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INTO THE HEART OF
AN IMMENSE DARKNESS’
T lre)
‘MR CONRAD KNOWS HOW TO'
WRITE ENGLISH...




‘My Hazardous Childhood’

< 'My Hazardous Childhood’

n a fine day in May 1869 a solemn crowd of thousands led by an eleven-year-
O old boy moved through the streets of Cracow to the mournful tolling of bells.
The ‘occasion was the funeral of Apollo Korzeniowski, Polish patriot and
revolutionary; the boy, his only son. The young Jozef Teodor Konrad Korzeniowski,
noble, exile and now orphan, had already led an extraordinary life. How much more  Apollo Korzeniowski,
extraordinary that after many years sailing the seas, he would emerge as Joseph b i i
Conrad, an Englishman and one of the world's greatest writers. Ra A e

Conrad was born in the Ukraine on
3 December 1857, to parents whose families had
long been involved in the turbulent history of their
country. Poland had ceased to be one of the
foremost powers in Europe in 1795, when it was
divided up between foreign powers, among which
Russia was the most important. Apollo, descended
from an ancient noble family, inherited a
revolutionary ardour which manifested itself in
numerous uprisings against the Russians. His
father's lands were confiscated in one such
rebellion, that of 1830, when he was eleven years
old.

All the resentment inspired by his country’s
burden, his family’s oppression and his own humble
position as an estate's manager gathered force and
focus as Apollo himself entered fatherhood. In a
christening song “To My son born in the 85th year
of Muscovite oppression’, he grimly laments of the
infant Conrad that ‘You are without land, without

love, without country, without people, while Poland

- your mother - is in her grave’.



Joseph Conrad

Conrad’s mother came from a more
moderate background. The Bobrowskis,
although patriots, had always measured the
consequences of their political and military
actions a little more carefully than the
Korzeniowskis. ~For this reason Ewalina
brought to their marriage, on 8 May 1856, not
only considerable beauty and warmth of
personality, but a substantial dowry and the
security of a family which had managed to
retain at least some of its lands. Not
surprisingly, her parents regarded Apollo with
suspicion; according to her brother, Tadeusz,
their mother found him ‘irresponsible and
erratic in behaviour’, while their father thought
him unpractical and lazy.

The concerns of Ewalina’s parents
proved well founded. Before long, Apollo had
managed to lose, in addition to his own money,
his wife’s nine thousand roubles in silver. After

a further three years he lost patience with his

tedious estate work and took his family to
Ewalina Bobrowska, ~Zytomierz. The revolutionary winds which gathered in this province soon fanned
e S ¢ the flame of his smouldering political sentiments and the dangerous, clandestine
Yale University Library  world of radical patriotism claimed him as its own. In 1861 he was drawn to Warsaw,
an even more volatile city still reeling from the violent suppression of two vast
patriotic demonstrations. Apollo was by now an established author and translator,
and his declared aim was to start a literary magazine. His more fervent intent

revealed itself as he emerged a charismatic revolutionary leader.
Meanwhile, Conrad remained in the Ukraine on his grandmother’s estate with

his mother. Ewa’s letters to Apollo reveal a loving wife and mother yearning for her

husband’s return yet keenly aware of the dangers which rendered this impossible.



‘My Hazardous Childhood’

Her son’s earliest extant piece of writing
(appended to one of her letters) echoes her
sadness, its description of trivial frustrations
and hopes providing an unwittingly ironic
commentary on the dark scenes played out on
a larger stage: ‘Daddy, I am fine here, I run
about the garden - but I don’t like it much
when the mosquitos bite. As soon as the rain
stops I will come to you.” Despite this forlorn
situation, Ewa wrote to Apollo that ‘Konradek
is a good boy: it is amazing how God lets him
win people’s hearts’. His grandmother
concurred: ‘no pen could catch and render all
the shades of goodness that child has in him ...
I suspect that our dear Konradzio will grow
into an exceptional man with a great heart.’
Ewa and Conrad eventually risked
travelling to Warsaw, where the family barely
had time to celebrate their reunion. The
authorities finally caught up with Apollo, who
was arrested for clandestine political activities
and sentenced to seven months in prison. The

traumatized Ewa, increasingly weak from the

symptoms of tuberculosis, described to friends
how her husband was taken on 20 October, just after the clocks had struck Joseph Conrad in 1862,

with whip.
midnight: ‘We were both awake: he writing, I reading. Six minutes after the door- 4

bell had rung he was gone from the house.” Among other dressed-up charges, ~British Library
Apollo was accused of instigating brawls in coffee shops. Although spared
imprisonment, Ewa herself did not escape censure. She had, for example,
distributed mourning dress to the colleagues of fallen protestors. No doubt

Conrad’s entreaties for such an outfit rendered even him a criminal in the eyes of

the authorities.
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On his release from prison Apollo was sentenced to exile.
Conrad and his mother barely survived the gruelling journey
through the vast Russian wastes to the remote town of Vologda.
Ewa’s tubercular condition and her son’s fever were treated along
the way by applying leeches to draw the blood. There was little
improvement in their comfort when they arrived on 16 June 1862.
The log house in which the family would stay was depressingly
spartan and, like the others which huddled around it, quite unable
to defend its occupants from the ravages of the weather. Apollo
complained to friends that ‘even when the stoves are red-hot, after
several days of frost a white moss appears in the corners of the
warmest of dwellings’. It was so very cold he continued, managing
to summon a certain amount of grim humour, that ‘if the Pharisees,
having tortured Christ to death, buried him in Vologda, there
would be no need for seals or guards - the act of our redemption
would still be lying in cold storage’ .

