a box covered with hide, the
last place where anything can be expressed, least of all feelings!
“Tell me where you’d find that in those queer bars. There are dozens of stories of straight grunt willingly going
off with some queen, playing the homosexual in bed, and only afterwards turning violent, stealing, murdering,
making off with the goods.
“Sometimes even before you get back through the door, they go home. You call out, ask them something, and
they turn around and punch you in the face. As if they were furious with themselves.
“But a queen won’t let that scare her off. Not real queens like us. Maybe one of those falsies from the bars.
They all dream of copping off with some drunken Orpheus—the whole time he’s having sex he has no idea it’s
not a woman he’s doing. They dream of looking at his face, watching him thinking he’s with a woman. But then
he’d have to be completely off his face, or …
“Well, the best grunt is straight, and to pick that up you either have to get him completely shit-faced or …”
“Or what?”
*
“Anyway, as I was saying about the Countess,” Patricia dodges my question.
“So get this: there I am, it’s eleven at night—this was back before those cranes dug everything up, the little
hills and ruins, our trees with all those names and messages notched into the bark.
“So there I am in the middle of the night, having a nostalgic moment, because it’s All Saints’ Day, and
Forefathers’ Eve is coming up.
“So I’m walking along and all of a sudden what do I see but some grunt. That, I say to myself, looks just like a
drunken piece of grunt walking by. So I head off after him, and presto, he disappears. You’ll observe I’m talking
in the present tense so write it down that way. I’m talking like this on purpose, so it feels like the reader was there.
“Anyway, half the streetlamps are burned out, so you can’t see. But my eyes are used to the darkness, after all
these years, so I can tell he’s gone off to the ruins on the other side of the hill. I know all those ditches and nooks
and crannies pretty well myself.
“I go over to have a look. I see him flash past before he vanishes again. Now I know he must have gone into
that bomb crater, the one with all the bushes around it, you know, where we did Gigantophallus that one time,
remember?”
“Oh, right! Right!” Lucretia knows exactly who she’s talking about.
“Anyway, the grunt slips through the fence, the one with the sign on it about there being an excavation in
progress. I pull up my slip and voilà! Of course I know where that loose board in the fence is. I keep walking, I’m
already pinching my nipples under my camisole. I’m all mouth.
“I go down, down into the crater, and just like I thought, there’s my grunt standing in that dark, bombed-out
pit. Slowly he turns and—”
“What? And what?”
“I look at him, and … it’s the Countess!”
*
“Her ghost?”
“The ghastly, ghostly slag herself. There’s a white light glowing out of her eyes, her gums, her ears, as if she
had a candle stuck up in her. She’s wearing that jacket she got off the market, the greenish one, but it looks like
it’s covered in mud, in caked dirt, like the contents of her grave have been mixed with the rain and mud. I cross
myself, and she says to me:
“‘Here did I come for grunt, here did I come for the holy rod, through these ruts and underbrush, e’en after
death! We observe this day Forefathers’ Eve! Give me jism, give, and I to thee this moral lesson shall impart, that
he who never—’
“‘Why, that’s blasphemy, you whore! To mock our nation’s literature even from beyond the grave!’
“As a whore she always was exceptional! She continues her mocking, and says:
“‘My name is Million! My name is Million!’ she cries. ‘Because I’ve done a million grunts!’”
“Heavens!”
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“A thunderbolt strikes with a crash somewhere off in the distance, and suddenly she turns to me and out of the
blue proclaims:
“‘Macbeth! Thane of Cawdor!’
“‘Begone!’ I say to her. ‘Begone! Be no more, thou vile shade!’
“But she keeps at it, something about wanting neither victuals nor drink, just a drop of jism, jism of grunt, jism
and more jism. Oh, and then she starts making fun of the Bible, too, getting all prophetic like some off-her-rocker
Pythia, or Cassandra; she says,
“‘There, Nellies, shall you stand before the zippered gate of the nads of grunt, and it shall not be opened to
you.’ And then she holds her mangled hand out to me and says,
“‘Come to me!’ (Here they look at each other and breathe out slowly.)
“Obviously I’m shit-scared because you can see her skull showing under her hair, but I know it’s her because
even outdoors she always smelt of that public toilet where she worked in the underpass; all her life she had that
pine-scented whiff of urinal cake about her. Even in the dark I could always tell whether it was the Countess
crouching down in the bushes, or some grunt. And I know it’s her because she’s talking exactly as she did when
she was alive, the same country accent.
“I stand there like I’ve been hypnotised. All I know is that I need a drink, that if I don’t have a drink, I’ll lose
it. Finally I dig a crumpled fag out of my pocket, and my hands are shaking, like this.”
