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INTRODUCTION

'L'HE car comes to a stop. After several years of absence
I am in Poland again. The sun sheds upon the snow
myriads of sparks, which glisten like so many precious
gems; a purple strip of mist rises above the distant forest
of dark, pointed pines, which form a background to white,
humble huts, throbbing with lives of patience and toil,
under the iron hand of the ruler. . . . I feel a mysterious
glow penetrating into the very depth of my heart, tears
rise to my eyes; I humbly bow my head and whisper,
“Hail, beloved . . .” ‘“Einsteigen, meine Herrschaften,”
shouts the metallic voice of the conductor, waking me from-
my revery, and by his sudden cry in a foreign language
brutally recalling to my mind the misfortunes of my country.

As we proceed further through German Poland we look
in vain for any outward sign of the nationality of the
inhabitants; there is none. No Polish inscriptions, no
Polish names of the stations, no railroad employees allowed
to speak Polish; yet crowds of peasants and workingmen
hurrying to the fourth-class cars speak only the vernacular.
Strange to say, there is one thing that all the efforts of the
repressive governmental system cannot destroy, and that
is the deep-rooted patriotism of the people, nor can they
make of no avail their heroic struggle to preserve their
mother-tongue.

It was almost dark when we reached a station” with a
name evidently Polish, but so distorted by the Germanizing
process that we could not make it out. Here our train
stopped. We had been delayed and had missed the con-

3



4 INTRODUCTION

nection. The prospect of spending the night in some
awful inn in this out-of-the-way place appeared most un-
pleasant. My husband tried to charter a special train to
Oswiecim (the Austrian frontier station), thirty miles away,
where we could make connection for Cracow, but there was
not the slightest chance of getting such a luxury in that
small place.

While we were still holding council on the course to take,
the station-master, a jovial, good-natured German, proposed
to us to go this short distance by a freight-train; and
laughing, he invited us to the conductor’s box. InGermany
they have no regular caboose on the freight-train, but at
the end of the rear car there is a kind of covered box or cage
perched near the roof where the conductor remains con-
fined between stations.

My American friend, Miss L. B. F., who, prompted by
the extravagant idea of visiting the land of ‘‘Thaddeus of
Warsaw,” had joined us in our travels, was elated with the
station-master’s suggestion. With all the vigor of youth,
good health, and good humor, she hastily climbed the steep,
ladder-like stairs conducting to the box. We followed
more leisurely. There we sat, five of us, my buoyant
American, my husband, my grumbling maid, the conductor,
and I, on very narrow seats, in a very tight place, and in
an overheated, suffocating atmosphere, making the best
of our queer situation.

The conductor, a young man with a pale, sad face, seeing
us nearly smothered with rugs and furs, from which we tried
in vain to extricate ourselves, speaks with a strangely
patient and sympathetic voice, marked by a foreign accent.
Evidently he is a Pole, but does not dare to address us in
Polish, lest he lose his position. . . . I happened to com-
plain in Polish of the heat; the conductor, without a word,
puts his pencil behind his ear and opens the window. It
is dark and foggy. The earth and sky are both the same
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dull gray, —like the background of a picture, — upon
which the breath of the engine disgorges clouds of white
smoke, studded with millions of red sparks, glittering like
dancing, leaping, floating stars. Some of them shoot high
in the air, only to fall down with the same speed, and to die
in the snow; others, less ambitious, keep lower above
ground and disappear in the wallowing clouds of smoke.
Poor evanescent stars!

The fog is so dense that it is impossible to distinguish the
earth from the sky, the whole seeming a sombre immensity
of space and smoke. For a while I imagine myself em-
barked on some fantastic journey in an airship, and indulge
in fanciful dreams, admiring the wonderful performance of
those artificial clouds which with such unearthly speed
rush through the air, furiously pushing and destroying each
other, until they gradually melt away, and vanish in the
mist of the night. The train stops. ‘‘Fallen Sie nicht,
meine Damen” (‘Do not fall, ladies”), says the patient
voice of the conductor, who offers his slender hand to lead
us down the steep steps, and for which I give him a German
“Jch danke.” He smilesfaintly, and whispers ‘‘Dobranoc”
in Polish.!

Oswiecim! This is the frontier between Prussia and
Austria, and we enter that part of Poland which is named
Galitzia and Lodomeria, and which is ruled by the kind-
hearted Kaiser Franz Joseph, so unlike his ancestor, who
joined hands with Katherine of Russia and Frederick the
king of Prussia to crush the Poles.

We are taken to the Custom House. Here the employees
are all Poles. Some of them recognized and greeted us
with friendliness. Our trunks pass through a courteous
and speedy inspection, very unlike the finicking, rammaging,
and prying scrutiny which the passengers are subjected to at
the New York docks.

1 Good-night.
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After the inspection of our trunks, we go to the refreshment
room for a cup of coffee, and there, to my great delight,
we meet Count A. W., who, with three of his friends, is
returning from a hunt. They are all clad in immense furs,
all tall, about six feet or above, all laughing and greeting
us with effusion, which so delights Miss L. B. F. that she
surprises them with a Polish sentence she learned from me,
and which sounds more like Volapuk than anything else,
but it is nevertheless welcomed with shouts.

After parting with our friends, we are led to a reserved
compartment in the slow local train. Here the usual rail-
road notices are in three languages, Polish, German, and
Czech (Bohemian). Every employee speaks Polish. We
feel at home. A few stations more, and we shall be in
Cracow, my native city.

Some fifteen miles separate us yet from the old Polish
capital. How shall I spend that time, so that it may not
seem an eternity? Oh! I want to be there at once; I
have a wild desire to open the window and shriek, ‘“ Hurry
up !’ and to strike the lazy engine with my fists. One more
station. This is awful; I sink into my seat and try to be
patient. Patience is sister to pain. I sit and suffer. At
last the train moves a little faster; the engine, possibly
to make a fine stage entrance, gives a few lively jerks
just before coming into the city, the white pillars of the
depot pass before our eyes, the wheels jangle, the engine
gives a piercing whistle, and the train stops.

“Cracow!” This is really Cracow — my cradle, my nurse,
my mentor and master. Here I was born and bred. Here
trees and stars taught me to think. From the green
meadows with their wild flowers I took lessons of harmony
in color, the nightingales with their longing songs-made me
dream of love and beauty. The famous “Zygmunt” bell
of the cathedral, with its deep and rich sound, reminded
me of the glorious past of Poland ; the organs in the churches
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spoke of God and His Angels; stained windows, statues,
and altars suggested art —its importance, its dignity.

At the depot the usual crowd of idlers as well as many
friends wait for us. Faces not seen for years, faithful eyes
and friendly, smiling lips, shaking of hands, words of hearty
welcome, — all this fills me with joy, warms me, intoxicates
me. The lapse of years spent far away from the country
shrinks into nothingness; I am again with my own people
as of old, and they are the same, unchanged and true! I
am happy!

Next morning I dress hastily, wake my American friend,
and leaving Mr. Chlapowski with his cigarettes and piles
of newspapers, we start out in the streets of Cracow.

The day is glorious, the sun shines brightly, the snow
creaks under our feet, the sleigh-bells jingle their melodious
tunes; my soul is filled with rapture, and I feel as light
as a feather.

