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NO HOME, NO COUNTRY

 THREE WEEKS BEFORE  CHRISTMAS, 1857, a friar from the Carmelite monastery in Berdychiv, Ukraine, walked in sandals over the ice-glazed ground to perform the baptism of a firstborn son.1 He sprinkled the infant three times with holy water, christening the baby with the names of his mother’s father Józef, his father’s father Teodor, and a hero of Polish patriotic literature, Konrad. God has regenerated you, said the priest to Józef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski—anointed with a family’s history and hopes.2

The baby’s father, Apollo Korzeniowski, swelled with a sense of occasion. The birth of a first child makes history for any parent, and Apollo experienced it as profoundly political too: a moment to reflect on the destiny of his nation, Poland, which had ceased to exist as a state. Berdychiv had once been part of the independent Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, but at the end of the eighteenth century the Commonwealth had been swallowed up by its neighbors in three giant gulps. Now Austria ruled the southern province of Galicia; Prussia governed the northwest; and Russia had snatched everything else, a huge tranche of land encompassing nearly all Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine—recovered lands of the Russians, said Catherine the Great; “stolen lands,” said the Poles.3 Almost overnight, Ukraine’s Poles became a pebble in the boot of Europe’s most autocratic empire.

Apollo was a writer by vocation; he made the political into the poetical. He composed a song for the christening day. “To my son,” he began, “born in the 85th year of Muscovite oppression”:

Baby son, sleep without fear.

Lullaby, the world is dark,

You have no home, no country …

Baby son, tell yourself,

You are without land, without love,

Without country, without people,

While Poland—your Mother is in her grave.

Forget about joy, pride, relief, or any of the other happy emotions a parent might express on the safe arrival of a healthy child. Apollo’s lullaby was a dirge for a baby orphaned at birth, in mourning before he’d had a chance to live. Apollo approached the future as through a tunnel. There were restricting walls, Russian imperial rule; there was a light at the end, Polish independence; and the challenge was to keep going until you got there. That’s why he liked the motto “ubi crux, ibi poesia”: where there’s a cross, there’s poetry—or as he used it, where there’s a cause, there’s hope. He urged bravery and resilience, devotion and patience. “The time will come, the days will pass,” he concluded, and by God’s grace, Konrad would see Poland resurrected.4

Apollo meant his verses to inspire. Yet as he cradled this warm parcel of balled fingers and buttoned eyes, he couldn’t possibly anticipate how these words would resonate—how psychological darkness would torture Konrad, how loneliness would trail him, how far he’d travel into other lands, among distant peoples, before finding some kind of home. Apollo couldn’t imagine how his encouragement might read in retrospect like a curse.

 THERE’S AN OLD  POLISH EXPRESSION about the town where Konrad Korzeniowski was born on December 3, 1857. When you tell someone to “send a letter to Berdychiv,” you mean “send a letter to nowhere”—you’ll never reach me.5 The saying plays on Berdychiv’s nineteenth-century position as a “somewhere,” particularly for the town’s then-majority population of Jews. Berdychiv hosted numerous trade fairs every year, making it a routine stop for peddlers with no permanent address. If they said “send a letter to Berdychiv,” they meant send a letter to a place I’m going—you’ll definitely reach me.

The world is made up of “nowheres” and “somewheres”—but which counts as which depends on what “where” you look from. The story of Konrad’s life, and the world in which he lived, was a story of nowheres colliding with somewheres. At the time of his birth, the failure of a bank in Ohio touched off a financial panic that toppled firms in Hamburg.6 British troops struggled to suppress a rebellion in India. Indian troops sailed to Canton to threaten Chinese imperial officials.7 Chinese settlers rebelled on a river in Borneo, in a Malay state ruled by a European.8 European cloth and guns were traded up the Congo basin for ivory by villagers who’d never seen a white person.9 An American filibuster was booted out of Nicaragua. American-made steamboats plowed up the rivers of South America, and a locomotive built in Leeds pulled the first train out of Buenos Aires.10

Though Konrad would grow up to follow quickening, lengthening routes of trade, money, and people, into every continent, his journey started in a place, Poland, that was literally nowhere on a map of Europe, wiped away by the partitions of 1772, 1793, and 1795.11 But to Konrad’s fervently nationalist parents Apollo and Ewa, Poland was the only somewhere that mattered. The worldview they gave their son resembled a kind of tunnel vision.

History sits heavily on some backs. Konrad’s family stumbled into the nineteenth century under its weight. They belonged to a privileged class of landed gentry, the szlachta, that traced its descent back to the mythical founders of the Polish nation. Encompassing one in ten Poles, szlachta might be rich as princes or poor as peasants, but every one of them enjoyed rights ranging from a coat of arms to freedom from arbitrary arrest. Every male szlachcic was eligible to hold government office and got to vote for representatives to parliament, which in turn elected the king.12 Once considered the civic spine of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a “republic of nobles,” szlachta lost their privileges in the Russian Empire, and felt a special responsibility to restore an independent Polish state.

Konrad’s parents grew up in the shadow of defeat. In 1830 nationalists launched a major insurrection in the Polish-majority heartland around Warsaw (called the Congress Kingdom) but were beaten back by the Russian army in 1831. The tsar abolished the province’s parliament, imposed military occupation, and clamped Russification policies onto education, law, and religion. The regime went on to confiscate the estates of five thousand szlachta, deport eighty thousand civilians to Siberia and points east, and force a hundred thousand Polish soldiers into brutal military service in the Caucasus. More fortunate were ten thousand or so insurrectionists who emigrated, swelling the ranks of the Polish nation in exile, capital city Paris. There, politicians plotted their comeback to the resonant cadences of the refugee Adam Mickiewicz’s poetry, and the tunes of the émigré Fryderyk Chopin’s mazurkas and polonaises.13

