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    On a windswept frontier where towns blaze, loyalties shift like tall grass under steppe winds, and the clangor of steel decides whether love or allegiance will survive the day, With Fire and Sword hurls its characters into a crucible in which private vows and public duties collide, where the boundaries between fellowship and enmity blur, and where every ride across open country might carry news of rescue, betrayal, or siege, binding the fates of soldiers and households to the larger tempest of a realm being tested by revolt, ambition, and the hunger to endure.

With Fire and Sword is the opening volume of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s celebrated Trilogy, first published in 1884 and composed in the early 1880s. Sienkiewicz, the Polish novelist who would receive the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1905, set this work at the heart of a tumultuous epoch to explore how individuals navigate history’s upheavals. The novel’s premise intertwines private passions with public catastrophe: amid a rising rebellion, a soldier’s path crosses with shifting allegiances, household intrigues, and campaigns that redraw the map of loyalty. Without disclosing later turns, it announces a story of courage, loss, resourcefulness, and the perilous costs of belonging.

The historical frame is the mid-seventeenth century Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, a vast, multiethnic polity whose southeastern borderlands were the scene of intense conflict. The novel unfolds during the great Cossack uprising associated with Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a convulsion that shook nobles and townspeople, Cossacks and peasants, and drew in Crimean Tatar forces on the open steppe. Sienkiewicz renders this expanse of Ruthenian lands as both setting and protagonist, a contested field where communities, languages, and rites meet. The ensuing turbulence is not mere backdrop but the engine of every decision, revealing how history presses upon the most intimate corners of domestic life.

This book holds classic status for several reasons. It forged a national epic for readers whose country, in Sienkiewicz’s time, existed under partition, affirming cultural memory through a gripping narrative rather than abstract argument. Its blend of sweeping action and close psychological observation established a durable model for the historical novel in Central and Eastern Europe. It can be read for its page-turning propulsion, for its meditation on sovereignty and loyalty, and for its exploration of the ways communal myths shape conduct. That multiplicity—entertainment, reflection, and identity—helped ensure its canonization and continuous readership.

Sienkiewicz shapes the novel with confident architectural breadth. He coordinates marches, councils, skirmishes, and sieges with the domestic rhythms of promise, pledge, and pursuit, alternating spectacle and stillness. A broad cast allows political, military, and personal stakes to intersect, while carefully chosen vantage points expose how rumor, pride, and fear churn decision-making. The narrative moves across winter roads and summer grasslands with equal ease, dwelling on the strategic pressures that drive commanders and the small gestures that reveal a household’s fragility. Through this orchestration, the book achieves both epic scale and the intimacy that makes consequences felt.

At the core lie themes that outlast any single conflict: the pull of honor against the demands of practicality, the precariousness of trust when power tilts, and the tenacity of affection in a world governed by force. The novel examines how identity is forged and tested—by birth and oath, by faith and kinship—and how the meaning of duty alters when neighbors become enemies. It acknowledges the exhilaration of valor while insisting on the cost of violence. The result is a richly ambivalent meditation on heroism, memory, and the choices that harden into legacies.

Sienkiewicz’s stylistic authority contributes mightily to the novel’s endurance. His descriptions carry sensory weight—mud, frost, smoke, and horseflesh—yet he leavens gravity with humor, camaraderie, and moments of exuberant bravado. The pacing is supple, attentive to the tension between long campaigns and sudden reversals. Drawing on chronicles and historical testimony, he gives the illusion of documentary solidity without sacrificing narrative momentum. Set pieces—feasts, councils, charges, and parley—function as theaters of character, where speech and gesture expose conviction and doubt. The language balances rhetorical flourish with clarity, inviting readers to inhabit both spectacle and conscience.

The cast, a blend of imagined figures and recognizable historical personages, anchors the novel’s moral and emotional spectrum. A steadfast soldier, a beleaguered household, magnates wielding vast authority, and Cossack leaders with competing visions embody the era’s conflicting claims. Personal vows and political calculations intersect, ensuring that every choice has layered consequences. Central among these threads is a courtship tested by distance, danger, and the volatility of reputation, an intimate counterpoint to the clash of armies. By aligning individual destinies with public events, Sienkiewicz shows how love, loyalty, and ambition become inseparable in a season of upheaval.

Upon publication, With Fire and Sword attracted a wide readership and cemented Sienkiewicz’s stature as a master of the historical epic. Its success helped propel the continuation of the Trilogy and contributed to the recognition that culminated in his Nobel Prize, awarded for the power and breadth of his narrative art. Readers found in it an affirmation of historical consciousness during an era when Polish political autonomy was absent, and they also found a compelling adventure. The book thus functioned both as cultural memory and as a magnetizing story, a dual role that strengthened its place in literary history.

The novel influenced subsequent writers who sought to reconcile national history with novelistic verve, offering a template for balancing research with narrative drive. Its translations carried the Commonwealth’s seventeenth-century world to foreign audiences, demonstrating that the dynamics of frontier conflict and the ordeal of community under stress have broad resonance. The book’s synthesis of romance, campaign chronicle, and ethical inquiry marked a pathway followed by many historical novelists across Europe, who borrowed its capaciousness of form even when they diverged in judgment or theme. It is a touchstone for the genre’s ambition and scope.

For contemporary readers, the book rewards both immersion and reflection. Its geography and names may be unfamiliar, but the stakes—security, dignity, and belonging—are immediately intelligible. Reading it today also invites critical attention to perspective: the novel arises from nineteenth-century Polish cultural horizons and portrays adversaries and allies through that lens. Such awareness does not diminish its value; it sharpens it, encouraging dialogue between past and present. Maps, historical notes, and patience with the leisurely unfolding of campaigns and journeys will deepen appreciation of the craft that binds the narrative.

In the end, With Fire and Sword endures because it transforms a specific convulsion in Eastern Europe into a timeless study of community and character under pressure. It speaks to modern anxieties about sovereignty, borders, and contested memory, and to perennial questions about what ordinary people owe to one another when institutions strain. Its battles and councils feel distant, but its ethical dilemmas are immediate. Sienkiewicz offers spectacle without abandoning conscience, and hope without erasing cost. That balance—ardor joined to scrutiny—secures the novel’s lasting appeal and ensures that its fire continues to illuminate.
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    With Fire and Sword, the opening volume of Henryk Sienkiewicz’s historical Trilogy, unfolds across the mid-seventeenth-century borderlands of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth during the Khmelnytsky Uprising. Sienkiewicz blends military chronicle, political panorama, and romance to trace how a local crisis becomes a vast convulsion. The narrative moves from private vows to public obligations, presenting a society composed of nobles, clergy, townspeople, Cossacks, and Tatars locked in volatile proximity. Against sweeping landscapes and shifting loyalties, it examines honor, duty, and identity under pressure. The novel’s scope is national, but its pulse is personal, following soldiers whose intertwined loyalties mirror the Commonwealth’s fractured cohesion.

At the center stands Jan Skrzetuski, a young Polish officer whose journey across the steppe exposes him to early signs of rebellion. His path crosses that of Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a seasoned Cossack leader whose grievances and charisma signal an impending storm. Returning through the frontier, Skrzetuski encounters Helena, a noble ward whose fate will be bound to the conflict’s unfolding violence and rival allegiances. Through Skrzetuski’s disciplined perspective, Sienkiewicz frames the first stirrings of upheaval as both a diplomatic and personal challenge, foreshadowing how private attachments will be tested by events that rapidly outgrow any individual’s control.

The romantic thread intertwines with political tension when Bohun, a formidable Cossack colonel, becomes Helena’s ardent suitor. His passion, inflamed by pride and a warrior’s code, collides with Skrzetuski’s reserved honor, setting the stage for a rivalry that runs parallel to the widening war. Around them gather comrades whose temperaments shape the narrative’s tone: the quick-witted Jan Onufry Zagłoba, the peerless swordsman Michał Wołodyjowski, and the steadfast Longinus Podbipięta. Their camaraderie offers humor and resilience as skirmishes ripple across estates and market towns, turning private quarrels into flashpoints that reveal the instability beneath the Commonwealth’s ornate surface.

