







Praise for Joseph Conrad

“Meyers provides a lively, readable account of Conrad’s bleak childhood, his hard life at sea, his marriage to a stolid Englishwoman, and his slow but steady progress as a writer. . . . The author shows good judgement in pacing the story, allowing us to follow the main events without getting bogged down in details.”—Christian Science Monitor

“In Jeffery Meyers’ arresting and highly readable biography, he sharply deromanticizes Conrad.”—John Keegan, Sunday Telegraph

“Meyers makes his biographies not only readable but memorable, for their subjects always appear in a satisfyingly crude state, touchy and vulnerable, enmeshed in contingency. This, in some ways preferable to elegant analyses or magisterial summings-up, is effective for Conrad.”—John Bayley, London Review of Books

“Meyers excels with Conrad’s later years. Extensive research, both anecdotal and archival, has resulted in a wealth of new information on Conrad’s seafaring career, his marriage, his friendship with Ford Maddox Ford—even on the real-life model for Kurtz. Meyers always has an eye to how life experience colors the fiction. This is highly recommended.”—Library Journal

“[In this] robust and reasonable account, Conrad emerges as a fine if intermittent liar. . . . As Meyers aptly points out, he may have had Shakespeare and Byron to thank for his literary English, but he owed his demotic to ‘the sailors and fishermen of Lowestoft’ and other ports. . . . As Meyers explains, it was ‘Conrad’s deep-rooted personal and historical pessimism’ which was ‘his most important contribution to English literature and to English thought.’”—Peter Ackroyd, London Times

“Meyers has looked hard at the raw materials of Conrad’s life and has made the right connections. The resulting portrait is stunning and compelling.”—Jay Parini, poet and novelist, Los Angeles Times


Books by Jeffrey Meyers

BIOGRAPHY

A Fever at the Core: The Idealist in Politics

Married to Genius

Katherine Mansfield

The Enemy: A Biography of Wyndham Lewis

Hemingway

Manic Power: Robert Lowell and His Circle

D. H. Lawrence

Joseph Conrad

Edgar Allan Poe: His Life and Legacy

Scott Fitzgerald

Edmund Wilson

Robert Frost

Bogart: A Life in Hollywood

Gary Cooper: American Hero

Privileged Moments: Encounters with Writers

Orwell: Wintry Conscience of a Generation

CRITICISM

Fiction and the Colonial Experience

The Wounded Spirit: T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom

A Reader’s Guide to George Orwell

Painting and the Novel

Homosexuality and Literature

D. H. Lawrence and the Experience of Italy

Disease and the Novel

The Spirit of Biography

BIBLIOGRAPHY

T. E. Lawrence: A Bibiliography

Catalogue of the Library of the Late Siegfried Sassoon

George Orwell: An Annotated Bibliography of Criticism

EDITED COLLECTIONS

George Orwell: The Critical Heritage

Robert Lowell: Interviews and Memoirs

EDITED ORIGINAL ESSAYS

Hemingway: Life into Art

Wyndham Lewis by Roy Campbell

Wyndham Lewis: A Revaluation

D. H. Lawrence and Tradition

The Legacy of D. H. Lawrence

The Craft of Literary Biography

The Biographer’s Art

T. E. Lawrence: Soldier, Writer, Legend

Graham Greene: A Revaluation


Joseph Conrad

A Biography

Jeffrey Meyers

[image: image]


Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following for permission to reprint previously published material: Doubleday: Excerpts from G. Jean-Aubrey, Joseph Conrad: Life and Letters. Copyright ©1927 by Doubleday. Cambridge University Press: Excerpts from The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, volumes 1–3. Copyright © 1983–1988 by Cambridge University Press.

First Cooper Square Press edition 2001

This Cooper Square Press paperback edition of Joseph Conrad is an unabridged republication of the edition first published in New York in 1991. It is reprinted by arrangement with the author.

Copyright © 1991 by Jeffrey Meyers

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

Published by Cooper Square Press

An Imprint of the Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group

150 Fifth Avenue, Suite 911

New York, New York 10011

Distributed by National Book Network

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Meyers, Jeffrey.

Joseph Conrad : a biography / Jeffrey Meyers.

p. cm.

Originally published: New York : Charles Scribner’s Sons, c1991

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN: 978-0-8154-1112-3

1. Conrad, Joseph, 1857–1924. 2. Novelists, English—20th century—Biography. I. Title.

PR6005.O4 Z778 2001

823'.912—dc21





	[B]

	00-052314





[image: image]The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48–1992.

Manufactured in the United States of America.


For J. F. Powers


Contents

Illustrations

Maps

Preface

Acknowledgments

1.  The Polish Heritage

2.  A Polish Childhood, 1857–1874

3.  Marseilles and the Carlists, 1874–1878

4.  English Sailor, 1878–1886

5.  From Second Mate to Master, 1880–1886

6.  Eastern Voyages, 1886–1889

7.  Into the Congo, 1890

8.  Sailor to Writer, 1891–1894

9.  Courtship and Marriage, 1894–1896

10.  Literary Friendships and Artistic Breakthrough, 1897–1898

11.  Ford and Pent Farm, 1898–1902

12.  J. B. Pinker and Nostromo, 1901–1904

13.  Capri, Montpellier and The Secret Agent, 1905–1909

14.  Breakdown and Success, 1910–1913

15.  Return to Poland and Victory, 1914–1915

16.  Jane Anderson, 1916–1917

17.  The War Years, 1916–1918

18.  Fame and America, 1919–1924

Appendix I: The Later Life of Jane Anderson, 1918–1947

Appendix II: The Quest for Jane Anderson

Notes

Bibliography of Conrad

Bibliography of Jane Anderson

Index


Illustrations

(following page 236)

1.  Apollo Korzeniowski (Jagiellonian Library, Cracow)

2.  Eva Korzeniowska (Jagiellonian Library, Cracow)

3.  Tadeusz Bobrowski (Jagiellonian Library, Cracow)

4.  Konrad Korzeniowski, Cracow, 1874 (Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University)

5.  G. F. W. Hope (from Borys Conrad, My Father: Joseph Conrad. London: Calder & Boyers, 1970. Philip Conrad)

6.  Adolf Krieger (from Norman Sherry, Conrad and His World. London: Thames & Hudson, 1972)

7.  Konrad Korzeniowski, Marienbad, 1883 (National Library, Warsaw)

8.  Marguerite Poradowska (Duke University)

9.  Sir Roger Casement, 1915 (Mansell Collection)

10.  Jessie George, 1896 (Philip Conrad)

11.  Edward Sanderson, c. 1896 (Mrs. C. E. Taylor)

12.  John Galsworthy, 1906 (University of Birmingham)

13.  Edward Garnett, c. 1908 (Richard Garnett)

14.  Robert Bontine Cunninghame Graham, c. 1905 (Photograph by T. R. Annan, from Cedric Watts and Laurence Davies, Cunninghame Graham: A Critical Biography. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979. Laurence Davies)

