
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
      
    

         
            THE SALT

OF THE

EARTH

            JÓZEF WITTLIN

            Translated from the Polish by Patrick John Corness

         

         
            PUSHKIN PRESS

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? It is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out, and to be trodden under foot of men.

            MATTHEW 5:13

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Foreword

         

         Józef Wittlin came into my life by chance. When I was invited to travel to the Ukrainian city of Lviv to deliver a lecture, a colleague in Warsaw sent me a photocopy of Mój Lwów,* a slim volume published in Polish in 1946. The author, an émigré poet, born in 1896 in the small Polish village of Dmytrów, reached the United States in his forty-sixth year. I did not speak Polish, but appreciated the grainy black-and-white photographs of buildings. They seemed significant to Wittlin. I wandered around the city in search of the monuments that touched him, a fine introduction to a city that melded pre-war Austro-Hungarian and interwar Polish style.

         By the time of my second visit to Lviv a year later, I obtained a Spanish translation of Wittlin’s book, published with the assistance of his daughter Elizabeth, who lives in Madrid. My understanding of Spanish is bare, but with the help of a friend from Barcelona I was able to appreciate the magical quality of Wittlin’s lyrical prose. His words brought to life a world that was lost yet deeply present. Reassuring, full of life and energy and hope even during the dark periods from which he emerged, Wittlin opened up the imagination, helped me to feel what it might have been like to occupy those spaces at the time he walked them. He brought the past alive, and made it even more relevant. 

         I wanted more Józef Wittlin. Eventually, I found a copy of his only published novel, to which he gave the title Sól ziemi, or “The Salt of the Earth”. Inspired in part by Homer’s Odyssey, which Wittlin had translated into Polish in 1924 and for which he was honoured by the Polish PEN Club, the novel was first published in Polish in 1935, to considerable acclaim. A German edition appeared a year later, with a preface by Josef Roth. “He finds out through the loss of his soul”, wrote Roth, “that there is something mightier than the emperor and even death.” More translations followed—French in 1939, English in 1941. The book won awards, and led to Wittlin’s being nominated for the Nobel Prize in 1939, the year in which the war that defined the essence of the poet’s being was resumed.

         The novel was intended as the first volume of a trilogy entitled “The Saga of the Patient Foot Soldier”, but the drafts of the two other volumes were lost in the small French seaside town of St Jean de Luz on 22nd June 1940, when a soldier threw one of his suitcases into the sea. Only the first section of the second book, Healthy Death, survives, and is included at the end of this edition. The main protagonist is a railwayman, Piotr Niewiadomski, “Peter Incognito”, a lowly worker on the Lwów—Czerniowce—Ickany line. The inhabitant of a small village in the Carpathian mountains in Eastern Galicia, a Catholic, son of a Hutsul mother and a Polish father, like millions of others he is summoned to war by Emperor Franz Joseph, into the Austro-Hungarian Army, to defend the Empire. “He did not always comprehend this tragedy,” Wittlin wrote of him in an essay. “He did not always know what he was fighting for or for what he was dying.” Through the eyes of this exceptional being, a filter perhaps for Wittlin’s own experiences and assessment, we come to a sense of war.

         Plucked out of a simple life, Piotr Niewiadomski is thrust into a heaving, anonymous mass, fellow conscripts—Poles, Hungarians, Jews, Rumanians, Bosnians and others—who made up the Empire:

         
            Sweaty, breathless, drunken numbers of heads, arms, legs and torsos flow like lava towards the east and the south, from east to west, from south to north, to satisfy someone’s ambitions, to someone’s greater glory. Healthy, strong lungs, hearts and stomachs set off in their thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, to all corners of the earth to a tournament of their own suffering, hunger and fever.

         

         The organizing, unifying force the Emperor—and his world of absurdity and lies—is the anvil on which the fear that grips these young men is hammered out, as they prepare for war and death:

         
            Until then, fear had been something external; now it settled within them. It penetrated into their bodies from the coarse fibres of the uniforms. They all felt that this fragrant apparel smelling of malt consigned them to death. A miracle had occurred; this undrilled crowd had been overtaken by Discipline. It crept into their bones, mingling with the marrow and stiffening their movements. It even altered their voices.

         

         Wittlin knew of what he wrote. Having attended a gymnasium school in Lwów, some seventy kilometres north-east of the small town where he was born, he enrolled at the University of Vienna. The studies were interrupted by two years of service in the Austro-Hungarian Army, in its Eastern Polish Legion. “Mythical and epical,” Thomas Mann wrote from California in the autumn of 1941, in a letter to the author. The words were directed at the novel’s subject matter, but they might equally have been written for the man:

         
            There is humour and the lyrical, extraordinary detail that allows us to begin to understand some greater truths. There is irony and pity. There is a cry against horror and absurdity. There is the focus on the individual in the group. There is a tale, simple and extraordinary, that is perhaps for our times, once again, as greater forces propel us in an increasingly unsettled direction.

         

         “Throughout his life,” Wittlin’s daughter Elizabeth tells me, “my father would always run off to the railroad station to search for a porter to speak with, so as to resuscitate Piotr Niewiadomski.” Sickly and underweight, she adds, as he could not carry his own suitcases “the porters—the red-caps—were crucial to him”.

         As they should be to us. As the drums of nationalism and conflict start to beat again, amidst forces unknown that threaten to overwhelm, this “poetic representation of the First World War”—this was how Wittlin characterized his novel about a “little Galician porter”—offers a salutary reminder. Of where we once were, to where we may return, of the power of the novel, of who we are and who is truly around us. Nothing is ever quite what it seems.

         
             

         

         Philippe Sands

Bonnieux, July 2018 

         
            * Included in City of Lions by Józef Wittlin and Philippe Sands (also published by Pushkin Press).
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            Prologue

         

         I

         The black two-headed bird, the triple-crowned eagle, convulsively grips in its talons a golden apple and an unsheathed sword. What is the reason for its sudden appearance above our heads, darkening the sky with its massive black plumage? With a rustle of its wings and a clanking of its golden chains festooned with coats of arms, it escaped from the black-and-yellow sign above the tobacconist’s where my brother used to buy cigarettes. Like a startled cockerel, it suddenly tore itself away from the metallic shield above the entrance to the post office, just as I was sending a telegram to our village to tell my mother about the birth of my son. It abandoned the cosy, warm nests it built years ago above the doorways to the school, the courthouse and the prison. It took flight, abandoning the round red seals on baptism, marriage and death certificates. It suddenly vanished from my tattered national identity certificate, and it scarpered from the official notice imposing on me a fine of 10 crowns for jay-walking across the railway tracks. It deserted from the postman’s brass buttons, the cap of the guard at the savings bank and the gendarme’s helmet. Like a gigantic black-and-yellow aircraft, it is swaying overhead with the sword in its grasp.