As unrest sweeps the Ukrainian steppe, Khmelnytsky’s following grows, drawing in Cossack regiments and peasant forces, and aligning with Crimean Tatar cavalry under experienced commanders. The Commonwealth assembles magnate-led armies, with Prince Jeremi Wiśniowiecki emerging as a symbol of iron-willed resistance. Sienkiewicz depicts a multiethnic frontier where Orthodox, Catholic, and Uniate communities coexist uneasily, and where grievances—legal, social, and confessional—feed the revolt. Political councils, delayed levies, and rival interests complicate mobilization. The widening campaign reframes local loyalties as strategic necessities, forcing nobles and Cossack leaders alike to weigh conviction against survival amid a conflict that resists tidy boundaries.

Field operations draw Skrzetuski and his friends into reconnaissance, escort missions, and desperate rides that knit personal valor to tactical necessity. Sienkiewicz emphasizes how military professionalism coexists with improvisation: scouts vanish in the tall grass, couriers gamble with their lives, and commanders balance ceremony with brutality. Zagłoba’s clever feints offset shortages of men and matériel, Wołodyjowski’s discipline steadies wavering lines, and Podbipięta’s austere vows frame the moral dimension of courage. Through duels, ambushes, and rapid marches, the novel demonstrates how individual decisions carry outsized weight in a war of attrition, where terrain, weather, and rumor can tip the scales as decisively as numbers.

Helena’s story threads through these campaigns, embodying the human stakes behind banners and proclamations. Separated, hidden, and pursued, she becomes the object of both chivalric protection and implacable desire. Bohun’s complexity emerges as Sienkiewicz portrays a leader torn between tenderness and ferocity, a figure molded by frontier custom and martial expectation. The pursuit of Helena propels rescues, disguises, and oaths that intensify the characters’ moral tests. In this interplay, the novel juxtaposes private codes of honor with systemic violence, asking how love, loyalty, and obligation can survive when law falters and the line between justice and vengeance blurs.

The conflict crests in a grueling siege that becomes the novel’s military centerpiece, concentrating the broader war’s dynamics within earthworks, sorties, and councils of war. Shortages, disease, and exhaustion press defenders and besiegers alike, while envoys shuttle between camps with proposals shaped as much by necessity as by principle. Prince Jeremi’s implacable leadership embodies resolve, yet Sienkiewicz also stresses the discipline and adaptability of rank-and-file soldiers whose endurance holds the line. Across the field, Khmelnytsky’s strategic bargaining and alliance management underscore the uprising’s political dimension, turning the siege into a crucible where endurance, statecraft, and reputation are tested simultaneously.

When the lines finally shift, the narrative moves through negotiations and uneasy pauses that reveal war’s second life in councils, treaties, and oaths. Campaigns ebb without truly ending; displaced families search for safety; officers contend with orders that reflect broader calculations rather than battlefield heroics. Sienkiewicz presents the Commonwealth’s internal debates—between central authority and magnate power, between compromise and retribution—as extensions of the same pressures that animate the front. The protagonists reckon with the limits of valor in a world where outcomes hinge on diplomacy as much as daring, acknowledging that survival and honor may require different kinds of courage.

Closing the first arc of the Trilogy, With Fire and Sword situates its characters within an unsettled landscape whose fractures cannot be mended by a single victory. Without disclosing ultimate turns, Sienkiewicz’s narrative emphasizes endurance, the cost of idealism, and the ambiguity of triumph when neighbors must continue to share a contested homeland. The novel’s enduring significance lies in its fusion of personal adventure with a panoramic meditation on statehood, loyalty, and memory. It invites readers to consider how communities survive convulsion, how legends are forged from hardship, and how, in turbulent times, character becomes both shield and burden.
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    With Fire and Sword is set in the mid-17th-century Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, a vast federative state stretching from the Baltic to the steppe. The story unfolds on the southeastern frontier—Volhynia, Podolia, Kyiv region—where noble estates met open grasslands and Cossack communities. Dominant institutions included an elective monarchy, the bicameral Sejm, and powerful provincial diets. The nobility (szlachta) commanded political life, while magnates held private armies and extensive latifundia. Orthodox, Catholic, and Jewish communities coexisted amid shifting privileges and pressures. The setting is one of porous borders, recurring raids, and a militarized countryside, conditions that shape the novel’s atmosphere of mobility, danger, and contested sovereignty.

The Commonwealth’s vaunted “noble democracy” balanced royal prerogative with legislative power vested in the Sejm and local assemblies. Kings were elected by the nobility in nationwide elections, producing compromises and factional bargaining. Magnate influence grew through clientage networks, leases, and patronage. The liberum veto—first used in 1652—would later paralyze parliaments, but even earlier, unanimity norms and confederations complicated governance. Sienkiewicz’s depiction of councils, rivalries, and sudden shifts of loyalty echoes this political culture, underscoring how procedural ideals and private interests intertwined on the eve of catastrophe, when swift, coordinated responses to frontier crises proved difficult to achieve.

A central presence in the novel’s world is the Zaporozhian Cossack Host, a militarized society rooted along the lower Dnieper. Cossacks were renowned for light cavalry, river warfare, and the fortified Sich. The Commonwealth recognized “Registered Cossacks” with wages and limited privileges, often drastically curtailed in peacetime. Contests over the size of the register, unpaid wages, and the autonomy of the Sich persisted through the 1630s–1640s. Sienkiewicz’s narrative reflects Cossack self-government, their martial ethos, and the deep grievances inflamed by attempts to confine them within magnate-managed estates and royal policy constraints.

Behind the political drama lay a frontier economy transformed by the early modern grain boom. Noble estates in the Ukrainian lands expanded to feed exports via the Vistula and the port of Gdańsk (Danzig). Enserfment intensified; corvée obligations grew; and magnate domains developed mills, breweries, and customs leases. Jewish leaseholders and stewards, acting as intermediaries between owners and tenants, became prominent in fiscal administration, while townspeople traded under Magdeburg law. Such arrangements generated wealth for elites but bred acute socioeconomic tensions. The novel’s estate life, convoyed transports, and clashes over dues mirror the pressures of an extractive agrarian system on a volatile borderland.

Religious conflict forms another crucial layer. The Union of Brest (1596) created the Greek Catholic (Uniate) Church, maintaining Eastern rites while acknowledging papal authority. Many Ruthenian Orthodox clergy and lay brotherhoods resisted, and legal status for Orthodoxy remained contested into the 17th century. Cossacks increasingly claimed to defend Orthodoxy and civic rights against perceived encroachment by Catholic and Uniate institutions. In Sienkiewicz’s pages, confessional identity motivates alliances and enmities, reflecting historical realities in which ecclesiastical jurisdiction, church property, and public worship were matters of political power as well as personal faith.

The steppe frontier was constantly shaped by the Crimean Khanate’s raids and diplomacy. Dependence on slave raids and Ottoman suzerainty made the Khanate a decisive player. Cossacks and Tatars, often enemies, sometimes allied tactically against Commonwealth armies. Fast-moving Tatar cavalry could devastate estates or pivot the balance of battles. Sienkiewicz frames this world of sudden incursions, long columns of captives, and negotiated ransoms, capturing how alliances shifted with circumstance. The novel’s sense of insecurity—road ambushes, fortified camps, warning beacons—echoes the documented rhythms of raid and reprisal that structured life along the southeastern marches.

Political tensions sharpened under King Władysław IV (r. 1632–1648), whose interest in an anti-Ottoman campaign created rumors and expectations among Cossacks. When plans faltered and registers were curtailed, frustration intensified. Bohdan Khmelnytsky, a Cossack officer and chancellery scribe from the Chyhyryn region, emerged as leader after personal conflicts—most notably a dispute with local official Daniel Czapliński and an assault on Khmelnytsky’s estate at Subotiv—converged with broader grievances. The novel echoes this inflection point: private wrongs, legal dead-ends, and frontier violence catalyze a mass movement that overwhelms administrative routines.

