Chapter 1 – Poems Honoring People

This first collection of poems honor people who directly or indirectly affected Bernice’s life. Some were people she actually knew, such as her parents, and some were historic or contemporary figures who had inspired her.  Her choices show what was important to her and her community.  

The poems about Bernice’s parents seem idealized to me. According to Bernice’s son, her parents did not want her to get married, so she fled Poland and came to America when she was 24.  She may have felt guilt over that and wrote these poems to create a public persona of the loving daughter.  Although “I Love You Mama” was found published in 1937, another poem which may have been published earlier, “On All Souls Day,” refers to her parents as already passed, so “Mama” may have been written earlier and perhaps published more than once.

Two different poems were dedicated to 19th century Polish poet Maria Konopnicka, who presumably inspired and influenced Bernice. Perhaps someone more familiar with Konopnicka’s work can confirm that. It also shows that Bernice’s education in Poland included sources like this famous poet.

I was initially reluctant to include the poem about Charles Lindbergh in this collection because he is now considered a suspected Nazi sympathizer. At a minimum, his promotion of isolationist policies delayed America’s support for the Allies during WWII. However, this poem is actually about Bernice’s emotional reaction to the kidnapping of Lindbergh’s child in 1936. Bernice became a U.S. citizen in 1936 and should have understood the concept of innocent until proven guilty, but this poem shows she went along with the popular press at the time in demanding retribution for the heinous crime, even though a man was convicted based on circumstantial evidence.
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I Love You Mama!

I love you, mother! You are my angel on earth,
For all your many efforts, all your hardships –
So many, which you suffered for my sake…
Already at the cradle, from my very birth.
When I kept you awake at night, a crying baby,
You used to rock me to sleep with a lullaby;
By sobbing, I was calling for your help with my fears,
So with a kiss, you would comfort my tears.
When “Mama” was my first word, as soon as I could talk,
While already gaining strength, and learning to walk,
With what great joy at this sweet appellation –
Did your heart beat… now you recall it with fond emotion.
And so the years pass… Now, as I go to school,
Where I gain knowledge to learn what life has in store,
Today, I already have my own hardships and pain,
And I want your loving even more!...

Oh, mother, may you be, throughout all your days,
Amid the storms of life, at my boat’s helm –
At your knees, let me find comfort from my strife,
Because your protection never fails!
Mother, today, accept my best wishes…
For your robust health… success in your life;
May you find joy in happy memories…
And may the peace of God dwell in your heart!
Oh, how I wish, that in your old age –
I can repay all your kindness, my dearest Mama,
For so many hardships – for so much love…
That is what I sincerely ask God above!

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1937

After the Loss of My Beloved Father

Such a great pain has dimmed my heart,
And my eyes are flooded with tears.
Although the day is bright, I am surrounded by dusk;
At night, I even dream painful dreams.

And all around me blows the wind of such emptiness –
Although many people are enjoying life, happy and free –
Because my hopes have been hidden away inside a grave,
Today nothing can comfort me.

When death took my father away from me,
Why could I not be there – beside him?
Fate led me to search for my own happiness,
So that today I live in a distant land, with my pain.

Oh, sad news! Oh, cruel, ominous raven,
Who brought these news flying on black wings,
You found me standing on a foreign pavement,
So that you could press this dagger into my heart.

But even though I moan, to Thee, oh Lord!
I lay down my pain as an offer to Thee –
May the ray of faith assuage my suffering,
My Creator and my Father, Thou art.

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1934

Letter to Mrs. Anna Neumann

TO THE MOST HONORABLE LADY, MRS. ANNA NEUMANN:

		On Your Name Day1
I would like to extend my sincere wishes…
That every hour, Saint Anne2,
Who is the patron of your Name,
May not withhold from you Her holy protection ---
That in robust health… you may live a hundred years!3

Although the fate of your life now is loneliness –
And who could scroll back – your quiet distress?
Yet you have gained an aura of respect among us,
Because of the crystal heart you have given us.

You were always ready for action, a good deed!
Speeding to help others in need,
Long ago you already won – a laurel branch,
And God will grant you this reward in heaven.

