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Monday, 17th. The First Day of School
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yg—o'day is the first day of school. The three months of vacation in the
country have passed like a dream. This morning my mother took me to the
Baretti schoolhouse to have me enter for the third elementary grade: | was
thinking of the country, and went unwillingly.

The streets were swarming with boys: the two book-shops were thronged
with fathers and mothers who were purchasing bags, portfolios, and
copy-books, and in front of the school so many people had collected, that the
beadle and the policeman found it hard to keep the entrance clear. Near the
door, | felt myself touched on the shoulder: it was my master of the second
grade, cheerful, as usual, and with his red hair ruffled.

He said to me: “So we are to part forever, Enrico?”



I knew it well, yet the words pained me.

We made our way in with difficulty. Ladies, gentlemen, women of the
people, workmen, officials, nuns, and servants, all leading boys with one hand,
and holding the promotion books in the other, filled the anteroom and the stairs,
making such a buzzing, that it seemed like entering a theatre. | was glad to see
once more that large room on the ground floor, with the doors leading to the
seven classes, where | had passed nearly every day for three years. There was a
throng of teachers going and coming. My schoolmistress of the first upper class
greeted me from the door of the classroom, and said:

“Enrico, you are going to the floor above, this year. | shall not even see
you pass by any more!” And she gazed sadly at me.

The principal was surrounded by women who were much worried because
there was no room for their sons; and it struck me that his beard was a little
whiter than it had been last year.

| found the boys had grown taller and stouter. On the ground floor, where
the divisions had already been made, there were little children of the first and
lowest section, who did not want to enter the classrooms, and who pulled back
like donkeys: they had to be dragged in by force, and some ran away from the
benches; others, when they saw their parents leave, began to cry, and the
parents had to go back and comfort them, or take them away; while the
teachers were in despair.

My little brother was placed in the class of Mistress Delcati: | was put
with Master Perboni, upstairs on the first floor.

At ten o’clock we were all in our classes: fifty-four of us; only fifteen or
sixteen of my companions of the second class, among them, Derossi, the one
who always gets the first prize.

The school seemed so small and gloomy to me when | thought of the
woods and the mountains where | had passed the summer! I thought again, too,
of my master in the second class, who was so good, and who always smiled at
us, and was so small that he seemed to be one of us; and | grieved that I should
no longer see him, with his tumbled red hair. Our present teacher is tall; he has
no beard; his hair is gray and long; and he has a straight line running crosswise
on his forehead. He has a big voice, and he looks at us fixedly, one after the



other, as though he were reading our very thoughts; and he never smiles.

| said to myself: “This is my first day. There are nine months more. What
work, what monthly examinations, what weariness!” | wanted to see my
mother when | came out, and | ran to kiss her hand!

She said to me: “Courage. Enrico! We will study together.”

And | returned home content. But | no longer have my master, with his
kind, merry smile, and school does not seem so nice to me as it did before.

18
Tuesday, 18th. Our Master
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&ike my new teacher too, since this morning. While we were coming
in, and when he was already seated, some of his scholars of last year every now
and then peeped in at the door to salute him; they would present themselves
and greet him:

“Good morning, Signor Teacher!” “Good morning, Signor Perboni !”

Some came in, touched his hand, and ran away. It was plain that they liked
him, and would have been glad to return to him. He responded “Good
morning” and shook the hands which were held out to him, but he looked at no
one: at every greeting his smile remained serious, with that deep wrinkle on his
brow, with his face turned towards the window, and staring at the roof of the
house opposite; and instead of being cheered by these greetings, he seemed to
suffer from them. Then he looked at us closely, one after the other. While he
was dictating, he got down and walked among the benches. Catching sight of a
boy whose face was all red with little pimples, he stopped dictating, took the
lad’s face between his hands and examined it; then he asked him what was the







matter with him, and laid his hand on his forehead to feel if it were hot.
Meanwhile, a boy behind him got up on the bench, and began to play the
marionette. The teacher turned round suddenly; the boy sat down at one dash,
and remained there, with head hanging, in dread of being punished. The master
placed one hand on his head and said to him:

“Don’t do so again.” Nothing more.

Then he returned to his table and finished the dictation. When he was done,
he looked at us a moment in silence; then he said, very, very slowly, with his
big but kind voice: “Listen. We have a year to pass together; let us see that we
pass it well. Study and be good. | have no family; you are my family. Last year
I had mother; she is dead. | am left alone. I have no one but you in all the world;
I have no other affection, no other thought than you: you must be my sons. |
wish you well, and you must like me too. | do not wish to be obliged to punish
any one. Show me that you are boys of heart: our school shall be a family, and
you shall be my comfort and my pride. | do not ask you to give me a promise; |
am sure that in your hearts you have already answered ‘yes’, and | thank you.”

Just then the beadle came in to announce the close of school. We all left
our seats as quietly as could be. The boy who had stood up on the bench went
up to the master, and said to him, in a trembling voice:

“Forgive me, Signor Master.”

The master kissed him on the brow, and said, “Go, my son.”

21
Friday, 21st. An Accident
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CD/he year has begun with an accident. On my way to school this