The uprising that began in 1648 rapidly reshaped the Commonwealth. Khmelnytsky allied with the Crimean Khan; Cossack–Tatar forces defeated Commonwealth troops at Zhovti Vody (April–May 1648) and Korsun (May 1648), then routed a large noble levy at Pyliavtsi (September 1648). These defeats coincided with an interregnum after Władysław IV’s death and before Jan II Kazimierz’s election (1648), exacerbating paralysis. Cities negotiated ransoms; estates burned; and peasant revolts merged with Cossack operations. Sienkiewicz’s narrative channels the vertigo of 1648: collapsing lines of command, rumors outrunning armies, and the fragility of order when mobilization falters.

Campaigns in 1649 brought the siege of Zbarazh and intense maneuvering around Zboriv. Prince Jeremi Wiśniowiecki, a powerful magnate and commander, led a determined defense in the region, while King Jan II Kazimierz advanced to relieve besieged forces. The Treaty of Zboriv (August 1649) granted widened Cossack registers and concessions but left core disputes unresolved. These events, dramatized in the novel, illustrate how battlefield stalemates translated into provisional settlements. They also reveal the limits of Commonwealth strategy: reliance on noble levies, factionalism among magnates, and difficulty sustaining long campaigns in the steppe environment.

Fighting continued beyond the novel’s central timeframe. The Commonwealth recovered at Beresteczko (1651), one of the largest battles of the century, leading to the Treaty of Bila Tserkva (1651) with more restrictive terms for the Cossacks. Khmelnytsky’s alignment shifted in 1654 with the Pereyaslav agreement, bringing the Tsardom of Russia into the conflict. A protracted Russo–Polish war (1654–1667) culminated in the Truce of Andrusovo, partitioning Ukrainian lands along the Dnieper. Sienkiewicz’s wider Trilogy situates With Fire and Sword as the prelude to compounded calamities, including the Swedish invasion (1655), that exposed systemic weaknesses in the Commonwealth.

Military practice in this world mixed traditional cavalry with expanding firearm use. Commonwealth forces fielded elite hussars and medium cavalry (pancerni), while Cossack armies leveraged fortified wagon laagers (tabor), musketry, and field works. Artillery played an increasing role in sieges, and commanders struggled with logistics across rivers and marshes. The novel’s skirmishes, duels, and set-piece battles reflect this hybrid warfare: saber charges against prepared positions could be catastrophic; river crossings demanded engineering; and forage determined tempo. Martial culture prized horsemanship and personal valor, yet outcomes hinged as much on supply, entrenchment, and alliances as on courage.

Everyday life was marked by mobility along river and steppe routes, with post stations, inns, and ferries linking towns. Polish and Ruthenian elites favored the kontusz and żupan; Cossack dress included the zhupan and sharovary; weapons such as the szabla and pistols were status markers. Noble households cultivated hospitality, rhetoric, and expansive feasting, while courts and guilds regulated urban trades under Magdeburg law. Languages overlapped—Polish, Ruthenian, Latin, and others—shaping a polyphonic frontier. Sienkiewicz emulates 17th-century speech patterns and customs, embedding his characters in a Baroque world of ceremony, honor codes, and storytelling that structure social life as much as law.

The Commonwealth’s southeastern provinces were multiethnic and multiconfessional. Poles, Ruthenians (Ukrainians and Belarusians), Jews, Armenians, Tatars, and others lived in intertwined communities, with differential rights by estate and charter. Jewish communities organized under self-governance institutions such as the Council of Four Lands (for the broader Commonwealth), while Armenian merchants connected Black Sea and inland markets. Coexistence could be robust in peacetime and brutal in war, when violence targeted civilians and sacred sites. The novel registers this diversity but, like many 19th-century epics, often centers noble and military perspectives, narrowing the social lens through which upheaval is seen.

Regional geopolitics complicated every decision. The Ottoman Empire influenced the steppe through the Crimean Khanate; Muscovy eyed the Dnieper; Transylvanian and Moldavian rulers gauged opportunities; Sweden would soon strike across the Baltic. The Commonwealth’s extended frontiers and confessional mosaic demanded deft diplomacy and rapid mobilization that its institutions struggled to deliver. Sienkiewicz’s narrative conveys frontier anxiety—rumors from Istanbul, raids from the Perekop, envoys bargaining at campfires—capturing a system perpetually managing threats on multiple axes, where a setback in one theater invited predation in another.

Sienkiewicz wrote With Fire and Sword under the partitions of Poland, when the Commonwealth had been erased from the map since the final partition in 1795. Serialized in 1884, the novel addressed readers governed by Russia, Austria-Hungary, or Prussia. Polish public life faced censorship, especially under Russian rule after the failed January Uprising of 1863–1864. Against this backdrop, Sienkiewicz turned to the 17th century to explore national endurance. He famously characterized his historical epics as written “to strengthen hearts,” framing past heroism and calamity as moral resources for a stateless nation seeking cultural cohesion and political hope.

His choices also dialogue with late 19th-century debates. Polish Positivists emphasized organic work—education, economic modernization—over romantic insurrection. Sienkiewicz, though sharing some Positivist concerns earlier in his career, revived the historical romance to engage collective memory. By celebrating magnate leadership and noble valor while showing the costs of faction and anarchy, he offered a usable past. Readers recognized veiled commentary on disunity and foreign domination. The novel thus participates in the political pedagogy of its era: modeling courage and loyalty while warning that institutional fragility invites disaster.

Modern historians emphasize the complexity of the Khmelnytsky Uprising: a social revolution, a confessional war, and a national revolt intertwined. Violence against civilians—including atrocities against Jewish communities and others—scarred the region, while reprisals compounded suffering. Ukrainian scholars and readers have often criticized Sienkiewicz’s portrayals as partial to Polish noble perspectives and hostile to Cossack aspirations, while Polish audiences historically embraced the epic’s patriotic tone. The contested reception underscores the book’s entanglement with modern national narratives that emerged in the 19th and 20th centuries on both sides of the borderlands it depicts.                                                                                                                                   ￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼                                                                                                                                   ￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼￼ 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The novel also captures the cultural ideology often called Sarmatism, which idealized the szlachta as heirs of ancient steppe warriors and guardians of liberty. This worldview valorized hospitality, honor, and personal bravery, but it could justify legal particularism and disdain for centralized authority. Baroque rhetoric, emblematic art, and heraldic consciousness signaled status. Sienkiewicz exploits these idioms—dueling codes, boasts, witty repartee—to animate characters and signal moral compasses. At the same time, he stages the collision between Sarmatian self-confidence and the realities of mass warfare, showing how elite style both inspired resistance and obscured structural vulnerabilities of the state they served and shaped.
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    Henryk Sienkiewicz (1846–1916) was a Polish novelist, journalist, and public intellectual whose works shaped modern Poland’s cultural imagination during the era of the partitions and the dawn of the 20th century. Internationally, he is best known for Quo Vadis and for the sweeping historical Trilogy that helped sustain national identity when the Polish state did not exist. Awarded the 1905 Nobel Prize in Literature for outstanding achievements as an epic writer, he combined narrative momentum with moral inquiry and a keen sense of historical drama. His books became worldwide bestsellers, were translated into many languages, and secured his place among the most widely read European authors of his generation.

Educated in Warsaw, Sienkiewicz studied at the Main School of Warsaw, later incorporated into the Imperial University of Warsaw, focusing on history and philology. He came of age after the January Uprising, when Polish Positivism encouraged “organic work,” realism, and civic responsibility. At the same time, he absorbed the legacy of Polish Romanticism and the European historical novel, especially models by Walter Scott. Early newspaper work sharpened his command of style and serial storytelling. The dual imprint of Romantic patriotism and Positivist social observation remained a constant in his fiction, informing both character psychology and his panoramic depictions of society under foreign rule.