15.  Henry James, 1913, by John Singer Sargent (National Portrait Gallery, London)

16.  Stephen Crane, 1899 (from H. G. Wells, Experiment in Autobiography. New York: Macmillan, 1934)

17.  Ford Madox Ford, c. 1909 (his grandson, John Lamb)

18.  Hugh Clifford, 1895 (from Harry Gailey, Clifford: Imperial Proconsul. London: Rex Collings, 1982. Harry Gailey)

19.  James Brand Pinker and Joseph Conrad, Oswalds, 1921 (from Norman Sherry, Conrad and His World. Philip Conrad)

20.  Joseph Conrad, 1904 (from Ian Watt, Conrad in the Nineteenth Century. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1979. Ian Watt)

21.  Norman Douglas, Capri, 1912 (from Mark Holloway, Norman Douglas: A Biography. London: Secker & Warburg, 1976. Mark Holloway)

22.  Perceval Gibbon, 1909 (from Borys Conrad, My Father: Joseph Conrad. Philip Conrad)

23.  Jessie Conrad, with Conrad and John, 1912 (from John Conrad, Joseph Conrad: Times Remembered. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981. Philip Conrad)

24.  John Quinn, 1921 (from B. L. Reid, The Man from New York. New York: Oxford University Press, 1968. B. L. Reid)

25.  Richard Curle, 1923 (from John Conrad, Joseph Conrad. Adam Curle)

26.  Joseph Retinger, 1912 (from Zdzislaw Najder, Joseph Conrad: A Chronicle. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983)

27.  Jane Anderson, 1910 (from Joan Givner, Katherine Anne Porter: A Life. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1982. Janet Copeland)

28.  Conrad, Jessie and Borys, Oswalds, 1921 (Photography Collection, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas)

29.  Gérard Jean-Aubry, 1911 (from Jessie Conrad, Joseph Conrad and His Circle. New York: Dutton, 1935. Philip Conrad)

30.  Sir Robert Jones (from Frederick Watson, The Life of Sir Robert Jones. Baltimore: William Wood, 1934)

31.  Joseph Conrad, 1923 (Photograph by T. R. Annan. Philip Conrad)

32.  Jessie Conrad, 1926 (from Jessie Conrad, Joseph Conrad and His Circle. Philip Conrad)


Maps

Poland at the Time of Conrad’s Birth

Conrad’s Eastern World

The Congo in 1890


Preface

Conrad once observed: “I am not a personage for an orderly biography, either auto or otherwise,” for he was shrewdly deceptive and often deliberately misleading about his own life. But he also had an apprehensive admiration for literary detection and told an acquaintance: “You are a terror for tracking people out!” Though Conrad’s life and works have been intensively examined, my own research and the use of unpublished material has revealed new information about his Polish background, the Carlist war in Spain and Dutch colonial rule in the Malay Archipelago; Conrad’s positive attitude toward the Jews and toward America; his suicide attempt; the questions asked on his three merchant marine examinations; his marriage; his gout; his close friendships with Perceval Gibbon and Sir Robert Jones; his little-known meeting with T. E. Lawrence; and, most importantly, his love affair in 1916 with the wild and beautiful American journalist Jane Anderson, who became a traitor in World War Two. I have found in Emin Pasha a new source for Kurtz in Heart of Darkness, in Sergei Nechaev for Razumov in Under Western Eyes, in Ford’s wife and his friend Arthur Marwood for Flora de Barral and Captain Anthony in Chance. I reveal the pervasive influence of Jane Anderson on The Arrow of Gold; show the significance of music in Conrad’s life and of opera in The Rescue; and discuss for the first time his unpublished film scenario, “The Strong Man.”
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CHAPTER ONE

The Polish Heritage

I

Conrad’s life and character were shaped by the troubled history of Poland and by the thwarted political idealism of his father. His patriotic and personal legacy was an anguished mixture of idealism, self-sacrifice, defeat, arrest, exile, bitterness and despair—leading to emigration, loneliness and guilt. Conrad’s birthplace lacked natural frontiers and was surrounded by powerful neighbors. It had been a Roman Catholic kingdom since 1024, and had frequently been attacked and invaded by Swedes, Tartars, Hungarians, Turks and Russians. In 1772—when Poland was weakened and made powerless by internal dissension—Frederick the Great of Prussia and Maria Theresa of Austria, anxious to prevent Russia from controlling all of Poland, signed a treaty with Catherine the Great in St. Petersburg that divided 80,000 square miles (about thirty percent of the nation) among themselves. Austria obtained Galicia, a large section of southwest Poland; Prussia took Pomerania, in northwest Poland; and Russia got a strip of territory in eastern Poland.

Twenty years later, when the remnant of Poland adopted a new constitution and showed signs of national regeneration, it was invaded from the east and west by Russia and Prussia. In the second partition in 1793, Catherine took an enormous section of eastern Poland, including almost all of Lithuania, and Prussia seized most of Poland west of Warsaw as well as the Baltic port of Danzig. Poland became a landlocked nation, less than one-third the size it had been before the invasion, and its remaining central section came under Russian control. After the national uprising led by Tadeusz Kosciuszko (who had fought in the American Revolution) was defeated in 1795, the remainder of Poland was divided among the Great Powers. Catherine, who formally annexed the Baltic Duchy of Courland, took sixty-two percent of the territory, Prussia took the Warsaw region and Austria got the last eighteen percent of the land.

Norman Davies attributes the partitions not to deliberate policy, but to the Russians’ brutal and blundering efforts to suppress political progress:

By obstructing even moderate reform, they repeatedly drove the reformers into rebellion; whilst, by sending their armies into Poland to crush the rebellions, they threatened to upset the whole balance of power in eastern Europe. Hence, to have a free hand in Poland, they were obliged to calm the fears of the Prussians and Austrians by agreeing to territorial compensations. Essentially, the three Partitions of Poland in 1772, 1793, and 1795 were not planned in advance. They were made necessary by the Russians’ compulsive desire to crush Reform at all costs, and they were sops to obtain the acquiescence of Berlin and Vienna.

After the third partition, Poland—transformed into the backward frontier regions of three dominant states and treated as a troublesome minority—disappeared from the map of Europe for 123 years. In 1897 the French playwright Alfred Jarry, creating an absurd scenario for an imaginary country, wrote the notorious stage direction: “En Pologne, c’est-à-dire nulle part.”1

The history of Poland in the nineteenth century was a series of disastrous attempts to regain national independence. Conrad’s family played a significant role in this history, sacrificing their fortune, liberty and life for an idealistic cause while maintaining no illusions about the possibility of success. Napoleon’s victories in Europe and the establishment in 1806 of the Duchy of Warsaw, which had its own army, seemed to foreshadow the resurrection of the old Polish state in the new liberal order of Europe. Polish divisions fought alongside Napoleon in the Moscow campaign of 1812 and remained loyal to him until the very end. Conrad’s paternal grandfather, Teodor Korzeniowski, was a cavalry lieutenant in Napoleon’s armies in 1807 and 1809, and took part in the Russian campaign under Prince Jozef Poniatowski. After Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo in 1815, the Treaty of Vienna replaced the Duchy of Warsaw with the nominally independent Congress Kingdom of Poland, which had more extensive territory, but was unified with Russia and ruled by the Czar. The rest of Poland once again came under the complete—and apparently more final—control of the three reinstated partition powers.