         My brother is a reader of the boulevard press. My brother is a messenger in the offices of a certain commercial company. My brother sees—my brothers see—the eagle circling in the air, menacingly wielding the heraldic sword in its claws. The keen sword glints in its sharp talons like a thunderbolt from heaven, then abruptly plunges from on high to pierce the distant heart of my mother, our old mother who works on the land, her back bent as she struggles to wrest potatoes from the earth with her hoe—the last of this year’s crops.

         My brother is a simple man. My brothers are simple folk—barbers, cobblers, railway workers, tram conductors, foundrymen in vast iron foundries, clerks, waiters, peasants. Peasants.

         My sister is a simple woman. They are all like her—simple and loquacious. Market-stall sellers, washerwomen, milliners, seamstresses, “maids of all work”, nannies of children better situated than mine.

         They have seen, they have heard, they have read their local papers, they have seen coloured picture postcards. I may have seen, heard and read myself.

         II

         Everyone stood up. The old rococo armchairs heaved a sigh of relief, suddenly free of the burden of venerable bodies. Below, outside the gateway, the crash of the palace guard’s hobnailed boots rang out. Traditionally, soldiers of the 99th Moravian Infantry Regiment had the privilege of guarding these sacred places.

         “Gewehr heraaaaaus!” yelled the sentry, like a locomotive whistle administering the last rites to victims of a disaster. The guard presented arms.

         A tall, bald-headed, distinguished-looking man, smiling frostily beneath a thin black moustache, cleared his throat. Today it was he who was to fulfil the most important role. Already as a child he had been fond of history. Very. Once more he glanced provocatively in the direction of the ministers poised stiffly in anticipation. Their faces, which now took on a ceremonial expression, though they were customarily sour and morose, bore witness to a severe hardening of the arteries. The worn-out vessels were now having difficulty pumping these gentlemen’s true-blue blood to their hearts. It was common knowledge whom these hearts were beating for. History itself would testify to whom they had promised to give the “last drop” of their blood. Especially as nobody had asked it of them. Meanwhile, the blood was battling against its own degeneration.

         The agreeable gentleman’s gaze next came to rest on Maria Theresa’s silver wig; from the enormous portrait, she was sizing up the bald heads and beards gathered around the table with her large, unashamedly masculine eyes. Above the wig, over the gilt frame, the large stones set in the crown of St Stephen surmounted by its leaning cross glowed with fiery reds, greens and purples. The crown blazed in the glow of the setting sun; it shed multi-coloured tears, but the Empress’s eyes glowed even more intensely. Her arteries had never hardened.

         A carriage rumbled up to the gateway. A crash of rifle butts on the command to order arms. Down below a dry cough.

         The magnificent double doors were flung open. Two svelte guards officers had assumed their positions either side of the entrance, as motionless as two statues in the foyer of the court theatre. A secret ritual suddenly enclosed the two living bodies in deep silence, as though in chilly niches of marble. The ringing of the spurs, sounding like broken glass, was muffled in that silence.

         Ceremonial expressions rapidly came over the gentlemen’s faces. The short, stocky Chief of the General Staff knitted his bushy eyebrows. He inclined his greying, close-cropped head slightly to one side towards his left breast, where the most illustrious crosses and stars were soon to blossom. The bald, elegant gentleman, the Foreign Minister, shifted impatiently from foot to foot. The patent-leather shoes that he had to wear on official occasions had given him bunions. One had to create a good impression at the embassy! He was the only one in this company to wear a fragrance. Very discreetly, mind you. He was accustomed to importing his fragrances directly from Paris. He didn’t trust the local products.

         All of a sudden, two old men in general’s uniform, with sashes the colour of scrambled eggs draped across their chests, escorted in a third old man in a bright blue tunic. He was stooping, leaning on a silver-handled cane. All three of them had grey sideburns and they were as alike as peas in a pod. The life they had shared over many years—the shared boredom and the shared pleasures—had conferred on them the same appearance. If it were not for the Golden Fleece beneath the third button on the breast of the stooping figure, a stranger in this house would be unable to tell which of the three old men was by the grace of God Emperor of Austria, Apostolic King of Hungary, King of Bohemia, King of Dalmatia, Croatia and Slavonia, King of Galicia and Lodomeria, King of Illyria, Archduke of Upper and Lower Austria, Grand Duke of Transylvania, Duke of Lorraine, Carinthia, Carniola, Bukovina and Upper and Lower Silesia, Prince-Count of Habsburg and Tyrol, Margrave of Moravia, King of Jerusalem, etc., etc., and which were the two aides-de-camp, Count Paar and Baron Bolfras.

         The ministers and the generals bowed their heads. Just one of them, a third replica of His Majesty with sideburns, stood erect. He had the right to do so. On his breast—considerably younger than the Emperor’s, it’s true—he also wore a Golden Fleece. He was, after all, the grandson of the victor of Aspern, Archduke Karl.

         The armchair the Emperor sat down on was covered in red plush and it stood close to Maria Theresa’s portrait. For a moment, the Empress’s eyes seemed to be searching, over the top of Franz Joseph’s head, for the bushy eyebrows of little Baron Conrad, Chief of the General Staff, in order to remind him that the highest decoration an officer of the Imperial and Royal Army could be awarded is, was, and always would be her own Order, the Order of Maria Theresa. Conrad knew how one gained it. He knew Heinrich von Kleist’s Prince of Homburg virtually off by heart.

         Just then, dusk began to sprinkle fluff on the old portraits, exaggerating their outlines. The portraits grew and grew and grew, eventually merging into a continuous grey mass along with the wallpaper and the wood panelling of the elegant room. Prince Eugene of Savoy, with a final glint of his sleek, mirror-like black armour, disappeared into the gloom, where only a moment earlier his golden sceptre and the signet ring on his finger had clearly stood out. Maria Theresa’s crinoline billowed like a gigantic, bulbous cushion filling with water. One might have expected that at any moment the old matriarch of the Habsburgs would emerge from her gilt frame, powerfully elbowing aside these old sclerotics, and casually sit down next to the wilting offspring of her exuberant lifeblood. She would embrace the old man in her plump arms, injecting vigour into his pale, withered being, and burst into lusty peals of laughter.

         But the lights in the crown of St Stephen are going out one by one; the fiery glints in her eyes grow dim.

         A valet enters. He turns on the electric lights in the crystal chandeliers. Not all of them, however, because His Imperial Majesty cannot bear bright lights. With a trembling hand, he dons his spectacles. After a short while, he removes them again and spends a long time cleaning them with a handkerchief. At this point the bald Count Berchtold, the Foreign Minister, loses his patience. He takes some documents from his briefcase, casting his gaze sternly, yet respectfully, in the Emperor’s direction. His Parisian fragrances not unpleasantly tickle the nostrils of his immediate neighbour, His Excellency von Krobatin, the Minister for War. This aroma at dusk arouses in him memories of his youth. Those wonderful Hungarian girls really know how to kiss!

         The Emperor has finished polishing his spectacles. The starchy faces of the highest state dignitaries come back to life. Not a trace of sclerosis now.