In the 1870s Sienkiewicz emerged as a prolific journalist and feuilletonist, publishing in Warsaw periodicals and developing a readership through travel letters and cultural commentary. His several-year journey to the United States as a press correspondent yielded Listy z podróży do Ameryki, lively dispatches that recorded frontier scenes, immigrant experiences, and American social types for Polish audiences. At the same time he wrote short fiction marked by concise form and moral tension, including Janko Muzykant, Szkice węglem, Latarnik, Sachem, and Za chlebem. These stories explored injustice, displacement, emigration, and the dignity of work, and they established his reputation for vivid characterization and narrative economy.

His artistic breakthrough came with the historical Trilogy: With Fire and Sword, The Deluge, and Fire in the Steppe (also known as Pan Wołodyjowski), serialized in the 1880s. Set in the seventeenth-century Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, the novels blended adventure, battles, and portraits of everyday life while foregrounding ethical duty and communal resilience. The Trilogy reached a mass readership, was widely discussed in salons and newspapers, and helped codify a shared memory of early modern Poland. While some critics later questioned its idealizations, many praised its craft, humor, and pacing. The cycle secured Sienkiewicz’s status as the leading Polish prose writer of his time.

In the 1890s Sienkiewicz diversified his oeuvre with contemporary and psychological novels such as Without Dogma and The Polaniecki Family, probing modern dilemmas of conscience, faith, and work. His international breakthrough came with Quo Vadis, an ancient Rome narrative published in the mid-1890s that combined historical reconstruction with ethical themes. The book was translated worldwide, adapted across media, and introduced many readers to his broader corpus. The Nobel Prize in Literature followed in 1905, recognizing the epic power and sustained excellence of his storytelling. By century’s end he had become one of Europe’s most familiar authors, read in homes, schools, and circulating libraries.

Sienkiewicz continued to publish major works into the new century, including The Knights of the Cross (Krzyżacy), a large-scale medieval novel, and In Desert and Wilderness, a celebrated youth adventure that has remained in print. He cultivated a public role as an orator and cultural figure, supporting educational and civic initiatives in the partitioned territories and among the diaspora. His prose balanced spectacle with archival attentiveness, and he defended the ethical responsibilities of art amid political constraint. Readers valued his capacity to affirm collective endurance without reducing individuals to symbols, a quality that sustained his popularity during rapid social and technological change.

During the First World War Sienkiewicz lived in neutral Switzerland, where he participated in humanitarian efforts, including work on committees aiding civilians in Poland. He died in Vevey in 1916; after Poland regained independence, his remains were ceremonially repatriated and honored at the national level. His legacy endures through a canon that spans historical epics, short stories, and novels of ideas, together shaping modern Polish prose. Translations continue to circulate, and adaptations renew his presence in visual culture. Debates about his portrayal of the past and his ethical vision remain active, underscoring the continuing relevance of his art to readers worldwide.
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The history of the origin and career of the two Slav States, Poland and Russia, is interesting not merely because it contains a vast number of surprising scenes and marvellous pictures of life, not merely because it gives us a kaleidoscope as it were of the acts of men, but because these acts in all their variety fall into groups which may be referred each to its proper source and origin, and each group contains facts that concern the most serious problems of history and political development.

The history of these two States should be studied as one, or rather as two parts of one history, if we are to discover and grasp the meaning of either part fully. When studied as a whole, this history gives us the life story of the greater portion of the Slav race placed between two hostile forces,--the Germans on the west, the Mongols and Tartar[4]s on the east.

The advance of the Germans on the Slav tribes and later on Poland presents, perhaps, the best example in history of the methods of European civilization. The entire Baltic coast from Lubeck eastward was converted to Christianity by the Germans at the point of the sword. The duty of rescuing these people from the errors of paganism formed the moral pretext for conquering them and taking their lands. The warrior was accompanied by the missionary, followed by the political colonist. The people of the country deprived of their lands were reduced to slavery; and if any escaped this lot, they were men from the higher classes who joined the conqueror in the capacity of assistant oppressors. The work was long and doubtful. The Germans made many failures, for their management was often very bad. The Slavs west of the Oder were stubborn, and under good leadership might have been invincible; but the leadership did not come, and to the Germans at last came the Hohenzollerns.

For the serious student there is no richer field of labor than the history of Poland and the Slavs of the Baltic, which is inseparable from the history of Mark Brandenburg and the two military orders, the Teutonic Knights[1] and the Knights of the Sword.

The conquest of Russia by the Mongols, the subjection of Europeans to Asiatics,--not Asiatics of the south, but warriors from cold regions led by men of genius; for such were Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, and the lieutenants sent to the west,--was an affair of incomparably greater magnitude than the German wars on the Baltic.

The physical grip of the Mongol on Russia was irresistible. There was nothing for the Russian princes to do but submit if they wished to preserve their people from dissolution. They had to bow down to every whim of the conqueror; suffer indignity, insult, death,--that is, death of individuals. The Russians endured for a long time without apparent result. But they were studying their conquerors, mastering their policy; and they mastered it so well that finally the Prince of Moscow made use of the Mongols to complete the union of eastern Russia and reduce all the provincial princes of the country, his own relatives, to the position of ordinary landholders subject to himself.

The difference between the Poles and Russians seems to be this,--that the Russians saw through the policy of their enemies, and then overcame them; while the Poles either did not understand the Germans, or if they did, did not overcome them, though they had the power.

This Slav history is interesting to the man of science, it is interesting also to the practical statesman, because there is no country in the Eastern hemisphere whose future may be considered outside of Russian influence, no country whose weal or woe may not become connected in some way with Russia. At the same time there are no states studied by so few and misunderstood by so many as the former Commonwealth of Poland,--whose people, brave and brilliant but politically unsuccessful, have received more sympathy than any other within the circle of civilization,--and Russia, whose people in strength of character and intellectual gifts are certainly among the first of the Aryan race, though many men have felt free to describe them in terms exceptionally harsh and frequently unjust.

The leading elements of this history on its western side are Poland, the Catholic Church, Germany; on the eastern side they are Russia, Eastern Orthodoxy, Northern Asia.

Now let us see what this western history was. In the middle of the ninth century Slav tribes of various denominations occupied the entire Baltic coast west of the Vistula; a line drawn from Lubeck to the Elbe, ascending the river to Magdeburg, thence to the western ridge of the Bohemian mountains, and passing on in a somewhat irregular course, leaving Carinthia and Styria on the east, gives the boundary between the Germans and the Slavs at that period. Very nearly in the centre of the territory north of Bohemia and the Carpathians lived one of a number of Slav tribes, the Polyane (or men of the plain), who occupied the region afterwards called Great Poland by the Poles, and now called South Prussia by the Germans. In this Great Poland political life among the Northwestern Slavs began in the second half of the ninth century. About the middle of the tenth, Mechislav (Mieczislaw), the ruler, received Christianity, and the modest title of Count of the German Empire. Boleslav the Brave, his son and successor, extended his territory to the upper Elbe, from which region its boundary line passed through or near Berlin, whence it followed the Oder to the sea. Before his death, in 1025, Boleslav wished to be anointed king by the Pope. The ceremony was denied him, therefore he had it performed by bishops at home. About a century later the western boundary was pushed forward by Boleslav Wry-mouth (1132-1139) to a point on the Baltic about half-way between Stettin and Lubeck. This was the greatest extension of Poland to the west. Between this line and the Elbe were Slav tribes; but the region had already become marken (marches) where the intrusive Germans were struggling for the lands and persons of the Slavs.