Patricia’s hands are skinny and covered with liver spots. She has long fingernails and wears a metal bracelet
with the word LOVE etched on it in English, like the ones they sell on souvenir stalls at the seaside. She shows us
how her hands shook. The bracelet rattles and clanks against a large, gold Russian watch.
“Somehow I manage to light it, probably stuck it in backwards with the filter lit, and I try to talk some sense
into her gently (inside I’m stilltrembling like mad). So I say to her:
“‘Get a hold of yourself, girl! We were best girlfriends when you were alive. All that sperm has gone to your
head if you can’t recognise a girlfriend after death, the same sister you shagged all that grunt with, and went visiting the Russians at the barracks with, and all that cum you milked out of them—if you poured it into a bath, all of
it at once, it would’ve been enough to take a bath in, wouldn’t it? And with a fat girl like you in there, it would’ve
brimmed right over!
“‘Kyrie Eleison! Begone! Can’t you see I’m not grunt at all? It’s just me, old Patricia from the Centre.’
“Her eyes were all cloudy; you could see she carried on knocking it back in the next world just as she had in
life. It looked like she was starting to recognise me, then she mumbled her disappointment:
“‘Pachisha?’ (It wasn’t “Patricia” she said, but something weird like “Pachisha” or “Chisha” as if her mouth
were full of potatoes, but maybe that’s what it’s like when you’re dead.) So I said,
“‘Huh!’ Then she muttered something, more garbled words, and went off to carry on cruising on the hill. Without so much as a goodbye, she took off, vanished without a trace, even though we hadn’t seen each other for a
good ten years and she probably had lots of stories to tell.
“Anyway, there was this old slapper there,” Patricia snorts with laughter, winking at Lucretia. “You know the
one: Owl. When she saw the Countess coming out of the ruins, she followed her right up the hill. Was she ever in
for a surprise.
“And then there was something else I’d noticed earlier: a group of what looked like skinheads coming up from
the river on the other side of the hill—they didn’t look too friendly. I thought about warning her, but then I
thought, what can they do to her if she’s a ghost?
“It was all I could do to contain my own fear. For one thing, I had a ghost on my hands, and then there were
the screams I heard coming from the top of the hill, as if someone were getting beaten to death. But I wasn’t so
frightened that I couldn’t … I mean, that Zbigniew-with-the-moustache turned up right then. The one who’s
always on a bike.”
Lucretia knows.
She stands up and smoothes the grey residue of her hair. She turns the record over. She tugs her cheap jumper
with its naff pattern down over her protruding belly.
She’s ugly. Even though she’s practically bald, she has dandruff. Now her lips curl up in a malicious smile, and
she says smugly, through clenched teeth:
“Well, the Countess was highly strung even when she was alive, so I’m sure her own death must have come as
an enormous shock to her. Do you remember that time we went with her to visit the Russians at the barracks?”
The two old men become animated.
*
298

Patricia goes over to the drinks cabinet (“high gloss finish”) and reverently pulls something out of it. A second
later, she sets down on the table a number of sealed plastic bags with brown things inside them. I start to open
one, but they both lunge towards me.
“The fragrance! You’ll let the fragrance out! For God’s sake don’t open it! We only open them on anniversaries.”
They’d stashed their sorry relics in the bags for safekeeping: army belts, knives, foot wrappings, a few sepia or
black-and-white photos torn from identity cards and stamped with the purple half-moons of large and long-invalid
official seals—mugshots of twenty-something Russian musclemen with potato noses and mouths, faces wholesome, salt of the earth. Or else ugly and crooked, their fringes like triangles pasted over their foreheads. Dedications in Cyrillic on the reverse.
Over the kitchen door, where you might expect to see a picture of the Holy Virgin, they have a tangle of rusty
barbed wire hanging from a nail. They’d cut it down recently; it came away easily enough, all they had to do was
twist it round a bit, right, left, done. They filled their pockets with the barbed wire, so they’d have some for Uterina and the others, for later on, when there was nothing left.
They show me pictures of the ruined barracks, the graffiti on the wall around the windows, carved, scratched,
scrawled in hard-to-reach places. For example:
Ьpaнcк 100
I don’t get it.
“The number 100,” Patricia explains matter-of-factly, “means they had a hundred days left until their discharge.”
“Discharge!” sighs Lucretia.
“And Bransk, of course,” Patricia continues, “is where they were returning after those hundred days. Why a
hundred? Because they had to shave their heads down to zero every day for a hundred days before they left so
they wouldn’t take their lice with them.
“Then the party could begin. Their graffiti is still there on the walls today. Only today the walls are conspicuous, right on the street, while back then they were further away, back behind another wall, impossible to get to.”