What do you do when your history has been hijacked, your language suppressed, your religion marginalized, your mode of life scorned and straitened? The two most important men in Konrad’s life—his father Apollo Korzeniowski and his maternal uncle Tadeusz Bobrowski—came up with two different answers. On the Bobrowski side of the family, Konrad learned of forebears who tried to make the best of a bad hand. Konrad’s maternal grandfather judged the 1830 insurrection “the height of folly” and stayed put in Ukraine while his rasher friends rushed to join.14 His reward was relative wealth. When he died in 1850 he left six thousand acres and 360 male serfs to offset his debts, as well as a distillery, tavern, mills, and a stable of exceptionally elegant horses.15 Konrad’s uncle Tadeusz, then only twenty-one, took over as head of the Bobrowski family. Tadeusz loathed the Russians as much as anyone, but accepted tsarist rule as a hard truth. He invested his political energy instead in practical questions like land reform and peasant emancipation.16

On the Korzeniowski side of the family, Konrad learned of relatives who fought back. Konrad’s paternal grandfather, a veteran of the Napoleonic wars, raised a cavalry regiment in 1830 at his own expense and rode off to fight the Russians. His penalty was financial ruin. The family had to move away from their handsome ancestral estate and settle in a different district, where Konrad’s grandfather scraped along by working for the government, managing another Pole’s confiscated land.

Konrad’s father Apollo, just eleven years old when the rebellion failed in 1831, experienced national defeat as personal calamity. He found solace in the verse of Romantics such as Mickiewicz, who sang of Poland as the “Christ of nations” and filled a generation of young szlachta with odes to faith, courage, resistance, and love.17 As a student of languages at St. Petersburg University in his early twenties, Apollo joined a thriving literary underground where Polish students swapped censored texts in smuggled foreign reprints (called “blotting paper”), or manuscripts painstakingly copied by hand.18 Apollo began to publish himself: a play, a volume of poems, and a translation of his favorite French author, Victor Hugo.19 Literature gave him what the army had given his father: a place to find meaning, to act on beliefs, to fulfill a sense of duty. If you had no power in politics, you could use the power of poems—and if autocrats wanted to censor your words, you could resist them by speaking into silent pages, passed furtively among friends under false covers.

Tadeusz Bobrowski, ever the pragmatist, detected in Apollo some of the empty-headed utopianism that had ruined Apollo’s father, “always ready without a moment’s thought to mount his horse and drive the enemy from our land … Everyone knew that some time ago this szlachcic had fought well—and few stopped to ask whether he could think well.”20 For Tadeusz, to be a noble was to inherit a political fantasy. One’s duty was to get on with reality. He scoffed at Apollo for always trumpeting his szlachta status by “rather pretentiously” including his noble clan name, Nałęcz, when he signed his name.21 But it wasn’t mere snobbery that made Apollo do it. To be a noble, for Apollo, was to inherit a tradition of political freedom. One’s destiny was to reclaim it.22

Apollo returned from St. Petersburg in 1846 to the daily tedium of managing an estate in rural Ukraine. He loathed living among provincial, unpoliticized rustics.23 “I sometimes think that I have landed in the wild forests of America where hordes of monkeys mock a stray human being,” he complained.24 Two objects of love sustained him.

The first was Ewa Bobrowska, Tadeusz’s sister. Born in 1831, she was only sixteen when they met, yet already a great beauty, and “educated at a higher level than was common for our women in her day.” He was smitten. She was “his Beatrice, … full of charm and intelligence, a refined Ukrainian girl with the heart of an angel.”25 With his sharp conversation, urbane tastes, and striking, some said ugly, looks, Apollo cut a dash in provincial drawing rooms. But it was one thing to have him to tea, quite another to have him court your daughter. Ewa’s mother “suspected him of having a frivolous temperament and irregular habits,” while her father “found him lacking in practicality and resourcefulness,” more likely to be wasting his time “reading, writing and riding than working.” To put Apollo off Ewa’s scent, her father took him on social calls around the district, hoping he’d fall for another girl, but Apollo “always managed things cleverly enough so that either the young woman herself or her parents did not take to him.” Though her family didn’t yet detect it, Ewa, too, was captivated, and “spurned all other suitors’ advances” for Apollo’s sake.26
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LEFT: Ewa Korzeniowska, née Bobrowska.

RIGHT: Apollo Korzeniowski.

Apollo remained equally steadfast in his pursuit of his other great passion, Poland. He wrote, watched, and waited for the moment to rise. Would it be 1848, when democratic revolutions swept across Europe? Not yet. Or 1854, when Britain and France launched a war against Russia in Crimea? Apollo pressed for a szlachta-led insurgency in Ukraine, assuming that the serfs would rally behind their Polish landlords. Not yet, ordered the powerful Polish émigrés in Paris.27

Years of patience won Apollo his first objective. Ewa Bobrowska had kept her distance in deference to her family’s wishes, but by her early twenties she was pining for Apollo so visibly that her mother and brother Tadeusz feared “her health and future were under threat.” If she didn’t marry Apollo, she’d never marry anyone. They gave Apollo tacit permission to renew his suit, and the couple married in the spring of 1856.28 He was thirty-six, she was twenty-four, and they’d proven their commitment to each other across nearly a decade of distance. Now they walked hand in hand toward a shared cause, a free Poland.

When their son was born in December 1857, Apollo and Ewa honored their fathers in his first two names, but the baby’s third name, Konrad—the one everybody actually called him—signaled their own approach to Russian domination. They drew it from the work of Adam Mickiewicz. His 1828 poem Konrad Wallenrod describes how a Lithuanian warrior takes revenge against Teutonic conquerors by infiltrating their highest ranks and deliberately marching them to their deaths.29 Mickiewicz used the name Konrad again in 1832, in the third section of his play Dziady, “The Forefathers’ Eve.” “Now is my soul incarnate in my country,” Konrad sings, “and in my body dwells her soul. / My fatherland and I are one great whole.” He looks on Poland “as a son would gaze / Upon his father broken upon the wheel” and cries, “Save us, Lord!”30

For the first year or two of Konrad’s life, Apollo played the part of szlachta landlord by managing an estate he’d leased from a wealthier family. As his brother-in-law Tadeusz had suspected, however, Apollo wasn’t much good at it. “Poets,” declared Tadeusz, never at a loss for judgments, “men of imagination and ideals, are not capable of clearly formulating concrete plans to live by; they do best not to involve themselves in these matters, but to leave such work to souls less pure and ideal, more aware of the struggles and the needs of mundane life.”31 Money went out, not much revenue came in, more money went out, and by 1859 the Korzeniowskis had lost their entire investment, and some of Ewa’s mother’s money too.