The eastern boundary of Poland at this period served also as the western boundary of Russia from the head-waters of the western branch of the river San in the Carpathian Mountains at a point west of Premysl (in the Galicia of to-day) to Brest-Litovsk, from which point the Russian boundary continued toward the northeast till it reached the sea, leaving Pskoff considerably and Yurieff (now Dorpat) slightly to the east,--that is, on Russian territory. Between Russia, north of Brest-Litovsk and Poland, was the irregular triangle composing the lands of Lithuanian and Finnish tribes. From the upper San the Russian boundary southward coincided with the Carpathians, including the territory between the Pruth to its mouth and the Carpathians. This boundary between Poland and Russia, established at that period, corresponds as nearly as possible with the line of demarcation between the two peoples at the present day.

During the two centuries following 1139, Poland continued to lose on the west and the north, and that process was fairly begun through which the Germans finally excluded the Poles from the sea, and turned the cradle of Poland into South Prussia, the name which it bears to-day.

At the end of the fourteenth century a step was taken by the Poles through which it was hoped to win in other places far more than had been lost on the west. Poland turned now to the east; but by leaving her historical basis on the Baltic, by deserting her political birthplace, the only ground where she had a genuine mission, Poland entered upon a career which was certain to end in destruction, unless she could win the Russian power by agreement, or bend it by conquest, and then strengthened by this power, turn back and redeem the lost lands of Pomerania and Prussia.

The first step in the new career was an alliance with Yagello (Yahailo[2]) of Lithuania, from which much was hoped. This event begins a new era in Polish history; to this event we must now give attention, for it was the first in a long series which ended in the great outburst described in this book,--the revolt of the Russians against the Commonwealth.

To reach the motives of this famous agreement between the Lithuanian prince and the nobles and clergy of Poland,--for these two estates had become the only power in the land,--we must turn to Russia.

Lithuania of itself was small, and a prince of that country, if it stood alone, would have received scant attention from Poland; but the Lithuanian Grand Prince was ruler over all the lands of western Russia as well as those of his own people.

What was Russia?

The definite appearance of Russia in history dates from 862, when Rurik came to Novgorod, invited by the people to rule over them. Oleg, the successor of this prince, transferred his capital from Novgorod to Kieff on the Dnieper, which remained the chief city and capital for two centuries and a half. Rurik's great-grandson, Vladimir, introduced Christianity into Russia at the end of the tenth century. During his long reign and that of his son Yaroslav the Lawgiver, the boundary was fixed between Russia and Poland through the places described above, and coincided very nearly with the watershed dividing the two river-systems of the Dnieper and the Vistula, and serves to this day as the boundary between the Russian and Polish languages and the Eastern and Catholic churches.

In 1157 Kieff ceased to be the seat of the Grand Prince, the capital of Russia. A new centre of activity and government was founded in the north,--first at Suzdal, and then at Vladimir, to be transferred later to Moscow.

In 1240 the conquest of Russia by the Tartars was complete. Half a million or more of armed Asiatics had swept over the land, destroying everything where they went. A part of this multitude advanced through Poland, and were stopped in Silesia and Moravia only by the combined efforts of central Europe. The Tartar dominion lasted about two hundred and fifty years (1240-1490), and during this period great changes took place. Russia before the Tartar conquest was a large country, whose western boundary was the eastern boundary of Poland; liberated Russia was a comparatively small country, with its capital at Moscow, and having interposed between it and Poland a large state extending from the Baltic to the Black Sea,--a state which was composed of two thirds of that Russia which was ruled before the Tartar conquest by the descendants of Rurik; a state which included Little, Red, Black, and White Russia, more than two thirds of the best lands, and Kieff, with the majority of the historic towns of pre-Tartar Russia.

How was this state founded?

This state was the Lithuanian Russian,--Litva í Rus (Lithuania and Russia), as it is called by the Russians,--and it rose in the following manner. In the irregular triangle on the Baltic, between Russia and Poland of the twelfth century, lived tribes of Finnish and Lithuanian stock, about a dozen in number. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries these were all conquered,--the Prussian Lithuanians from the Niemen to the Vistula, by the Teutonic Knights, aided by crusading adventurers from western Europe; the others, Lithuanian and Finnish, by the Knights of the Sword,--with the exception of two tribes, the Lithuanians proper, on the upper waters of the Niemen and its tributaries, and the Jmuds or Samogitians on the right bank of the same river, lower down and between the Lithuanians and the sea. These two small tribes were destined through their princes--remarkable men in the fullest sense of the word--to play a great part in Russian and Polish history. It is needless to say much of the Lithuanians, who are better known to scholars than any people, perhaps, of similar numbers in Europe. The main interest in them at present is confined to their language, which, though very valuable to the philologist and beautiful in itself, has never been used in government or law, and has but one book considered as belonging to literature,--"The Four Seasons" by Donaleitis.

Though small, the Lithuanian country, ruled by a number of petty princes, was as much given to anarchy as larger aggregations of men. United for a time under Mindog by reason of pressure from outside, the Lithuanians rose first to prominence under Gedimin (1315-1340), who in a quarter of a century was able to substitute himself for the petty princes of western Russia and extend his power to the south of Kieff. Gedimin was followed by Olgerd, who with his uncle Keistut ruled till 1377; during which time the domains of the Lithuanian prince were extended to the Crimea, and included the whole basin of the Dnieper with its tributaries, together with the upper Dvina. Gedimin and Olgerd respected in all places the clergy of the Eastern Church, and thus acquired rule over a great extent of country with comparative ease and rapidity.

Olgerd, who had completed a great state, left it to his sons and his brother Keistut. Yagello (Yahailo), one of these sons, had Keistut put to death; his brothers and cousins fled; Yagello became sole master. At this juncture the nobles and clergy of Poland effected an arrangement by which Yagello, on condition of becoming a Catholic, introducing the Catholic religion into Lithuania, and joining the state to Poland, was to marry the Queen Yadviga (the last survivor of the royal house) and be crowned king of Poland at Cracow. All these conditions were carried out, and with the reign of Yagello Polish history assumes an entirely new character.

With the establishment by Gedimin and Olgerd of the Lithuanian dynasty and its conquests, there were two Russias instead of one,--Western Russia, ruled by the house of Gedimin, and Eastern Russia, ruled by the house of Rurik. It had become the ambition of the Lithuanian princes to unite all Russia; it had long been the fixed purpose of the princes at Moscow to recover their ancient patrimony, the lands of Vladimir and Yaroslav; that is, all western Russia to the Polish frontier; consequently all the lands added by the Lithuanian princes to their little realm on the Niemen and its tributaries. This struggle between the two houses was very bitter, and more than once it seemed as though Moscow's day had come, and Vilna was to be the capital of reconstituted Russia.

When the question was at this stage, Yagello became King of Poland. The union, purely personal at first, became more intimate later on by means of the two elements of Polish influence, the Church and the nobility. Catholicism was made the religion of the Lithuanians at once; and twenty-seven years later, at Horodlo, it was settled that the Lithuanian Catholics of the higher classes should receive the same privileges as the Polish nobility, with whom they were joined by means of heraldry,--a peculiar arrangement, through which a number of Lithuanian families received the arms of some Polish house, and became thus associated, as the original inhabitants of America are associated under the same totem by the process of adoption.

Without giving details, for which there is no space here, we state merely the meaning of all the details. Lithuania struggled persistently against anything more than a personal union, while Poland struggled just as persistently for a complete union; but no matter how the Lithuanians might gain at one time or another, the personal union under a king influenced by Polish ideas joined to the great weight of the clergy and nobility was too much for them, and the end of the whole struggle was that under Sigismond Augustus, the last of the Yagellon kings, a diet was held at Lublin in which a union between Poland and Lithuania was proclaimed against the protest of a large number of the Lithuanians who left the diet. The King, who was hereditary Grand Duke of Lithuania, and childless, made a present to Poland of his rights,--made Poland his heir. The petty nobility of Lithuania were placed on the same legal footing as the princes and men of great historic families. Lithuania was assimilated to Poland in institutions.