“But not for us! Look.”
Lucretia shows me another photo.
“Here’s the private road (though it’s not so private now), here’s where the bushes were, and here’s where
Patricia would get down on all fours. Those barracks on Barracks Street, we used to call them ‘headquarters.’ I’d
always say,
“‘Come on Patricia, let’s go to headquarters.’
“There were other barracks in town, of course.”
*
Lucretia starts to bawl. Patricia’s voice cracks.
Lucretia recounts her initiation. A moving tale replete with the poetic motif of lost gloves:
“The first cock I ever laid lips on belonged to a Russian soldier behind the railway station. That was a thing of
beauty! It was just before Christmas, I rang up Patricia, deepest communism.
“It’s hard for me to say now what year it was. It was before Christmas, and there wasn’t any snow, but it was
certainly cold. And I had a pair of new gloves. Really good ones too, which I left in his car, and had to go back
later to collect.
“I had a porn movie, I had this one porno, you see, and I knocked on the window, my heart pounding wildly,
because I’d seen how Guard Lady did it! How Guard Lady gave blowjobs.
“At first the cars all parked in front of the station, later on they’d be behind. And they would sit there in those
military lorries, one in each—behind the wheel, often all day long, freezing outside. Later on, after the fall of the
system, they’d be parked behind the station, so people wouldn’t notice them.
“So I mustered up the courage and went with that porno, because I’d seen how coura geously Guard Lady
would approach them. And I went up to this soldier (a boy, eighteen), and the soldier says to me:
“‘Chto ty hot'yel?’\fn{Phonetic Russian: “What do you want?”} And I say:
“‘Umm … Pogovorit’ s taboi.’\fn{“To talk with you.”}
“‘Ehh … Ya vizhu, chto ty po ruski govorish, no zahodi.’\fn{“I see you speak Russian, come over here.”}
“I started talking politics, and he told me he was from Rostov-on-Don, how they have Kazakh traditions there.
By now I was totally turned on, my cock hard, my heart banging, and I’m thinking ‘I’m gonna explode!’ So I say:
“‘U menya yest taka pornucha, hotyel’ ty uvidyet?’\fn{“I have some porn. You want to watch it?”} And he says:
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“‘Nu davai, davai.’\fn{“OK, show me, show me.”} So he watches it, and then he says:
“‘A chornuyu ty uzhe yebal?’\fn{“You ever fucked a black?”}
“‘No,’ I say. ‘Nyet, ya yeshcho nikogda babiy nye yebal.’\fn{“No, I’ve never even fucked a woman.” } He’s visibly
pissed off.
“‘Ty nye yebal babiy? Ty navyerno pyedik, da?’\fn{“You’ve never fucked a woman? You really are a homo then, yes?” }
And I say:
“‘Da! Da!’ The Russians used the phrase Pyedik Gamburskii—Hamburg Homo. You know how Slays usually
associate anything pervy with Germany. And he says:
“‘No, ya tym nye zanimayus.’\fn{“Well, I don’t understand that.”} And I reply:
“‘A nravitsya tyebye, chui tyebya stayit? Nravitsya tyebye?’\fn{“But are you into me, is your dick getting hard? Are you
into me?”} He says:
“‘No nravitsya, no ya … u myenya dyenyeg nyet. Skolka hochesh?’\fn{“Yeah, I’m into you, it’s just … I don’t have any
money. How much you want?”} And I say:
“‘Ya nichevo nye hochu, ya tyebye yeshcho dyengi dam, hochu vrot!’\fn{“I don’t want anything, I’ll even give you
money, but I want something in return!”}
“And fuck if he didn’t look around nervously to see if anyone was passing, then unbutton his fly. And right
there, fuck, the palm tree loomed, and Lucretia didn’t have even the slightest gag reflex! One two three, and the
lad shot his load down my throat. I immediately spat it out into a tissue, and when it was over I asked him:
“‘Do you want to set a date for moving in?’ And he says:
“‘Never! Bye.’
“Huh. I continue walking, and fuck if I haven’t lost my gloves! So I walk back to him and tell him I left my
gloves there, and he gives them back to me and everything, but with such a screwed-up look on his face, he
wasn’t at all happy, he probably wanted to chuck those gloves away. In my euphoria I rang up Patricia and said:
“‘Patricia, I had cock in my mouth!’ He was a really clean-cut bloke, I have to admit. But I say,
“‘God, what am I going to do to stop myself catching the clap in my mouth?’ And Patricia says:
“‘Cretia, go to the late-night chemist and get a bottle of Sebidin, all you need is Sebidin, take it and gargle,
that’s the positive gamma, the negative gamma kills everything. And don’t worry if you deepthroated that brute
either, I’ll set you up with some Doxycycline, I have some at home and all you have to do is take it. So now
you’ve done it, now you see what I’ve been talking about. Now you’ve done it, just like you said, so now you see.