Miss L. B. F. loves the snow, and plans a long drive in one
of those diminutive sliding conveyances, in which young
women look so pretty wrapped in furs from head to foot,
their rosy cheeks and bright eyes peeping from beneath the
fur-trimmed characteristic “‘Kolpaks.”” *

From time to time, as these sleighs rush along the street,
a sweet face leans out, uttering a surprised ‘“Ah,” and sends
a kiss or wave of hand to me. This amuses my friend,
who is one of the most exhilarating persons I know, always
ready to enjoy even the slightest glimpse of brightness in
life. She bows back to the ladies, and says, “‘Bon jour,”
and laughing merrily, asks me who they are. To this I can
scarcely answer. ‘‘Oh! I understand,” she exclaims, ‘“‘they
are the public! How lovely!”

Ah ! the dear old walls, worn by so many centuries! We
enter the church of the Virgin Mary (Panna Marya). It is

1 A fur toque with an aigrette.
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CHURCHE OF PANNA MaRyYa, CrACOW.
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encumbered with high scaffolding, reaching to the ceiling.
Matejko reigns there again. According to his plans, the
old walls, the arched ceiling, the pillars and altars, are re-
stored and repainted in their old original glory. The work
on the main altar, covered with the carved statuary of the
great ‘“Wit Stwos,” a sculptor of the fifteenth century,
and one part of the centre nave, is already finished. We
stand awhile admiring. It is a marvellous restoration.
The walls are covered with most vivid colors, yet the whole
is harmonious, soft, and beautiful. The character remains
purely medisval, full of color, glowing, inspiring, a true
temple of God, for the people.

“Show me the house you were born in,” says my friend.

“I can show you the place, not the house; it was burned
down in the conflagration of 1850,” I answered. We
walk a short distance, and now we are standing before the
new house built on the spot where my mother’s old home
had stood. I pointed to Miss L. B. F. the location of two
windows on the third floor, behind which I spent the first
ten years of my life. Dim memories, sweet as old lullabies,
spread their charm over my being; but soon other recol-
lections, full of the anxieties of the past, alight on my brain
like a swarm of gnats. I turn my head away. At the other
side of Szeroka Street stands an old house which miracu-
lously escaped the Austrian bomb as well as the flames,
intact in its clumsiness, with squatty, sprawling walls and
small square windows. At the angle of it, in a shallow
niche provided with a small, protecting tin roof, a statue
of the. Virgin is placed. Ten golden stars surround her
head, ornamented with most elaborate puffs and curls, a
golden belt imprisons her waist, a blue cloak fastened with
a gold buckle falls in graceful folds down to her feet. Her
right hand is extended as in blessing over the people who
pass beneath her. Her eyes are turned toward heaven, and
her feet repose lightly on a silver crescent. In a word, a
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true relic of baroque style. Seeing me smiling tenderly
at the statue, Miss L. B. F. asks:—

‘“What are you thinking about?”’

““I am thinking what an important part this image of the
Virgin played in my childhood.”

““What! That ugly thing!”

“It was not ugly to me then. It was the most won-
derful incarnation of virtue, grace, and motherhood. It
brought into my little brain marvellous dreams of angels and
saints. I firmly believed that she loved me, and many a
time I related to her long stories of my childish grievances,
in a whisper. I knew she heard me, in spite of the wide
street between us, and every morning and evening I said my
prayers, kneeling by the window on a chair, so that I might
behold her lovely countenance!”

“You were a superstitious child, I see.”

“I suppose I was, but I am still infinitely grateful for
those glimpses into the land of wonders, which left an ever-
lasting impression on my soul.”

“Oh! you are such a baby still!” This Miss L. B. F.
uttered, smiling broadly, and showing two rows of marvellous
white teeth. I laughed and answered:—

“This time I will forgive you that absurd nickname you
apply to me, a nickname of young America, given to those
brought up by centuries of traditions and idealistic train-
ing.”  Upon which we both laugh and proceed on our way.

The Royal Castle is the next thing I want my friend to
see. Ome part of the castle is restored and turned into
Austrian barracks, but the old portion of the edifice, ragged,
with moss-covered roof, is still there, looking down on the
city, with its small grated windows and huge stone gate.
One would say, a very old and lonesome man, with weak eyes
and open mouth, brooding over his past. He has witnessed
horrors of war, crime, lust, victories, pride, conceit, honors,
as well as inexpressible sorrows, great Christian virtues,
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monstrous injustice, and finally the downfall of the noble
race.

We postpone until another day our visit to the picture
galleries, museums, and private studios; and conversing
on the subjects of national grievances and art, we enter
slowly the long avenue of old chestnut-trees which encircles
the city, meeting in the neighborhood of the Royal Castle.

]

Tae RovaL Parace, Cracow.

This avenue, called the ‘“Planty,” is the favorite prome-
nade of the people during the warm season of the year,
but even in winter it is not deserted; students of the
different schools find always a pretext to walk on the fresh
snow of their beloved ‘“‘Planty.” In fact, everybody fre-
quents the avenue. I remember when I was a young
aspirant for dramatic honors, I used to rise at five o’clock
in the morning, take my part with me, and walk up and
down in the shade of the wide-branched trees, studying my
lines. At eight o’clock I had to return, for fear of being
exposed to the jests of the students,
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While in Cracow I gave a series of performances, the total
ceipts of which I placed in the hands of the mayor of the
ty, as the beginning of a fund for the building of a new
eatre. With this first money as an inducement, he opened

collection. Generous offers followed, and a few years
ter a handsome theatre was built, in a large square, stand-
ig alone. A lawn, shrubs, and flowers lent to it a refresh-
ig grace. The interior is ornamented with pictures and
;atues, and our late great artist, Siemiradzki, painted
curtain and offered it as a gift to the city. This curtain
s an object of admiration to all who visit Cracow. As a rule
ery little attention is paid to a curtain, but this one is an
mportant ornament. It strikes a noble note, and fills the
auditorium with an artistic atmosphere.

* * * * * * *

These few pages I wrote some years ago; I have not
lestroyed them, because this return to my native country,
ifter a long absence, inspired me with the idea of writing
my reminiscences. It was at this time that I commenced
making notes, collecting such material as I thought neces-
sary, with the firm project of describing my own personal
experiences, a3 well as some characteristics of the promi-
nent people I have met during my stage career.
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While in Cracow I gave a series of performances, the total
receipts of which I placed in the hands of the mayor of the
city, as the beginning of a fund for the building of a new
theatre. With this first money as an inducement, he opened
a collection. Generous offers followed, and a few years
later a handsome theatre was built, in a large square, stand-
ing alone. A lawn, shrubs, and flowers lent to it a refresh-
ing grace. The interior is ornamented with pictures and
statues, and our late great artist, Siemiradzki, painted
a curtain and offered it as a gift to the city. This curtain
is an object of admiration to all who visit Cracow. As a rule
very little attention is paid to a curtain, but this one is an
important ornament. It strikes a noble note, and fills the
auditorium with an artistic atmosphere.

* * * * * * *

These few pages I wrote some years ago; I have not
destroyed them, because this return to my native country,
after a long absence, inspired me with the idea of writing
my reminiscences. It was at this time that I commenced
making notes, collecting such material as I thought neces-
sary, with the firm project of desecribing my own personal
experiences, as well as some characteristics of the promi-
nent people I have met during my stage career.
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CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH






CHAPTER I

SoME of the events and surroundings among which I was
brought up come back to my mind with the clearness of
a silhouette, perfect in its outline; and since I have to tell
the story of my life, it is just as well to begin at the very
beginning. Yet I beg my readers to believe that I have not
undertaken this task for the mere pleasure of speaking of
myself or boasting of my triumphs. I only write because
I cannot help thinking that this work, though deficient in
many points, may yet interest some people, or be of some
use to others.