Apollo moved the family to the town of Zhytomyr, where he tried to earn a living as a writer. “I must write, because—for the time being—there is nothing else that I can do.”32 His translations from French to Polish (more Victor Hugo, and a version of Alfred de Vigny’s Chatterton) brought in some cash, while he poured his romantic nationalism into poems, plays, and newspaper articles. Under the reform-minded tsar Alexander II, emancipation of the serfs was becoming a major political issue, and szlachta seized on the “peasant question” as a possible way to advance Polish interests. Warsaw grandees set up an “Agricultural Society” to discuss questions of land management, which soon became an umbrella organization for szlachta nationalists.33 The connection of agrarian affairs to politics may be why, when Apollo and Tadeusz Bobrowski, in a rare collaboration, proposed publishing a weekly agricultural newsletter for local gentry, the Russian authorities denied them permission.34

Apollo was losing faith in rural reform. He despaired at the sight of more and more landlords abandoning farming in favor of industrial beetsugar refineries. “Let us put agriculture and everything related to it forward and ahead of everything,” Apollo insisted in an article for a Warsaw paper. “Manufacturing, industry and trade should not overwhelm our agriculture, they should remain its lowly servants.”35 He accused his peers of shamelessly aping the ways of industrial Britain, and predicted mass immiseration and physical and moral degeneration.36 He channeled his bitterness into a play, For the Love of Money, which was produced in Kiev and Zhytomyr, a satire of small-minded, money-grubbing szlachta.37 Apollo began drifting toward more radical solutions to the problem of Polish oppression.

He wasn’t alone. In Warsaw, nationalists began to stage big public rallies on Polish historical anniversaries. Crowds chorused patriotic hymns. “Poland Has Not Yet Perished,” they sang, and “God Protect Poland,” with a new refrain: “Freedom and Fatherland restore to us, O Lord!” In February 1861, as the Agricultural Society held its annual meeting in Warsaw, a mass demonstration formed outside. Russian troops opened fire on the crowd and killed five civilians. Patriots responded by declaring “national mourning” and dressing entirely in black as a sign of protest. Churches across the Polish provinces held memorial services for the victims. Then in April came another rally and another shooting. A hundred civilians—children, women, and men—bled and died on the cobblestones in front of the Royal Castle.38

The troubling news from Warsaw resounded across the provinces. In Zhytomyr, Ewa too donned national mourning and encouraged others to do the same. Apollo, by then “a known agitator” among his peers, “certain to be under police surveillance,” hosted a political meeting at his house to discuss a petition to the tsar. Students at the high school sang the nationalist hymns. Activists rallied landowners to contribute money for raising an army in the Congress Kingdom, vowing to “mark the borders with blood.”39

There was a sense of walls closing in, paths narrowing, the light at the end of the tunnel growing ever brighter and more alluring. The Korzeniowskis broke into a run.

 KONRAD DARTED AND LOOPED around the garden of his Bobrowski grandmother’s manor in Terekhove, five miles into the countryside outside Berdychiv. “I am fine here,” he reported to his father, “I run about the garden—but I don’t like it much when the mosquitos bite.”40 Granny took him for drives and told him stories. Mama gave him lessons and took him to church, and let him run outside afterward to give alms to the beggars waiting at the door. He chatted with them as long as he could, and on the way home, he told Mama all about it, and all about horses, and all about bears. “I suspect that our dear Konradzio will grow into an exceptional man with a great heart,” his doting grandmother declared.41

It was the spring of 1861, and at three and a half, Konrad was about the age when a person starts forming memories that stay for life. A child’s memory catches things by the corners. It may have been that the strongest perceptions Konrad retained from this time in Terekhove would be the image of a mosquito settling on his peach-soft leg, or playing with the horsewhip a kindly friend gave him, in his new black frock for church.

He probably wouldn’t remember the things that his mother took pains to record. She noted how she made that black outfit especially because Konrad kept pleading “to go into mourning,” like everyone he saw around him—mourning for murdered Poland. And how every day he asked, “When shall we go see Daddy?”42

In May 1861, Apollo was “called to duty in Warsaw by the movement men.”43 His official mission was to publish a magazine called Dwytygodnik (The Biweekly), inspired by the influential French journal of politics and culture the Revue des deux mondes.44 But “his main goal,” remembered one of his closest friends, a fellow patriot and writer named Stefan Buszczyński, was to help coordinate nationalist efforts in Warsaw, “and thus to endow the movement with a common direction.”45

By now, Poles across the religious and social spectrum had shown support for greater autonomy, but that was where the “common direction” stopped. Apollo descended into a warren of underground organizations, each promoting different visions of national liberation and different means by which to achieve it. Some of his old friends belonged to the “Whites,” a moderate group mostly composed of szlachta notables, who supported a “moral revolution” rather than a literal one. Apollo favored the “Reds,” a radical faction promoting sweeping social revolution alongside independence. He showcased his sympathies by walking around Warsaw in a peasant hat, and won the following of the younger radicals and students who had helped organize the street protests earlier in the year.46 Consensus didn’t come easily, either, among the Reds. Some wanted to participate in upcoming municipal elections, while others wanted to boycott; some wanted to tap into Russian revolutionary networks; others favored terrorist attacks. Apollo stuck to an idealized version of the szlachta-led “republic of nobles,” in which serfdom would be abolished, and the historic Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth restored. “People of Poland,” he urged in one of many pamphlets, “remain in mourning; ask for God’s mercy in church; save every penny and amass funds, so that you have them ready when the time comes.”47

Ewa and Konrad remained in Ukraine, circulating among the houses of different relatives until Apollo sent word to come and join him. In letters delivered as often as possible by messengers, to avoid the prying eyes of postal censors, Ewa updated Apollo on the local political situation. “Mourning is spreading,” she said proudly, and patriotic hymns were being sung at church. Repression spread too. Russian authorities closed the Zhytomyr high school for a year and deported troublemaking students to serve in the army. Police harassed clergymen, arrested people on the spot for so-called seditious speech, and stepped up surveillance of activists.