Right? You’ll have to reinvent yourself, you’ll have to start making the rounds.’ There was no going back.”
3
I can’t bear it any more. I excuse myself, put my cigarette in the ashtray (a large glass brick meant to look like
cut glass but obviously dislodged from a wall), and go to the toilet.
This is horrible. Horrible and fascinating both at once.
There’s no way I can publish this. How can I? What can I possibly do with it?
An investigative piece for Polityka? A special segment on Eyewitness?
Impossible. Highway prostitutes, thieves, murderers, smugglers, kidnappers, spies—anything but this. Even
though there’s nothing criminal going on at all. There just isn’t a language for this.
Unless it’s arse, cock, blowjob or grunt.
Unless I could repeat those words over and over for so long they neutralised the taint of the barracks. Like the
word vagina in The Vagina Monologues. I’m not surprised reporters have shied away from this topic!
*
My thoughts meander along in this manner while I pee and have a look round their bathroom.
First of all, right in front of my eyes, pinned to the wall above the toilet, is a photo, carefully cut out of some
magazine, of a grunt being led away in handcuffs by two very grunty-looking policemen. It could be someone
famous, but he’s completely immobilised in any case, and the perverse thing about it is that you can’t pee without
looking at it.
Then there’s the washing machine—not an automatic one, but a grotty toploading thing—which is rattling like
mad. The tap is dripping. The sink is full of pots of ferns and dreary houseplants like the ones you see on the
windowsills at any public health clinic.
I look at the pathetic products lining the rim of their yellowing and only partly tiled-in bathtub: an uncapped
bottle of Three Herbs shampoo, a shaving brush thick with dust, bottles of generic aftershave and lotions, an
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extremely frayed and yellowing toothbrush.
There’s even a tube of self-tan—proof of their reckless struggle for beauty.
But anyone who caught sight of Lucretia and Patricia in broad daylight would simply shrug his shoulders out
of pity. All those cheap cosmetics, survivors of their own sell-by dates, collected by Lucretia, used on the sly by
Patricia, those piddling anti-cellulite gels he thought would make his fat belly go away—all of it evidence that the
room I’m in isn’t a lavatory at all, but an armoury.
Suddenly the gas water boiler behind me starts up with a roar—no doubt one of them is washing his hands in
the kitchen. I look at the blue filaments of flame, the sallow bathtub.
There’s a saucepan filled with yellow water sitting at the bottom of it. The curtains on the window over the toi let are yellow, too. A flat for old ladies.
And everywhere houseplants in flowerpots.
Old ladies adore growing plants.
4
The tin, the tin can, the cottage, the tearoom: for fifty years it did for homos what today’s shopping centres do
for the middle classes. Located somewhere in a park of ill repute, coated with rust, built before the war, usually
sporting remnants of the original trim.
From a bird’s eye view they looked like stars, each cropped point an entryway, and the stars all went in! Inside,
in the middle, was the shaft—a pole or thick column pissed on from all sides. Waste floated around its base, fetid
as the foyers of old buildings.
They were part of the municipal infrastructure, along with street-lamps, benches, and those railings that
stopped pedestrians from falling into rivers or lanes of traffic. Under communism they were the only public space
of their kind without a toilet lady sulking in the corner.
*
While the streetwalkers had their streetlamps to stand under, we had our tin: we’d stand in front of it—and it
was more like standing at the pillory than anything else, since any passerby could spit at you. Inside, the place
stank invariably of disinfectant and piss. You’d go in, fish out your cock, splash the blotchy, rimey wall. Sometimes there’d be graffiti scratched with a fingernail into the palimpsest of rime, a peace sign or some completely
incomprehensible joke.
If you only came in for a piss, you’d walk right back out. On the other hand, you might circle the tin for hours
waiting for someone else to go in. When this happened, you had to wait a few minutes, then walk in after him,
stand off to one side and start masturbating, throwing sidelong glances at the man, who usually wasn’t even
pissing, just delicately, slowly stroking his foreskin.
By then the ice was broken and you could stop pretending. Without even looking up at his face, which you
may not even have seen at all since you’d been following him at a distance, you grabbed hold of his cock and let
him grab yours, too. You didn’t look up because you still felt some residue of shame, accompanied by the
monotonous spatter of drops, the echoes and the cold, which was even more extreme than at the station.