Your quiet personality is full of simplicity –
You never desired the éclat of honors,
Your smile is sincere, like a golden ray,
Your soul is like a sunny day – like blue heavens.

I salute you with honor on your Name Day!
I bow my head to your upright virtue,
Zephyrus4, the west wind, will bend the trees to you –
The bird will sing… the flower will send its scent…
And God will bless you with health… and with joy!

By Bronisława Wolnikowa, 1938


For the Silver Jubilee of Your Work
IN THE POLISH WOMEN’S ALLIANCE OF AMERICA, 
TO THE GREAT WOMAN, A. EMILJA NAPIERALSKA5.

All praise to You, our virtuous President! Who so victoriously
Lead our chapter of the Polish Women’s Alliance through the storms of life…
You have been in this Organization almost a quarter century;
You have shown to the world that a woman is a strong human being!

Oh, woman! – Your strength of spirit is a torch to us,
And may it shine for us for years on end…
May each one of us be worthy of the name of Polish Woman,
May the Polish Women’s Alliance be famous… for the glory of the Motherland!

Oh, woman! – You who have given your youth to our ideal –
The sisters of the Polish Women’s Alliance were your family,
Holding the helm of the Organization, you worked worthily,
So that we may never lack such Daughters of Poland!

The first years of your youth have passed, – you have gained life experience,
Through your own work you have earned love and respect,
You did not have the chance to experience the happiness of the home hearth, – 
Twenty-five years of work, – that is a long account.

Human life, – is like sailing on the sea…    
Sometimes it is peaceful and quiet, – or stormy with thunder!
Then sometimes it is like a dream: – or long and difficult…
But it is more often painful, – than happy.

It happened, in your work, – that often thunder struck, –
The stormy waves of obstacles… were spread at your feet,
But through your strength of spirit, its unusual force, – 
Oh, woman! – No one was able to halt your work!

Sometimes some people found certain faults,
The storm raged all around – thunder was about to strike!
But when you appeared, – people gained trust.
You were able to be victorious through the power of your expression!

Among strangers, you raised high the torch,
Of the virtue of a Polish Woman, so that people might know us, –
You threw your words like pearls at the ramparts,
Among both your own people and strangers: – So you were respected!

Although you were born in your newly adopted homeland,
Although you are for us a model of a citizen’s virtues, –
Yet you cultivated your love… for the ancient Motherland,
Combining in your person the ideal of a faithful Daughter of Poland!

For the Silver Jubilee of your fruitful work…
We give you our best wishes… May your work not tire you!
Your Sisters in the Polish Women’s Alliance, and all Compatriots…
Wish you to live a hundred years3 in happiness, respect and good health…
					GOD BLESS YOU!!!

Dedicated by: 
Bronisława Wolnik, 1935

Master of Tones
		On the seventy-fifth anniversary of his birth
		This poem is dedicated
		To the Distinguished Celebrant
		Ignacy J. Paderewski
Jan Ignacy Paderewski6
born on November 6th, 1860

On stage, the Master at the piano,
The dimmed lights bestow him with a strange charm –
The melody flows, like a child’s cry…
It is quiet and innocent – like the flight of a butterfly;
Overcome with unearthly inspiration,
Guided by his divine Muse, the Master plays in ecstasy…

Now he strikes a mighty chord
Which shakes the very walls of the Muse’s temple
Or throws back thunderclaps to the sky!
Now, the melody flows with sweetness to the audience…
And fills the listeners with the nectar of tones
Like the hymn Hosanna… sung by heavenly angels.

He has captivated the whole world with his tones,
Which proclaimed Poland’s pain to the world –
They flowed in complaint – bedewed by tears…
Or they struck alarm with thunderous roar!
Or else, they sounded a woodland song,
An ancestral hymn of bygone power.

Lively mazurkas would dance for him,
Or the stately steps of the minuet;
Like the dances of age-old forests –
Woodland Nymphs, agile squirrels, the fairies of the fields,
In silvery light of the midnight moon;
Such is the delightful charm of his tones!

Paderewski, the Master, is the prince of tones,
Most faithful son of the Polish land;
When thunderous war7 roared over Poland,
He campaigned most actively for Her independence,
Believing that in the chaos of war’s bloody fire
His Motherland’s enemies must fall and expire!