It is impossible to write a biography leaving out entirely
one’s wretched ‘I, yet I shall be as discreet as possible,
as there is nothing I dread more than a touch of ‘‘pseudo-
logia-fantastica-madness,”’ to which much stronger natures
than my own are often subjected.

Born on the 12th of October, 1840, I was one of ‘ten
children at home, and being a member of such a numerous
family, I could not claim the exclusive attention of my
mother, who, besides many domestic duties, had the man-
agement of her property on her shoulders. Therefore my
younger sister Josephine and myself were left entirely in
the care of my great-aunt Teresa, who loved us dearly,
who was very careful of our health, but whose attempts
in developing our little souls were limited to the secrupulous
reciting with us of our morning and evening prayers.

In consequence, I grew up mostly.under the influence of
Nature, among the incidents of life and national calamities,
free, unrestrained, forming my own judgment of things
blindly, innocently, adorning and magnifying them with

15



16 MEMORIES AND IMPRESSIONS

my vivid imagination, eatching eagerly snatches of her_oic
songs, poems, or religious hymns, memorizing and repeating
them, and thus unconsciously building up my character
as well as laying the foundation for my artistic future.

Talent is born with us, but the influence of surround-
ings shapes, develops, or subdues it. That sweet sadness,
which for the most part exists in Polish melodies and poems
and which is the outcome of the whole nation’s sufferings,
that limitless tenderness and longing, unconsciously rooted
itself in my soul from my very childhood, in spite of the
fiery and stormy temperament I brought with me into the
world —presumably an inheritance from a Hungarian great-
grandmother. That note of tenderness always predominated
both in my nature and my work, in which often flashes of
inborn vivacity and passion were overshadowed by that
touch of Slavonic Tesknota, a word quite untranslatable
into a foreign language, which may be best interpreted by
the following verse of Longfellow: —

“ A feeling of sadness and longing
That is not akin to pain,
And resembles sorrow only
As the mist resembles rain.”

When I follow closely my childhood I see distinctly the
logical evolution of my destiny. As far as I can remember,
I did not find much pleasure in the society of other children,
who often left my company, branding me with nicknames,
such as: “Princess of the Sea Foam” or “Lady with
Long Nails”; sometimes they called me ‘“a Fury,” or “a
Weeping Willow,” sometimes again “Laughing Magpie,”
on account of my occasional uncontrollable fits of laughter.

It seems that I was not one of the most amiable of children,
and all these nicknames my brothers used to christen me
with fitted my behavior.

Misfortunes, fires, the hissing of cannon-balls, the crash
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of bursting bombs, the march of armies, men killed and
lying in their blood, — these are never-forgotten impres-
sions which thrilled my childish soul through and through,
shaping it into an untimely maturity and awakening in it
inclination for heroism, thirst for greatness, for sacrifice;
in a word, the necessity of attaining the unattainable, the
upward start in quest of high ideals.

Alas! it was not my destiny to die for my country, as
was my cherished dream, but instead of becoming a heroine
I had to be satisfied with acting heroines, exchanging the
armor for tinsel, and the weapon for words.

My father, Michael Opid, was a student of philology and
a teacher in one of the high schools in Cracow. Born in
the Carpathian Mountains, he brought with him to the
valley a warm, unsophisticated heart, a most vivid imagina-
tion, and a great love for music. He also was very fond of
children; I remember him during long winter evenings,
sitting by the fireside, holding me and my sister on his
knees; near him, my mother knitting, and the boys, to-
gether with neighbors’ children, scattered on the floor,
watching him with glistening, curious eyes, and listening
attentively to his stories. They were wonderful stories
that touched us with pity or thrilled us with joy. Some
of them were taken from national legends or from the
mountaineer folk-lore, some were his own invention, or
subjects taken from his cherished books. His favorite
story was Homer’s ‘“Iliad,” extracts of which he told us
in his simple language. I do not know how much I under-
stood then of the famous epic poem, but when I read it
some fifteen years later, many famous scenes came back
vividly to my mind, and the picture of my father rose from
the remote past, filling my eyes with tears.

Music was his passion. He played on several instruments,
mostly on the flute, which instrument was then in fashion,
and almost every week he arranged quartets in his rooms.

P .
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On such occasions the children were allowed to enter his
“sanctum sanctorum.” He played with great feeling, and
often during the tender passages I burst into a loud wail,
after the fashion of dogs, which resulted in my being taken
out of the room and unjustly punished. My mother did
not, could not, know that this disgraceful behavior was the
effect of the music, and that my tears were a genuine tribute
to my father’s art. I understood, however, that this loud
crying disturbed the music, and I used to creep into the re-
motest corner of the room, where I could hide my smothered
demonstrations and' avoid the vigilant eye of the maternal
authority.

Those who knew my father say that he was a man of
great kindness — kindness verging on weakness — a man of
great feeling and few words, keeping the doors of his inner
self closely shut. He died at the age of forty-three, of con-
sumption, caused by a severe cold contracted while search-
ing for his drowned brother’s body. At last the body was
found, but my father returned home with high fever and
pneumonia. A few months later he died in the mountains,
to which he was transported at his ardent request. I was
at that time about seven years old.

In contrast to my father’s gentle nature, my mother was
a person of great emergy, great activity, very quick and
outspoken, very generous, but rash in judgment, and often
regretting her hasty words and actions. She possessed
good health and a merry heart. Some of her old friends
spoke of her great beauty. My mother never knew her own
father, also a mining engineer, who perished in an attempt
to rescue workingmen entombed in a burning mine. She
was born a few weeks after his death. A year later her
mother was married again, and followed her second husband
to Russian Poland, leaving her little daughter in the care
of her old widowed mother, Mrs. von Goltz. When my
mother was seven years old, my great-grandmother was
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killed by lightning, and then one of her friends, the wife of
Senator R., brought up the little granddaughter.

At nineteen she married a wealthy citizen of Cracow, Mr.
Simon Benda, who was ennobled for the numerous services
he had rendered the city. He was a widower, and nearly
thirty years older than his young wife. When he died, he
left her several sons, and a fortune somewhat compromised
by his liberalities. In consequence, my poor mother had
her hands full; but in a few years, thanks to her industry,
economy, and energy she had paid off all debts, and estab-
lished a perfect order in her affairs. A few years later
my father appeared; and this time it was a love
match.



CHAPTER 1II

IN the early spring of 1848 the people of Cracow were
greatly excited. The young men talked a great deal, their
enthusiasm was immense; they were merry, they sang
derisive couplets on Metternich and General Castiglione.
The girls were busy sewing the red and white and blue
cockades and scarfs for the National Guards.!