Since the tin had no doors, it was never completely dark inside. At some point every night, a mysterious Park
Authority simply blocked the entryways with grilles.
*
But not always.
When it rained, the entire park caught an incurable venereal disease called drizzle.
Sometimes the Beaux Arts was open on nights like that. Standing in the narrow entry, there’d be this bloke we
used to call the Rainy Lover.
He’d be there with his trousers around his ankles and his sweater yanked up just under his beard. He’d be wet
or masturbating, half-hidden in the depths of the entry. He never wanted anything from anyone, just the echo of
rain beating against the tin walls, the amplified sound of ordinary, everyday rain-drops. He probably didn’t even
feel the cold, nor the embarrassment, nor the wind.
Who knows, maybe that was what he was into?
How does it feel to have cold drops of rain slowly trickle down your naked body, and the water’s not even
clean, but leaking from the rusty roof of a latrine?
Sometimes it’s hard to remember what he looked like. What kind of face does a moustachioed thirty-something
make when he’s got his unfashionable sweater all bunched up against his neck in one hand? What does he think
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about? Does he get excited by the slightest rustle in the nearby bushes? Is he disappointed when it turns out to be
nothing more than a hedgehog? Maybe it excites him a little too much?
One night I saw him during a summer storm. He was standing there smoking a cigarette while the tin was
attracting a barrage of lightning. A mound of wet sheet metal.
To die in the public conveniences.
In Romantic drama it’s always the villains who get struck dead by lightning. Like Balladyna, who died on the
throne.
The Rainy Lover looked pale, somewhat statuesque, the condensation sucking his hair back in an old-fashioned, pre-war do. Even his moustache looked a little like Hitler’s. Any good mystery novel has the killer going
after his quarry on a rainy night. At night the park promised everything, and there was no time left for it to deliver
before the cold day dawned.
*
Anyway, it’s interesting how most people see being struck dead by lightning while sitting on a throne as
entirely different from when it happens in a cottage. Or, for that matter—to pick somewhere even closer in
location and dramatis personae to the park lavatory—in that rococo folly in the English Garden, the Gazebo of
Revery.
It had other names—the Kiosk, the Wet Goods Shop—and without a doubt kindly, rococo matrons had read
their share of romance novels in it. This sentimental outhouse had another name, too:
Cupid’s Grotto.
Often it had plaster putti installed over its doors, their arrows aimed at whoever walked in. The romance novels
that were read in the “Kiosk” were just as likely to tempt the reader to sin, and I’m quite sure that this secluded
spot was the rendezvous of various infidelities as well. Yet something tells me that there are very real differences
between these two park conveniences—even if people do the same thing in both (and if they’re not doing it then
at least they are fantasising about it).
And that’s just fine.
*
Did they have cottages before the war?
There’s a photo of German Breslau that shows Plac Polski with an elegant privy made of carved wood in the
place of today’s rotunda. A number of top-hatted gentlemen with canes are strolling down the gravel-strewn
boulevard among flowerbeds and fountains.
Does the Rainy Lover’s prewar countenance count as evidence? Maybe he was simply the ghost of some
prewar German, murdered, say, by unidentified perpetrators?
The history of homosexual life here has yet to be written, unless you count streams of urine on a tin wall as
writing. Were there as many “inverts” before the war? Where did they meet? Where did they have sex?
The only place I knew of was the “Scorched Picket”.
*
Someone was always setting fire to it. It wasn’t actually a cottage at all, but an elegant stone pavilion, solid
German masonry, with little columns and statues, rendered in typical nineteenth-century lavatory classicism.
It was the “alternative” cruising ground, for those who didn’t want to take any chances, since it was always
quiet—not many people even knew about it—and there were never any skinhead attacks.
The Scorched Picket. A gloomy corner of the park overgrown with bushes, where hardly anyone ever walked,
a long way from the boulevard. Left to grow wild, like an English garden.
Long ago, before the war, this was where German homosexuals would meet. If you want proof, just go to the
University Library or the Ossolineum and ask to see the crime reports on homicides and scandals. The really
ancient divas will tell you how, in the fifties and sixties, the German queens who had stayed and, for whatever
reason, had not been expelled, still frequented the Scorched Picket. Even though it had been torched hundreds of
times! They went there again and again to celebrate their ritual of disbelief about what had happened.
The place had not caught on with the Poles yet, having been badly burned during the war. But that didn’t
bother the Germans. They would circuit round, say hello to everyone, and camp it up among themselves. They’d
pretend their cruising ground hadn’t been scorched at all, that nothing had changed. They’d shake hands, wish
each other a pleasant evening.