If the tsarist police came to search her house, Ewa said, “I am prepared for it, rest assured.” From the moment Apollo left, the authorities had been pestering neighbors and servants to reveal his whereabouts. The Berdychiv police chief himself “appeared in disguise, without ringing the bell, at the gate of Terechowa, and questioned people in the stables,” pretending to be a friend of Apollo’s; “finally, explicitly,” he asked “whether you had already returned to Warsaw.” Ewa supplied her husband with advice on how to keep his location secret. Use an assumed name to tell her where he was. Address letters to her via other towns. Though they both felt the separation like a phantom limb—“you miss me; and I do not want to speak of my longing for I know that even without words you must feel it”—he must be patient with her for not writing to him too often, as “experienced people say that this way it is safer for you.”48

Her letters beat with passion and purpose. “Tell me how to love so as to guard you against misfortune? Tell me how to get my prayers heard so that you should be inspired and protected by God.”49 She couldn’t wait to join him, to reunite in common cause: “My soul yearns for that ‘Young Poland’ of our dreams, which you will create, rouse to life, and lead into the future.”50 Days without him fell in a slow drip. “Give me something to do while we are separated,” she pleaded. “I tried to set to work on the piano, but thirty strings have been missing for six months … Make me do some translations” (from French), she suggested, “something new and readable.”51 She worked out how to disperse their belongings among friends, so she and Konrad could leave the moment he called.

At the beginning of October 1861, Ewa and Konrad joined Apollo in Warsaw, in a small rented apartment on Nowy Świat. The newspaper, expected to be the voice of the movement, was just a few weeks away from launch. On October 15, demonstrations were staged for the death anniversary of the national hero Tadeusz Kościuszko, who had led Poland’s last stand against the partitioning powers in the 1790s. Cossack troops charged into churches to break up the services; they dragged out the worshippers and rounded up more than 1,500 people in a rippling wave of arrests.52 Apollo assembled a group of about eighteen Red activists in his apartment to discuss their next steps. They formed themselves into a “Committee of Action,” declaring themselves ready for an insurrection, “to act as if we were to rise up tomorrow and to rise up when we can be certain of victory; to do much and to speak little.”53

A few nights later, Ewa and Apollo were up late, reading and writing in the quiet, and Konrad must have been sleeping. It was after midnight. There was a sharp rap at the door. Men in uniform marched into the flat. They accused Apollo of conspiracy, placed him under arrest, and marched back out with him in their custody. “Six minutes after the door-bell had rung he was gone from the house,” said Ewa. It felt “like an act of brigandage.”54

Apollo was arrested on four charges: forming a conspiratorial organization called “The Mierosławski’s Reds” with students from the Art School and Gymnasium; stirring up brawls at Café Wedel; publishing an inflammatory pamphlet called Nation, Beware! and agitating in Zhytomyr earlier in the year, where “he had organized … communal prayers for people who had been killed in Warsaw” and “his wife had been distributing black crape as a sign of mourning.” The charges displayed a curious blend of knowledge and ignorance on the part of the police. Apollo had been plotting with Red student activists, he had published anonymous nationalist pamphlets, and he had supported national mourning and prayers in Zhytomyr. But his group wasn’t called “The Mierosławski’s Reds,” he hadn’t been rabble-rousing in a café, he hadn’t written the pamphlet in question, and it’s not clear whether he had been the primary organizer of the Zhytomyr unrest. He denied guilt on all four counts.55

They carried him off to the Warsaw Citadel and locked him into Pavilion X, the notorious section for political prisoners. “Warsaw Citadel is the city’s ever-ready machine of destruction, and at the same time an immense dungeon where tzardom buries Polish patriotism,” Apollo later wrote. It “throttles one generation of Polish patriots after another.” Just spending time inside this cold, dank cage turned into a death sentence for many inmates who fell ill while awaiting a verdict. Periodically Apollo was yanked out of his cell for interrogation. Yet week after week, he stayed in jail with no indication of when his case might proceed. Detention ate into his body. His gums bled, his joints swelled and ached with rheumatism and scurvy. From his bunk he could hear the clanging of cell doors, the squeak and thud of iron bolts, the clatter of chains. He could hear feet trudging in as new political prisoners were rounded up, and eventually he could hear prisoners trudging out and into exile, to hard labor in the mines, to death at the gallows, to death by the firing squad—and, “the worst, because the most infamous of all,” to serve in the Russian army, in the enemy’s own uniform.56

Outside the Citadel, Ewa stayed with Konrad on Nowy Świat and tried to find out what was happening to her husband. The police returned to the apartment and searched it, seizing Apollo’s papers and the letters she had written to him from Zhytomyr. They brought Ewa in for questioning too and interrogated her about the content of her letters. It’s not my handwriting, she insisted. I never wrote those.57 Like Apollo, she remained “in complete ignorance of their [family’s] fate.”58

Ewa’s mother rushed up from Berdychiv to help. She may have looked after Konrad when Ewa went every day to the Citadel, joining a crowd of women massed at the gates, seeking word of their jailed relatives. Every day, they were refused. “Sometimes we stand there a whole day, in rain and cold, waiting for a short note, for some news, and sometimes we wait in vain. Once, to get warm and to pass the time, we counted ourselves: we were several score more than two hundred.” The crowd kept on growing as the arrests continued: priests, rabbis, pastors, “people of all estates, wealth, age and situation; among them several women,” all locked away behind the blank brick walls. Unable to see her husband, Ewa pumped the guards for updates about Apollo’s health. She delivered clean sheets and food for him, and after much lobbying, was allowed to give him “a prayer-book and Robertson’s text-book for learning English.” At ten-day intervals she was permitted to write Apollo a short note; if the censors approved it, he got to read it and write her a line back.