Conrad owned more books on Napoleonic history, memoirs and campaigns than on any other subject. He remained a lifelong student of that era, and portrayed it in three stories and in his last two novels. The Rover (1923) takes place during Nelson’s battles with Napoleon and the unfinished Suspense (1925) concerns Napoleon’s escape from Elba. Though the Napoleonic legend lived on as part of the myth of Polish nationalism, Conrad, in his major political essay, “Autocracy and War” (1905), and in his autobiographical A Personal Record (1912), denied and dissociated himself from this myth. He condemned “the subtle and manifold influence for evil of the Napoleonic episode as a school of violence, as a sower of national hatreds, as the direct provocator of obscurantism and reaction, of political tyranny and injustice,” which were restored throughout Europe after his defeat. Conrad was horrified by the immorality of the conqueror’s ambition, expressed distaste for the character of Napoleon and blamed him for having raised in Poles “a false hope of national independence.”2

Polish Romantic literature, especially Adam Mickiewicz’s Konrad Wallenrod (1828), an exemplary tale of patriotic revenge and struggle for liberation, helped inspire the nationalist revival in 1830. His Pan Tadeusz (1834), the Polish national epic, nostalgically celebrated the glories of Polish country life and the hope of liberating the nation from the Russians with the help of Napoleon’s army. The Romantic literary tradition, in which Conrad’s father wrote, “elevated sacrifice and sorrow to sublime heights. Poland was compared to the Christ among nations, redeeming through suffering not only the Polish nation but mankind. Poland had a sacred mission to fulfill: to break the chains of absolutism and bring about universal freedom.”

Inspired in part by nationalist poetry, the Poles rose up in November 1830, established a substantial army and had some initial success. But they were inevitably crushed the following year, when the Russians re-entered Warsaw. In reprisal, the enemy eliminated the separate Polish army, closed the universities, suspended the constitution, abolished the parliament and made the Congress Kingdom an integral part of Russia.

Conrad’s paternal grandfather, a captain in the Polish army, took part in the insurrection of 1830. He formed his own cavalry squadron, was wounded twice and was decorated with a medal for valor. Prince Roman Sanguszko, a greatly esteemed friend of the family whom the young Conrad met in 1867 and later made the hero of his only Polish story, also took part in this rising. After the death of his young wife, Roman, an officer in the Russian guards, resigned his commission, enlisted as a private soldier and joined the Polish revolt. When captured and questioned by a sympathetic judge, who suggested that he was grief-stricken by his wife’s death and had joined the rebels on a reckless impulse, Roman nobly stated that he had enlisted from conviction. He was condemned for life to the Siberian mines—a sentence of deferred death. In Conrad’s story of sacrificial patriotism, Roman’s “religion of undying hope resembles the mad cult of despair, of death, of annihilation.” Conrad pessimistically suggests that Poland, “which persists in thinking, breathing, speaking, hoping, and suffering in its grave, railed in by a million of bayonets and triple-sealed with the seals of three great empires,” constantly demands such exemplary, if hopeless, martyrdom in order to keep alive the patriotic flame.

After the failure of the rising, 10,000 leaders and soldiers, the majority of the political and intellectual elite of the nation, left the country and settled mainly in Paris, which became the center of Polish revolutionary activities. Yet emigration was condemned even by those who had joined the exodus: “The images of duty abandoned, of betrayal, and above all—of desertion, had been common in Polish literature since the early nineteenth century, since the loss of Polish national independence. Adam Mickiewicz in his Pan Tadeusz wrote ‘Woe to us, who fled at the time of a plague, carrying our timorous heads abroad.’ And the other national poet-prophet, Juliusz Slowacki, was even more outspoken: ‘I have no dignity—I have fled from martyrdom.’ And they both meant voluntary exile.”3

II

Conrad’s homeland, the Polish Ukraine, that large fertile plain on the borders of Poland and Russia, had four languages and four religions. The governing class spoke Russian and belonged to the Orthodox Church; the intellectuals, landowners and estate managers spoke Polish and were Roman Catholics; the peasants and servants spoke Ukrainian and were members of the Eastern Uniat Church; and the merchants were mainly Yiddish-speaking Jews. This ethnically heterogeneous society gave Conrad a multi-lingual capacity and a cosmopolitan outlook that enabled him to adapt to several different countries and cultures.

About ten percent of all Polish-speaking inhabitants of the Ukraine, including Conrad’s family, belonged to the szlachta, a hereditary class, below the aristocracy, which combined the qualities of the gentry and the nobility. After Conrad had left Poland, he idealized his country and his class, praising its independence, morality and freedom, and stressing its historical connection to the philosophy and religion of the West. In a letter of May 1917 to the novelist Hugh Walpole, he glorified the Polish gentry and “those houses where, under a soul-crushing oppression, so much noble idealism, chivalrous traditions, the sanity and amenities of Western civilization were so valiantly preserved.” And after Poland had finally regained independence in 1919, he apotheosized “the Polish temperament with its tradition of self-government, its chivalrous view of moral restraints and an exaggerated respect for individual rights: not to mention the important fact that the whole Polish mentality, Western in complexion, had received its training from Italy and France and, historically, had always remained, even in religious matters, in sympathy with the most liberal currents of European thought.”

The reality, in fact, was quite different. In Poland, only the szlachta had political power and this proud but backward class was primarily responsible for the anarchy, weakness and degeneration of the country that had led to the partitions of the late eighteenth century. Though their ideals had been discredited, the noble ethos survived to inspire the hopeless rebellions of the nineteenth century. Davies observes:

Of all the products of Polish life before the Partitions, the Polish nobility—the szlachta and all their works—might seem to have been the most discredited. The szlachta’s knightly code had not helped them to fight and repel the Republic’s enemies. Their peacock pride in a supposedly exclusive ancestry was grotesquely unsuited to their miserable decline. Their social ideals of brotherly love and equality ill fitted their continuing support for serfdom. The political philosophy of their “Golden Freedom” resulted in common anarchy. . . . The szlachta were the laughing-stock of Europe, the butt which every radical wit from Defoe to Cobden could mock. If, in Carlyle’s cruel words, their noble Republic was “a beautifully phosphorescent rot-heap,” then they were the parasites who swarmed upon it. One might have supposed that the ideals of the szlachta were supremely redundant, and would have been quietly forgotten at the first opportunity. In fact, though the legal status of the szlachta was annulled in 1795 by the partitioning powers, its ideals lived on. The kultura szlachecka (the noble ethos) has become one of the central features of the modern Polish outlook.4

Conrad’s father, Apollo Korzeniowski (the name derives from the word korzen, or root), belonged to this impoverished landed gentry in the gubernia of Kiev, in the southeastern frontier of the Polish Ukraine. He was born into a family of Polish patriots in 1820 and educated at the local gymnasium at Zhitomir. At the age of twenty he entered St. Petersburg University, where he studied Oriental languages, literature and law. After six years, he seems to have learned very little Arabic and left without taking a degree. Physically unattractive, Apollo had an oversized head and a shrunken body, blunt features and thick hair, combed straight back from a wide Slavic forehead.