Not until the eighties did the Poles start to go there, and then it was almost grudgingly. Sometimes there would
only be one or two. Zdzicha Anaconda, some bloke passing through town who’d read about the place in an out-ofdate guidebook.
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No one knows who kept setting fire to it. Did it have something to do with the war and the Germans? Was it
some rite for purifying the place, a cleansing by fire? Or maybe the tin windcock on the roof really did attract
lightning?
A sturdy fence was recently erected around the Scorched Picket, and workmen were seen clearing the rubble,
the fluorescent colours of their garb contrasting oddly with the age-blackened brick.
*
Sometimes grunt would show up in the tin at Cruising Central, looking like a hundred-zloty note—and a crisp,
newly minted one at that. Some chanteuse would immediately duck in after him, he’d unbutton his fly, then pull
out his badge and declare:
“Police. Give me your papers.”
The Communist Queens, the System Queens the ones in with the Party and authorities, quickly wangled their
way out, but others would be stuck in the nick for a long time. I didn’t know a single Solidarity Queen, the ones
involved in the resistance. Nor any Militant Queens. But it’s interesting to consider what role they might have
played in that men’s game, when the women in the shipyards were slicing bread and helping out.
They had no place in the theatre of the sexes. Somehow, too, that feminine submissiveness typical of both
homos and older (pre-emancipated) women kept them from taking part in the resistance. They wanted the system
to take them from behind; they enjoyed being passive, submissive, obedient.
Or else they simply lived in their own imaginary universe, so reality meant nothing and nothing meant anything to them.
5
It’s hard to say if anyone ever felt pity for them. They would have had to feel pitiable first!
Jessica\fn{This character is intended to be male, as is clearly stated further down in this section:H } had a job as an orderly at
the hospital. She was mean and stupid. Her life was dominated by television shows. First it was Dallas, then
Return to Eden, then North and South, and at the end, before she died, Dynasty, which she watched in the emergency ward.
Jessica would wash the dirty windows in the hospital corridors and see herself reflected in the glass as Alexis.
Perhaps it was due to the distance, or the dim light, or something else entirely, but in the glass Jessica’s grubby
apron, plastered with ID tags and purple stamps, looked just like the white dress worn by Alexis in the last
episode. Jessica’s sweaty locks were transformed into a new perm. She was speechless with delight, bursting with
pride.
Slowly, keeping her eyes on the windowpane, she climbed down the ladder and set her bucket on the floor. On
the other side of the window, in the courtyard, cats were yowling and screeching like monsters, tearing each other
apart. They were all black and bad-tempered. Jessie knew full well what they were fighting over! Only members
of staff knew about the corner of the courtyard where, surrounded by a wire fence, there was a rubbish bin marked
Biological Waste.
Jessie once had to take an amputated leg there. It was surprisingly heavy. She was ordered to leave it at the
courtyard for a special unit to collect the next day.
For a long time afterwards, Jessie could not accept certain facts: how could she, as Alexis, have carted someone’s leg around? How did this relate to her?
But she learned to live with it, and that’s when she started telling everyone what an extremely tough and noble
job she had, how she was “saving lives” and came into contact with death every day. Meanwhile, the unit usually
waited for biological waste to accumulate before picking it up, and the fence and the red No Entry signs were no
deterrents for the cats.
At least Jessica realised, to some degree, that it was all a fantasy, that those dirty gloves from the flea market
weren’t the lambskin finery she pretended they were, and that the vodka she drank at night down at the tram depot
wasn’t champagne. It was just a bit of make-believe, something to make it easier to knock back the goblet of her
life, which tasted nothing like champagne.
“Fine. On closer inspection, it isn’t entirely true,” she’d say to herself while cleaning a clogged urinal or emptying a bed pan.
“I’m still a far cry from Alexis, but maybe we can just pretend, like children do.” And she winked at the mirror
as if she were lobbing a sardonic joke at Blake Carrington or, better yet, his wife Krystle.
“So just for today let’s pretend I’m her.”
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Jessica was filled with joy; she gushed; she was the very picture of a respectable lady!
She put on airs and let the patients light her cigarettes and refused to thank them.
She held her head high, put her hair in curling papers, smeared lip balm on her lips and pretended it was
lipstick.
Often she would go over to the other orderlies and cleaning ladies, take a seat in their cubicles, and fall into the
role of the star.
“Zdzisio\fn{The editor inserts: [Jessica had been given the unfortunate name Zdzislaw] } just sits there like an empress with
his\fn{It’s further down his sexual identity is clearly stated:H } legs crossed, and refuses to eat bread and butter left over
from lunch! He uses a glass cigarette holder to smoke his cigarettes! Oh, how he smokes!”
The orderlies couldn’t understand why Emperor Zdzisio never harassed them.
