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A Man Whose Dreams Came True
In his “Memoirs,” written down in 1933, he writes about his 
childhood dream: “When I was ten years, I read the description 
of  the battle of  Grunwald, which was fought in 1410 against 
the Knights of  the Cross and which was a tremendous victory 
for the Poles. I conceived then the idea that as the year 1910 
would be the 500th anniversary of  that victory how wonderful 
it would be if  I, at that time, could erect a monument for that 

great anniversary. I thought of  that during the whole of  my 
life. Years later I realized this dream. In 1910 I gave that monu-
ment to the City of  Cracow.” 

These were the words of  one of  the best pianists to ever live: 
Ignacy Jan Paderewski. This dream was by no means the 
only one of  his dreams that came true. 



Paderewski, seeing his beloved homeland back on the 
map of the world was another. As he did with his other 
dream, he put all his heart, hard work and enthusiasm into  
making it a reality.

Paderewski had always been interested in politics. Touring 
America - from 1891 to 1941 he had 20 concert 

tours of the U.S., performed in more than 
200 American cities, travelled more than 

360,000 miles (about 600,000 km) and 
visited all 48 continental states - he 
became an unofficial ambassador of 
Poland in the United States who used 
each opportunity to raise American 

awareness of the “Polish question.” 
He went by the name of “The World’s 

Most Famous Pole.”

Paderewski’s relationships with U.S. presi-
dents turned out to be vital for Po-

land. It all started in 1895 
when a young Stanford stu-
dent, Herbert Hoover, invited 
him to play in San Jose, Cali-

fornia. The bad timing of the 
concert – during Holy Week – 

resulted in unsold tickets and a con-
siderable financial loss. Even the artist’s 

honorarium could not be covered in full. 
When Paderewski learned about this, he not 

only waived his salary, but paid the fee for renting 
the hall. His kindness was repaid by President Herbert 

Hoover over 20 years later, when he provided humanitar-
ian relief to war-ravaged Poland via the American Relief 
Administration, thus saving hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple from starvation.

In 1915 during WWI the political shape of Europe was 
transformed and Paderewski used all his influence and 
skills to put forward in the international arena the case of 
independent Poland. His treatise outlining the terms of the 
proposed establishment of the Polish State that he pre-
pared for President Woodrow Wilson literally paved the 
road to his country’s freedom.

Robert Lansing – President Wilson’s Secretary of State 
said: What Mr. Paderewski has done for Poland will cause 
eternal gratitude. His career is one which deserves to be 
remembered not only by his countrymen, but by every 
man for whom love of country and loyalty to a great cause 
stand forth as the noblest attributes of human character.

When the Versailles Treaty was signed after WWI and Po-
land was put back on the map of the world, Paderewski’s 
biggest dream came true. He had a huge share in it. 

Paderewski’s prodigious hard work, a musician’s sense of 
timing, personal charm and charisma, and above all, an 
intense passion to direct his efforts to serve Poland – was 
clear proof that one man can make history.

PADEREWSKI & AMERICA
When Ignacy Jan Paderewski  set out on his first American 
concert tour arranged by the Steinway piano company, he 
was already a celebrity in Europe. Audiences in Vienna, 
Berlin, Paris and London had witnessed his spectacular 
recitals of Chopin, Liszt and others, as well as his hour-
long encores. It seemed only natural that the red carpet 
would be extended on a New York pier when after 
a rough crossing of the Atlantic, his steamer 
finally dropped anchor.