I remember with what delight I handed thread and ribbons
to Miss Apollonia, our young neighbor from the third floor,
who, while ardently stitching the inspiring ornaments,
recited patriotic verses or sang sentimental love-songs.
One of those songs began with the words, ‘‘Here is the brook
and the meadow where my lover waits for me.”” The next
one was very long, composed of four stanzas, of which the
first three ended with the words, ‘“No, no, I cannot and I
will not,” and the last one was concluded with: ‘“Yes, yes,
I can and I will —1I love — I love — tra la la, tra la la.”’
I never knew why she changed her mind, but I admired
Miss Apollonia’s delivery of the songs. She sang them
with tender, melting voice, which pleased me, but my half-
brother, Simon Benda, teased her, saying that her nose was
not suited to sentimental or tragic poetry, being but an

! In 1815 Cracow, with its surroundings, was proclaimed a free city by
the Congress of Vienna, with the agreement of the powers, Russia, Prussia,
and Austria. Notwithstanding the stipulations of those monarchs, and
contrary to their pledges, Cracow was annexed by Austria in October,
1846. D the same year Metternich’s policy created a new ‘‘Jac-

uerie” in Galitzia, sending out his agents to rouse the peasants against
the nobles, and a terrible massacre ensued. Cracow people naturally
were indignant against the new régime, and when, in 1848, tﬁe revolution

broke out in Vienna, they were awakened to their old hopes of indepen-
dence. The Austrians crushed these hopes by the bombardment of the cily.
20
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upturned little bit of a nose, and so highly uplifted in the
air that her profile looked very much like the profile of a
coffee-pot.

In spite of this slight defect, for which she was not re-
sponsible at all, Miss Apollonia was very patriotic. It was
she who informed me that all Russians, and Austrians in
particular, were scoundrels and cowards who deserved tobe
hanged one after another until none of them were left on
earth. One morning she told me in a whisper that there
would be war, that the young Cracovians were learning to
drill, and would fight like tigers, upon which she changed
the subject and told me a fairy story:—

“One morning a handsome young prince saw a pretty
green frog looking at him with pitiful eyes. He picked it
up and took it to his palace. He placed the poor creature
in a separate room, and fed it every morning with flies and
boney. The frog was happy, and danced and croaked and
began to grow wonderfully. In a week it was as large as
a big rat, in another week it came up to the size of a cat,
then later on it grew as big as a lamb, until at last it measured
five feet and six inches. One morning the prince heard
beautiful singing in the frog’s room. He opened the door,
and there was Miss Croaky standing on her hind legs, sing-
ing. When the last sounds of the beautiful air died away,
the monstrous animal shut its mouth, took a long breath,
and puffed itself to such an extent that it looked like a large
round balloon. Then it burst suddenly with a fearful noise,
filling the room with a delicious perfume, and out of the
repulsive hide of the monster stepped the most beautiful
princess, in a wedding gown covered all over with pearls
and diamonds.” . . . Here she stopped for a while; I
listened to the story breathlessly, and when I was just
asking her nervously: ‘“What happened next, please? —
what happened next?’’ — the distant report of a gun was
heard, then another and again another. Miss Apollonia,
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with outstretched arms, cried: ‘It is the war — the war!
Did I not tell you!”

One morning my mother entered the room; she was quite
pale; then all my brothers rushed in, very much excited,
and all talked together about the National Guard, the exiles,
the Austrians. The names of Baron Krieg and General
Castiglione were mentioned, and while they were talking,
a murmur of voices was heard approaching nearer and
nearer, until an unusual clamor filled the streets, and in the
midst of it a cry, ‘‘Build barricades!”” Then all the houses
disgorged their inhabitants, who carried beds, mattresses,
chairs, sofas, throwing them into a large heap until a barri-
cade was raised across the street. We counted one, two,
three barricades, the last one at the end of our street; and
leaning out of the window, we could see the Austrians’
bayonets in the distance. Our maidservants worked with
spirit, carrying heavy pieces of furniture, kitchen utensils,
etc., and placing them on top of the shaky structure.
Every time they climbed up they called to the Austrian
soldiers, shaking their red fists at them and giving them
funny and uncomplimentary names. The whole scene
seemed rather amusing. My brother Simon, then fourteen
years old, jumping down off the barricade, rushed into the
house, then into the room where we were all assembled,
shouting:—

““Give me a sword, a pistol, anything! Give me a spit!
a spit! and I will stick that General with a cockade on his
casque, and roast him like a chicken!”’ which speech
provoked merry laughter from the hearers. Mother, fear-
ing the lad might get into mischief, seized his two hands,
pushed him into the adjoining room, and locked the door.
We heard him stamping and shrieking:—

“I want to kill him! Let me out! I must kill him!”

My sister and myself were highly interested in looking
at the National Guards arranging themselves behind pro-
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tective barricades, when we were peremptorily ordered by
my mother to keep away from the window. We obeyed,
and crept into the next room, where stood my mother’s
stately bed, supported by four carved and painted little
negroes. We soon forgot what was going on, absorbed in
touching the large eyeballs, red lips, and gold ornaments
of the queer dark fellows with whom we planned a long
journey to the tropics, where pepper grows, when sud-
denly a loud report of a cannon made us spring up, run
to mother, and cling to her dress. She cried :—

“Great God! They are bombarding the city! Aunt
Teresa, call the boys and servants, and let us go to the cellar
— and please tell them to bring some bedding, as we must
pass the night there, if they do not stop!”. .. She un-
locked the door where my poor brother was imprisoned,
and ordered him to go first. Cooled off from his first ex-
citement, he meekly submitted. Then, taking my sister
by the hand, our imposing mamma turned to me and said
briefly : —

“Follow me!”. .. But I stood where she left me.
Was it fright or curiosity? I cannot tell; but I did not
move. I heard her descending the stairs; I knew it was
naughty to stay when she had ordered me to follow her,
and when she was sure that I was walking behind her. I
knew all that — and yet — I stood where she left me.

My youngest and my own brother, Adolphe Opid, three
years older than myself, tearing himself away from Aunt
Teresa’s protecting arms, came up to me dishevelled, and
with an expression of wild passion in his face he said:—

“I will not go to the cellar! I want to see!” On the
instant a tremendous crash shook the house to its founda-
tions. Something unnaturally heavy struck the wall, fol-
lowed by something equally heavy falling with a clang
against the stone pavement. I began to cry aloud. My
brother grew very pale. His lips were trembling. He ran
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to the window, and leaning out with half of his body, he said
excitedly :—

“A bomb tore away half of the iron balcony, and made
a big hole in the wall!”’ The cannon reports still continued,
the streets were filled with the clamors and cries of the people,
and then, with a noise like the snapping of whips, the rifles
began their work. Louder and louder grew the shooting,
and with it the crash of broken window-panes falling to
the floor together with the bullets. Adolphe, who, during
that time, ran from one room to another, picking up the
bullets, came back, and taking me by the hand pulled me
with him to the corner room, the one most exposed to the
projectiles of the Austrian carabines.

‘““Hide in that corner,” he cried, pushing me forward,
and then added, with unhidden pleasure, ‘“There will be
more bullets.” And there were more. This time bullets
and shots together like hail fell through the window. . . .
“I told you so! hold up your apron!” and picking the
leaden toys up from the floor, he threw them into my apron,
which I obediently lifted up, — not altogether displeased
with the contents.