His brother-in-law Tadeusz Bobrowski, who had known Apollo since their schooldays, described his appearance and personality as well as the extremes of bitterness and kindness in his character:

In our part of the country he had the reputation of being very ugly and sarcastic. In fact he was not beautiful, nor even handsome, but his eyes had a very kind expression and his sarcasm was only verbal, of the drawing-room type; for I have never detected any in his feeling or in his actions. Open-hearted and passionate, he had a sincere love of people. In his deeds he was impractical, often even helpless. Uncompromising in speech and writing, he was frequently over-tolerant in everyday life. . . . He also had two sets of measures: one for the weak and ignorant, the other for the mighty of this world.

Apollo’s lack of social and political conformity, and his innate violence, were expressed in his writings as well as in his life. He had a fiery temperament and a powerful undercurrent of pessimism, tempered by “a special regard for the rights of the underprivileged of this earth.”5

Conrad’s mother, Eva Bobrowska, was, like Apollo, born on a country estate about 125 miles southwest of Kiev. Thirteen years younger than Apollo, she was the only surviving and much adored daughter in a family of six sons. Though Najder writes that she was “known for her beauty,”6 contemporary photographs reveal that she was actually quite homely, with a low forehead, long nose, widely spaced eyes and mousy expression. In 1847, through his friend Tadeusz, Apollo met the adolescent Eva, who was immediately attracted to his poetic temperament, his passionate patriotism and his sympathy for the underdog. He, in turn, was drawn to her lively imagination and her warm heart.

Unlike the Korzeniowskis, the Bobrowskis had increased their wealth by remaining aloof from political rebellions. For both personal and political reasons, Eva’s parents strongly disapproved of the courtship. Apollo had no occupation, owned nothing, seemed irresponsible and lazy. He was supported by his father, whose estate had been confiscated by the Russian authorities after the rising of 1830. Eva’s father even tried to marry Apollo to someone else, but he resisted the rich young ladies and remained faithful to Eva, who also discouraged all other suitors. After her father’s death, Eva, in poor health, was torn between his wishes and her love for Apollo. Finally, realizing that the strong-willed woman would never marry if she could not have the man she loved, the family acceded to her wishes, and they were married on May 4, 1856. Apollo spent the first years of his marriage administering country estates. By 1860 he had lost all of his own money and some of his wife’s dowry of nine thousand silver rubles.

Apollo’s soldier-father had written and privately printed a five-act tragedy in verse, so extremely boring that no one had ever been able to read it to the end. And Apollo—poet, dramatist, translator and revolutionary—also devoted himself to literary and political activities (which brought in very little money) rather than to his ostensible occupation: the management of agricultural estates. He published political, social and literary articles; two volumes of poetry, including the patriotic-religious Purgatorial Songs; and two plays, A Comedy (1854) and For the Love of Money (1859), and wrote four other plays, including No Hope (1866), whose title expressed his pessimistic philosophy.

A gifted linguist, Apollo had studied Russian, and translated German, French and English works into Polish: Heine’s poetry; Alfred de Vigny’s Chatterton (1857); Victor Hugo’s Toilers of the Sea, La Légende des siècles (1860), Hernani (1862) and Marion Delorme (1863); Shakespeare’s early comedies, Much Ado About Nothing, The Two Gentlemen of Verona and The Comedy of Errors (of which only the latter was published, in 1866); and Dickens’ novel of social oppression in the coal mines, Hard Times (1866). He also planned, but never wrote, “a great Polish novel” about Muscovy’s corrupting and cynical influence on every aspect of Polish life.

Apollo’s sharp social satire, A Comedy, shows the conflict between an old and dishonest landowner and a poor but sympathetic proletarian, who asks for the hand of his ward in marriage. For the Love of Money attacks the nouveau riche and portrays a revolutionary idealist who has turned into a cynic. Vigny’s Chatterton dramatizes society’s indifference, even hostility, to poets; and Apollo’s preface condemns the “time when spiritual values are sacrificed to ‘the circus of material interests.’ ” Apollo had a caustic sense of humor and launched hysterical attacks on the complacent, self-serving rich. A contemporary critic compared him to a rabid animal: “His wit bites to the bone, his irony kills. His laughter is a kind of snarl, followed by a deep bite.” Modern Polish critics feel “his verses often appear too exalted, too pathetic. There is a discrepancy between the fairly simple ideas and the inflated form.”7 He was sceptical about human nature and “obsessed by a somber vision of threatening [Russian] forces which he saw rising up from a state of primeval chaos to overshadow and overthrow civilized man.” His poem “Before the Thunderstorm,” written after the failure of the Polish revolution of 1846 and the European revolutions of 1848, expresses his characteristic despair and patriotic grief:

So many days and so many years
have we groaned with the voice of orphans
on this our mother’s grave,
accompanied by the music of thunder;
on our own soil—yet dispossessed,
in our own homes—yet homeless!
This once proud domain of our fathers
is now but a cemetery and a ruin.
Our fame and greatness have melted away
in a stream of blood and tears;
and our sole patrimony
is the dust and bones of our ancestors.8

Conrad was significantly influenced by his father’s works. His translations first aroused Conrad’s interest in French and English culture: in Hugo’s Toilers of the Sea (written in political exile), which helped inspire Conrad’s maritime career; in Shakespeare’s plays, which he carried with him aboard ships and alluded to dozens of times in his fiction; and in Dickens’ Bleak House, which affected his grim portrayal of London in The Secret Agent. Conrad’s story “Because of the Dollars” (1914) echoed the title of Apollo’s play. A proverbial phrase from Apollo’s essay on Shakespeare: “Man fires, but God carries the bullet” is repeated in “Gaspar Ruiz”: “Man discharges the piece, but God carries the bullet.” The sacrifice of moral values to material interests, discussed in the Preface to Chatterton, is a dominant theme in Nostromo; the condemnation of the corrupting and cynical influence of Russia, in the unwritten novel, recurs powerfully in Under Western Eyes. Conrad certainly adopted his father’s scepticism and pessimism, and he repeated the arguments of Apollo’s polemic “Poland and Muscovy” in his own essay “Autocracy and War.” Though Apollo died when Conrad was only eleven years old, they established an intense, even harrowing relationship, and the father had the profoundest impact on the son.


CHAPTER TWO

A Polish Childhood

1857–1874

I

In 1857, a year after her marriage, Eva became pregnant and the couple moved from a country estate to Berdichev, one hundred miles southwest of Kiev, to be near her mother. Seven years earlier, in March 1850, Honoré de Balzac had traveled through the countryside, “sandy tracts studded with clumps of pines,” and had married Evelina Hanska in the Polish Roman Catholic church of Santa Barbara in Berdichev. In Conrad’s fictional fragment, “The Sisters,” the Ukrainian hero remembers scattered white huts with high thatched roofs and uneven windows, and the green cupola of a village church, topped by a gleaming cross. In “Prince Roman” Conrad also recalls his native landscape and portrays the great hedged fields, the dammed streams that made a chain of lakes set in the green meadows, the cold brilliant sun “above an undulating horizon of great folds of snow,” the hidden villages of peasants and the region where wolves were to be found.