         The Emperor is speaking. In a dull tone of voice, he is thanking them for something or other. What his dear Count Berchtold spoke about yesterday had greatly saddened him. If he was not mistaken, that meant—if his memory served him correctly—Belgrade? He was happy to acknowledge that feelings were growing strong among his beloved peoples, who were demanding, demanding…

         The Emperor could not recall what it was that the beloved peoples were demanding.

         So they began explaining to him. There was something the Emperor, despite everything, was still unwilling to understand at any price, apparently. At first, they explained matters to him patiently, like a mother to her child, but eventually they lost their composure and started gesticulating. When the light finally dawned, they began bargaining with him. The Emperor went on the defensive for some time, resisting, hesitating, coughing, and recalling the murdered Empress Elisabeth. At one point he even stood up unassisted, striking the table so forcibly with his silver-handled cane that the two statuesque guardsmen flinched and Maria Theresa’s eyes sparkled.

         Archduke Friedrich, the grandson of the one of Aspern fame, leapt to his feet. He approached His Majesty and bent over the pink ear from which wads of grey cotton wool protruded. At some length, he poured certain weighty words into that ear. As he bent over, the two Golden Fleeces on the Habsburgs’ chests found one another and for a few moments they swung in unison. Then the Emperor conceded. He yielded to the will of his beloved peoples.

         He had just one wish; let them display the traditional oak leaves on their helmets. And they must sing. Here the monarch was interrupted again by Archduke Friedrich, who spoke up to remind him that in the twentieth century his soldiers no longer wore helmets, only soft caps. The Emperor apologized; he hadn’t been on manoeuvres for such a long time. He was visualizing the old heads of veterans of Novara, Mortara and Solferino, the Pandours, Radetzky… Shamefacedly, he turned to the Minister for War as a pupil to his teacher.

         “Perhaps Your Excellency will be so good as to remind me how many troops I have?”

         “Thirty-eight divisions in peacetime, not counting the Landwehr or the Honvéds.”

         “Thank you. I have thirty-eight divisions!”

         Thirty-eight divisions! Franz Joseph relished in his imagination every division individually, delighting in the multitude and the diversity of colours represented by these numbers, sworn to serve him in life and death. He conjured up in his mind the last parades at which he had been present, the last simulated battles, in which the enemy’s soldiers were identified by red ribbons in their caps. On that occasion he had personally, on horseback, led one of the warring armies, and his adversary had been none other than Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the throne, murdered four weeks earlier. His memory did not fail him here. That was unforgettable! Old passions were revived in the old man as he recalled it. For a while, he felt the old aversion for his mock enemy in the manoeuvres, whose actual death he and the entire Imperial and Royal Army were now bound to avenge. The old man felt a rush of blood to his head at the thought that this obstinate opponent, who had waited in vain for so many years for him to die a natural death, still gave him no peace even after his own death. Something in the old man’s mind declared, triumphantly, “Look, I have outlived him after all!” But even this single unspoken victory was moments later overshadowed by sorrow for his unforgettable only son Rudolf, who had also been unfortunate: “Mir bleibt nichts erspart!”*

         An uncomfortable silence descended on the room. Berchtold’s cloying perfume was in the air, drifting like incense over the bodies of the murdered. “Adieu, Parisian perfumes!” The road is cut off. The Triple Alliance, the Triple Entente! Count Berchtold knew very well what this meant. He recognized the odour of the impending course of history. It smelt of restriction to local products. But in the eerie silence not even the jovial Krobatin noticed that scent. He had never smelt powder either, but he was Minister for War, nonetheless.

         The Emperor was deep in thought. His light blue, watery eyes grew dim behind his spectacles. His clean-shaven chin sank into his golden collar; only the whiskers of his sideburns protruded. The glittering cross on the crown of St Stephen leant even farther, threatening to fall on the old man’s head. He remained silent, engrossed in the sombre catacombs of cadaverous recollections.

         The tension continued to mount at the round table. The old armchairs were creaking. The sclerosis in the veins of the paladins advanced another step. Eventually, the Crown Council’s impatience broke the bounds of etiquette. The generals began to whisper.

         “Time is running out! He must sign.”

         Krobatin could not last any longer without a cigarette. At this point, Berchtold touched Count Paar’s elbow. The latter placed a large sheet of paper before the Emperor. The second replica of the Emperor held a pen with (as court ceremonial procedures dictated) a new, unused steel nib. All eyes were turned towards the Emperor’s dried-up, frail hand. At last, he came to and adjusted his spectacles. Everyone heaved a sigh of relief.

         The monarch spent several minutes coldly perusing the rigid black rows of letters. He paid strict attention to every word, every punctuation mark. But after he had read the first sentences, his eyelids reddened and he had a burning sensation in his eyes. His spectacles misted up. Lately, the old man had found reading very tiring, especially in artificial light. He now looked away from the sheet of paper and, noting the Crown Council’s impatience, dipped the pen with a trembling hand into the open black maw of the inkwell. The hand returned with the nib now steeped in the poisonous fluid and settled shakily on the paper like a pilot feeling for the ground below as he lands. Soon the left hand came to its assistance, holding the paper steady.

         The Emperor was placing his signature, so long awaited by the ministers. As soon as the name “Franz” was written, the pen ran out of liquid breath; the ink ran dry. As the Emperor reached for the inkwell once more, the quivering pen slightly scratched the thumb of his left hand. A tiny drop of blood squirted from his thumb. It was red. No one noticed that he had scratched his thumb; he quickly wiped it and, with a single flourish, added “Joseph”. The ink was blue.

         Count Berchtold picked up the document. The following day it was translated into all the languages of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. It was printed and displayed at all street-corners in cities, towns and villages. It began “To my peoples…”. For the illiterate, it was read aloud by town criers.

         The Emperor rose with the assistance of his aides-de-camp. He was not accustomed to shaking hands with his officials. On this occasion, however, he shook the hand of the prime minister. In the doorway, he turned once more and said—it was unclear to whom—

         “If I am not mistaken, blood will be spilt.”

         Then he left. Archduke Friedrich offered Finance Minister Biliński a Havana cigar. From down below, the crash of the hobnailed boots of the 99th Regiment infantrymen was heard. A crash of rifle butts on the command to order arms. At the nearby barracks the lights-out bugle call was sounded. It was nine o’clock.

         At nine o’clock, the soldiers throughout the Austro-Hungarian Empire go to bed.

         III

         The guards locked the gates at ten o’clock, as was the custom, opening them to latecomers in return for the customary twenty-heller tip. The eagles stamped on the faces of the nickel coins they unceremoniously pocketed were old and worn out. No one hurried home, though. In Vienna, the beds of even the most respectable citizens remained unoccupied until long after midnight. Only the children were asleep. Only the factory workers were snoring away, exhausted, concerned about nothing and prepared for anything, as the night shift had relieved them at eight o’clock. The sellers who set off to market every day at dawn were asleep; the postmen who had been going up and down flights of steps all day were asleep. Prisoners in their cells were sleeping, or pretending they were asleep. In hospitals, in clinics and smart sanatoria, bodies wracked by civilian diseases lay in a drugged stupor brought on by sleeping-draughts. In the cemeteries, the dead were sleeping. Somewhere far away the Emperor was sleeping.