One of the nurses, an ignorant woman with cheap curls who went around singing chart hits from San Remo all
day, once stumbled across Jessica in the boiler room in an obvious clinch with the boilerman. She was so shocked
she dropped her syringe, which henceforth was useless as the needle had come into contact with the floor, which
was filthy, covered with coal.
“Maria, Maria, Maria”—the nurse hummed her favourite song\fn{ Apparently from West Side Story:H} under her
breath with malicious satisfaction and decided she’d shadow Jessica. Thereafter, whenever anyone said something
nice about Jessica at the nurses’ station, she would mutter under her breath:
“The princess … Princess Diana! But there’s nobody to empty the bedpans.”
As if in a dream, Jessica picked up shreds of the nurses’ everyday conversations.
“Turn the telly on, the broadcast from San Remo's on tonight. Good job I’m on the night shift so I can watch
it.”
“Stay down in Emergency, they’ve got colour TV down there. I always go down to Emergency when the figure skating’s on. You can hardly watch the telly in TB for all the ghost images.”
“They say TB is haunted.”
“It’s true, haunted by the health service.”
*
Jessica loved to tour the old hospital at night, and that nurse would follow her every step.
It was an enormous edifice on which each era had left its alterations and annexes. Only the Church of the
Infant Jesus in Warsaw is as architecturally bizarre.
At every turn Jessica came across long-forgotten store rooms full of chairs, broken lamps, and operating tables.
At night the deserted hallways, long and low-ceilinged like corridors in a bunker, were filled with pallid flourescent light.
It was hard not to get lost in such a labyrinth. You could, of course, follow the white arrows on the green emergency exit signs, but then you’d get lost even more quickly, because the arrows were all mixed up and pointed the
wrong way. Jessica would come across one pointing directly back the way she had come. The innumerable glass
doors between the wards and the stairwells were locked shut with chains that rattled menacingly.
On the ground floor the kiosk, when open, offered patients an array of stunningly dreary wares, telephone
cards, fruit juice, and issues of Detective magazine, so that they wouldn’t be bored and could curtail their own
anticipation of death by reading about other people dying.
Down another level was the cellar, and who knew if they stored corpses there? For—as Jessica was fully aware
—an average of five patients died every day. But down there, with the generators humming, in the sad, cold light,
she never ran into a single ghost. Modern death ruled this hospital: empty as a blown eggshell, clinical, it hummed
with electricity and smelled of Lysol.
During her nocturnal sojourns, Jessie would lock herself in one of the spacious, empty, unheated lavatories.
She would inhale the smell of disinfectant. Once she opened a window and peered into the well of the courtyard.
Her face grew frosty, and something seemed to be moving about down below.
On another of her night walks, she discovered a lavatory she’d never noticed before in Car diology. The heavy
doors creaked loudly, the echo repeating itself over and over through the sleeping ICU. The lavatory was freezing
cold; it had clearly not been heated since the budget cuts were implemented.
It was used now as a store room: IV-drip stands, wheelchairs for patients too weak to walk, ancient fire
extinguishers, cracked and shattered vitrines—all piled up in the dust and petrified by the cold. She also came
across a mirror marked with white streaks of evidence, dirty and unclear, but all the more beautifully deceitful for
that.
*
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At such moments Jessie would pull her lipstick out of her pocket, along with her cheap, white plastic hairslides (nicked from a bedside table in the women’s ward), and then, and only then, could she be Alexis! She
opened the window and noticed that across the way a patient—a healthy patient who was clearly only being held
for observation—was looking back at her and smoking a (strictly prohibited) cigarette.
Jessica approached the situation, or the window at least, head-on. She lifted her smock and without a thought
for the darkness or the cold began pinching her nipples. She couldn’t tell whether the patient knew she was a man,
or if he was taken in by her plastic hairslides, scarlet lips, and purple eyelids.
But he stared and stared at her, all the while making a kind of monotonous motion with his hand. Or maybe
that's just what it looked like to Jessica; darkness plays tricks on the imagination, after all. The next day she saw
the man being wheeled into Surgery and figured she must have made a “killer” impression on him.
Jessica unlocked the lavatory doors with keys hanging from an enormous ring, like the keys to the old
chambers. The doors had been painted over at least a dozen times, and peeling off any one of the oily layers
would take you back to a completely different era.
Jessica would sit on the commode and imagine she was having her period. This turned her on immediately, especially since she always left the door ajar and at any moment one of the patients could walk in on her. It never
crossed her mind that this patient would probably be a tubercular grandfather dragging a catheter around. She was
happy simply to be living in a palace, an enormous, ancient palace—the hospital’s foundations dated from the
Middle Ages after all.