Berdichev, like nearby Zhitomir, where Conrad also lived as a young child, was typical of many towns in the Polish Ukraine. It had been fortified against invasions in the sixteenth century, but was later destroyed by Tartars and Cossacks. In 1630 a Polish Carmelite monastery was built and in 1739 a Roman Catholic church. The town prospered by supplying flour to Napoleon’s troops during the invasion of 1812, became a major grain and cattle market, and began to manufacture shoes and clothing. Berdichev also became a place of pilgrimage and a center for publishing, though these were suppressed by the Russian government in 1866.

When Apollo and Eva married, Berdichev, the fourth-largest city in the Ukraine, was the second-largest Jewish community in Russia. Ever since 1790, when Jews had been allowed to open shops, the Jews represented eighty to ninety percent of the total population. It had a Jewish hospital and three Jewish schools, and was a major Hasidic center, founded by the charismatic eighteenth-century leader, Rabbi Isaac ben Levi.1 Sholom Aleichem portrayed the town in Gants Berdichev (1908). Conrad, who grew up among persecuted and patriotic Jews, was, for his time and place, astonishingly free of anti-Semitic prejudice. For historical, familial and personal reasons, he was essentially sympathetic to the Jews, and portrayed Hirsch in Nostromo and Yankel in “Prince Roman” quite favorably.

Jozef Teodor Konrad Nalecz Korzeniowski was born in Berdichev on December 3, 1857. Jozef was the name of his maternal grandfather, Teodor of his paternal grandfather and Nalecz was the szlachta name. Konrad, which he later anglicized and adopted as his surname, was the name of two of Adam Mickiewicz’s creations: Konrad Wallenrod, the eponymous hero of that patriotic poem, and Konrad, the main character of Forefather’s Eve. To a Pole, the name symbolized an anti-Russian fighter.

Conrad was born one year after the end of the Crimean War, when Russia’s defeat by Britain, France and Turkey had once again raised hopes of Polish independence. Apollo celebrated his son’s christening with a characteristically patriotic-religious poem, “To my son born in the 85th year of Muscovite oppression.” It alluded to the partition of 1772, burdened the new-born child with overwhelming obligations and urged him to sacrifice himself (as Apollo would do) for the good of his country:

Bless you, my little son:
Be a Pole! Though foes
May spread before you
A web of happiness
Renounce it all: love your poverty. . . .
Baby, son, tell yourself
You are without land, without love,
Without country, without people,
While Poland—your Mother is in her grave.
For only your Mother is dead—and yet
She is your faith, your palm of martyrdom. . . .
This thought will make your courage grow,
Give Her and yourself immortality.

Andrzej Busza explains that Apollo’s commitment to Polish patriotism, and scorn for those who rejected it, was absolute: “Conrad had been brought up in an intensely patriotic atmosphere; amongst people who constantly thought in such categories as the national cause, duty to one’s country, sacrifice for the nation; and, on the other hand, such [reprehensible] notions as the lack of patriotism, the neglect of patriotic duties, and, above all, betrayal.” There were four possible attitudes toward Russian rule in Poland: loyalism, conciliation, resistance and emigration. Uncle Tadeusz chose the second, Apollo the third and Conrad the fourth. Conrad’s refusal to follow his father’s exhortation and example, and his voluntary exile from Poland in 1874, were a source of lifelong guilt.

Conrad moved almost as frequently during his Polish childhood as he did during his years at sea, and he formed no close friendships in Poland. He lived in Berdichev, Zhitomir, Warsaw, Vologda, Chernikhov, Novofastov, Kiev, Lvov, Cracow and Krynica, and took holidays abroad in Odessa, Switzerland, Austria, Germany and Italy. At the beginning of 1859 the family moved thirty miles north to Zhitomir, where Apollo wrote, translated and worked in a short-lived publishing company. Conrad’s first childhood recollection was of a scene that occurred early in 1861, just before the family’s happiness was shattered forever. It concerned his mother and music; and was associated with a precious experience, a dramatic entrance and a benison of maternal love that focused exclusively on himself: “my earliest memory is of my mother at the piano; of being let into a room which to this day seems to me the very largest room which I was ever in, of the music suddenly stopping, and my mother, with her hands on the keyboard, turning her head to look at me.”2

Apollo belonged to the revolutionary generation of Mazzini, Garibaldi, Herzen and Kossuth. But as the failed plotter of a failed insurrection, living amidst violence and catastrophe, he had to survive on his memories and his dreams. Roman Dmowski, a late-nineteenth-century right-wing nationalist, condemned the self-destructive legacy of Polish Romanticism, exemplified by Apollo, which built “political prospects on purely illusory grounds . . . [and embarked] on political activity with no specific aim in view and with no prior estimation of the means at disposal.” Nevertheless, if the choice were between passive acceptance and reckless action, Apollo would certainly choose to act.

A. P. Coleman states that after the death of Czar Nicholas I in 1855, Apollo became the prime mover behind a secret society called The Trinity, which opposed conciliation and urged active resistance to Russian oppression: “At first its objective was purely spiritual: to nourish resistance to the idea then insinuating itself into the class from which most of the [university] students came, that national emancipation could be achieved through political cooperation with Russia or with the Tsar. Its purpose was thus to keep alive the flame of Polish nationality and the conviction that, though the Powers considered Poland as dead, enough energy to save the nation still survived.”3
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In Warsaw, in the autumn of 1861, Apollo helped found a newspaper and the clandestine Committee of Action of the Red organization, which had developed from several conspiratorial groups. His extreme views were not generally accepted and he narrowly escaped death at the hands of a terrorist group, the Stilettists. Conrad later objected to a critic (probably the left-wing Edward Garnett) calling him “the son of a Revolutionist” and unconvincingly insisted that “No epithet could be more inapplicable to a man with such a strong sense of responsibility in the region of ideas and action.” But Apollo, one of the most radical Red conspirators, clearly advocated violent revolt and national insurrection.

When the elections to the town and rural councils began in Warsaw on September 23, 1861, Apollo urged the electorate not to cast their votes. His leaflet “The Mandate of the People” “insisted that the electoral law was an attack on Polish national unity, both in the sense that the franchise was too narrow and that Lithuania and Russian Ruthenia [the Ukraine] were denied constitutional freedoms.” Despite his extremely precarious position, Apollo was reckless about his own safety, and deliberately provoked the authorities by his outlandish dress and his public pronouncements: “ ‘An honourable but too ardent patriot, [he] went about Warsaw dressed in peasant fashion, in a peasant smock, frightful cap and knee-boots, attracting universal attention and exerting quite an influence on the youths gathered around him, by his intelligence, education, talent as a writer, and by his eloquence.’ ”4

II

Apollo paid dearly for his rash courage. Shortly after midnight on October 20, 1861, while he was writing and Eva reading in their flat on Nowy Swiat, a main street in the center of Warsaw, the doorbell suddenly rang. Apollo was arrested by the Russian police and was taken away in a matter of minutes. He spent seven months locked up in the Warsaw Citadel, suffering from rheumatism and scurvy, and waiting for the charges to be drawn up against him.