         The city was brimming with life. It was idly giving over its vast body to the pleasures of the night. It contentedly drank lemonade and ate sausages in cheap cafés, or squandered its superfluous means in costly establishments of unbridled excess.

         Work proceeded as usual in the bakeries and printing houses. Bread and newspapers were produced during the night. Bakers, stripped to the waist, pushed lumps of dough into the ovens with long-handled shovels. Soon afterwards, they pulled out steaming loaves of bread, covered with a brownish glaze.

         Compositors stood, bent over their type-cases, unconcernedly baking early-morning bread for the souls of the populace. Steaming, odorous words. It was the compositors who were the first to start trembling that night. From the countless stores of microbial leaden characters, among which the history of the world lies atomized, the shirtless compositors had picked out three letters. Each of these letters is meaningless on its own, but when joined together they spell a chemical formula for disaster. While typesetting, the hand of one of the compositors began to shake. Then, for a moment, his mind went blank. When his confused consciousness returned to normal after a short while, he rubbed his eyes and realized that he had set a meaningless word: waf. Sadly, he removed the letter f and threw it back into the type-case, where hundreds of its brothers were resting. With a sense of guilt, he picked out the correct letter with hesitant fingers and confirmed the truth he could not believe. Then he washed his hands.

         The row ended up crooked and entered the printing press like that. The dreadful word came off the press into the world, trailing in its wake a black, mournful train of printing ink smeared over the letters.

         The apprentices kneading dough on long breadboards in the bakeries suddenly stopped working. Scraping off with knives the remains of the dough clinging to their fingers, they ran out into the street.

         The trams suddenly came to a halt in the busiest parts of the city. With a hiss, green sparks flashed from the overhead cables, as if they were short-circuiting. The electric current ran along the nerves of passengers, conductors and drivers. They could not even wait for the next stop. They all got off in the middle of the road and made a dash for the newspapers. Then, for the first time, they noticed that the letters were black.

         Mr M. Rosenzweig from Drohobycz, biggest shareholder of the Anglo-Rosenzweig Oil Company, who had interrupted his journey to Venice and was about to spend the first night of his honeymoon in one of the luxury hotels, got out of bed, dressed in a hurry and dashed collarless to the hotel lobby to obtain a copy of the special edition of the Neues Wiener Journal.

         Even lovers embracing on benches in the municipal gardens or intoxicated with each other in the undergrowth at the Prater suddenly broke off. Love, startled by death’s icy breath, deserted its perfumed or smelly refuges and made for the bustling boulevards. The rushing sound of Old Father Danube could be heard as usual beyond the Prater, carrying its eternal peace out to sea, into the Black Sea, for safekeeping. The Danube’s last wave carried away with it for an age the enchanting melody of this city, a melody that would never return, just as good blood sapped from the people would never return to their hearts.

         The news spread by word of mouth. The mouths bit it, chewed it, ground it and crunched it until suddenly a million mouths spat one word out onto the pavement like a bitter almond. War had already pervaded all the cafés, bars and restaurants. Orchestras everywhere were already playing Old Master Haydn’s Imperial anthem. The one, two and five-crown coins, with the eagle on one side and the Emperor’s head impressed on their obverse, made a sound different from the usual one; somehow, they gave a more metallic ring on the veined marble tabletops when alarmed officers called for their bills.

         War took over all public establishments. It leapt over the fences of the moonlit, sleepy villas on the slopes of the Gersthof vineyards, squeezed its way through the gaps in the old inner-city walls, predatory as a she-cat in March frolicking on the Opera House’s green copper roof. It lay in wait in the cloakrooms of the cabarets, and sprang at the throats of the high-spirited, unsuspecting customers bringing their numbered tabs to collect their hats and coats. Like a sudden attack of the plague, it began playing havoc with the citizens’ relaxed minds. Like a mysterious nightmare, it befuddled the brains of happy Pilsner drinkers. A blissful yet deadly shudder shook hearts prone to suffer from apoplexy. Vague, garish images arose from old, long-forgotten school textbooks. Random historical battle scenes, known only from cheap fly-blown prints that used to hang in hairdressers’ salons, began to penetrate the sanctuaries of bourgeois souls, taking by storm the long-lived peacefulness of previous years. There suddenly appeared before one’s eyes every wet-nurse’s dream, familiar from shoe-polish tins, a martial Hussar-shoeblack standing to attention, with his upturned black moustache. Something crumbled away in everyone’s brain.

         Lights are flickering at the windows of the barracks. Something that hasn’t been seen for many years—it’s past midnight, and lights on in the barracks! The soldiers are rolling up their coats, fastening their backpacks, filling their ammunition belts, cleaning their mess kits, oiling the knives they call bayonets. In the stables, the cavalry officers stroke their mounts’ sleek haunches with a rag and comb their manes. The poor horses whinny, noisily chomping on their oats. The corporals are inspecting the harnesses and saddles, cursing the Dragoons over missing buttons. The sergeants are hurrying as though possessed from one office to another. In the officers’ quarters, the lieutenants’ wives have been dragged out of bed to wax waterproof socks and have thermos flasks ready with hot tea.

         It’s the same in all the towns.

         Only the villages are asleep, the eternal reservoir of all kinds of soldiery, the inexhaustible source of physical strength. The villages are asleep among Danubian meadows; the villages are asleep along the banks of the Vistula, the Dniester and the Inn. The villages are asleep behind enclosures in the Alps, in Transylvania and the Sudetenland. Everywhere, red-faced farmworkers lie in the straw beside their horses, their bellies full of potatoes and rye bread. They sleep sweatily. The cattle in the cowsheds are breathing heavily, calmly, in biblical peace.

         A startled signalman in distant Hutsul country wakes up every now and then, rubs his eyes, pulls up his trousers, pulls his cap down over his sticking-out ears, and picks up his red flag. He keeps lowering the level-crossing barrier. So many trains that night, and all bound for Hungary.

         “What’s up?” he asks the engine driver of a stationary goods train.

         “War!”

         “War?” repeats the signalman, his jaw dropping. Either he hasn’t heard properly, or he can’t believe it. He stands stiffly to attention, saluting the windowless wagons carrying ammunition and pigs.

         
             

         

         At dawn, a swarm of locusts descended on every town. The darkness of that night had spawned a swarm of blue insects—centipedes stabbing with bayonets, wasps armed with deadly stings. Are these the same soldiers who entertained us last Sunday with a fine parade?

         Cars full of generals noisily speed along the streets. The tunics’ red facings flash before the crowds of onlookers like matadors’ red capes.