And, while the whole world bows to his fame,
The Master of tones, known in the courts of kings,
Keeps searching for a way to ignite the sparks
Of the dawn of independence… to heal and raise
The Motherland from Her suffering and wounds,
In a new era, to resurrect Her to a new life!

That is how much he loves Her! Now, though far from Poland –
The greatly distinguished Statesman of peace –
Even though fame took him far to foreign lands
Once he had already laid the foundations of Her existence,
In order to secure Her access to the sea
He proclaims the Baltic, Her threshold to be!

Now elderly and wise, he has earned his fame,
And with his genius made Poland known throughout the world…
With all his triumphs, tributes and honors
He has erected a monument to our Motherland!
He proudly proclaims that he is Poland’s son…
WE PAY HOMAGE TO YOU, OH MASTER! GLORY TO YOU, THE PRIDE OF POLAND!

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1935

On the Twenty-Third Anniversary of the Death of M. Konopnicka 8

Writers call you the singer of the people,
The steward of our tears, which flowed like a sea,
Because you alone understood the common people,
And in your songs, transmuted our tears into pearls.

You experienced the misfortune of orphanhood
When you were left alone with your children,
So, you empathized with all poor people,
With your songs soothing our pain.

You taught us to love every human being,
Both the rich masters, and the pauper
Who lies somewhere deep in a basement,
Sick and cold, waiting for supper. 

Oh, how you wept with the poor orphan,
In your song conveying grief over a mother’s grave,
And in your heart, you felt the entire destitution
Of the beggar bent under the Lord’s Passion.

How beautifully you sing about our country village,
The mother who bustles around the dinner table,
When she asks from the threshold, have you reaped the field,
When her family folk come home from the harvest.

You knew how to speak with wildflowers
Growing in the meadow, with tiny blades of grass
Shining silver with dew drops
When the sun rises, gilding ears of grain.

You understand the birch tree amid cemetery silence,
The willow that stands by the wayside of a country road;
Whose heart would not be stirred by your song
Even if his chest bore a stern and lifeless stone?

You, who cried over Poland’s loss of independence,
Strengthening the spirit of the young generation,
When you wrote the Patriotic Oath, you felt the inspiration
That we would soon witness Poland’s resurrection.

Poland is free today! The chains have been broken
But the vile Teuton is still hostile to us;
Remembering your Patriotic Oath9, we are always ready
To defend that fortress which is our home.

And You, luminous and bright from the other world in heaven,
Bless Poland; let there be no executioners,
No Prussians who tormented our children,
Asking them to forswear our native faith and allegiance.

You also remembered us who live in a foreign land,
Believing that we still long for our Homeland;
Even though we are separated by many lands and seas,
We have not ceased to be Poland’s children.

Today, we wish to honor you with our memory,
We are nourished by your enlightened poetry,
Which is the dearest Gospel10 of our faith
That you wrote for us in your inspiration.

We honor You, priestess! Who at the altar of Poland,
Like votive fire, offered the beacon of your poetic verses;
With which, as with a whip,
You lashed our enemies; and you healed our wounds.

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1933

In Homage to Maria Konopnicka 8

Lechitic11 Poland stands at your grave –
Where for a quarter century in silence you have lain –
To pay homage to you, our advocate,
For warming our hearts with your song.

Oh, tender lute of poetry… when listening to your song –
Which always soothed all of our pain –
May your harp evoke a better future for us…
And unite us in brotherly love!

Our singer! Our Bard, gifted with clairvoyance,
Who so boldly prophesied Poland’s independence;
Today Poland is free! – it is not defiled by its enemies,
It has united together all its children!

Our singer! May your song, as if by miracle,
Bring to our Homeland the fulfillment of your ideals…
Under the thatched roofs of our peasant people
May the sun shine… bringing brotherhood, equality!

The echoes of your song… are the complaints of poverty
That always holds our impoverished people in bondage;
Let all hearts soften! Let lethargy fade away!
And may your song overcome all evil!

Our singer, the leaves of Polish forests
Rustle your name… our swift rivers hum it –
Your name is proclaimed by those who live in an attic,
And by the wise in spirit; we honor you forever!