Under the “wide-browed, silent, protecting presence” of his mother, who was dressed in the black of national mourning in defiance of ferocious police regulations, the three-year-old Conrad remembered standing in the large prison courtyard and looking at his father’s face staring at them through a barred window. Though Apollo’s conspiratorial comrades offered to help him escape, he refused to consider this—ostensibly because he did not want them to risk their lives for his sake, but also because he wanted and welcomed this martyrdom for Poland.

Heightening the drama of his trial, Apollo later wrote that the Russian authorities were well aware that he “was not only a participant in but [also] the principal leader of the entire rebellious movement and the demonstrations designed to overthrow the government of our most gracious tzar.” In fact, he was merely suspected of complicity in plotting the rebellion. If anything had been proved against him, he would either have been shot or sentenced to Siberia, where death would have been almost certain.

Since Apollo pleaded not guilty and no witnesses could be found to testify against him, the Russians, suspecting he was guilty, accused him of less serious charges: 1. that he had formed a committee which opposed elections to the Warsaw City Council, 2. that he had been the chief instigator of brawls in a confectionery shop, 3. that he had advocated an illegal union between Lithuania and Poland (a union had existed from 1569 to 1795), 4. that he had organized communal prayers for political martyrs. The court stated that “indirect evidence of his activities and of his alien way of thinking was found in the letters from his wife,” foolishly written before she had joined him in Warsaw, which warned “him against returning to [Zhitomir] where he may be arrested.”

Though Zdzislaw Najder speaks of Eva’s “unshakable decision to participate in all his activities,”5 she was actually forced into exile. Her letters had incriminated Apollo, and on May 9, 1862, she was convicted with him. Both were sentenced to indefinite exile in (as Apollo requested) the town of Perm. Sixteen years after leaving St. Petersburg, he was forced to return to the country where he had received his university education. His place of exile was changed, however, at the insistence of the Governor of Perm, who had once been a friend of Apollo in St. Petersburg. After traveling east for several weeks, the family was diverted to the more severe Vologda, 250 miles northeast of Moscow. Like many Polish patriots who remained faithful to their political principles and moral convictions, Apollo and Eva were thrown into the wilderness of penury and prison.

Conrad’s friend and collaborator Ford Madox Ford later recorded an incident that took place in May 1862: “The oldest—the first—memory of his life was of being in a prison yard on the road to the Russian exile station of the Wologda. ‘The Kossacks of the escort,’ these are Conrad’s exact words, repeated over and over again, ‘were riding slowly up and down under the snowflakes that fell on women in furs and women in rags. The Russians had put the men into barracks the windows of which were tallowed. They fed them on red herrings and gave them no water to drink. My father was among them.’ ”

The family soon had to suffer far worse than cold and thirst, for both Conrad and Eva became seriously sick en route. When Conrad fell ill with pneumonia, near Moscow, the guards refused permission to break the journey. While the protesting parents refused to move, a sympathetic traveler sent a doctor from the city, who arrived in time to save the child. Apollo related that after the doctor had applied leeches and calomel (a purgative) and Conrad began to feel better, the guards started to harness the horses: “Naturally I protest against leaving, particularly as the doctor says openly that the child may die if we do so. My passive resistance postpones the departure but causes my guard to refer to the local authorities. The civilised oracle, after hearing the report, pronounces that we have to go at once—as children are born to die.”

They were still traveling east toward Perm when Eva became ill at Nizhni Novgorod. The family asked permission to stay there until she recovered; though the request was refused, they gained a few days before turning north to Vologda. After a five-week journey, they arrived on June 16. In Under Western Eyes, Conrad described the vast, formless Russian landscape in which he had traveled and lived: “Under the sumptuous immensity of the sky, the snow covered the endless forests, the frozen rivers, the plains of an immense country, obliterating the landmarks, the accidents of the ground, levelling everything under its uniform whiteness, like a monstrous blank page awaiting the record of an inconceivable history.”6

Though it is not clear why the Korzeniowskis took Conrad into exile instead of leaving him comfortably in Poland with his grandmother or his uncle, Eva probably could not bear to part from her frail only child and Apollo may have wanted him to experience the suffering that would turn him into a Polish patriot. Whatever their reasons, Conrad certainly shared their anxiety, grief, poverty, hardship and sickness. The governor of Vologda, Stanislaw Chominski, was a kindly man, able to fulfill the duties of his office and yet maintain a humanitarian attitude toward the twenty-one Poles, mostly priests, under his authority. Though his treatment of the prisoners was quite tolerable, the severe climate took its toll.

The penal town, east of St. Petersburg and north of Moscow, on the Moscow–Siberia road, was spread out on both sides of the Vologda River. It had been founded in the twelfth century, when a monastery and a wooden church were constructed; a cathedral and Roman Catholic chapel were built later on. First defended by a wooden palisade and then by a stone fort, Vologda had traded furs and timber with England and Holland during the sixteenth century. Its large market-place sold hides, tobacco, eggs, grain and salt fish, and its factories made candles and furs. In 1861 the population was 16,500, including a number of Polish exiles from the revolutions of 1830 and 1846, who had been allowed to return home after the accession of Alexander II in 1855, but had married, become acclimatized and remained in northern Russia.

Apollo provided a personal and bitter description of the harsh and hostile physical conditions in a long letter of June 27, 1862:

What is Vologda? A Christian is not required to know. Vologda is a huge quagmire stretching over three versts [two miles], cut up with parallel and intersecting lines of wooden foot-bridges, all rotten and shaky under one’s feet: this is the only means of communication for the local people. . . . A year here has two seasons: white winter and green winter. The white winter lasts nine and a half months, the green winter two and a half. 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.

During the white winter the temperature falls to minus twenty-five or thirty degrees and the wind blows from the White Sea. . . .

The air stinks of mud, birch tar and whale-oil: this is what we breathe. . . . All one does is pray with confidence and blind faith, although common sense says that prayers from here can never reach heaven and that God always looks another way, or else the view of the world would become too repugnant for Him. . . .

Is it not better to die here? As a memory, exile and death will provide a better and more substantial evidence of service to the cause of truth and of one’s beloved country than the return of someone driven to desperation by homesickness, rotten, and carrying that rottenness back home. . . . We do not regard exile as a punishment but as a new way of serving our country. There can be no punishment for us, since we are innocent.7

In October, after white winter had arrived, Apollo described the savage iciness and the difficulty of heating the crude, low-pitched log house: “We are bitterly cold here. For the last couple of days we have had plenty of snow. Firewood is as expensive as in Warsaw, and the number of stoves equals that of the windows, so we must heat furiously; but even when the stoves are red-hot, after several days of frost a white moss appears in the corners of the warmest of dwellings.” The historian Edward Crankshaw, who visited Vologda in recent times, confirms the crude conditions and the insalubrious climate: “It was, and still largely is, a wooden town with streets and sidewalks of logs built on a swamp in the back of beyond, a station on the railway running east from St. Petersburg, or Leningrad, to the Urals. The people of the surrounding district are very poor indeed, and the summer climate is wretched and unhealthy into the bargain.”8