It was not. The uncomfortable second-
class steamer discharged her passengers 
into a bleak, gloomy and cold Novem-
ber night in 1891. New York was not the 
city with a spectacular skyline of brightly lit 
skyscrapers we know today. It was dark, with 
the tallest buildings – as Paderewski recalled 
– reaching only four stories. A rather unpleasant 
Steinway representative, Mr. Tretbar, took him to 
a “flea-bag” hotel, made him play some recitals in 
small halls and constantly reminded Pa-
derewski that fame in Europe does not 
automatically translate into success in 
America. Worst of all was the sched-
ule: six piano concerts during the first 
week, 107 concerts in all, with his time 
packed to the limits. Paderewski was 
shocked. Back in Europe he might not 
play six concerts in the whole season. With 
just four concerts ready and two not yet pre-
pared, he faced round the clock work: practice, con-
cert, rehearsal, concert…

Some people might say “thank you” and break the con-
tract, but not Ignacy Paderewski. There was no turning 
back for him. A contract was a contract and he knew how 
much was at stake for his career on this first American tour. 
But he also would not accept sub-standard conditions. He 
threatened to break the contract, if Steinway did not pro-
vide better concert halls and better accommodation. He 
got his terms and he played on. The halls were packed.

Paderewski’s first American tour was a big success, a suc-
cess, however, with a steep price. His constant playing – 
often for 17 hours a day – left its toll. Tearing and straining 
some tendons in his arms and a serious injury that left his 
fourth finger stiff and numb was the price – one of the high-
est for a pianist.

In spite of the injury, or maybe because of his extraordinary 
ambition, perseverance and unwavering wish to complete 
the tour, he “conquered” America during this first tour. He 
made acquaintance with other artists, industrialists, phi-
lanthropists, millionaires, politicians and journalists. The 
acquaintances and friendships turned out to be of great 
importance not only for Paderewski but for his native coun-
try, Poland, when the hope of her getting her sovereignty 
back emerged during World War I.

If becoming a pianist was one of the greatest dreams of 
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Here are some of the comments on Paderewski’s per-
formance posted by “You Tubers” (original spelling is 
retained):

•	 Peak	 performance!!!	 It	 is	 what	 means	 to	 feel	
Chopin.	What	a	lightness....
•	 This	is	in	my	opinion	the	best	recording	of	this	
valse.	This	performence	of	paderewsky	is	inimitable.	An	
incredible	 touch	 andrythmic.	And	 also	 there	 is	 some-
thing strange that is even if the sound is bad quality 
I	 think	 paradoxaly	 the	 old	 style	 increases	 the	 sound	
sensation	of	this	piece.	I	think	a	recording	of	the	same	
interpretation	with	modern	sound	would	lose	his	charm.	
Something	 magical	 in	 this	 recording.	 A	 true	 master-
piece.
•	 this	is	a	trrue	precious,	a	piece	of	infinte	value..	
•	 This	man	just	happens	to	be	one	of	the,	 if	not	
the	greatest	pianist	of	all	time.	If	asked	any	modern	day	
pianist	they	would	all	tell	you	this	incredible	man	set	the	
bar for all others to be judged by.

Indeed, true art doesn’t know any boundaries of time or 
space. If the imperfections of the recording of decades 
ago are not an impediment for the 21st century listener 
used to the recording studio quality that eliminates all 

noise, and who has heard hundreds of talented pianists   
play Chopin since Paderewski’s times, and still his play-
ing is recognized as the best, what else is there to say?

When he was born in 1860 in the village of Kurylowka 
in Podolia, nobody could have foreseen that this boy 
would become one of the most renowned pianists in the 
world or that he would play a vital part in bringing his na-
tive country – Poland – independence after 150 years of 
political non-existence, when she had been swept from 
the maps of Europe by three powers of the time: Ger-
many, Russia, and Austria. 

Ever since he was three, little Ignacy was attracted to 
the piano. Orphaned by his mother in infancy, his and 
his sister’s upbringing became a sole responsibility of 
their father. Jan Paderewski, himself an artist (a painter 
and a sculptor,) understood that Ignacy had a talent for 
music and arranged for various teachers to instruct him. 
Unfortunately, none of them specialized in piano. Says 
Paderewski in his “Memoirs”:

When	 I	was	 three	 years	 old,	 I	 already	 showed	 some	
disposition	for	music.	I	was	attracted	by	the	piano.	I	be-
gan	to	play	with	one	finger,	with	one	small	finger	I	tried	
to	find	melodies	-	and	when	I	was	four,	I	began	then	to	
use	all	my	fingers.
 