Christmas Eve 1861, two months after his arrest. Letters for Apollo had been piling up at home, gifts from friends and relatives, prayers and blessings. Ewa made her way through the city’s “sad, black and silent” streets for her daily visit to the fortress. She found the Citadel compound, as usual, crowded with prisoners’ relatives, patient, impatient. In the last month or so Ewa had finally been allowed to see Apollo a couple of times, in five-minute snatches through a tight wire mesh, with guards on both sides, guards in ordinary uniforms, guards in fancy uniforms, guards in no particular uniform, all of them shouting “not allowed” when anything of substance got said. Ewa and Apollo used their allotment laughing and joking, because “the sight of tears is not liked,” and besides, it was better to keep their spirits up.

Today would be different. As a holiday favor, families were to be granted the chance to meet briefly without a fence between them. Ewa peered around shawled shoulders and scarved heads to spot Apollo coming out. There—there, was that him? He looked so thin, his face blotchy, his beard like a clump of burs. Across the invisible line of freedom they clutched hands. They broke a sacramental wafer, blessed by a priest, and prayed.59

Konrad had just turned four. Much later, he would recall that “in the courtyard of this Citadel—characteristically for our nation—my childhood memories begin.”60

 IN  APRIL 1862, a military tribunal found Apollo Korzeniowski guilty of all charges. There was no trial. Investigators used Ewa’s letters from Zhytomyr, where she had warned Apollo of possible arrest, as proof “of his activities and of his alien way of thinking.”

Early one morning a couple of weeks later, a warder came into Apollo’s cell, escorting a Russian official.

“Please be so kind as to stand up and listen while I read out the sentence,” said the official, in Russian. He cleared his throat. “Your name, Sir?”

“Apollo Nałęcz Korzeniowski.”

“Even at the Citadel the government may be deceived,” the official continued, pompously explaining why he’d asked Apollo for his name. “Somebody else might have been substituted for you and although innocent, subjected to punishment. A just government does not wish it to happen.”

“The justice of government is known to all,” retorted Apollo, in Polish.

The official unfurled the verdict, many handwritten pages long. He began reading: “The authorities are well aware … the principal leader of the entire rebellious movement … although the commission of enquiry is not in possession of any evidence … bearing in mind the brazen answers … that he is a Pole, always has been and always will be striving for Poland’s happiness … ordered the deportation … under constant police surveillance in the place of his exile.”

“That’s all,” he said, stopping abruptly. There were several more pages of the verdict to go. “You have to sign the verdict to show that you’ve heard it.” Apollo protested that he hadn’t even heard the whole thing. But one line summed it up: “It has been ordered that Korzeniowski and his wife be sent to settle in the town of Perm under strict police supervision,” more than 1,500 miles to the northeast, at the gates of Siberia. The Russian word for his punishment (ссылка) meant exile—or as Apollo later described it in a memoir, “imprisonment in the wilderness, among wild animals and without means of defence.”61

Exile for the Korzeniowski family became in effect a life sentence of moving and sickness. Perm was a long way to travel, and spring, when roads thawed into sucking, rutted furrows of mud, the worst season for it. The family started east under an escort of Russian gendarmes.62 The guards “were immensely, despicably polite” as long as they remained in Congress Poland, but the moment they left Polish-majority lands, the gendarmes became just as “despicably impolite.”63 The first victim of the family’s sentence was Konrad. Just outside Moscow, he developed a dangerously high fever. A doctor at a coach stop treated him with leeches and advised the Korzeniowskis not to keep traveling “as … the child may die if we do so.” Yet “just then,” the soldiers “start[ed] harnessing the horses” to continue. Panic seized the parents. Apollo refused to budge. Make me, he dared the soldiers. “Save my child, please!” Ewa implored. Their “passive resistance” bought them “about a dozen hours” delay before a local official forced them on, with the chilling verdict that “children are born to die.”

The carriage pounded and swung eastward through the mud. Inside the dark cabin Ewa and Apollo prayed over their sick son until the fever broke. “God must have given me His blessing … for having kept the boy alive during that hard journey,” said Apollo.64 Then Ewa fell sick. She shivered inside the lurching coach on a makeshift bed. She was so weak when they got to Nizhny Novgorod that the guards had to carry her. Again the Korzeniowskis refused to continue; again the Russians refused to halt the journey. This time the local commanding officer—who turned out to be an acquaintance of one of Ewa’s brothers—intervened on their behalf and wired to Moscow for permission to let them rest for a few days. The return telegram delivered further, unexpected relief. It told them that, thanks to a friendly intervention by another acquaintance, their place of exile had been changed to a closer, milder town called Vologda, about three hundred miles northeast of Moscow.

“Vologda is a huge quagmire stretching over three versts, cut up with parallel and intersecting lines of wooden foot-bridges, all rotten and shaky under one’s feet,” wrote Apollo to some cousins in June 1862, shortly after they arrived. It was notoriously damp and unhealthy; Apollo joked that the river was named Scrofula, for the glandular disease that appeared to be endemic. The town reeked of “mud, birch-tar and whale-oil.” “A year here has two seasons: white winter and green winter,” he said. “Now is the beginning of the green winter: it has been raining continually for twenty-one days and it will do so till the end.” When white winter set in, with Arctic winds whipping down from the White Sea, they stuffed expensive firewood into the stoves in a losing war against creeping frost. They had for company about twenty other Polish exiles, to whom their “arrival was like a few drops of water fallen on quicklime.” The Korzeniowskis “founded a chapel” with these other Catholics, “the center of our lives. We pray a lot, earnestly and sincerely.”65

One of the Poles ran “a photographic atelier developing pictures of local scrofulas.”66 Here, around the time of his fifth birthday, Konrad sat for his portrait. His parents combed back his hair, buttoned him into a frogged jacket, and buckled a broad leather belt around his waist. He clambered onto the studio chair, tucked one leg under the other, opened a book on his lap, and looked up at the big black-curtained camera, solemn as a crow. On the back of the photo, a few weeks later, Konrad penned a dedication in large, quivering letters: “To my dear Granny who helped me send pastries to my poor Daddy in prison—grandson, Pole-Catholic and szlachcic, Konrad.”67

[image: Logo Missing]

Konrad Korzeniowski in Vologda, and an early piece of his writing.