The Korzeniowskis were supported in Vologda by remittances from Eva’s brother Kazimierz. And Apollo’s hot-house religious patriotism was the main consolation for shattered hopes in that remote penal settlement. His nationalistic sentiments led to one of Conrad’s earliest pieces of writing (probably dictated by Apollo, who may also have guided his hand) on the back of a photograph taken in Vologda: “To my dear grandmother who helped me to send cakes to my poor father in prison—Pole, Catholic, gentleman. July 6th, 1863. Konrad.” In The Arrow of Gold, Captain Blunt, a South Carolina supporter of the Confederacy, repeats this autobiographical description when he claims, “Je suis Américain, catholique et gentilhomme.” Though Apollo was deadly serious in engendering these noble sentiments in his son, Conrad later classified them among the “absurd illusions common to all exiles,” and deflated his father’s ideals by declaring: “A class that has been under the ban for years lives on its passions and on prejudices whose growth stifles not only its sagacity but its visions of reality.”9

III

Apollo could bear his martyrdom, an essential part of the Polish patriotic tradition, as long as he felt that his sacrifice had not been entirely in vain and that there was still some hope for the rebellion he had planned but failed to carry out. All the political disappointments that had tormented Poles for the last hundred years—the decline of the nation in the late eighteenth century, the three partitions, the false expectations raised by Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, the reinstatement of Russian rule after the Congress of Vienna in 1815, the failures of the revolutions of 1830 and 1846, the defeat of Polish hopes after the European risings in 1848 and the Crimean War in 1856—could (Apollo felt) have finally been remedied by the rebellion that broke out in January 1863, while he was suffering arctic temperatures of thirty degrees below zero.

But—like the insurrections of 1794, 1830 and 1846—the revolt of 1863, which Coleman calls “the most heroic, if ill-advised, armed uprising in all Poland’s history,” was doomed to failure when it challenged the overwhelming might of absolutist Russia. According to a legend that began in the eighteenth century, most Polish men dreamed of dying in a hail of rifle fire while leading a cavalry charge in a hopeless attack on foreign invaders. Balzac, who was well acquainted with the Poles, confirmed their self-destructive courage when he wrote in Cousin Bette (1846): “Show a precipice to a Pole and he’ll make the leap. As a nation they are like cavalrymen; they think they can overcome all obstacles and emerge victorious.” (This daring tradition continued until September 1939, when Polish cavalry charged Nazi tanks during the Blitzkrieg.) Conrad, writing to his Russophile friend Edward Garnett and attempting, as always, to distinguish Poles from other Slavs, contrasted Poland’s “delirium of the brave” with Britain’s confident expectation of victory: “you seem to forget that I am a Pole. You forget that we have been used to go to battle without illusions. It’s you Britishers that ‘go in to win’ only. We have been ‘going in’ these last hundred years repeatedly, to be knocked on the head only.”10

The 1863 rising, which began on January 22, was defeated by internal dissension as well as by external repression, for there were two violently antithetical political parties in Warsaw: the Whites and the Reds. Both were opposed to conciliation with the Czarist government and wanted to re-establish the pre-partition boundaries of Poland. But while the Whites, protecting their material interests, tried to undermine revolutionary feeling and postpone the revolt to the indefinite future, the Reds—Apollo’s party—advocated land reform, the abolition of serfdom and immediate revolutionary action. The Whites were supported by the gentry and the prosperous middle class; the Reds by students, intellectuals, clergymen, workers and the lower middle class. In The Rainbow (1915), D. H. Lawrence describes the political background of Lydia Lensky and her husband, who fled to England after the defeat in 1864: “They represented in Poland the new movement just begun in Russia. But they were very patriotic: and, at the same time, very ‘European.’ . . . Then came the great rebellion. Lensky, very ardent and full of words, went about inciting his countrymen. Little Poles flamed down the streets of Warsaw, on the way to shoot every Muscovite.”

Vladimir Nabokov’s grandfather Dimitri—aide-de-camp to the Czar’s brother Constantine, who had been appointed viceroy of Poland in 1862—helped to suppress the rebellion that was incited by Conrad’s father. Davies explains the immediate cause and eventual extent of the rising:

[The Russian viceroy could] smell a rebellion, but was unable to trace its source. He decided to force it into the open. His chosen instrument was the Branka, or “forced conscription.” After saturating the Kingdom with 100,000 troops, he prepared to draft 30,000 young men into military service. . . . The Branka was timed for 14 January 1863. It was the immediate cause of open hostilities. . . .

[The Poles] did have a fully fledged political programme, an extensive financial organization which was already raising funds, and the cadres of an underground state. . . . He was faced from the start by a guerrilla war, which was master-minded by unseen hands from within his own capital, and which kept Europe’s largest army at bay for sixteen months. . . .

Of the two hundred thousand Poles who were estimated to have carried arms during the Rising, there were never more than thirty thousand in the field at any one time. Most of them were scattered among hundreds of partisan bands operating in all the woods and wildernesses of the land. In the sixteen months that the Rising lasted, 1,229 engagements were fought—959 in the Kingdom, 237 in Lithuania, the rest in Byelorussia and the Ukraine.

In 1863 Ivan Turgenev, the only Russian writer Conrad admired, told a friend: “It is impossible not to wish for the speediest suppression of this senseless rebellion.”11 The Poles’ hopes for foreign intervention were disappointed; Warsaw was paralyzed by dissension; and the partisan groups in the countryside dissolved and were eventually destroyed. The repression was severe, and all the leaders were captured and hanged. The uprising had been a costly failure that had destroyed the finest elements in the nation and provoked even greater repression.

In 1864 a policy of Russification was adopted: “the tsar and the bureaucracy took the decision to administer the Polish areas as occupied territory in which the inhabitants of Polish speech were to enjoy a minimum of civil rights.” The rising left permanent scars in Poland, where a whole generation were deprived of their careers and their future. After 1864 there was no longer any hope for a successful revolution, and “the Franco-Prussian War and the Eastern crisis in the seventies finally removed the Polish question from the agenda of European diplomacy.”12

The Korzeniowskis’ immediate family suffered terribly from the defeat. Apollo’s father died on the way to join the Partisans. His older brother, Robert, was killed during the insurrection. His younger brother, Hilary, a hunchback, was arrested just before the rising and died in Siberian exile in 1878. And the remnant of the Korzeniowski fortune was confiscated by the Russian government. His maternal uncle Tadeusz, fond of contrasting the cautious conservatism of the Bobrowskis with the reckless defiance of the Korzeniowskis, was opposed to the rising. He naïvely believed that Poles should place all their hopes in the “noble impulses” of Alexander II, thought there was absolutely no hope of defeating the Russians and wrote: “Without exaggeration it may be stated that the events of 1861–63 were begun in falsehood and that they ended in falsehood.”