The carefree and happy years of his childhood were 
disturbed when following the 1863 uprising for Poland’s 
independence his father was taken to prison. The ar-
rest, preceded by encircling and searching the house, 
left a strong impression on the boy. Little as he was, 
he demanded information on what was happening to 
his father. Instead of an answer, he was given several 
heavy strokes with the knout. 

This	first	contact	with	 the	Russian	authorities	affected	
me	very	deeply	-	 it	will	always	affect	me.	First	of	all	 it	
was	very	painful,	it	cut	my	flesh,	but	I	also	considered	it	
a	supreme	insult	-	in	the	pride	of	boyhood,	not	quite	four	
years	old!	It	wounded	my	spirit.

After a year in prison, Ignacy’s father was released 
thanks to the pleading of the Ruthenian peasants who 
inhabited the land of which he was administrator. Nev-
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“You Will Never Be a 
Pianist . Never!”

Before you read or write about this man, listen to him play. His music speaks more than words, even though 
the recordings were made nearly a hundred years ago. A You Tube posting of his recording of Chopin’s Waltz 
in C#minor, Op. 64 No. 2 recorded in 1917 is available at this link: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9ZxnObmcdU 
His own composition: Minuet in G, Op. 14, No. 1 recorded in 1937 can be listened to at: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c-zLYxbuGBU&feature=related

Let Him Play First

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9ZxnObmcdU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c-zLYxbuGBU&feature=related
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ertheless, the family had to move soon as the owners 
of the land had left. The next post was the little town of 
Sudylkow. 

This stage of their life was quite aggravating for young 
Paderewski as the house to which they moved over-
looked a big Jewish cemetery. He witnessed burials and 
heard laments only too often, which much disturbed a 
boy of seven.

...	They	prayed	and	prayed	and	from	time	to	time	cried	
out,	even	shouted,	with	such	an	expression	of	pain,	of	
agony!	It	was	really	distressing	and	it	went	on	for	hours.	
Their wails still linger in my ears.

A wish to learn to play the piano was very strong with 
Paderewski even at an early age. Yet, he seemed un-
lucky in getting a teacher who could teach him piano 
technique. In his Memoirs he often comes back to this 
issue. “I preferred always to improvise rather than prac-
tise. I did not know how to practise.” He seemed frus-
trated with this: “ Although Babianski [his home teacher] 
did so much for my education, my piano progress was 
absolutely nil. I did not get even the first rudiments of 
piano technique. It was a tragedy.”

As a result, even when he started his formal music 
education at the Warsaw Conservatory when he was 
twelve, no one considered him for a career of a pia-
nist. He did extremely well in composition, harmony and 
counterpoint,  learned various instruments such as flute 
and trombone, but he still was not lucky enough to find 
a good piano teacher. One of them told him him:

“Now,	I’ll	give	you	some	good	advice	-	do	not	try	to	play	
the	piano,	because	you	will	never	be	a	pianist.	Never.”	
...I	did	not	know	what	to	do.	So	I	played	by	myself,	and	
got	on	somehow.	But	 I	did	not	yet	know	how	 to	play.	
There	was	no	real	technique.	The	same	cruel	Fate	pur-
sued me continually.

Even if cruel Fate prevented Paderewski from meeting 
a teacher who could teach him how to work, he clung to 
the thought of becoming a pianist in spite of everything. 
He spent hours playing, improvising, as well as com-
posing. He prepared a certain repertoire and with two 
companions set out on a tour of the Provincial towns in 
the north of Poland and Russia. Soon one of them, the 
cellist, left the trio. The remaining duet, the violinist and 
Paderewski, who naturally played the piano, continued 
with the tour. They had numerous adventures, were al-
ways short of money, faced problems of finding a piano 
at every place they decided to give a concert, borrow-
ing it, transporting to the concert venue, and so on and 
so forth. At one point Paderewski got very sick and he 
wasn’t sure if he would pull through. 