         IV

         Hurry, don’t overdo the sentimentality. Seamstresses, no more kissing your boyfriends; stuff your crumpled photographs into their pockets and say your goodbyes. Cooks, dry your eyes with your greasy aprons, and with your fingers that smell of browning stroke the clumsily shaved heads of your lance corporals. Everyone must own something from which they could be parted. The wives have husbands, the mothers have sons. The children say goodbye to their fathers, highly amused by their new appearance, especially the whistle and the compass on its blue cord. They have realized at last that their parents are children too, especially when they cry. Somebody must have beaten them, or they are about to. Some children are pleased that their fathers are going into the field. There will be nobody to beat them now. Where is this field, though?

         The magistrate’s widow hurries to court to gift to the state her only keepsake, her gold wedding ring, receiving an iron one in exchange. After all, everyone must own something they could part with.

         The fragrant Countess Lili has her hair cut short. Wearing a white cap and cloak, she goes to the Academy of Fine Arts, where the Red Cross flag is fluttering. She is keen to carry out the bedpans of the wounded in her dainty, feminine hands. The war has not yet lost its virginity; the hospitals are still empty.

         The bridges across the river have begun vibrating. The reservists are already on the march from the railway stations to the barracks. Black wooden trunks on their backs, flowers in their caps. In the school playgrounds, the steam of boiling water is rising from the field kitchens. A young soldier, a one-year recruit who is a philosophy student, is eating meat with a spoon, for the first time in his life. An old reservist, an agent of the Provident Insurance Company, is lying on the bare ground, for the first time in his life. Uniforms have not been issued yet. The men are still in their own skins. A fitter from the Siemens works is dissatisfied. He does know that he will be assigned to a technical unit, actually, but that’s still army. For now, he is enjoying the cigarettes he got from a pretty girl at the station.

         Things have begun to stir. The new recruits are parting with their own personalities. This is the hardest parting of all. Full of contempt and sadness, they cast aside the former individual along with their civilian clothes, parting, as they don the worthy Imperial tunic, with their health and their life.

         Cattle-drovers from Tisá, swineherds from the Puszta and mountain shepherds from the Carpathians are now wearing the blue uniform. First of all—to the canteen! Farmworkers from Galicia, Moravia and Styria have all taken on the same colour. The Bosnians wear a fez on their shaved heads. A gesture to Islam on the part of the Catholic authorities. The one-year recruit, the philosophy student, has never seen puttees before in his life. He consoles himself with the thought that Napoleon apparently wore them as well. The Dragoons wear helmets with shiny eagles, but they have to cover them with a greyish-blue slipcase, or wax them, so they don’t glint in the sun at a distance, drawing enemy fire. For the same reason, the higher ranks cover up the insignia on their collars with a handkerchief. Only the Hussars keep their plumes, though they too must cover their helmets with oilcloths. You would look in vain for the proud cockerel plumes on the Chasseurs’ caps. The Chasseurs will march in caps with matt buttons like the ordinary infantry. The priest has changed his clothes as well. He wears a habit, but he is still a captain and he will sprinkle holy water on the regiment as it sets off into the field. He will render unto God what is God’s and unto Caesar what is Caesar’s. He will bury the slain and absolve the seriously wounded of the mortal sin of killing. He will distribute books with comforting content in the field hospitals.

         The corps, divisions, regiments and brigades have already been formed. In the first company of every brigade, standard-bearers carry the flag. Endless retinues of mummers in weird attire obediently await orders from their directors. Only their faces lack masks. But faces are no longer of any significance. Today, all that counts is someone’s torso, their limbs and what kind of stars and buttons are sewn onto them. Buttons! Above all, the buttons must be in order. Actually, masks will have their day too. Gas masks.

         Following ancient tradition, the soldiers of the Imperial and Royal Army set sprays of oak leaves in their caps. In every soldier’s trouser pocket there nestles, like a code and price label from a shop, a discreet metal identification tag, the death capsule, which will be removed from the dead by the orderlies. This concludes definitively the transaction with the conquered territory.

         Attention! The lieutenants, field glasses and maps slung round their necks, are now leading their companies out. The captains are on horseback at the head of the battalions. They are followed by the adjutants and the buglers. With their sabres, the mounted regimental commanders salute the onlookers, who shout patriotic slogans, throwing flowers that are trampled under the horses’ hooves. The regimental band strikes up the Radetzky March. Sweat runs down the faces of the Czechs blaring away on their brass helicons and bass tubas. A small drummer boy, a child soldier, beats away with all his might on the calf-skin of his drum. A little donkey carries the big drum on its back.

         Mobilization. The officers’ and ensigns’ sabres glint. Oh dear, you sabres will not glint in the sun’s rays much longer, will you? You will soon be done away with on the orders of His Excellency the Minister for War, so the enemy will be unable to distinguish officers from privates. Your place will be taken by the bayonet, the ordinary, crude bayonet.

         Mobilization. The company bugles sound and the drummers’ sticks start to beat. Oh dear, you drums will not beat time for the infantry much longer, will you? You will soon be done away with on the orders of His Excellency the Minister for War.

         Mobilization. Men, horses, donkeys, mules and cattle are on the move. Iron, brass, wood and steel are on the move. Baggage trains rattle on, lorries start up grindingly, and ammunition wagons begin rumbling off, full of grenades, shells and bombs stacked in boxes like bottles of mineral water. Mortar, cannon and howitzer carriages lurch forwards. Animate and inanimate numbers are walking, driving, gasping, numbers worked out in the heads of the staff officers. In rows straight as a die, a host of heads in caps and helmets is marching, bodies in blue, grey and green tunics swaying like a field of wheat. Armies of buttons, whistles and belt straps flow upon armies of people in new, yellow, unpolished boots. The backpacks and grey mess tins sway on Polish, German, Czech, Italian and Hungarian shoulders. Haversacks, cartridge belts and bayonets are on the move, carried on foot, on horseback, by people, by horses, in wagons and in motor vehicles. Goods trains are loading up (40 men—8 horses) with masses of humans, animals, iron, wood, fabric, straps, and patience. Terror accumulated in such quantities does not know what to do with itself. For now, it is releasing itself in the form of trampling, clattering and rumbling noises.

         In these processions man was fraternizing with beast, iron and wood. Rifles have now taken the place of wives, in place of brothers haversacks are befriended, and water flasks replace favourite children. Dear child, kiss the thirsty infantryman’s parched lips.

         The benevolent grey, chestnut and dun horses toss their heads. The donkeys loaded with machine-gun parts calmly and silently look round for the last time from the wagon ramp.

         Mobilization. The railway stations at Vienna, Pest and Prague are weeping now, as are those at Lwów and Kraków. Answering sobs sound at stations in Belgrade and Moscow. Warsaw too.

         The sweaty, breathless, drunken numbers of heads, arms, legs and torsos flow like lava towards the east and the south, from east to west, from south to north, to satisfy someone’s ambitions, to someone’s greater glory. Healthy, strong lungs, hearts and stomachs set off in their thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, to all corners of the earth to a tournament of their own suffering, hunger and fever.