Yet his younger brothers Kazimierz and Stefan were as radical and as violent as Apollo. Kazimierz was imprisoned during the rising and Stefan, the underground commander in Warsaw, directed the revolutionary government and kept the struggle going. Najder asserts that Stefan “was killed on 12 April [1863] in a duel provoked by his right-wing opponents,” but it was actually Stefan himself who provoked the duel. He called Count Grabowski (a leader of the Whites) a reactionary who had plotted against the revolution and wanted it to fail. Grabowski, cleared of the charge of treachery in a court of honor, asked Stefan to withdraw the accusation. When Stefan refused to do so and repeated the charge, the two men quarreled, a duel became inevitable and Stefan was mortally wounded.13

Apollo’s response to the rising was a rambling and repetitive, passionate and prescient political essay, “Poland and Muscovy,” which was smuggled out of Russia and published in an émigré journal in Leipzig in 1864. Its aim was to warn the European powers of the Russian threat to civilization. Apollo begins with a vitriolic account of his imprisonment and trial; he condemns Russia as the “terrible, depraved, destructive” embodiment of barbarism and chaos, as “the plague of humanity” and “negation of human progress”; he describes Russia’s horrible oppression of Poland during the last century; and he concludes with the idea—repeated in Conrad’s “Autocracy and War”—that the historical mission of humane, Catholic, democratic Poland is to protect their natural allies in western Europe from the destructive hordes of Moscow:

The whole of Moscow is a prison. Beginning with the Ryryks [ninth-century founders of the Russian monarchy], and then with the Tartar thraldom, the oppression of Ivan, under the knouts of various tzars and empresses and so forth, Muscovy has been, is and always shall be a prison—otherwise it would cease to be itself. In that prison committed crimes and flourishing deceit copulate obscenely. The law and official religion sanctify these unions. Their offspring: the falseness and infamy of all religions, of all social, political, national and personal relations. . . .

Ninety years ago the European governments and nations looked on impassively as swarms of locusts descended on the most fertile fields, as the miasma of the most sordid and lethal plague spread, as seas of foul muck poured over the fruits of the earth, as barbarism, ignorance, renegation swallowed up civilization, light, faith in God and in the future of mankind; in short, it all happened when Muscovy seized Poland.

Apollo’s frightening conception of Russia, “unrestrained, organized and ready to spew out millions of her criminals over Europe,” was developed by Conrad in The Secret Agent and Under Western Eyes. And the idea of the barbaric “Tartar whip and tzarist knout” recurs in The Magic Mountain by Thomas Mann (a great admirer of Conrad) when the liberal Settembrini, alluding to the notorious prison in St. Petersburg, warns Hans Castorp: “Asia surrounds us. . . . Genghis Khan. Wolves of the steppes, snow, vodka, the knout, Schlüsselburg, Holy Russia. They ought to set up an altar to Pallas Athene, here in the vestibule—to ward off the evil spell.”14

IV

In January 1863, the year of the fatal rising, Apollo was granted permission, on grounds of poor health, to move farther south to a less extreme climate. The family resettled in Chernikhov, eighty miles north of Kiev, where they remained for the next five years. In an atmosphere extremely hostile to Poles, Apollo continued to work on his translations. Despite the improved conditions, his wife’s health began to deteriorate. In the summer of that year Eva’s brother, who had served in the Russian Guards, used his influence to arrange a three-month “leave of absence” so that she and Conrad could get medical treatment and visit the family estate at Novofastov, between Berdichev and Kiev.

That summer—when Conrad played with his young cousins, first rode a pony and met his great-uncle Nicholas Bobrowski (who had fought with Napoleon and became the hero of Conrad’s story “The Warrior’s Soul”)—seemed the happiest time in his life. Yet in A Personal Record, he recalled his mother’s illness and connected it to the oppressive political conditions:

I did not understand the tragic significance of it all at the time, though indeed I remember that doctors also came. There were no signs of invalidism about her—but I think that already they had pronounced her doom unless perhaps the change to a southern climate could re-establish her declining strength. . . . Over all this hung the oppressive shadow of the great Russian Empire—the shadow lowering with the darkness of a newborn national hatred fostered by the Moscow school of journalists against the Poles after the ill-omened rising of 1863.

When the leave expired and Eva was too ill to return to exile, the provincial governor threatened to send her under escort to the prison hospital at Kiev. As they rode off in an open trap, harnessed with three horses, the tearful French governess who had taught him to read and speak his first foreign language, cried out: “N’oublie pas ton français, mon chéri.”

In late February 1865, Apollo described his wife’s terminal illness, which he ascribed to psychological suffering and to lack of proper medical treatment, and mentioned the disastrous effect this had on little Conrad:

My poor wife, who these last two years has been destroyed by despair and by the repeated blows that fall on members of our joined families, for the last four months terribly—gravely ill, has barely the strength to look at me, to speak with a hollow voice. This state has been caused by the lack of everything for the body and the soul—no doctors, no medicines. Today she is allowed to go for treatment to Kiev but her lack of strength makes it impossible. . . . I am unable to satisfy, help or console my poor patient. Konradek is of course neglected.

Ten days later, when the crisis deepened, Apollo was more specific about her hemorrhages and mentioned “a sudden consuming fever, a lung condition and an inner tumour, caused by an irregular blood flow, requiring removal. . . . [The doctor] sees the operation as imperative but cannot perform it owing to her lack of strength. . . . The lung disease becomes more menacing. . . . There is a threat of death from every side.”15 On April 18, 1865, Eva died of tuberculosis in Chernikhov at the age of thirty-two. The seven-year-old Conrad, who witnessed her agonizing decline, was devastated by the loss. Apollo was also tormented by the guilty feeling that his arrest and exile had been largely responsible for Eva’s death.

The death of his mother, the second great turning-point (after exile) in Conrad’s childhood, weakened his own frail health and threw him into morbid conjunction with his father. As a boy, Conrad was pale, delicate, unstable and epileptic; as an adult, hypersensitive, intensely nervous and frequently ill. He had inflammation of the lungs in May 1862, en route to Vologda, and again in 1863. Three years later, he had a series of epileptic attacks. In June 1868 he suffered from what Apollo called a new onset of his old illness: urinary deposits in his bladder that caused constant stomach cramps. And in his early teens he had severe migraine headaches and nervous attacks.

Apollo gives a terribly depressing account of his solitary existence with Conrad. After the failure of the revolution and the death of his wife, his courage gave way to despair. He devoted himself to his son, but was not an effective teacher; he tried to protect Conrad from the pernicious Russian influence, but realized he was stifling the child by cutting him off from normal life; he tried to keep the memory of Eva alive, but was tormented by grief and guilt, which no penance, however harsh, could absolve:

Poor child: he does not know what a contemporary playmate is; 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. These are important reasons for forcing me to tear the poor child away from my dejected heart. . . .

Since last autumn my health has been declining badly and my dear little mite takes care of me. . . .

My life is, at present, confined solely to Konradek. I teach him all I know myself—alas, it is not much; I guard him against the influence of the local atmosphere and the little mite is growing up as though in a cloister; the grave of our Unforgettable is our memento mori and so every letter . . . brings us fastings, hair-shirts and flogging.

Apollo taught his son at home, partly because he did not want the delicate child to be educated in Russian schools. But Apollo was too demanding and Conrad, living in almost complete isolation, burrowed “too deeply” into books. Though Apollo frequently asked friends to send him school materials, he mentioned in 1868 that Conrad’s poor health, especially his epilepsy, had prevented him from studying during the past two years.

For a year and a half, from May 1866 until the autumn of 1867, Conrad was “torn” from Apollo while receiving medical treatment in Kiev, Zhitomir and Novofastov. In November 1866, Apollo wrote, with an element of self-pity: “I am lonely. Konradek is with his granny. . . . We both suffer equally: just imagine
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