“Pretty little things —round and heavy, t0o,” he re-
peated, weighing them one by one in his hand. ‘“When
I grow up I will make different bullets to kill the ‘cow’s
feet.”* They will be pointed, that they may go deep into
their accursed flesh 1”’ :

The shooting ceased for a while and we went to the win-
dow. There a picture met my eyes. On the opposite side
of the street a man lies on his back on the pavement; his
shirt is open, in the middle of his breast gapes a red wound.
A woman kneels by him, trying to stop the blood, which
drips on the pavement and congeals. The face of the man
is white, the eyes staring wide open. In the middle of the

1 A name for Austrian soldiers, caused resumably by the gaiters the:
wore, made of the undressed hide of that harmless anigml. g v
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street a boy of ten or twelve lies, his face to the ground.
Oh! the pity of it! Oh! the sight of murder and death
for a child’s eyes ! The marring of the fresh bloom of a little
soul with such a tinge of sadness and horror! Clinging close
to my brother, I cry. He is pale and silent, but a nervous
shiver runs through his frame. . . . Some other wounded
men are carried away. The street is alive with wailing,
lamenting people, and we sit by the window and look and
look, taking in every detail of that sad, never-to-be-forgot-
ten picture. . . . My mother’s desperate call, “Helcia!?
Adolphe !” makes us leave the window. We rush out of
the room and down to the cellar.

By the dim light of alantern and a few candles the interior
of our large cellar looks more picturesque than pleasant.
The odor of dampness is unwelcome to the nostrils, the stone
walls glisten with drops of moisture, and the cold, cavernous
air chills me through. An immense quantity of bedding is
heaped in one corner, and the maids, under my mother’s
direction, are making beds on the floor. My sister’s plump
little body is reposing on cushions, her beautiful golden hair
forming an aureole about her fair round face. My two
half-brothers, Simon and Felix, are quarrelling; Simon calls
Felix ‘‘Metternich,” which is such an insult that Felix
springs up to fight with his brother, but mother’s authori-
tative voice brings order into the ranks of the fiery young-
sters. Miss Apollonia, half reclining on a mattress, turns
her large eyes and little nose up to the ceiling and sighs,
murmuring : —

““God will punish them, — you will see,” and then with
an inspired voice she adds, ‘“‘Poland is mot lost yet!”
Her mother sits on a barrel saying her rosary, and Adolphe
plays with bullets.

Slowly silence begins to reign (in our subterranean dwell-

1 Heleia is a Polish diminutive for Helena.
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ing), and we only hear the distant shooting and faint cries
of the people. Mother sits on her improvised bed, with
her head in her hands. Aunt Teresa undresses me, and I
kneel to say my evening prayers. After a while we hear
outside of the door the clang of a sword against the stone
stairs, and then the sound of steps approaching our cellar.
In an instant my mother turns the huge key of the iron door.
Some one tries the knob, then there is a knock, and then
silence. Finally the gentle voice of my eldest half-brother,
Joseph, is heard.

“It is I, mamma; please open.” Mother gives a sigh of
relief and lets him in.

There he stands, in the fine uniform of the National
Guard, with a sword at his belt, and by his side a beautiful
creature leaning on his arm. I learned years afterwards
that she was an actress nicknamed ‘‘Cornflower” (Bla-
watka), on account of her wonderful blue eyes. Her popu-
larity was great, especially among young men, ‘who ad-
.mired her beauty and light-heartedness. . . . Mother,
seeing “‘that person’” (as she called her), grew pale with
anger. She did not say a word, however, but looked straight
into my brother’s eyes. -

“Please, mamma,” said Joseph, “be so kind as to give
shelter to this lady.”” She answered :—

““No one can refuse shelter to those in danger, and the
young lady may stay with us; but you”’ — turning to
my brother — ““what are you doing here? The Austrians
kill men and children like game, and you are here, sane and
safe. Go back where your duty calls you!” And when
Joseph obediently retired, she said to Cornflower in a softer
tone of voice, “Sit down, young lady, and rest.” Then,
seeing that I was sitting with eyes wide open, she came to
me, kissed my forehead, and whispered : —

““Lie down and sleep; shut your eyes; you have seen too
much to-day. Good-night.,” I did as she told me ; but
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behind my closed eyelids I saw a streak of red, a pale face,
and the wide-open eyes of a dying man who stared at me.
* * * * * * *
Three days afterwards, on the large square, ‘‘Rynek,”
opposite St. Mary’s Chureh, I stand with my mother. On
the square, crowds and crowds of people wait for the funeral

Tan ‘‘ RYNEK,” Cracow.

procession of the victims killed on the day of the bombard-
ment. The sound of organs reaches our ears. The church
is overflowed. Many kneel outside on the pavement, and
at the call of the great ‘“‘Zygmunt’ bell more and more
people come streaming by. The whole city is out. Then
a long, plaintive wail of the people is heard, and the coffins
appear, carried on the shoulders of men and women, and
the long chain of victims proceeds to the final resting-place.



CHAPTER III

Be it from the shock of the tragic events I mentioned
in the last chapter, or from some organic defect, shortly
after the bombardment, my youngest brother, Adolphe,
then eleven years old, began to show signs of somnambulism.
On nights when the moon was full he would rise from his
bed, walk with staggering steps, yet rapidly, to the window,
and stand there with his eyes wide open, laughing softly
and stretching his arms towards the moon. After a while
he would open the window and try to jump out, which
would have been sure death. But usually our guardian
angel, in a white nightcap and a long white robe, our dear
Aunt Teresa, appeared in time to rescue the boy from his
dangerous position and bring him back to bed, screening
off the moonlight from him. Every time my brother had
one of those fits, I could not fall asleep again. I used to
creep softly out of my couch, go to the window, and look
down. The street, half white from the flood of moonlight,
and half black with mysterious shadows, was a great attrac-
tion to me. Leaning a little forward I could see the Franecis-
can square and a corner of the church. That part of the
square always inspired me with a sort of awe. Often on
the days of funerals I have seen emerging from the church
door the brotherhood of St. Francis, of dreadful appearance,
with which people used to frighten children. The members
of that society are dressed in black cassocks, painted all
over with skulls, bones, and flames. They wear black
cowls drawn over their faces, falling in a V-shape below
the chin, and looking like masks with round holes for the
eyes. This institution is a relic from medisval times, and

28
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I Dbelieve that even at the present time the brotherhood
appears at some church ceremonies.

The Franciscan square had yet another attraction: the
old tradition was that during some terrible epidemics the
authorities, not being able to bury all the people, threw them
pell-mell into the church vaults. My brother told me
that one of those vaults was here in the corner of the
church; I also heard some awful ghost stories connected
with it. The ghosts were not kind enough to appear, but
at night, out of the corner, two huge century-old owls used
to appear and walk in the moonlight, throwing long shadows
behind them, which made them seem three times their own
length. These uncanny creatures moved very slowly, with
silent steps, spreading their wings from time to time in
a vain effort to fly; but, unable to lift their old clumsy
bodies above the ground, they dropped their feathered arms
in despair, dragging them on the pavement. The phantom
birds, I imagined, were some penitent souls, creeping in the
dust and begging for mercy. They made me shiver with
fright, and yet I could not turn my eyes away from them,
but sat there in the warmth of a summer moonlight, fasci-
nated, hypnotized. What thoughts passed across my
little brain then I cannot remember, but many years later,
when I studied the part of Juliet, the tomb of the Capulets
brought back vividly to my mind those childhood impres-
sions of the Franciscan church, the mysterious vault, and
the phantom owls.



CHAPTER IV

As far back as my memory can reach, I remember that I
loved to be in church. To be there, kneeling on the marble
floor, looking at the altars, and listening to the organ music,
was sufficient to make me happy; and when I prayed dur-
ing the Mass, a deep sense of beauty and holy peace spread
over me, and the church seemed filled with angels. Often
I closed my eyes, and with face upturned, waited, hoping
that one of those holy spirits floating in the air would touch
my forehead with its wings. I would remain there motion-
less, all absorbed by some unutterable thoughts and the
perfect bliss of the moment.