Pole, Catholic, szlachcic. Those were three labels Apollo and Ewa never wanted their son to forget—especially this winter of 1863, when they told him what to write. They’d just received unbearable news from the Congress Kingdom. After the Korzeniowskis had left Warsaw, the Committee of Action that had met first in their apartment reorganized and grew. Under a new name and leadership, the committee plotted a major uprising for the spring of 1863. But maneuvers by the government (led by a conciliatory “White”) forced their hand, and the committee struck early. In January 1863, it declared itself a National Government for Poland and issued a manifesto proclaiming freedom for serfs and calling on the peoples of the historic commonwealth—Jews, Lithuanians, and Ruthenians, as well as Poles—to rise up against the Russians. Ewa’s young brother Stefan took charge of the committee in Warsaw and energetically rallied civilians to the cause. From the borders of Prussia to towns deep inside Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine, thousands of insurgents launched raids on Russian garrisons.

Again and again, Russian troops beat them back. Despite more than a thousand isolated clashes with Russians, the disorganized, poorly armed insurgents never gained ground. Though the National Government thrived underground—with a sophisticated network of couriers, aliases, and an uncrackable code based on Mickiewicz’s poem Pan Tadeusz—in the light of day, the uprising never got vital support from France, Britain, or Austria. In the midst of it the tsar also skillfully undercut the chances of peasant backing for the rebels by extending decrees of emancipation for serfs in the Polish provinces, releasing them from forced labor and rents.68

In Vologda, Apollo and Ewa opened every bulletin with trembling fingers: “Newspapers are like opium; we know they will kill us and yet we go on reading them.” Letters were worse. In the space of a single year Apollo’s family was effectively wiped out: his older brother was killed in the fighting; his sister and his younger brother were arrested and exiled; and his father, so often the first to fight, died amid the stress. The Bobrowskis also suffered. Ewa’s brother Kazimierz was jailed in Kiev, while Stefan—lovable Stefan, “indescribably” attractive, “full of eloquence and natural wit, of compelling and winsome good-heartedness”—the ringleader of the Warsaw underground, was shot dead in a duel with a political rival.69 Tadeusz alone, the pragmatist, remained free. It was left to him, like his father before him, to look after the children of friends and relatives involved in the uprising.70
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Artur Grottger, Mourning News (1863).

“All life within us has come to an end, we are stunned by despair,” said Apollo.71 The Korzeniowskis would have recognized themselves in a drawing by the Polish romantic artist Artur Grottger called Mourning News, part of a series illustrating the events of 1863.72 It shows a group of black-clad figures swooning around a table, on which a newspaper sits like a curse. Women muffle tears in handkerchiefs; a man clutches a letter despairingly over his face. Another man lurks in the corner, fist clenched, brow furrowed, jaw braced for revenge—but that fist dangles from a sling, and beneath his fierce brow, his eyes are shut in grief. Only one person in the frame sees what’s going on: a small boy standing amid the mourners with eyes wide open, unsettled, confused.

Apollo vented his fury at what had happened in a pamphlet-length diatribe entitled Poland and Muscovy. He juxtaposed his experience in jail against the long history of tsarist oppression. “We Poles have suffered slaughter, conflagration, robbery, rape, and torture in the hands of Muscovy,” he began. “We have perished by their sabres, bayonets and guns. We are familiar with their truncheons, knouts and nooses.” “The whole of Muscovy is a prison,” he continued, hurtling into metaphor. Soon he was spinning images so fast they dissolved into a furious red blur. Muscovy is “a pack of patient jackals.” It’s “countless swarms” of insects “corrupted and infested with vermin.” It’s a ravening beast that “chews living Poland as if she were dead.” Muscovy is a killing machine, with “cogs and wheels” grinding up Poland, “crushing, smashing, breaking, torturing and robbing.” Muscovy is “the most sordid and lethal plague,” it’s “seas of foul muck poured over the fruits of the earth,” it’s “barbarism, ignorance, renegation” that devours “civilization, light, faith in God and in the future of mankind.”73 The tunnel collapses. Everything goes black.

 NEITHER  APOLLO NOR  EWA had been well in Vologda, “an hour-glass where scrofula runs instead of sand.” After repeated petitions to transfer somewhere warmer, for the sake of their health, the authorities let them shift to Chernihiv, Ukraine, less than a hundred miles from Kiev and much closer to home. Ewa, the sicker of the two, also got leave to visit her brother Tadeusz on his estate for three months, bringing five-year-old Konrad with her.74 She kept insisting that her illness was only “nerves,” brought on by “the repeated blows that fall on the members of our joined families,” and soon would pass. It never did: she had advancing tuberculosis.