Redemption of some kind was what they sought, yet several
months into the unrelenting tedium of their isolation the only
news heard by the exiles was that a major Polish insurrection had
been mercilessly crushed by the Russians. Their relatives were
among the casualties. ‘We are stunned by despair’, wrote Apollo.
Conrad, in a gesture of sympathy and defiance, sent a photograph
of himself ‘to my beloved Grandma who helped me send cakes to
my poor Daddy in prison’, signing it ‘grandson, Pole, Catholic,
nobleman - 6 July 1863 - Konrad.” He now knew that the benign
supports upon which he had unquestioningly depended could be
threatened and lost. His mother, her illness deepening, would
emerge from this period in his memories ‘with more distinctness
than a mere loving, wide-browed, silent, protecting presence’.

In an act of mercy which came not a moment too soon, the
family were allowed by the authorities to move further south to

the more hospitable Chernikhov. From here Conrad and his
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mother were granted a further temporary concession and travelled to the Bobrowski ~ Opposite:

estate 120 miles away in Nowofastow. Conrad played for three sun-drenched The photograph and
message sent by Conrad
to his grandmother in
tempered little girl’. He barely noticed the comings and goings of the sober-faced ~ 1863.

summer months in the ‘great unfenced fields’ with his cousin, ‘a delightful, quick-

doctors attending his mother. The summer disappeared all too quickly before ,, Uhnduersity Library
mother and son were obliged to return to Chernikhov. Conrad recalled the moment

of their enforced departure: ‘the ... shabby travelling carriage with four post-horses

standing before the long front of the house with its eight columns ... on the steps,

groups of servants, a few relations, one or two friends from the nearest

neighbourhood, a perfect silence, on all the faces an air of sober concentration.’

Back in Chernikhov Ewa’s illness drew towards its sad conclusion, despite her
distraught husband’s pleas for better doctors and a healthier place of exile. Apollo
sank into a ‘black sorrow’, lamenting of his wife that ‘only occasionally a stronger
embrace for myself or Konradek tells of her courage’. Ewa died on 18 April 1865.
Apollo haunted her grave, confessing to a friend that ‘my deepest beliefs are shaken;
doubts consume all my thoughts’. He took what solace he could in his son, making
‘all necessary sacrifices today to ensure his tomorrow’. Keen that Conrad should
receive an education, he sold a desk of which Ewa had been particularly fond in order
to raise enough money for textbooks. Despite such efforts, he was acutely aware of
the emotional dangers attending his son’s strange and miserable situation: ‘Poor
child’, he wrote in a letter, ‘he does not not know what a contemporary playmate is;
he looks at the decrepitude of my sadness and who knows if that sight does not make
his young heart wrinkled or his awakening soul grizzled.’

Apollo and Conrad immersed themselves in literature and learning in their
lonely house on the edge of town. This provided not only a temporary distraction
from grief, but vitally needed income from Apollos translation work. The young
boy later recalled clambering, still in mourning dress, onto his father’s chair, to look
at his translation of Shakespeare’s Two Gentlemen of Verona. For his audacity he was
teasingly made to read it aloud. Conrad was used to this practice: a few weeks earlier
he had read from his father’s translation of Victor Hugo’s novel, Toilers of the
Sea. Perhaps it was these words which first started to shape his dual destiny

as seaman and writer.
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Apollo, his own health now declining, confessed in a letter that ‘I teach and
demand too much and the little one, seeing nobody, burrows too deeply into books’.
His son, precociously well read and now able to speak French, was therefore sent to
stay on the Bobrowski estate. His return to Chernikhov in the autumn was short-
lived. Conrad had begun to suffer from the vague illness which would recur
throughout his childhood years and which seems to have been as much a nervous as
a physical complaint. He journeyed to Kiev to see specialists and then, on their
advice, went once again to Nowofastow. Despite the love poured upon him by his
grandmother and uncle, and the opportunity to play with those his own age, he
missed his father terribly.

Conrad and Apollo were reunited in the autumn of 1867 in Lwow, the capital
of the Austrian part of Poland. Apollo had been permitted to travel there and the
more liberal atmosphere went some way towards lightening his depression. Even so,
he was remembered by an elderly neighbour as a ‘man ruined both physically and
mentally by suffering. Pale, dark-haired with a long beard, extremely wan and sad’.
He remained fiercely protective of his son, in whom he increasingly saw
resemblances to Ewa, and whom he described to a friend as ‘the only strength that
keeps me on this earth’.

Conrad was not allowed to attend the local school and sought companionship
and adventure more in literature than in the things around him. The few friends he

made were obliged to enter this escapist world. One recalled a ‘strange boy’ who

‘told us - bis play mates - the most extraordinary stories. They were always of
the sea and ships and far-away countries ... they were weird and fantastic
almost beyond belief, but in the way he told them they seemed to us actual
happenings. The power of weaving tales - tales that literally seemed to lie

before one’s eyes - was born in bim.’

Another female friend remembered a ‘little tyrant’ directing his own patriotic plays in
which ‘large cardboard boxes served as stage settings’ and ‘the breaking of chairs and
stools’ accompanied fierce battles between the insurgents and their Muscovite enemies.

‘And as to loving’, wrote Apollo, ‘he loves those whom I point out to him as worthy’.