The northern part of West Russia was attached to Lithuania, and all southern Russia merged directly in Poland. If the work of this diet had been productive of concord, and therefore of strength, Poland might have established herself firmly by the sea and won the first place in eastern Europe; but the Commonwealth, either from choice or necessity, was more occupied in struggling with Russians than in standing with firm foot on the Baltic. Sound statesmanship would have taught the Poles that for them it was a question of life and death to possess Pomerania and Prussia, and make the Oder at least their western boundary. They had the power to do that; they had the power to expel the two military orders from the coast; but they did not exert it,--a neglect which cost them dear in later times. Moscow would not have escaped the Poles had they been masters of the Baltic, and had they, instead of fighting with Cossacks and Russians, attached them to the Commonwealth by toleration and justice.

The whole internal policy of Poland from the coronation of Yagello to the reign of Vladislav IV. was to assimilate the nobility of Lithuania and Russia to that of Poland in political rights and in religious profession. The success was complete in the political sense, and practically so in the religious. The Polish nobility, who were in fact the state, possessed at the time of Yagello's coronation all the land, and owned the labor of the people; later on they ceased to pay taxes of any kind. It was a great bribe to the nobles of Lithuania and Russia to occupy the same position. The Lithuanians became Catholics at the accession of Yagello, or soon after; but in Russia, where all belonged to the Orthodox Church, the process was slow, even if sure. The princes Ostrorog and Dominik Zaslavski of this book were of Russian families which held their faith for a long time. The parents of Prince Yeremi Vishnyevetski were Orthodox, and his mother on her death-bed implored him to be true to the faith of his ancestors.

All had been done that could be done with the nobility; but the great mass of Russian people holding the same faith as the Russians of the East, whose capital was at Moscow, were not considered reliable; therefore a union of churches was effected, mainly through the formal initiative of the King Sigismond III. and a few ecclesiastics, but rejected by a great majority of the Russian clergy and people. This new or united church, which retained the Slav language with Eastern customs and liturgy, but recognized the supremacy of the Pope, was made the state church of Russia.

From this rose all the religious trouble.

The Russians, when Hmelnitski appeared, were in the following condition: Their land was gone; the power of life and death over them resided in lords, either Poles or Polonized Russians, who generally gave this power to agents or tenants, not infrequently Jews. All justice, all administration, all power belonged to the lord or to whomsoever he delegated his authority; there was no appeal. A people with an active communal government of their own in former times were now reduced to complete slavery. Such was the Russian complaint on the material side. On the moral side it was that their masters were filching their faith from them. Having stripped them of everything in this life, they were trying to deprive them of life to come.

The outburst of popular rage against Poland was without example in history for intensity and volume, and this would have made the revolt remarkable whatever its motives or objects. But the Cossack war was of world-wide importance in view of the issues. The triumph of Poland would have brought the utter subjection of the Cossacks and the people, with the extinction of Eastern Orthodoxy not only in Russia but in other lands; for the triumph of Poland would have left no place for Moscow on earth but a place of subjection. The triumph of the Cossacks would have brought a mixed government, with religious toleration and a king having means to curb the all-powerful nobles. This was what Hmelnitski sought; this was the dream of Ossolinski the Chancellor; this, if realized, might possibly have saved the Commonwealth, and made it a constitutional government instead of an association of irresponsible magnates.

It turned out that the Cossacks and the uprisen people were not a match for the Poles, and it was not in the interest of the Tartars to give the Cossacks the fruits of victory. It was the policy of the Tartars to bring the Poles into trouble and then rescue them; they wished the Poles to have the upper hand, but barely have it, and be in continual danger of losing it.

The battle of Berestechko, instead of giving peace to the Commonwealth, opened a new epoch of trouble. Hmelnitski, the ablest man in Europe at that time, could be conquered by nothing but death. Though beaten through the treachery of the Khan at Berestechko and perhaps also by treason in his own camp, he rallied, concluded the treaty of Bélaya Tserkoff, which reduced the Cossack army from forty to twelve thousand men, but left Hmelnitski hetman[3] of the Zaporojians. That was the great mistake of the Poles; every success was for them a failure so long as Hmelnitski had a legal existence.

The Poles, though intellectual, sympathetic, brave, and gifted with high personal qualities that have made them many friends, have been always deficient in collective wisdom; and there is probably no more astonishing antithesis in Europe than the Poles as individuals and the Poles as a people.

After Berestechko the Poles entered the Ukraine as masters. Vishnyevetski went as the ruling spirit. To all appearance the time of his triumph had come; but one day after dinner he fell ill and died suddenly. The verdict of the Russian people was: The Almighty preserved him through every danger, saved him from every enemy, and by reason of the supreme wickedness of "Yarema," reserved him for his own holy and punishing hand.

The old order of things was restored in Russia,--landlords, garrisons, Jews; but now came the most striking event in the whole history.

Moldavia, the northern part of the present kingdom of Romania, was at that time a separate principality, owning the suzerainty of the Sultan. Formerly it had been a part of the Russian principality of Galich (Galicia), joined to Poland in the reign of Kazimir the Great, but connected, at the time of our story, with Turkey. The Poles had intimate relations with the country, and sought to bring it back. The Hospodar was Vassily Lupul, a man of fabulous wealth, according to report, and the father of two daughters, whose beauty was the wonder of eastern Europe. Prince Radzivil of Lithuania had married the elder; the younger, Domna (Domina) Rosanda, was sought in marriage by three men from Poland and by Timofei Hmelnitski, the son of Bogdan. The first of the Poles was Dmitry Vishnyevetski; the second was Kalinovski, the aged hetman of the Crown, captured by Hmelnitski at Korsún, but now free and more ambitions than any man in the Commonwealth of half his age, which was then near seventy.

Lupul, who had consented to the marriage of his daughter with young Hmelnitski, preferred Vishnyevetski; whereupon Bogdan exclaimed, "We will send a hundred thousand best men with the bridegroom." Thirty-six thousand Cossacks and Tartars set out for Yassy, the residence of Lupul. Kalinovski, the Polish hetman, with twenty thousand men, barred the way to young Hmelnitski at Batog on the boundary. It was supposed that Timofei was attended by a party of only five thousand, and Kalinovski intended to finish a rival and destroy the son of an enemy at a blow. This delusion of the hetman was probably caused, but in every case confirmed, by a letter from Bogdan, in which he stated that his son, with some attendants, was on his way to marry the daughter of the Hospodar; that young men are hot-headed and given to quarrels, blood might be spilled; therefore he asked Kalinovski to withdraw and let the party pass.

This was precisely what Kalinovski would not do; he resolved to stop Timofei by force. The first day, five thousand Cossacks and Tartars, while passing to the west, were attacked by the Poles, who pursued them with cavalry. When a good distance from the camp, a courier rushed to the hetman with news of a general attack on the rear of the Polish army. The Poles returned in haste, pursued in their turn.

Young Hmelnitski had fallen upon a division of the army in the rear of the camp, and almost destroyed it. Darkness brought an end to the struggle. No eye was closed on either side that night. One half of the Polish army resolved to escape in spite of the hetman. At daybreak they were marching. "They shall not flee!" said Kalinovski "Stop them with cavalry; open on the cowards with cannon!" One part of the Polish army hurried to stop the other; there was a discharge of artillery; some of the fugitives rushed on, but most of them stopped. Then a second discharge of artillery, and a battle began. The Cossacks gazed on this wonderful scene; when their amazement had passed, they attacked the enemy, and indescribable slaughter began. It was impossible for the Poles to re-form or make effective defence. At this moment the army-servants, many of whom were Russians, set fire to the camp. Outnumbered and panic-stricken, thousands of Poles rushed into the Bug and were drowned. The Cossacks, with Berestechko in mind, showed mercy to no man; and of the whole army of twenty thousand, less than five hundred escaped. The peasants in all the country about killed the fugitives with scythes and clubs. Those who crossed the river were slaughtered on the other bank; among them was Samuel Kalinovski, son of the hetman. Then Kalinovski himself, seeing that all was lost cried, "I have no wish to live; I am ashamed to look on the sun of this morning!" and rushed to the thick of the fight. He perished; and a Nogai horseman raced over the field, while from his saddle-bow depended the head of the hetman with its white streaming hair. After the battle the body was discovered; on it the portrait of Domna Rosanda and the letter of Bogdan.