         From all airfields, from all hangars, propellers buzzing, two-winged and four-winged moths and dragonflies soar up and away as though leaving their chrysalis.

         They are advancing on land, at sea and in the air. Gunners on torpedo ships and battle-cruisers are keeping their powder dry. Submarines are preparing to dive; their periscopes scour the deep, seeking their prey. The equipment sings the praises of its inventors. Glory to the men on high, on land and under water!

         A swarm of swarthy, moustachioed Serbs from the Drina, Sava and Timok is on its way to face the blue host under their black-and-yellow flag. They smoke pipes and march to the rhythm of their singing. They steal through the rushes and wade across the swamps in their own country—and wait.

         Waves of Russians, urged on by blessings from their icons, roll on to face the Imperial host. Cossacks from the Amur, from Kazan and the Don ride their swift little horses. Slant-eyed Mongols bob along on their diminutive mounts. Graceful Circassians, slender-waisted like young girls, gallop with daggers in their belts on the banks of the Vistula, the Bug and the Niemen. Long, endless columns of Siberian infantry in fur hats and Caucasian front-line regiments in sand-coloured tunics head towards Poland at a rapid pace. Get the Kraut! Get the Kraut!

         Balalaikas, shepherds’ pipes and Jews’ harps are heard. During extended rest stops, harmonicas play a Styrian waltz.

         The 30th Lwów Regiment, the Iron Brigade, sings: “From Warsaw to Petersburg! Get the Muscovites, march on, march on!” “Na zdar!†” call out the Czechs, their throats lubricated with vodka and rum, as they pass by wagons full of Hungarians. “Eljen!” echo the Hungarian shepherds-turned-Honvéds. With responding cries of Živio! Hoch! Ewiva! and Harazd! the battalions of the polyglot monarchy greet one another as they pass. The trains race on like gigantic tin cans packed with human flesh, not yet drained of its blood. 

         In distant Hutsul country, young yokels stand waving their hats, their shirts hanging loose, gaping at the troop trains rushing past.

         The man who is temporarily acting as signalman at signal box no. 86, on the Lwów–Czerniowce–Ickany line, cannot sleep. This signalman was called up the day before and he has joined his unit. Now he, a mere porter, has to look after the level-crossing barrier by day and by night, seeing to it that the movement of troops can proceed in orderly fashion, taking particular care to prevent “Muscovite sympathizer elements” placing blocks of wood on the track. He is amused by the graffiti chalked on the sides of the wagons, patriotic drawings of Tsar Nicholas and King Peter on the gallows. On one occasion, he was so distracted that he failed to hear an approaching locomotive and did not close the barrier. He nearly caused the death of a milkman who was driving across the track just as the train sped over the points. The nag took fright and could not be reined in; the shaft snapped. Virtually at the last moment, the “signalman” ran onto the track and just in time stopped the train, full of boisterous, singing Romanians. The racket the soldiers were making filled the entire Pokuttya plain. The stench of straw, human sweat and horses’ urine mingled with the sharp aroma of the new-mown hay beyond the embankment. A major in command of the transport operation leapt down from a passenger carriage and asked, in an unknown language, about the cause of the delay. The man with the flag gabbled something in Ukrainian, then in Polish, even a few words in broken Yiddish, then he pointed out the pool of milk on the track and the Jewish milkman, who had by now managed to get across to the other side with his horse and cart.

         “Schweinerei!” yelled the major. “—Ja czi bende anzeigen, ti oferma!—I’ll show you, you idiot!”

         Then he shook his riding crop at the Jew, gave a sign to the engine driver and returned to the carriage. The train got moving again, leaving the man with the flag alone in his shame.

         “Idiot,” he repeated.

         Now he knew he would be joining the reservists. As a matter of fact, he didn’t care. If it was war, then it was war, wasn’t it? War had already broken out.

         On 1st August 1914 a gunner on the Temes, an armoured cruiser on the Danube, aimed his cannon and fired on Belgrade. The Danube fleet began bombarding the city. On 2nd August, the German naval guns began to roar off the coast of Kurland, near Libau. On 3rd August, the French Alpine Chasseurs were deployed among the summits of the Vosges. That same day French pilots attempted to blow up bridges on the Rhine. German cavalry crossed the Golden Gate of Burgundy and advanced into the woods around Delle to reconnoitre. The first encounter between Austria and Russia took place on the frontier between Bessarabia and Bukovina, near Novoselytsia.

         Unknown is the man who was the first to give his life in this war.

         Unknown is the man who killed him. Unknown is the last man to fall in this war.

         My word will raise him from the earth in which he lies; he will forgive me this exhumation.

         Unknown is the Unknown Soldier.

         
            * “I am spared nothing!”

            † “Hurrah!”

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter One

         

         Into distant, forgotten corners of the Hutsul country—filled with the aroma of mint on summer evenings, sleepy villages nestling in quiet pastures where shepherds play their long wooden horns—comes the intruding railway. It is the only connection these godforsaken parts have with the outside world. It pierces the night’s darkness with the coloured lights of its signals, violating the silence, violating the immaculacy of the profound night-time peacefulness. The din of its illuminated carriages rends the membrane of darkness. A long-drawn-out whistle blast awakens hares from their slumber and arouses people’s drowsy curiosity. Like a great iron ladder nailed down onto the stony ground, shiny black rails on wooden sleepers stretch from one infinity towards another. Little white station buildings surrounded by hedges, vegetable plots, gazebos and flower-beds with coloured glass orbs on white-painted sticks, numerous little iron bridges crossing streams and countless small signal boxes give the lie to any impression that this part of the country was totally God-forsaken.

         At the small Topory-Czernielica railway station, a man who had emerged from the darkness had been dealing for some twenty years in grain, timber, potatoes and casks of locally brewed moonshine. Darkness was his home and his element, no less than water is that of the fish and earth is that of the mole. Like a mole, Piotr burrowed his way through the darkness, digging out underground passages essential to his existence. In the fresh air he desperately gasped for breath, like a fish out of water.

         He polished the station lamps, filled them with paraffin and swept the so-called waiting-room. When the need arose, he helped with repairs to the track, removing rotten sleepers, spreading gravel and occasionally riding the hand trolley with the inspection engineer. The fast trains did not even deign to do Topory-Czernielica station the honour of slowing down. They sped irreverently by, contemptuously puffing a cloud of smoke in its face. In summer, however, some townspeople would alight here. Schoolboys arrived with trunks they couldn’t lift on their own. The train stopped at Topory for only three minutes, and the young gentlemen, in order to conceal their helplessness, would call out “Porter!” in a commanding tone, like seasoned travellers. Thereupon Piotr, although he was no porter, had no railwayman’s cap, and did not even wear a brass porter’s badge on his chest, would dash into the carriage, seize the luggage and carry it to the horses waiting behind the station building. Sometimes the Greek Catholic priest travelled to town and he had to be helped onto the train. Sometimes there was hunting in the extensive forests, and certain gentry preferred to travel by train so as not to tire their horses. This used to earn him a little something, and a few cigarettes some count gave him could be hidden under his cap. Those were the days!