She had vodka to drink, cigarettes to smoke, and an endless supply of cock to suck. She wouldn’t have traded
it for anything. Not even Alexis had it so good.
The other queens found Jessie, sweet-and-sour Jessie, unpleasant. Alexis had provided her with a long and effecttive apprenticeship in the tricky art of intrigue. She’d stand freezing at pay phones and waste her small change
ringing up girlfriends, dishing out dirt, dialling wrong numbers, making crank calls, masking her voice with a
handkerchief.
In a word, she was a right bitch, and that's exactly what she wanted to be!
Eventually the queens were all afraid to have anything to do with her, because it always ended in some elaborate plot, not to mention the rumours she would spread.
Jessie was skinny and had a long, pock-marked face. Her sunken chest was wrapped in a snug, pink sweater,
and around her neck she wore a scarf run through with silver threads. Knee-high white boots bearing the word
Relax.
“Jessica Masoni is my name—sit up straight when you’re talking to me, lad! Come here, puppy dog, I have
something to tell you.” And after he gave his straight ear:
“Say ‘blow me’ and queenie will give you a blowjob. Just look how fleshy my nipples are, some day the girls
will show you what nipples are good for. But you’ll have to wait till you’re grown-up, pup!”
One day Jessie was riding the tram, without a ticket of course. The conductor approached her:
‘Ticket, sir?’ Not even for an instant did Jessie lose her nerve:
“Don’t you know who I am? You’re speaking with none other than Jessica Masoni! You don’t believe me?
Why, call and ask them on your radio! I’ve even been written up in the Russian papers.”
In fact, Jessie only ever sororised with Angelica the social worker. They would turn up together in the park and
at the sauna, known back in those ancient times as the State Bathing Works. At the picket line they would stand on
either side of the road by the Raclawicka Panorama and chat up motorists, so that afterwards they could make up
unlikely stories about them.
“I shagged a German; he wants to take me to Germany.”
“I shagged a millionaire.” But the biggest sensation was always the one set off by the simple confession:
“I shagged a grunt.”
No millionaire could inspire that kind of envy. Double-breasted suits and attaché cases with combination locks
were nothing compared to broken teeth or a ruddy face, muscle-bound thighs or beery belches. …
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Above: Philharmonic Hall, Szczecin; below, European bison in Poland’s Białowieża forest.
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The Cathedral Basilica of Sts. Peter and Paul, Poznan, Greater Poland Voivodeship, Poland: two views
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The Church of St. Catherine, Torun, Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland

The Cathedral of St. John the Baptist and St. John the Evangelist, Torun, Kuyavian-Pomeranian
Voivodeship, Poland
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Krakow, Lesser Poland Voivodeship, Poland

The Nicolaus Copernicus Frombok Cathedral, Warmia, Warmian-Masurian Voivodeshhip, Poland

309

The Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky, Lódz, Lódz Voivodeship, Poland

The Cathedral of St. Stanislas, Lódz, Lódz Voivodeship
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The spires of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, Wrocław, Lower Silesian Voivodeship, Poland. Below:
another view
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The Cathedral of Sts. Peter and Paul, Legnica, Lower Silesian Voivodeship
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The Cathedral of St. Stanislav and St. Vaclav, Świdnica, Lower Silesian Voivoeship, Poland
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The façade of the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, Lubln, Lublin Voivodeship; below, an image of the
second story, which is set back from the lower one on a terrace of its own
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Above: the façade of the Cathedral of the Assumption, Gorzów, Lubusz Voivodeship, Poland. Below, the
Cathedral at night
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The Cathedral of the Holy Cross, Opole, Opole Voivodeship, Poland
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The Cathedral of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Białystok, Podlaskie Voivodeship, Poland
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The Basilica Cathedral of St. Mary, Gdańsk, Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland: two views
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The Cathedral of Christ the King, Katowice, Silesian Voivodeship, Poland

The Cathedral of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, Rzeszów, Subcarpathian Voivodeship, Poland
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The Cathedral of the Assumption, Kielce, Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship, Poland

The Cathedral of St. Jacob, Szczecin, West Pomeranian Voivodeship, Poland
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The Church of the Holiest Savior, Warsaw, Masovian Vovivodeship, Poland
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The Cathedral of St. Joseph, Warsaw, Masovian Vovivodeship
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The Field Cathedral of the Polish Army, Warsaw

The Cathedral of Mary Magdalene, Warsaw
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The Cathedral of Alexander Nevsky, Warsaw: two views
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The Cathedral of St. Florian the Martyr and St. Michael the Archangel, Warsaw: two views
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