At the end of our short and wide street, about one block
from our house, and in the opposite direction from the
Franciscans, stands the Dominican church, a point of great
attraction to me. The naves of that church are singularly
narrow, and their arches drawn up so high that they seem
to be out of proportion, — a regular old Gothic structure.
Not knowing anything about architecture then, I supposed
that this church was built in imitation of two hands joined
for prayer, with the finger-tips meeting and relaxed above
the wrists, as in some of the pictures of praying Madonnas
whose hands form an arch not unlike the entrance to a
Gothic church. My favorite amusement after the evening
prayers was to join my hands in the same way; holding
them against the light, I imagined I had a little chapel of
my own, with three arches, a door, and a window in the
background.

The Dominican church has a basement with widely spread
arches of graceful design. That was my favorite place.

30
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I liked to go there during the summer months. In the
winter the unheated church, with its stone floor, was too
chilly, but it was a delight to be there during the warm
weather, so cool, so quiet, with no sound except the twitter
of the sparrows in the yard. How,often I used to steal
away from the house and stay there for hours. How often
I would lie down, with my face to the ground, in imitation
of our peasant women, with arms outstretched in the shape
of a cross, kissing the floor, and praying fervently to God
for a miracle, for a glimpse of an angel or of some saint.

One afternoon, when I was in one of my ecstasies, I heard
muffled steps near the door. Some one was coming towards
me very softly, nearer and nearer. ‘‘A miracle!”’ I thought.
“My prayer is granted! It is an angel who comes, or a
saint!” and thrilled with mysterious ]oy, I even imagined
I felt the waft of a heavenly garment or wings, like a cooling
breeze upon my neck, when suddenly a strong grasp
clutched at the belt of my frock, lifted me up, and With one
turn of the hand put me on my feet, forcing me to face my
angel in the shape of a distressed old maid. The dear Aunt
Teresa, looking for me in vain for more than an hour, had
come upon my track at last, and fearing I might catch cold,
was determined to use even force in order to bring me out
into the sun.

After that time I was watched more closely, and soon
after this capture my sister and I were taken to Mrs. R.,
in whose house we were to receive our first education. That
charming lady was my mother’s old friend. She had two
highly educated daughters, Salomea and Ludwina, who at
my mother’s urgent request had consented to be ourteachers.
I was taught to read at the age of four, and at seven I read
fluently. To any modern mother it may seem absurd to
teach a child so early, but in the days of my childhood and
youth girls were taught to read at four, and were ready for
matrimonial duties at fifteen.
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The stories which Miss Ludwina gave me had developed
in me quite a passion for reading, and I read everything
I could find, my brother’s school books as well as the sen-
timental love stories which Miss Apollonia rented from a
circulating library. In fact, I read long before I could
understand what I read.

Opposite Mrs. R.’s house stood a large building, with
boxed-up windows. It was a provisory jail for political
prisoners. One morning I saw Miss Salomea sitting by an
open window, with a sheet of paper before her and a pencil,
looking intensely at the house opposite, as if watching or
waiting for something to see. After a while she began to
sing a plaintive Polish song. As soon as she finished the
first verse, a large white hand appeared in one of the
windows of the jail, over the boxed casement, and began to
trace with the forefinger some letters in the air. At once
Miss Salomea wrote down some words, and raising her eyes
again, she watched the hand and wrote down what the
prisoner communicated. She was doing that_for many
days, and what she wrote down she read in a whisper to her
mother and sister, and after some consultation they usually
sent Felix on some errand, and then some visitors called
and they shut themselves in the parlor. That was all I
noticed. I racked my little brain in vain to find out what
was the meaning of it all, when one day Miss Salomea,
seeing me watching her, explained to me that the man
opposite was a dear friend, whom the Austrians kept
unjustly in prison, and whom she and her family were
trying to release.

““And mind, Helenka,” she added, ‘““you must not tell
any one what you saw.” I promised, and never betrayed
the secret, proud of the confidence placed in me, and more
strongly than ever confirmed in my adverse feelings towards
Poland’s enemies.

“I do hate the Austrians,” I repeated mentally on my
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way home, and I was so deeply impressed by Miss Salomea’s
words that I wrote “I hate the Austrians’ several times on
the copy-book of my grammar exercise.

I do not recollect the exact program of our studies, but
my favorite subjects were grammar, Polish history, and
French, and it seemed that I made some progress in my
studies as well as in my behavior, for my mother came
one day and expressed her gratitude to our teachers, Mrs.
R. and her daughters, for the good influence they exerted
over me, assuring them that they had corrected many
deficiencies in my character. To which Mrs. R. replied,
that though I seemed to improve, yet there were two things
in my character she could not cure me of : my stubbornness
and my bashfulness. Oh, that horrible, shrinking shyness,
which stood in my way so often, which sent all the blood
to my cheeks and made me look like a boiled lobster at the
ieast provocation. That awful timidity which many times,
even in my days of maturity, prevented me from asserting
my own value in the face of impudent ignorance! How
often I loathed that unwelcome defect without being able
to overcome it! Even my long stage career did not cure me
entirely of this disease, which our Polish poet, Asnyk, an
old and indulgent friend of mine, called ‘‘fits of modesty.”

Mrs. R. often received visitors, and those reception days
were real trials to me. The more I tried to be ‘“a good girl,
and answer the questions addressed to me,” the more awk-
ward I felt, and when I saw everybody smiling at my be-
havior, I simply ran out of the room, and would not come
back for anything in the world. In the meantime, my little
sister placidly occupied the field of action, and, handed from
one charming lady to another, was filled with candy and
cakes. When she told me of her triumphs, I was very angry
with my own stupidity, but the next time I fell into the
same blunder. .

Mrs. R. and her daughters were very fond of the theatre,

D
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and one afternoon, together with my mother, they planned
to take a box, to hear the new soprano, Miss Studzinska.
Miss Ludwina, always kind and thoughtful of others, begged
my mother to take Josephine and me with them, the box
being large enough for six.

The play was ‘‘ The Daughter of the Regiment,” followed
by a one-act ballet entitled, ‘“The Siren of Dniestr.” Miss
Studzinska was the heroine of the opera, and little Josephine
Hofmann,' dressed as a butterfly, had the prominent danc-
ing part in the ballet. It was my first visit to a theatre, and
the whole evening was a dream of joy and enchantment to
me. My mother told me, years afterwards, that I was so
absorbed in the play that I became perfectly oblivious to
the surroundings. I was blind, mute, and deaf, and she
could not get a sign from me. I went to bed with a high
fever, and for weeks afterwards I tried to imitate the but-
terfly dance, and sang some airs, accompanying them with
gestures, exciting the derision of my brothers, who had
spied me on the sly.

