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1. Manya Sklodowska
(1867 ~ 1891)

In mid-November 1903, a telegram trans-
formed Marie and Pierre Curie’s lives. The
young couple received word from Stockholm,
Sweden, that they and a colleague, Henri Bec-
querel, had been awarded the Nobel Prize for
physics. Receiving the world’s most famous sci-
entific award catapulted the two researchers
from celebrity status to international glory. Pho-
tographers and journalists took up their trail .

When the press descended on the Curies’
home in Paris, Marie and Pierre were out. Only
their daughter, Iréne, and her Polish nurse
were there. The reporters pestered the pair with
questions. The nurse froze, then fled to the
kitchen, pleading that she did not understand
French. One reporter, undaunted, turned to
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1 Manya Sklodm:r;sika
Irene and asked where her parentg were.

“At the laboratory, of course,” the six-
year-old replied self-assuredly. She stared hos-
tilely at the intruders. How stupid! Where else
would they be? She ignored any further ques-
tions and resumed playing with Dido, her
black-and-white cat.

The following day, a picture of Iréne and
Dido made the front pages of the Paris newspa-
pers—as did the conversation with the child and
her nurse.

Marie Salomée Sklodowska was born on
November 7, 1867, in the family’s small up-
stairs apartment over a girls’ boarding school on
Freta Street in Warsaw’s old quarter. Warsaw
was in the part of Poland that, at the time, was
occupied by Russia. An ash-blonde with gray
eyes, Many—as she was called—was the
fourth daughter and fifth child of the school’s
director, Bronislawa Sklodowska. Manya’s fa-
ther, Vladislav Sklodowski, taught physics and

mathematics in small secondary schools. Both
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1. Manya VSklodowska
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Manya’s parents came from poor families of the
minor nobility. Shortly after Manya was born,
her mother, in frail health, resigned from the
Freta school and devoted herself to raising their
large family .

By the time Manya was five, her mother
had developed tuberculosis.  Bronislawa
Sklodowska was determined that her family
should not notice her suffering any more than
she could help. Every Saturday night, she man-
aged to sit with her brood, listening to Professor
Sklodowski read aloud from the classics while
she mended the children’s clothes and made
their boots with a small cobbler’s awl and knife .
At the rate the five children were growing,
store-bought shoes were an unattainable luxury
on a teacher’s salary.

The Sklodowskis were patriotic to the core.
Inevitably, as Russia tightened its control over
Poland, Professor Sklodowski was dismissed
from job after job on the grounds that he was not

sufficiently pro-Russian. Police informers had
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1 Manya Sklodowska
Rl A e
infiltrated all walks of life. The Sklodowskis, in
an attempt to make ends meet in their next
apartment, were reduced to taking in boarding
students. As the youngest Sklodowski, Manya
slept rolled up in an animal skin on the sofa in
the dining room. She had to be up at 6:00 a.
M. SO the table could be set for the boarders’
breakfasts .

Unfortunately, these strangers did far
worse than intrude on the family’s privacy.
They introduced the dreaded typhoid disease in-
to the household. Soon two of Manya’s older
sisters were shaking and moaning with typhoid
fever, and Zosia, the oldest, died. Two years
later, tuberculosis finally claimed Manya’s
mother.

The linens may have been threadbare, the
clothes patched, the meals sometimes skimpy,
but food for thought was never lacking in
Manya’s home. Even after Bronislawa’s death,
reading together Saturday night remained the
high spot of the week for the close-knit family.
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1. Manya Sklodowska
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Manya graduated from high school at age
16, amid the customary flourish of trumpets and
speeches. On a summer afternoon so stifling
that not even a cloud moved overhead, the
Grand Master of Education placed around
Manya’s slender neck a multicolored ribbon with
the coveted gold medal of number-one student
dangling from it. The sun’s rays kept bouncing
off that glistening disk as Manya returned to the
platform again and again. Soon she had an arm-
ful of books as prizes for excellence in mathe-
matics, history, Russian literature, German,
English, and French.

Instead of being able to enjoy her triumph,
Manya fell sick. Professor Sklodowski wisely
decided that Manya needed a prolonged rest,
and he shipped her off to the country for a year
to visit various relatives. Lancet, Manya’s thor-
oughly spoiled, enormous brown pointer,

accompanied her. With no manners, he jumped
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1. Manya Sklodowska
RALlR A R TS R

up affectionately on everyone. In winter, when
Manya and her cousins participated in the
kulig , Lancet bounded after their sleigh. Dur-
ing an enchanted weekend of carnival, the
young group journeyed across the snowy land-
scape from house to house in a mad round of
gaiety. No one danced a faster mazurka or a
more enthusiastic krakoviak than Manya, the
ribbons in her festival crown swirling round her
blonde locks.

When Manya returned to Warsaw, she had
not yet decided how she was going to earn a liv-
ing, but her older sister Bronya was determined
to become a doctor. This meant going abroad to
study before settling down to practice in War-
saw. The universities in Geneva and Paris were
the only two in Europe that admitted women to
graduate work . The best way for Bronya to earn
the money for her studies was by tutoring oth-
ers. Manya decided to help her sister by tutor-
ing also.

A friend of theirs persuaded Manya and
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