Farther on, near the Bug, was a division of five thousand Germans under command of Marek Sobieski, the gifted chief who had fought at Zbaraj. Attacked in front by the Cossacks, they stood with manful persistence till Karach Murza, the Nogai commander, at the head of fourteen thousand men, descended upon them from the hills of Botog like a mighty rain from the clouds or a whirlwind of the desert, as the Ukraine chronicler phrases it. Split in the centre, torn through and through, the weapons dropped from their hands, they were ridden down and sabred by Nogais and Cossacks. Sobieski perished; Pshiyemski, commander of artillery, was killed.

A year later the Poles at Jvanyets were in greater straits than ever before. They were surrounded by Hmelnitski and the Khan so that no escape was possible; but they had more gold to give than had the Cossacks. They satisfied those in power, from the Khan downward, with gifts, and covenanted to let them plunder Russia and seize Russian captives during six weeks. On these conditions the Tartars deserted Hmelnitski, peace was concluded, and the Polish army and king were saved from captivity.

This was the last act of the Cossack-Tartar alliance. Hmelnitski now turned to Moscow; the Zaporojian army took the oath of allegiance to Alexis, father of Peter the Great. Lithuania and western Russia were overrun by the forces of Moscow and the Cossacks. The Swedes occupied Warsaw and Cracow. Karl Gustav, their king, became king of Poland. Yan Kazimir fled to Silesia.

Again the Polish king came back, but soon resigned, and ended his life in France.

The eastern bank of the Dnieper, with Kieff on the west, went to Russia; but it was not till the reign of Katherine II. that western Russia was united to the east, and Prussia and Austria received all the lands of Poland proper.

I feel constrained to ask kindly indulgence from the readers of this sketch. I am greatly afraid that it will seem indefinite and lacking in precision; but the field to be covered is so great that I wrote with two kinds of readers in view,--those who are already well acquainted with Slav history, and those who do not know this history yet, but who may be roused to examine it for themselves. I hope to give a sketch of this history in a future not too remote, with an account of the sources of original information; so that impartial students, as Americans are by position, may have some assistance in beginning a work of such commanding importance as the history of Poland and Russia.

Jeremiah Curtin.

Washington, D. C, April 4, 1890.
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The year 1647 was that wonderful year in which manifold signs in the heavens and on the earth announced misfortunes of some kind and unusual events. Contemporary chroniclers relate that beginning with spring-time myriads of locusts swarmed from the Wilderness, destroying the grain and the grass; this was a forerunner of Tartar raids. In the summer there was a great eclipse of the sun, and soon after a comet appeared in the sky. In Warsaw a tomb was seen over the city, and a fiery cross in the clouds; fasts were held and alms given, for some men declared that a plague would come on the land and destroy the people. Finally, so mild a winter set in, that the oldest inhabitants could not remember the like of it. In the southern provinces ice did not confine the rivers, which, swollen by the daily melting of snows, left their courses and flooded the banks. Rainfalls were frequent. The steppe was drenched, and became an immense slough. The sun was so warm in the south that, wonder of wonders! in Bratslav and the Wilderness a green fleece covered the steppes and plains in the middle of December. The swarms in the beehives began to buzz and bustle; cattle were bellowing in the fields. Since such an order of things appeared altogether unnatural, all men in Russia who were waiting or looking for unusual events turned their excited minds and eyes especially to the Wilderness, from which rather than anywhere else danger might show itself.

At that time there was nothing unusual in the Wilderness,--no struggles there, nor encounters, beyond those of ordinary occurrence, and known only to the eagles, hawks, ravens, and beasts of the plain. For the Wilderness was of this character at that period. The last traces of settled life ended on the way to the south, at no great distance beyond Chigirin on the side of the Dnieper, and on the side of the Dniester not far from Uman; then forward to the bays and sea there was nothing but steppe after steppe, hemmed in by the two rivers as by a frame. At the bend of the Dnieper in the lower country beyond the Cataracts Cossack life was seething, but in the open plains no man dwelt; only along the shores were nestled here and there little fields, like islands in the sea. The land belonged in name to Poland, but it was an empty land, in which the Commonwealth permitted the Tartars to graze their herds; but since the Cossacks prevented this frequently, the field of pasture was a field of battle too.

How many struggles were fought in that region, how many people had laid down their lives there, no man had counted, no man remembered. Eagles, falcons, and ravens alone saw these; and whoever from a distance heard the sound of wings and the call of ravens, whoever beheld the whirl of birds circling over one place, knew that corpses or unburied bones were lying beneath. Men were hunted in the grass as wolves or wild goats. All who wished, engaged in this hunt. Fugitives from the law defended themselves in the wild steppes. The armed herdsman guarded his flock, the warrior sought adventure, the robber plunder, the Cossack a Tartar, the Tartar a Cossack. It happened that whole bands guarded herds from troops of robbers. The steppe was both empty and filled, quiet and terrible, peaceable and full of ambushes; wild by reason of its wild plains, but wild, too, from the wild spirit of men.

At times a great war filled it. Then there flowed over it like waves Tartar chambuls, Cossack regiments, Polish or Wallachian companies. In the night-time the neighing of horses answered the howling of wolves, the voices of drums and brazen trumpets flew on to the island of Ovid and the sea, and along the black trail of Kutchman there seemed an inundation of men. The boundaries of the Commonwealth were guarded from Kamenyets to the Dnieper by outposts and stanitsas; and when the roads were about to swarm with people, it was known especially by the countless flocks of birds which, frightened by the Tartars, flew onward to the north. But the Tartar, if he slipped out from the Black Forest or crossed the Dniester from the Wallachian side, came by the southern provinces together with the birds.

That winter, however, the birds did not come with their uproar to the Commonwealth. It was stiller on the steppe than usual. At the moment when our narrative begins the sun was just setting, and its reddish rays threw light on a land entirely empty. On the northern rim of the Wilderness, along the Omelnik to its mouth, the sharpest eye could not discover a living soul, nor even a movement in the dark, dry, and withered steppe grass. The sun showed but half its shield from behind the horizon. The heavens became obscured, and then the steppe grew darker and darker by degrees. Near the left bank, on a small height resembling more a grave-mound than a hill, were the mere remnants of a walled stanitsa which once upon a time had been built by Fedor Buchatski and then torn down by raids. A long shadow stretched from this ruin. In the distance gleamed the waters of the widespread Omelnik, which in that place turned toward the Dnieper. But the lights went out each moment in the heavens and on the earth. From the sky were heard the cries of storks in their flight to the sea; with this exception the stillness was unbroken by a sound.

Night came down upon the Wilderness, and with it the hour of ghosts. Cossacks on guard in the stanitsas related in those days that the shades of men who had fallen in sudden death and in sin used to rise up at night and carry on dances in which they were hindered neither by cross nor church. Also, when the wicks which showed the time of midnight began to burn out, prayers for the dead were offered throughout the stanitsas. It was said, too, that the shades of mounted men coursing through the waste barred the road to wayfarers, whining and begging them for a sign of the holy cross. Among these ghosts vampires also were met with, who pursued people with howls. A trained ear might distinguish at a distance the howls of a vampire from those of a wolf. Whole legions of shadows were also seen, which sometimes came so near the stanitsas that the sentries sounded the alarm. This was generally the harbinger of a great war.

The meeting of a single ghost foreboded no good, either; but it was not always necessarily of evil omen, for frequently a living man would appear before travellers and vanish like a shadow, and therefore might easily and often be taken for a ghost.