Every child tries to imitate actresses seen on the stage, —
there is nothing wonderful in that! and there is no indica-
tion of talent in such demonstrations. Still, I know mothers
of little girls who think that their daughters must one day
be great actresses because they are naturally graceful and
fond of pretty frocks and dances. It is rather dangerous
to encourage that sort of thing, and mark out a career for
a child who, were it not for the constant flattery, would
perhaps choose another more suitable occupation. The
stage is overcrowded with young persons without talent,
possessing only some adaptability and the usual ability for
imitation. They prosper sometimes as long as they are
young, and then are pushed aside to make room for younger
and more attractive women. Thus isformed quite an army
of disappointed, discontented, poor struggling creatures,

1 Josef Hofmann’s aunt.
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who, had they chosen differently, would occupy more
dignified positions in life. I cannot be grateful enough to
my dear mother for never encouraging my inclination to
the stage, and never exciting my vanity by flattering or
praising me to my face. I became an actress because I think
it was my destiny to be an artist of some kind, and as the
stage was the most accessible of all branches of art, I chose
it.

But, returning to “The Daughter of the Regiment,” my
mother, seeing my excitement, decided that children ought
to stay away from the theatre. And she kept her word ; but
we found compensation in concerts given at our house
by some friends and artists. Madame Majeranowska, née
Hofmann,' then a young and very talented woman, who
later was a well-known opera-singer, and Bogucki, a splendid
basso profundo, gave us many never-forgotten moments of
delight.

It is sometimes difficult for parents to keep their children
away from their cherished attractions. My three older
brothers were crazy about the stage, and asked mother for
the permission to give private theatricals at home. Wearied
with their incessant pleadings, she consented at last, prob-
ably to keep them out of mischief. And it happened, to
my great delight, that we had regular performances every
month. Joseph, the eldest, though married, painted the
scenery ; Simon took care of the music and songs; and Felix
was the leading man. With four or five young students
they formed a company. Girls were not admitted to this
histrionic circle, but boys assumed female parts. I remem-
ber still a young red-headed and freckled youth, by the
name of Jahnsen, dressed in a white muslin gown, and white
stockings in place of shoes, probably to make his steps light
and fairy-like, reciting dramatic verses, which called forth

1 The elder a,unt of Josef Hofmann, who by marriage was connected with
the Benda famil
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many enthusiastic bravos. He and Felix were the best
actors of the troup.

We had many of these performances, and many friends
came to see them. They praised or blamed according to
the value of the performer, and these were the first lessons
I received in dramatic art. Who knows if this childish
enthusiasm for the theatre did not decide my fate, and also
the fate of my sister and my two brothers. All four of us
went on the stage.



CHAPTER V

IN July, 1850, on Sunday at noon, the heat was intense.
After returning from church, Aunt Teresa undressed my
sister and me to the skin, and throwing on our bare backs
long gingham blouses, and putting slippers on our feet,
she ordered a bath for us. Suddenly some one opens the
door of the adjoining room, shouting:—

““The lower mills are on fire!” Aunt Teresa looks
frightened. The maid who appears at the door, with hot
water for our bath, nearly drops the buckets, and placing
them where she stands in the very entrance, rushes down-
stairs for further information. I hear my mother’s voice
calling my brothers, but all of them are already on their
way to the burning mills, eager to see the sight,—always
so attractive to boys, young and old. No more than half
an hour later we see flames on the roof of the bishops’
palace on Franciscan Street, and almost simultaneously the
red tongues of fire are licking the roof of a house opposite
ours on Grodzka Street.

Czas,' the Cracow newspaper, describes the conflagration
in the following words: ‘“The panic was indescribable.
People were maddened with fright. We heard their cries:
‘Golembia Street is on fire!” then ‘the Wielopolski’s palace !
Prince Jablonowski’s house! Four churches burning at
once!’” It seemed as if the whole city were one flame.
A strong wind blew, the air was full of smoke and cinders,
and not one fire-engine, not even a ladder — nothing!
All was left to the mercy of the destiuctive element.”

My poor mother, left only with Aunt Teresa and one ser-

1 Time.
27
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vant for help, is at a loss what to do first; but before all,
she wants to see Josephine and me in a safe place, and
hurriedly tells Aunt Teresa to take us to St. Sebastian’s
meadow, which is situated on the other side of the Chestnut
Alley, and to wait there until she shall be able to join us.
I obey promptly, and taking under my arm the life of
St. Genevieve, a book I have just begun to read, holding
my sister’s hand, I start — without waiting for Aunt Teresa
— straight to the designated spot.

We both are so excited that we run ahead without look-
ing under our feet, and in consequence do not see the drain-
age canal, filled with water and overgrown with vegetation.
In one instant Josephine disappears under the green, slimy
crust of the ditch, and I, following her closely, find myself
up to my chest in the water. Happily I feel Josephine’s
fingers on my arm. I grasp her hand, and retracing my
steps, pull her up to the dry land ; at the same time I inspect
my precious book, anxious to see if it has not been destroyed
by the immersion, but it seems that I held it so tightly under
my arm that only the cover and the edges are a little wet.
This unexpected bath has a cooling effect upon us. Having
wrung out our scanty clothes as soon as we can, we begin
to feel anxious, and look for Aunt Teresa, but she is not
there. Behind the trees of the avenue the sky is red,
covered with smoke and sparks, the sun is fierce, and our
blouses are steaming under his hot touch.

Crowds of men, women, and children scatter on the
meadow, bringing with them such articles as they have been
able to save from the flames. Men are going back and forth,
carrying furniture, bedding, and clothing, piling them up
in different camps. Evidently they intend to spend the
night there. People, horses, cattle, dogs, birds in cages,
and cats — all are mixed up. Alone, among strangers, we
are on the point of bursting into tears, when at last we
perceive our dear, perspiring, tired, panting Aunt Teresa,
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carrying on one arm a large feather quilt, and with the other
arm pressing tenderly to her bosom my large doll. That
is all she thought, in her confusion, worth saving.

We hasten to meet her. Seeing us, she drops the quilt
to the ground, sits on it, and then— a flood of words,
which could only be compared to a rushing mountain stream,
or the bursting of a cloud, falls on our heads, protesting,
grumbling, scolding us for our independence and the un-
kind spirit which prompted us to leave her side and to run
so fast that she could not possibly keep pace with us. While
she is talking, her dark brown eyes and black, frowning
brows look so angry that their aspect chills us through;
but.suddenly she stops. She touches our wet clothes, and
Josephine tells her of our narrow escape from ‘‘drowning.”
In an instant her countenance changes. Her voice be-
comes soft, and kissing us, she falls into another extreme,
giving us sweet names, stroking our cheeks, and scolding
herself for being rude. Dearest old Aunt Teresa !

After a while we learn from her that mother changed
her plan and decided that we should go to the hills, called
“Krzemionki,”” and ask the hospitality of Mrs. X, my
aunt’s old acquaintance. The hills are about three miles
from Cracow. We mount the hill, and at sunset we reach
Mrs. X.’s modest villa. After a frugal meal, which we finish
almost in total darkness, we all go to the top of the hill to
look at the burning city.

Heavens! What a sight! The whole town is on fire.
Flames, black and white smoke, sparks shooting high in
the air, and — O God! such a red, red sky! It is terrify-
ing but also beautiful! I cannot help admiring the picture.
I clap my hands and exclaim, “Oh, how glorious!” My
outburst of enthusiasm is interrupted by a painful slap on
the back, accompanied by Aunt Teresa’s voice, which rings
in my ears like an archangel’s trumpet.