By the winter of 1865, three years into their exile, Ewa, “terribly—gravely ill,” had become a wraith. “Despair has been slowly eating like rust into [her] physical constitution,” said Apollo, and she “has barely the strength to look at me, to speak with a hollow voice.” Apollo “cringed, pleaded, begged” the authorities “to change our place of exile” so they might get better medical care. Their family doctor came all the way from Zhytomyr to treat her, but she was too weak to undergo the operation he recommended. Apollo turned full-time nurse, his own poor health notwithstanding, reading to her, praying with her, lifting her in and out of bed, and acting cheerful all the while so that Ewa could “believe that our parting is inconceivable—otherwise she might not have the strength to bear anything.” Yet in his mind he was already composing eulogies. “We have never been blinded by one another; we loved each other not because we were perfect in one another’s eyes, but in spite of our shortcomings and defects … I believe … that until this day we have lived in a superior glow of happiness.” This emotional drama had only two roles. “Konradek is of course neglected.”75

Ewa grew fainter and frailer, and one day in April 1865, she vanished. “Her death was the ultimate, mortal blow for Apollo,” said Apollo’s old friend Stefan Buszczyński. “There are only a few so well-matched marriages in this world. He adored her and in her eyes he was a man unmatched, an ideal.”76 Apollo buried himself alive in grief. “I spend the greatest part of my days by the grave,” he confessed, and nights in a sleepless vigil, questioning his faith, imagining her still by his side, ghostwriting his letters. Apollo assumed that his own death was nigh—and he’d have welcomed it, if it meant being reunited with her.

But there was that “tiny one” who still lived, seven-year-old Konrad. Ewa, his mother, was in her grave. And if—when—Apollo died too, Konrad would need somebody to look after him. “She used to pour out her heart and soul onto the child and now to leave him without any assurance or to dismiss him without any hope would seem to me to be disloyal to Her heart and soul.” Apollo pressed an old friend in Warsaw to act as Konrad’s guardian, and “arranged for Konradek to have a provision until the end of his schooling, small but sufficient for his upkeep and education … I have made all necessary sacrifices today to ensure his tomorrow.”77

In the months after Ewa’s death, Konrad appeared in Apollo’s letters as an interruption from the business of grieving. Apollo asked his Warsaw friend to send a syllabus and schoolbooks, and to sell his old desk to pay for it; “it used to be a favourite of hers, but she will never see me behind it.” He knew that he was no fit company for his son. “Poor child … he looks at the decrepitude of my sadness and who knows if that sight does not make his young heart wrinkled or his awakening soul grizzled.” “The little mite is growing up as though in a cloister; the grave of our Unforgettable is our memento mori.”78 He figured that the best thing he could do was to send Konrad away, honoring Ewa’s “hope of a sheltered future for her child.”79 “My Konrad will become humanized in human surroundings.”80

Apollo didn’t die, however much he may have wanted to. So he kept on writing. The book Ewa had sent him in jail, Robertson’s English lessons, had worked magnificently for Apollo, the onetime St. Petersburg University language student, and he now knew English well enough to translate it into Polish. He couldn’t have picked a more evocative title to start: Hard Times by Charles Dickens. And gradually, Konrad moved from a lurking worry in the shadows of his bereavement to a new locus of attention, his only reason to go on. “I begin once again to tackle my life, which is, at present, confined solely to Konradek.”81 The boy was growing up “to look very much like his mother.”82 “My dear little mite takes care of me,” Apollo remarked proudly. “His heart—he inherited … from his mother—but his head is not to be envied—it is mine.”83 Apollo adapted the trusty Robertson method to teaching his son French, “and can marvel now at its excellent results upon my boy.”84

In the spring of 1866 Apollo sent Konrad to stay with his grandmother and his uncle Tadeusz in the countryside. They could offer him so much more than Apollo: a French governess to teach him, who was “amazed by his knowledge of French after only one year of lessons”; a cousin his own age to play with; and themselves as substitute parents, adoring grandmother and “indulgent uncle who has transferred all his love for his sister on to her son.”85 But Konrad had already suffered from the hardships of exile, and had headaches, sometimes seizures, and a bout of German measles; his relatives took him to Zhytomyr, Kiev, and Odessa for treatment. “I am lonely,” Apollo admitted from Chernihiv, where he buried himself in translation work “to make my boy’s future more secure financially!”86 Yet “just imagine,” he mused, Konrad “misses me” too, even when “all he saw was my clouded face and where the only diversions of his nine-year-old life were arduous lessons.”87

Konrad had not seen his father in well over a year when the visitor turned up at Tadeusz Bobrowski’s estate, unkempt as a heap of brambles. Apollo had set aside his old jackets and cravats for a simple peasant smock. His once neatly twirled, waxed mustache and beard matted his face like reindeer moss.88 Deep inside, his lungs were collapsing into pits and pus. He’d been granted a passport to the hotter, healthier climate of Algiers or Madeira—released from exile just when he was too sick to survive long, and too poor to travel far.

Apollo used the visa to get himself and Konrad out of the Russian Empire at last. Together they traveled to Lviv, in Austrian Galicia, where “that wreck of a human being accompanied by the motherless boy” appeared to one of their neighbors “an image worthy of Grottger’s pencil.”89 They moved like a pair of one-legged men, each unable to balance on his own, but when they leaned together they stood. “The two homeless wanderers need one another,” said Apollo, “I as his miserable protector, he as the only strength that keeps me on this earth.” Father and son spent the summer of 1868 at a health resort in the mountains of the Sambir district, where Konrad was treated for “urinary sand … in his bladder causing constant cramps,” and Apollo dosed his tuberculosis by “drinking sheep whey … with such determination that when the … police enquired as to what I was doing in Galicia, I answered with a clear conscience, ‘I am drinking sheep whey.’”90

Surrounded again by the Polish language, culture, and faith, Apollo felt “roused from my long sleep.” Poetry surged within him for the first time in years. In an 1868 verse inspired by his beloved Victor Hugo, Apollo compared the Polish people to the sea. At times they may seem like an ocean at low ebb, flat and quiet—but wait and watch, he urged. The tide will turn, the people will rise again.91

Early in 1869, Apollo took a job in Kraków at a magazine called Kraj, edited by his old friend and fellow writer Stefan Buszczyński. Kraków was the perfect place, he felt, “to bring up Konradek not as a democrat, aristocrat, demagogue, republican, monarchist, or as a servant and flunkey of those parties—but only as a Pole.”92 Days broadened into spring. Apollo’s range of movement narrowed from the apartment, to the bedroom, to the bed. A neighbor’s housekeeper helped with the cooking and cleaning. Then came the nursing nuns in stiff white coifs, coasting like swans over the polished wooden floors. Buszczyński visited and found his friend feverishly looking “at his wedding ring and the portrait of his wife.” It was time to call for the priest. At the end of May 1869, “surrounded by his dear ones,” Apollo Korzeniowski’s tide drew out.93