         And after the harvest came sacks of oats, and then of maize, so there were opportunities to make the occasional hole in a sack, saying, if necessary, that the sacks had been torn. They weren’t sealed, anyway.

         The stationmaster was human. Of course, he would box your ears, but he didn’t dismiss you. When the stationmaster struck you, you had to kiss his hand at once, beating your breast and saying: “I honestly swear to God I’ll never do it again,” but you didn’t have to return what you had stolen. That was the life!

         Piotr’s entire life involved carrying things. As a child, he had suffered from that infamous Hutsul affliction for which the human race had the French to thank, apparently. Its symptoms were the typical nose and certain defects of vision, which, however, did not develop further with age. Independently of the French influences, Piotr’s body was also subject to English ones, the rickets. And so France and England, those two warring elements that had done battle in the historical arena over so many centuries, settled their differences in the body of a Hutsul child. To the end of his life, Piotr remained bandy-legged.

         Not only that, but he wore his father’s sheepskin coat, and bore his surname too. He had never known his father. His mother was a Hutsul and she smoked a pipe, even in her old age. She had a fine bearing, dainty feet, several beautifully embroidered shirts and jerkins, and numerous children too, who died virtually as soon as they were born. Only Piotr and Paraszka survived. The latter, in the opinion of many earnest folk, would have been well advised not to have survived.

         The legendary father was Polish, apparently, name of Niewiadomski,* as—to avoid offending aristocratic gentlemen—children of uncertain paternity were known. But Piotr was a child from a legal marriage bed. The bed in question was situated in a cottage, now semi-dilapidated, at the far end of the parish of Topory. Thanks to this cottage with its thatched roof, Piotr had spent his entire life in Topory, not once submitting to the lure of Saxony, as he was frequently tempted to do. An orchard of just over an acre belonged to the cottage. One of the two apple trees had long since grown barren.

         Of course, it belonged to Paraszka, who had gone to town and “decayed”—as the parish priest used to say—in a certain public establishment.

         The neighbours’ children gorged on plums from the six plum trees every autumn. Piotr did not have any land of his own. However, the railway granted him the lease of a small plot adjacent to the track. There he planted potatoes, beans, maize, cabbages and a few sunflowers. Actually, it wasn’t he who did the planting, but a certain orphan girl called Magda. She was partial to sunflowers. After the death of Piotr’s old mother in the Year of Our Lord 1910, she began to hang about near Piotr’s cottage. Malicious female tongues wagged in the village, saying that on more than one occasion she brought him his milk in the evening and didn’t leave until nearly daybreak, just before morning milking time. Piotr had no cow of his own either. When he was young, he had indeed driven his mother’s cow and his mother’s geese to pasture, but no sooner was his mother buried than he sold the cow at market, sending half the proceeds to Paraszka, because that’s how it should be, and drinking the rest. He took the geese to the station as a gift for the stationmaster’s wife, just plucking a few feathers for himself first. 

         A dog represented his entire modest possessions. But what a dog! A dog such as this is more than a mere dog; it’s an angel. True, it yielded no milk, but it was a good dog, meaning that it was fierce. Its mother was a mongrel and its father a wolf (Piotr did not care about the breed; he was cross-bred himself). The dog was called Bass, suggesting that he had a powerful voice. When he got a bit older, he did not exactly mellow, but he became indifferent and nobody in the village feared Bass any longer. He was porter Piotr Niewiadomski’s one and only love.

         Why didn’t Piotr marry Magda? This was a question often asked by people who favoured the sanctity of marriage, and the Greek Catholic priest once even put the question to Piotr directly, at his Easter confession.

         “I haven’t had any children with her,” Piotr told himself, “so I won’t be having any now.”

         Disregarding the dreadful consequences to be suffered in life beyond the grave threatened by the priest—who was prepared to make an exception and even accept a reduced fee, since it was a matter of saving the soul of an inveterate sinner—Piotr declared categorically:

         “I won’t marry her, because she isn’t a virgin.”

         But there were other reasons why Piotr, for the time being at least, had no wish to don the gold-plated crown customarily placed on the heads of the bride and groom as prescribed by the Greek Catholic marriage ceremony. Piotr Niewiadomski was a dreamer. He had in mind a quite different head covering. It might not be such a glittering one as the wedding crown, but on the other hand he could wear it to the end of his days and not just during the wedding ceremony. And if it really was a matter of outwardly resembling the great and the good of this world, Piotr was much closer to the mark in preferring a particular cloth cap instead of a metal symbol of doubtful value that was supposed to render him the equal of crowned kings. Anyway, it was only on playing cards that kings wore gold crowns, he believed, and he knew all about playing cards.

         Long ago, perhaps as far back as Metternich’s time, some state official in his wisdom designed the Austro-Hungarian uniform cap. He determined its shape, dimensions, cut and trim, and having gained approval at the highest level imposed it on the heads of all those who wished to serve the Emperor. The Emperor set an example by wearing one himself, as his own servant, and the Emperor’s relatives wore it, as did his ministers, marshals and generals, his senior councillors and commissioners, officers and clerks, gendarmes (retired), members of military bands, cab-drivers, postmen, school caretakers, prison warders, and railway officials down to the last signalman. It was the Imperial headgear. His Imperial Majesty appeared in it on the balcony and in his carriage, raising his trembling white-gloved hand to its shiny black peak whenever he was greeted by his subjects, of whom he possessed so many during the sixty-six years of his most gracious reign. Of course, the cut and the trim of the cap had undergone all kinds of changes during the course of so many years. Many a defeat and many a victory had left its mark on the Imperial cap. Also, taking into consideration forms of service and hierarchical status, the wise inventors and renovators of the cap thought up various subtle variations, not always perceptible to the layman’s eye. For example, officers’ caps were made of black cloth with a gold cord running round the lower edge, incorporating a fine black zigzag pattern. Lower-ranking functionaries had a yellow thread rather than a gold one. Just one thing was common to all—the Imperial monogram, which had to be embroidered or imprinted, always taking pride of place, identifying the Emperor’s servants like the Imperial handkerchiefs and the Imperial forks and spoons. So nobody could steal them, sell them or pawn them.

         Piotr too belonged to the Emperor. He never ceased to be aware of who he served. On the face of it, he merely shifted loads for the young squires, on the face of it he served the Jews who dealt in grain and potatoes in these parts. In reality, he shifted all this for the Emperor. In return, the Emperor paid him and protected him with exceptional rights. Just let any merchant make so bold as to lay a finger on Piotr when he was on duty! This would constitute an insult to an Imperial and Royal personality, and it would therefore be no laughing matter. Such an offence was punishable by imprisonment.