The entire Polish nation listens to your song –
And wants to follow the path you have shown;
A part of Poland’s glory is at your grave;
May your luminous spirit ever protect us!

May your song light the beacon of fire…
Love for our Homeland! And freedom of spirit –
When Poland is free, your song is like a torch…
And shadows are dispersed when Poland follows your guidance.

Today, the birds of the field sing homage to your memory…
Their songs are the same as those you heard them sing;
Through song, send down the sun, let it melt the ice
In the hearts of mankind – that poverty may cease!

On the twenty-fifth anniversary of your departure
From us to the world in heaven – we ask you to implore God
That a bright ray of happiness may shine for the poor
On the threshold of their homes, at least once in their lives.

We send you our homage… from afar to your grave –
We, who are a long way from our Homeland – we wanderers,
Who left to expend our strength to earn our daily bread12,
And whose hearts cry forever with longing.

We pay homage to your spirit, our immortal Bard!...
In gratitude for your heart, who loved all people,
Whose knightly song like a bugle called us to battle…
Our singer, our melodious divine harp!

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1935

Hail to Marshal Józef Piłsudski! 13

Hail to You! Oh, Leader of the Polish Nation,
Who devoted your life to the Nation,
Already in Your youth you worked honorably
To light the torches of freedom.

Already as a young man, you were imprisoned,14
For the cause of Poland, because you loved Her greatly,
You were not afraid of the power of tsardom,
Even though you were youthful – you were strong in spirit.

Your “Ideal” was guided by a star –
The freedom of the Motherland! Your heart was comforted by the thought,
You were exiled – without home or family –
And Your friends were Your great deeds.

You were given to taste the Magdeburg tortures,15
Because you refused to swear – to work for the enemies,
God led You back to your Motherland,
When Bolshevism appeared on Her border.16

You went forth bravely, You were fearless,
To this bloody battle – of firm defense,
Even with a small handful of impoverished soldiers,17
To fight! To be Free! Their resolve was determined.

When a great horde came to march on Warsaw,
The savage Bolsheviks like a black swarm –
Your bravery vanquished them there,
Drove them away, broke their ranks forever.

Oh, genius Leader! But you are called Grandfather,18
A tender word… You are so beloved,
By youthful, brave sons of peasants,
When you were leading them to knightly battles.

God had mercy! The fetters were broken,
Great! Mighty! Today is the Polish Republic,19
Again the White Eagle, the emblem of the land of the Piasts,20
Plays a hymn of freedom… With Polish flags.

And You, proudly today – with your face of a warrior,
Keep watch together with the eagle, guarding the Motherland,
Ready for any action to defend This Mother,
For whose freedom – Her children gave their lives.

Your deeds are like shining stars,
You are, oh Marshal, to Poland like the sun!
You are continually building Her – that she may grow in power,
In order to resurrect the chronicle of Her splendor.

Today, on your name-day1, the Poles from overseas,
Send You their wishes… Good health! Success in your work,
Oh, First Marshal, JÓZEF PIŁSUDSKI,
Leader of the Nation! Builder of Poland!

Hail to You, Marshal! May God bless You!
May the Virgin Mary, the Queen of Częstochowa21, support you 
In all Your deeds, for the good of the Nation,
And may the sun of freedom never set!

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1935

At the Leader’s Coffin!

Like terrible thunder – when the news spread…
Józef Piłsudski13, has passed on to the next world –
The Leader is dead! – The star of His life has gone out,
We are only left with His dogmas…

He is at rest now – the light in his eyes has gone out,
But his bright spirit is flying over Poland –
After the toils of life – peacefully he has fallen asleep,
But in his testament, he proclaims sacred laws.

The capital city is clothed in mourning pall,
The church bells ring out with a dull moan,
Today all of Poland – is a chapel of mourning,
The Leader is dead! – In towns and villages, people are weeping.

The Polish flags stand lowered,
In deep tribute… And with piercing pain –
Even the White Eagle22, has donned
A mourning veil, and guards the body of the deceased Commander.

And his remaining friends from the Legions,
Today whisper sadly… Oh, Grandfather18 is no more
And they are gripped with sorrow hearing the bells’ dull moaning,
Just as children are – when they are orphaned by their mother.