The true ordeal came for Paderewski in St. Petersburg 
when he was left by the violinist, but still decided to 	A	portrait	of	Ignacy	Jan	Paderewski	Photo	AP	Images

continue with the tour. He was penniless, but then mi-
raculously he received a letter from his father with some 
money that could pay for his trip back home. Alas, he 
was tricked out of the whole sum by a person he had 
known in Warsaw and was left completely stranded and 
even had his luggage stolen. In his desperation he was 
helped by a man who had been tricked by the same 
crook and at least had a place where he could sleep 
and some bread and coffee to keep him alive. 

Two weeks passed and Paderewski received a letter 
from his father with 100 rubles. He was saved. He had 
not asked his father for help and when he finally man-
aged to get back home, he asked him what prompted 
him to send his son the money again.

“Oh,	 that	 is	 easily	 explained,”	 he	 answered	 simply;	 “I	
had	a	dream.	I	saw	you	 in	a	desperate	position	 in	St.	
Petersburg,	and	I	immediately	sent	asking	the	post	of-
fice	to	enquire	for	you.”	That	was	miraculous.	My	father	
had found me through a dream. 

Paderewski returned to the Conservatory, got a diplo-
ma, and then went on to Berlin to study composition un-
der Friedrich Kiel. There he met the top musicians of the 
time including Anton Rubinstein, who predicted for him 
a brilliant future. In Zakopane he met Helena Modjes-
ka, a Polish actress who found fame and recognition 
in America. It was she who encouraged him to pursue 
his dream - the career of a pianist. Paderewski went 
to Vienna to study with Theodor Leschetizky, the  man 
who ultimately launched Paderewski onto the world’s 
concert stages.  

Click to Listen

http://stream.state.gov/streamvol/libmedia/krakow/10474/paderewski/paderewski.wma
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The answer to the November 
contest was e.g.: 

Sea lions

 Thank you for participating
 

The winners are:

Paweł from Gryfów Śląski, 
Mateusz from Krakow, and 

Angelika from Koziegłowy

  
CONGRATULATIONS

The prizes will be sent to you 
by mail.

Win a Prize!  
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Was Paderewski Prime Minis-

ter or President of Poland?

 
Send the answer 

(with your home address) to: 
zoom@usinfo.pl

Deadline: January 5

Exercise 1  The You Tube comments quoted on p. 3 were written in a non-standard 
English. There were some spelling mistakes. Work with another student and change 
the comments into standard English and correct the mistakes in spelling.  

Exercise 2 If Ignacy Jan Paderewski had not had a strong conviction that one 
day he would be a pianist, he would never have become one. 

Answer the following questions without referring back to the articles:

1. What would have happened if the Ruthenian peasants had not pleaded for releas-
ing Jan Paderewski from prison?

2. What would have happened if Ignacy Paderewski had not been sent another 100 
rubles when he was robbed and stranded in St. Petersburg?

3. Would Ignacy Jan Paderewski have become one of the best pianists of all time if he 
hadn’t gone to Vienna to study with Theodor Leschetizky?

4. Would Ignacy Paderewski have become a famous person if he hadn’t developed 
his musical talent?

Now think of the things you have or haven’t done that influence your life now. The 
grammatical structure of your sentence will probably be something like this:

If I hadn’t watched the Olympic Games in 2002, I wouldn’t be a good skier now.

Write a few sentences about what would or wouldn’t have happened (or what would or 
wouldn’t be now) if things had gone differently.
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CONTEST

Which 2010 Zoom cover do you like best*? 
Send your answer to zoom@usinfo.pl 
great photo albums are awaiting the winners!!!

http://www.facebook.com/pages/Krakow-Poland/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Krakow-Poland/Zoom-in-on-America/55275357401