Night came quickly on the Omelnik, and there was nothing surprising in the fact that a figure, either a man or a ghost, made its appearance at the side of the deserted stanitsa. The moon coming out from behind the Dnieper whitened the waste, the tops of the thistles, and the distance of the steppe. Immediately there appeared lower down on the plain some other beings of the night. The flitting clouds hid the light of the moon from moment to moment; consequently those figures flashed up in the darkness at one instant, and the next they were blurred. At times they disappeared altogether, and seemed to melt in the shadow. Pushing on toward the height on which the first man was standing, they stole up quietly, carefully, slowly, halting at intervals.

There was something awe-exciting in their movements, as there was in all that steppe which was so calm in appearance. The wind at times blew from the Dnieper, causing a mournful rustle among the dried thistles, which bent and trembled as in fear. At last the figures vanished in the shadow of the ruins. In the uncertain light of that hour nothing could be seen save the single horseman on the height.

But the rustle arrested his attention. Approaching the edge of the mound, he began to look carefully into the steppe. At that moment the wind stopped, the rustling ceased; there was perfect rest.

Suddenly a piercing whistle was heard; mingled voices began to shout in terrible confusion, "Allah! Allah! Jesus Christ! Save! Kill!" The report of muskets re-echoed; red flashes rent the darkness. The tramp of horses was heard with the clash of steel. Some new horsemen rose as it were from beneath the surface of the steppe. You would have said that a storm had sprung up on a sudden in that silent and ominous land. The shrieks of men followed the terrible clash. Then all was silent; the struggle was over.

Apparently one of its usual scenes had been enacted in the Wilderness.

The horsemen gathered in groups on the height; a few of them dismounted, and examined something carefully. Meanwhile a powerful and commanding voice was heard in the darkness.

"Strike a fire in front!"

In a moment sparks sprang out, and soon a blaze flashed up from the dry reeds and pitch-pine which wayfarers through the Wilderness always carried with them.

Straightway the staff for a hanging-lamp was driven into the earth. The glare from above illuminated sharply a number of men who were bending over a form stretched motionless on the ground.

These men were soldiers, in red uniforms and wolf-skin caps. Of these, one who sat on a valiant steed appeared to be the leader. Dismounting, he approached the prostrate figure and inquired,--

"Well, Sergeant, is he alive yet, or is it all over with him?"

"He is alive, but there is a rattling in his throat; the lariat stifled him."

"Who is he?"

"He is not a Tartar; some man of distinction."

"Then God be thanked!"

The chief looked attentively at the prostrate man.

"Well, just like a hetman."

"His horse is of splendid Tartar breed; the Khan has no better," said the sergeant. "There he stands."

The lieutenant looked at the horse, and his face brightened. Two soldiers held a really splendid steed, who, moving his ears and distending his nostrils, pushed forward his head and looked with frightened eyes at his master.

"But the horse will be ours, Lieutenant?" put in, with an inquiring tone, the sergeant.

"Dog believer! would you deprive a Christian of his horse in the steppe?"

"But it is our booty--"

Further conversation was interrupted by stronger breathing from the suffocated man.

"Pour gorailka[5] into his mouth," said the lieutenant, undoing his belt.

"Are we to spend the night here?"

"Yes. Unsaddle the horses and make a good fire."

The soldiers hurried around quickly. Some began to rouse and rub the prostrate man; some started off for reeds to burn; others spread camel and bear skins on the ground for couches.

The lieutenant, troubling himself no more about the suffocated stranger, unbound his belt and stretched himself on a burka by the fire. He was a very young man, of spare habit of body, dark complexion, very elegant in manner, with a delicately cut countenance and a prominent aquiline nose. In his eyes were visible desperate daring and endurance, but his face had an honest look. His rather thick mustache and a beard, evidently unshaven for a long time, gave him a seriousness beyond his years.

Meanwhile two attendants were preparing the evening meal. Dressed quarters of mutton were placed on the fire, a number of bustards and partridges were taken from the packs, and one wild goat, which an attendant began to skin without delay. The fire blazed up, casting out upon the steppe an enormous ruddy circle of light. The suffocated man began to revive slowly.

After a time he cast his bloodshot eyes around on the strangers, examining their faces; then he tried to stand up. The soldier who had previously talked with the lieutenant raised him by the armpits; another put in his hand a halbert, upon which the stranger leaned with all his force. His face was still purple, his veins swollen. At last, with a suppressed voice, he coughed out his first word, "Water!"

They gave him gorailka, which he drank repeatedly, and which appeared to do him good, for after he had removed the flask from his lips at last, he inquired in a clear voice, "In whose hands am I?"

The officer rose and approached him. "In the hands of those who saved you."

"It was not you, then, who caught me with a lariat?"

"No; the sabre is our weapon, not the lariat. You wrong our good soldiers with the suspicion. You were seized by ruffians, pretended Tartars. You can look at them if you are curious, for they are lying out there slaughtered like sheep."

Saying this, he pointed with his hand to a number of dark bodies lying below the height.

To this the stranger answered, "If you will permit me to rest."

They brought him a felt-covered saddle, on which he seated himself in silence.

He was in the prime of life, of medium height, with broad shoulders, almost gigantic build of body, and striking features. He had an enormous head, a complexion dried and sunburnt, black eyes, somewhat aslant, like those of a Tartar; over his thin lips hung a mustache ending at the tips in two broad bunches. His powerful face indicated courage and pride. There was in it something at once attractive and repulsive,--the dignity of a hetman with Tartar cunning, kindness, and ferocity.

After he had sat awhile on the saddle he rose, and beyond all expectation, went to look at the bodies instead of returning thanks.

"How churlish!" muttered the lieutenant.

The stranger examined each face carefully, nodding his head like a man who has seen through everything; then he turned slowly to the lieutenant, slapping himself on the side, and seeking involuntarily his belt, behind which he wished evidently to pass his hand.

This importance in a man just rescued from the halter did not please the young lieutenant, and he said in irony,--

"One might say that you are looking for acquaintances among those robbers, or that you are saying a litany for their souls."

"You are both right and wrong. You are right, for I was looking for acquaintances; and you are wrong, for they are not robbers, but servants of a petty nobleman, my neighbor."

"Then it is clear that you do not drink out of the same spring with that neighbor."

A strange smile passed over the thin lips of the stranger.

"And in that you are wrong," muttered he through his teeth. In a moment he added audibly: "But pardon for not having first given thanks for the aid and effective succor which freed me from such sudden death. Your courage has redeemed my carelessness, for I separated from my men; but my gratitude is equal to your good-will."

Having said this, he reached his hand to the lieutenant.

But the haughty young man did not stir from his place, and was in no hurry to give his hand; instead of that he said,--

"I should like to know first if I have to do with a nobleman; for though I have no doubt you are one, still it does not befit me to accept the thanks of a nameless person."

"I see you have the mettle of a knight, and speak justly, I should have begun my speech and thanks with my name. I am Zenovi Abdank; my escutcheon that of Abdank with a cross; a nobleman from the province of Kieff; a landholder, and a colonel of the Cossack regiment of Prince Dominik Zaslavski."

"And I am Yan Skshetuski, lieutenant of the armored regiment of Prince Yeremi Vishnyevetski."

"You serve under a famous warrior. Accept my thanks and hand."

The lieutenant hesitated no longer. It is true that armored officers looked down on men of the other regiments; but Pan Yan was in the steppe, in the Wilderness, where such things were less remembered. Besides, he had to do with a colonel. Of this he had ocular proof, for when his soldiers brought Pan Abdank the belt and sabre which were taken from his person in order to revive him, they brought at the same time a short staff with a bone shaft and ivory head, such as Cossack colonels were in the habit of using. Besides, the dress of Zenovi Abdank was rich, and his educated speech indicated a quick mind and social training.

Pan Yan therefore invited him to supper. The odor of roasted meats began to go out from the fire just then, tickling the nostrils and the palate. The attendant brought the meats, and served
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