His last wishes probably hadn’t changed since those hollow months after Ewa’s death: “I would not wish for more than to help Konrad stand on firm ground among decent people; to weld his body and awakening soul to the body of our society,” he had said, and “to take Her ashes from that alien cemetery to the family grave.” For himself, he hoped only “to put my foot on native soil, to breathe its air, to look into the eyes of those I love and to call out: now, please God, receive your servant, for he is very, very weary.”94

The evening after his death, reported Kraj, “huge crowds” gathered on the cobblestones outside the Korzeniowskis’ flat “to pay a last tribute to Poland’s great son.” There were “clergymen, city guildsmen with banners, university professors and school-teachers, students and schoolchildren”—everyone but “what is called high society.” In “deep sorrow and reverence,” they escorted the hearse across the market square, past the spires of St. Mary’s, out the St. Florian Gate and to the Rakowicki Cemetery, where Apollo Korzeniowski was laid to rest as “a victim of Muscovite martyrdom.” At the graveside a choir sang Salve Regina and the mourners wept and wept.95

“At the head of the enormous procession” walked the eleven-year-old orphan Konrad. Afterward, Stefan Buszczyński took Konrad to his house on Floriańska Street and looked after him until his grandmother Teofila Bobrowska arrived from Ukraine. Buszczyński told her how her “beloved orphan” had “surrounded his poor father with the most tender attention and prayed for his soul, in a flood of tears, kneeling between the priest and nuns” at the bedside. Everyone was so overcome by his emotion that it took some time “before they came to their senses and called for Mr. Buszczyński, who took the boy and strained him to his heart.”96

It was the only contemporary glimpse into Konrad’s feelings that anyone provided. It would be more than forty years before he recorded anything about his childhood himself.


TWO
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THE POINT OF DEPARTURE

“IN ACCORDANCE WITH HIS FATHER’S WISHES” Teofila Bobrowska placed her grandson Konrad in a small school down Floriańska Street from the Buszczyńskis’ house, run by a veteran of the 1863 insurrection. Before Apollo died, he had worried that Konrad “has as yet no taste for learning and lacks stability,” though “admittedly he is only eleven. He likes to criticize everything from a sympathetic standpoint. He is also tender and good beyond words.”1 Konrad’s unsystematic home-schooling and his “ignorance of the German and Latin languages” meant that he had to stay behind his age-mates, but “the teachers praise his industry, comprehension, and application.”2

Teofila lived with Konrad in Kraków for most of the next four years. She knew that “for the orphan of a homeless exile there can never be too much human affection,” and kept him “close to her heart.” Tadeusz Bobrowski (who had no sons of his own) stepped into the role of father and financier.3 He addressed the first in what became a lifetime of letters to “little Konrad” in September 1869.

“It has pleased God to strike you with the greatest misfortune that can assail a child—the loss of its Parents,” he began solemnly. “But in His goodness God has so graciously allowed your very good Grandmother and myself to look after you, your health, your studies and your future destiny.” Tadeusz laid down a list of priorities. “Without a thorough education you will be worth nothing in this world,” so “maste[r] the beginnings of every subject” with “work and determination.” Study “not that which is easy and attractive … but that which is useful,” however difficult, “for a man … who does not know how to work on his own and guide himself, ceases to be a man and becomes a useless puppet.” The family would take care of all of Konrad’s arrangements and expenses, Tadeusz assured him. “It remains for you to learn and to be healthy and even in that matter … if you take heed of the advice of your elders you may become completely well—not giving way to feelings and thoughts which are not really proper to your age.”4

There was a subtext to these stentorian instructions. Tadeusz wanted to fashion Konrad into a pragmatic Bobrowski, not a dreamy Korzeniowski like his father. To friends, Apollo had been the ideal type of the noble, romantic patriot, who had raised his son first and foremost to “be a Pole!”5 Konrad may not have learned German and Latin, but he could recite reams of Mickiewicz, and no boy (swore Stefan Buszczyński) had “a heart as noble as his.” To Tadeusz, Apollo had been feckless, quixotic, and fatally incapable of supporting his family. When Tadeusz had seen Konrad over the years, he’d observed a boy too often sick and distracted by moody reveries. Be a Pole? Be practical first.
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Tadeusz Bobrowski, Conrad’s uncle and guardian.

A man of letters, Apollo had commemorated his son’s birth by writing a patriotic poem. A man of numbers, Tadeusz marked his assumption of Konrad’s guardianship by opening a ledger. He planned to present it to Konrad “on your reaching maturity.” “I want you to know all about the relations of your Parents with the other members of your Family—I want you to know how the small fund was established which is designed to serve you in your future work and independence,” and to “know that we all loved your Mother and through her both you and your Father.”6 For the next twenty years, Tadeusz entered every credit and debit on Konrad’s account into his “Document,” annotated with sardonic assessments of his nephew’s behavior.

Tadeusz’s “Document” provides the only contemporary record of how and where Konrad spent the next five years of his life. For one year, Konrad remained with the schoolmaster on Floriańska Street, then studied for three years with a private tutor, Adam Pulman, a medical student at Kraków’s Jagiellonian University.7 The fall before Konrad turned sixteen, “because of the cholera which was then prevailing in Cracow,” Tadeusz sent Konrad to a cousin’s pension in Lviv to “help to harden you, which is something that every man needs in this life.” The account book also registered annual trips for the sake of Konrad’s health: a visit to “the waters at Wartemberg” with his grandmother in 1869, three summertime stays at the Polish spa Krynica, and a six-week walking trip with Pulman
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‘Enlightening, compassionate, superb’
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