The Leader has departed – who freed the Motherland
From the fetters of slavery; he healed the Mother’s wounds –
He left to us our sacred ancestral land,
Independent and mighty! Our dearest Marshal.

For his life was one swathe of toil…
One “ideal” to fulfill the testament,
That Słowacki23 left to the nation –
To win equality for social classes – and liberate the Motherland.

His last procession on his native soil,
There, towards Wawel Castle24, where lie the greatest among the nation,
He will go to rest there, already among them –
And They will come out… to meet Him in procession…

And they will greet the warrior of freedom –
And Sigismund Bell25 will call to “stand at attention”…
For the Faithful Son, Leader and Knight,
The “Trumpet Call” will sound from the tower of the Basilica of Saint Mary.26

At His coffin, today the entire nation,
Raises up prayers to the throne of God,
That God may accept His submitted “report”,
And grant Him, God’s heavenly kingdom!

To the Leader of the Nation, who resurrected Poland –
Marshal Józef Piłsudski, dedicated by
Bronisława Wolnik
18th May 1935

America’s Pride, Charles Lindbergh 27

Oh, beautiful country! Why then, in your bosom –
The hyena of crime is destroying your foundations?
Murdering a child, burning with hate,
Which drives Lindbergh overseas
While the criminal gathers the applause of sympathy,
And wise men of the law ask for mercy for him.

Oh, country of freedom! Thou Mecca of pilgrims,
Where the Constitution, like a mother, defends our rights,
Put an end to this mockery! May God defend you –
From recording murderous deeds on the pages of history!
Let the Lindberghs not endure such suffering…
In recompense for their laurel wreath – for the greatness of their deeds!

Who can be like him? – The only son of a poor mother,
In his youth, he reaches for the skies –
Trekking through air… in the turbulent elements,
He gains fame and conquers the expanse of the air…
And on the altar of his beloved Homeland,
He lays the laurel wreath of supreme achievement – Her power!

Because of this the vile criminal gang, 
Robs his house and hides his child –
Their hellish cunning asks for ransom,
Having taken which – the child is dead;
The mother feels faint with pain and despair,
Oh! – Whose heart would not tremble at this sight?

The criminal has hidden the money and does not reveal
His accomplices: so they ask for pardon,
Vile intrigues, false considerations,
That he is innocent, is proclaimed by the newspapers…
But when a hungry man steals bread or a bun,
He is given the strictest judgement.

Therefore the Lindberghs leave their Homeland,
So that they can sleep peacefully at night,
The foul air here is abhorrent to them –
They wish to free themselves from incessant help;
So as to heal the great wound in their soul…
Which tears at their heart, with the pain of torture.

By Bronisława Wolnik, 1936

To My Patron Saint 28

Oh, blessed white Nortbertine29 canoness!
You, Bronisława, are a gem of the land of Piast,20
Entirely in rapture at the throne of God –
Supplicating the Lord with your prayers
That He may not punish us; that is your merit,
			My Patroness!

Oh, blessed one! Like a white30 lily,
You take pity on us in our hour of need,
For which let glory be to our Creator Lord,
That He listens to His Daughter in heaven –
He heals the sick; that is your merit,
			My Patroness!

Oh, blessed one! Chosen by God,
To sing Hosannah to Him with the angels…
In cloistered silence31 consecrated to God,
You did not disdain our sins,
And God forgives us; that is your merit,
			My Patroness!

Oh, blessed one! Dispenser of God’s grace,
Which you so generously bestow on supplicants,
When in Zwierzyniec32, oh Priestess of all virtues,
The people beg you… You open the Divine treasury33
From which we draw God’s graces? That is your merit,
			My Patroness!

Oh, blessed one! Please ask for us the grace
Of recognizing the vanity of this world –
That pride is sinful and the sparkle of Mammon
Is Satan’s treasury! – It does not reconcile us to God;
Purity, humility – that is your merit,
			My Patroness!

Oh, blessed one! – For seven centuries now,
You have been supplicating the treasures of God’s grace,
Oh, Bronisława!  You are clothed in sainthood…
The light of your virtues shines among the Saints,
And may God crown your brow,
			With the shining halo of sainthood!34

By Bronisława Wolnik
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