         However, Piotr was often wracked by doubt; indeed, a dark bitterness would creep into his heart. For, actually, why was he not supposed to wear an Imperial cap, like other railway employees? Why was he not supposed to command respect? Why, despite so many years of faithful service, did he still have the appearance of just any civilian? Why was he never promoted? Was he merely some supernumerary who could be replaced at any time? Was he merely some base kitchen spoon, considered unsuitable for inclusion among the treasury’s grand dinner-service?

         At such times, Piotr Niewiadomski indulged in self-pity, convincing himself that it would be better to give it all up, all these railway duties which just made him stoop-shouldered and gave him little pleasure. Perhaps it would be better, after all, to sell the house (with Paraszka’s consent, of course, though she wouldn’t be returning to it now), sell the orchard and go to Saxony.

         However, these bitter thoughts never troubled him for very long. Such doubts were soon dispelled and his faith was restored that all was not lost, that the Emperor was good, God was just and that they would not harm their people. It was merely necessary to wait patiently, toil patiently, bear burdens patiently and patiently suffer abuse from conductors and senior porters. It was even necessary to put up with the stationmaster’s wrath. An Imperial servant had the right to strike another Imperial servant in the face, because he was doing so in the name of His Imperial Majesty. But civilians—hands off!

         So for many years Piotr anticipated that the day would eventually come when he would be promoted, having done enough carrying to deserve a pay rise and a cap. Perhaps this dream of an Imperial cap was a reflection of his unhappy childhood, when he’d pretended that an old pot he’d found disposed of on a rubbish heap was his military cap. No doubt that childhood memory still retained in Piotr’s mind at the age of forty explains the undeniable fact that Piotr Niewiadomski would be delighted to be able to salute people instead of greeting them as a civilian would.

         He would have liked most of all to be a railway crossing guard or an assistant guard on a goods train. Service on the railway was attractive to Piotr simply because he came into contact with trains leaving for far-off destinations. The whole wide world familiar to him from travellers’ accounts passed through Topory-Czernielica station along with those trains. Piotr had seen carriages in which you could sleep under a blanket as comfortably as in a soft bed, and he had seen carriages in which gentlemen sat at tables covered by white tablecloths, eating, drinking and enjoying themselves. Often, curtained saloon cars with flowers in little vases in the windows flashed past Piotr as he stood rooted to the spot. By one window he would see a thick-set man in a tall white chef’s cap leaning against the shiny bulkhead, pouring something from a copper saucepan.

         Piotr also saw trains that had come all the way from Turkey, which is by the sea, where there are heathens who are permitted to have several wives at once, and he saw trains returning from Vienna, where the Emperor himself lives. True, he had little to do with those trains personally, as they naturally didn’t stop at Topory-Czernielica station, but on a number of occasions he had the job of striking the wheels that had run on foreign tracks with a hammer. When he touched the wheels of goods trains that were destined for distant, unknown parts, it was as if he was touching the very secret of a world he had never known.

         Why should he not become a signalman or travel on a goods train to the Romanian border? After all, he could recognize colours and distinguish red and green, even though he could not read or write. He also knew how to look after the points. Did people say he was stupid? Well, what if he was? The saints couldn’t glue broken crockery together and King Solomon wasn’t a guard on the railway.

         If Piotr became a signalman—now, that would change everything! He would no longer avoid the wedding ceremony, though Magda would be even less in the running than before. Piotr the signalman would be highly eligible for many a respectable widow or even an older spinster, but she would have to be some well-to-do farmer’s daughter, of course. Only then would he set up a home, a proper home with a proper woman. They would renovate the cottage, repair the leaky roof and thatch it with fresh straw, replace the rotten ceiling rafters and scrub the bedstead with a firm brush. Above the bed would hang a row of images of the Immaculate Mother of God, the Holy Virgin of Pochaiv, the Lord Jesus of Milatyn and various others. Above the icons there would be red paper roses on wires. They would buy a cuckoo clock, a mousetrap and some saucepans at the fair; on the windowsill there would stand flower pots with fuchsias, red as radishes. They would paint the whole living room sky blue. The wife would undoubtedly bring decorated cupboards from home, in which they would keep shirts, a sheepskin coat, their money and prayer books. Magda would be able to carry on working if she wished, but now it would be his own cow she would milk, the one his wife would have to include in her dowry. No, he would not turf Magda out on her ear—Heaven forbid! On the other hand, she could no longer sleep with him. She would find herself another fellow.

         These thoughts, which he did not mention to the priest at confession, kept Piotr at Topory and prevented him from taking a decisive step with regard to Magda. They combined his two life’s ambitions in one joyful vision. Piotr always imagined his dilapidated house in a flourishing state, rebuilt and, in the absence of children, populated with chickens, ducks and even pigs, with which Bass got on famously. He always imagined his house as a place where happiness dwelt. At Easter, he would have sausages from his own pig, he would have a whole year’s supply of pork fat, and feathers for his matrimonial eiderdowns from his own geese instead of stolen ones.

         
             

         

         One day, at 5.20 in the morning, the Topory-Czernielica stationmaster summoned Piotr to his office. As a rule the stationmaster was still asleep at this hour, but today, though he was still unshaven, he was already fully dressed and had had his breakfast, as could be seen from the empty cup and half-eaten bread roll on a metal tray. Why hadn’t the stationmaster finished his breakfast? This was Piotr’s first thought on arrival at the office. There was a considerable delay before it occurred to Piotr to wonder why the old man had summoned him at such an early hour. The stationmaster was sitting at his telegraph machine as it clicked away. The red colour on his official cap contrasted sharply with his pale cheeks covered in dark stubble. He paid no attention to Piotr’s arrival. He was engrossed in the long ribbon of paper he was feeding through his fingers, deciphering some secret messages. The machine clicked away incessantly. In the motionless silence that engulfed the office and the whole area surrounding the station, isolated among the fields, Piotr was alarmed by the dull, insistent clicking of the metal machine. He stopped observing the stationmaster, involuntarily turning his gaze towards the window, through which he had a view of the clear sky and several silent trees. The sky and the trees had a calming effect on him. All of a sudden, the machine stopped clicking. That was more ominous still. The stationmaster looked up. A great change seemed to have come over him. That severe, derisory expression that Piotr had found so daunting all those years seemed to have vanished overnight from his cold, gaunt, yet always contented features. Those eyes had so often caused him to endure hard times in his life. Piotr found them piercing even when, thankfully, they were closed. Those eyes were capable of stopping Piotr’s heartbeat, penetrating the innermost recesses of his conscience. Beneath their gaze, Piotr would cringe and squirm so much that he had developed that false smile simple people assume in order to shake off the burden of contempt. Of all the burdens he carried in his life, the most onerous was the eyes of the stationmaster he felt on his back. Today, these eyes were extinguished; they were like the empty barrels of a double-barrelled shotgun. What has happened to the stationmaster?—Piotr wondered. He isn’t looking at me as he usually does; he looks as though he has stopped being the stationmaster. Perhaps he is leaving for another position and his rule has come to an end here?
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