“You ungodly child! Hundreds and hundreds of people’s
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homes are turning to ashes, and you rejoice over it!
Kneel down and pray God to forgive you for your sin.”
And she pushes me by the shoulders towards the house.
But here shame, distraction, anger, take hold of me; I
strike, bite, scratch, and altogether behave like a wild
animal, until, exhausted, I fall in a fit of violent sobbing,
followed by an acute cramp around my heart. The next
thing I remember is a small parlor, myself lying on a sofa,
the dear Aunt Teresa’s face bending over me, and behind
her the disgusted countenance of Mrs. X, who looks harshly
at me, saying these memorable words to my aunt:—

“Why do you take so much trouble with her? She will
not die. ‘Les mauvaises herbes poussent toujours.’’ !
Years afterwards I recalled that woman’s words.

Dressed in one of Mrs. X.’s nightgowns, a huge garment
in which I feel lost, I kneel at my prayers, sad, meek, full
of contrition. I am put into a strange bed for the first
time in my life, and as I lie down, looking at the walls covered
with pictures and daguerreotypes of unknown persons, I
sadly realize that I have lost my home forever.

The conflagration lasted ten days. During that time there
was not one night that was not brightened by flames, not
one day without a new alarm. Every breeze revived the
fire smouldering under the ashes, creating a new panic.
The calamity was complete. During that time mother tried
to find lodgings, but failed. Every remaining house, every
attic, even cellars, being crowded with homeless families.
At last Dr. Schantzer * offered us two rooms until we should
be able to rent a flat or a house.

During those days spent in Dr. Schantzer’s house I was
left entirely to myself, every one having their hands full,
and I used my freedom in the most pleasant way I could.

! Weeds always grow.
2 The father of Miss Schantzer, a well-known actress in Germany. She
married Hans von Biillow after his divorce from his first wife, Cosima.



CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH 41

Hidden behind baskets and bundles of clothes, I gave
myself entirely to the reading and re-reading of the life of
my favorite saint, the sweet Genevieve. At moments I
felt quite consoled for the loss of home; for could we not
go to the woods, as she did, and live on herbs and roots,
until we should meet a polite doe who would yield her
milk to us?

We had not fallen to such extremities, but dark days
came upon our lives. Days of sorrow for my mother,
sleepless nights, nights of tears and sighs of regret for the
past happier hours, and heavy cares for the morrow. My
mother lost in the fire almost everything she possessed.
Her two houses were bringing her a fine inecome. The
houses were highly insured, but by some fatal stroke of
fate the payment of the next year’s insurance was not re-
mitted in time. She was just ten days behind. The walls
of the houses as well a3 the grounds were sold. With that
money, and certain sums she had among the people, we had
to live until the brothers were able to help.

Seeing every day my mother’s tears, and the thousand
unpleasant experiences she was exposed to, I ripened quickly,
my mind developed prematurely, and I became unusually
serious and sensitive.



CHAPTER VI

Two months after the conflagration, mother, prompted
by economy, inscribed Josephine and me as day scholars
at St. John’s convent. We lived now in a different part
of the city, and four times a day, accompanied by a maid,
Josephine and I had to cross, there and back, the fashionable
sidewalk, usually called line A. B., of the large square
“Rynek.” This was a kind of distraction to us and a new
experience. I remember meeting almost daily several
characteristic types I never could forget. One of them,
or rather two of them, were the brothers M., two middle-
aged bachelors, dressed entirely alike, in long, whitish,
tight-fitting coats, tall hats, and immaculate frilled shirt-
fronts. They both wore small side-whiskers 4 la Byron,
and when they lifted their hats, which they did frequently
before promenading ladies, I noticed their high, elaborate
toupées, firm and glossy at the top of their heads.

Next were two rich, aristocratic ‘young ladies, two sisters
with very blond hair, and such large hoops and so many
flounces on their dresses that when they walked side by
side people were obliged to step off the sidewalk, or to
flatten themselves against the houses, to make room for
them; but it was a peculiar pleasure for us to go right
through between them, though we were nearly smothered
by falbalas and the odor of musk. It was equal to an
adventure.

The funny street urchins, with their sallies and gambols,
so distressing, yet so amusing, and the crazy Paul (Pawelek)
were also interesting. Poor, silly Pawelek, who offered to
kiss every pretty girl he saw, without regard to their station

42 .



CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH 43

in life; for that innocent desire he had been many times
seized by the collar and given into the hands of an unro-
mantic policeman.

The last and most entertaining type I remember was a
person called Aunt Pumpkin, given this surname on account
of her enormous rotundity, in contrast with her face. It
was a benevolent, shiny, flushed, crab-apple face, framed
in a large poke bonnet, smiling kindly at the world. Her
small head was rhythmically wagging on a long, slender
neck, while she carried on her swift, waddling legs the huge,
seemingly artificial abdomen, which lifted her dress in front
about ten inches above ground, exhibiting her white stock-
ings and her low, black, cross-bandaged shoes. She never
could appear in the street without being followed by a crowd
of guying boys, yet she had means of disarming their mali-
cious remarks by a pleasant smile, a kind word, and dry
plums, which she carried in her large green reticule. Poor
Aunt Pumpkin! We laughed at her, and she died of dropsy.

At first I did not like the convent. There were so many
girls in my class, and only a few congenial ones. The
comparison between the crowded, stuffy schoolroom and
the quiet, refined atmosphere of Mrs. R.’s library, drew fre-
quent tears from my eyes, but I soon learned to love the
sisters, who seemed pleased with my application in the -
lessons of Polish history, grammar, and catechism, and
liked my way of reciting verses as well as my utter disdain
for the German language. The sisters of St. John were
known as great patriots. I remember how they shielded
me on the examination days, when the Austrian school in-
spector was present, and how they always managed not
to let him ask me any German questions.

Our mother did not neglect our education in spite of ad-
verse fortune, and we had additional French hours at the
convent, music at home, and a few dancing lessons. Our
health was also taken care of. In spring, accompanied
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by three of our brothers, every morning at half-past five
o’clock we were sent on a two-mile walk to a country place,
where we had a glass of milk and a slice of bread. Then
we returned home for breakfast and school, by the longest
way on the shore of the river, where the boys usually per-
formed gymnastic feats, walking on the top of barriers
erected for protection of people against possible falls into
the whirlpool, in which exercises they made me take part.
It was at the same spot where my uncle, the priest, was
drowned, and I was afraid to comply with their wishes,
which sounded like orders. To avoid the name of coward,
I obeyed, in spite of the imminent danger looking up at me
from the dark, mysterious waters.

It was in the autumn of 1850 that my brother Joseph
introduced to my mother Mr. Gustave Modjeski.’? I was
ten years old ; he was nearly thirty then. He soon became
a friend of the family, and offered to teach us children Ger-
man, which we hated in every way, but which became
obligatory in public schools and convents. My sister and
myself tried to get out of these lessons, but we were held
fast to them by Mr. Modjeski’s stern behavior. It took
quite a long time for us to get used to him, but we ended
by liking him quite well, especially when, during the long
winter evenings, he read aloud to us some wonderful stories.
It was he who established in our house the custom of read-
ing aloud in the evenings. Every one had to take turns,
and while my mother and Aunt Teresa were knitting, and
we children were dressing or stitching clothes for our dolls,
one of my brothers, or any one who would volunteer to do
so, would read aloud. These were very delightful, never-
to-be-forgotten evenings.

A few years later my three brothers were scattered in
the world. Joseph Benda, after his wife’s death, leaving
his two-year-old daughter in my mother’s care, went to

! His full name was Gustave Sinnmayer Modrzejewski.






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































