


the diary proves that Cather did
not use Dr. Sweeney’s words in
- her description of the troop ship
crossing to France. “You can
place the diary and the book
side by side and see the differ-
ence,” Mrs. White said.

On display alongside the orig-
inal tattered diary at the Jaffrey
Foundation is a copy of the first

limited edition of One of Ours
that Cather had presented to Dr.
Sweeney as a gesture of grati-
tude. She wrote on its flyleaf:
“For Frederick Sweeney, who
gave me so much inspiration
and information for the fourth
book of this story. From its
grateful author, Willa Cather.”

Willa Cather’s
“Peter”: From Anecdote to Narrative
Bruce P. Baker, University of Nebraska at Omaha

Soon after Willa Cather moved
to Webster County, Nebraska, at
the age of nine, she heard an oft-
repeated story of one Frank
Sadilek who had committed
suicide some years before and
had been buried, according to
old world custom, in an un-
hallowed grave at a crossroads
in the country. One can almost
see young Willa’s eyes grow
wide as she heard the story
repeated; it had within it a
romantic, mysterious quality so
appealing to children and aiso
something of the tragic despair
that she herself feit upon com-
ing from the wooded hills of
Virginia to the barren levelness
of the Nebraska plains. No
doubt the story as she originally
-heard it was very similar to the
following account recorded by
Sadilek’s daughter, Annie Pave!-
ka (the prototype for Antonia
Shimerda in My Antonia) in a
moving and significant letter
written to Frances Samland, a
high school student in Omaha,
just two months before Annie’s
death in 1955:

[Tlhat was a bad winter {of
18807] iots of snow not much
to cook nothing to burn no
place to go nothing to read
people had to burn corn stalk
sun flowers and cow chips it
was lucky mother brought
feather beds as we had to
sleep on the dirt floor with hay
for mattres, that was hard on
father in the old country he
had weaver when it was cold
and in the evenings he would

sit and make linens and any
kind of wearing material
allways and was allways jok-
ing and happy he was a man in
a million allways had lots of
friends . . . he never swore or
used dirty words like other
men no he never drank or play
cards he was a clean man. in
everyway.

[Tlhen one nice afternoon it
was 15 of feb he told mother
he was going to hunt rabbits
he brought a shot gun from the
old country he never used it
there nobody dared to shoot
there was all rich peoples
property when he didnt return
by five oclock mother older
brother and the man we lived
with went to look for him it
was dark when they found him
half siting in that old house
back of the bed shot in the
head and allready cold nearly
frozen the sherif said it was a
suiside there no cemetery or
nothing one of the near
neghbors had to make a
wooden box and they had to
make his grave in the corner of
our farm but my brothers him
moved and him and my mother
also are sleeping in Red Cloud
cemetery and they have a
tumbstone | hope they are
restting sweetly.

The story clearly impressed Ca-
ther; Mildred Bennett has re-
ported that young Willa felt that
“if she ever wrote anything, she
would be bound to write some
time about that” (Early Stories of
Willa Cather, p. 7. Ed. Mildred
Bennett. New York: Dodd, 1957).
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indeed, soon after entering
the University of Nebraska in
Lincoln in 1890, Cather evidently
began work on what was to
become her first published
story, “Peter,” derived from the
account of Mr. Sadilek’s suicide.
As James Woodress has pointed
out, her effort so impressed her
English teacher, Herbert Bates,
that he sent it off to the editors
of The Mahogany Tree (Willa
Cather: A Literary Life, p. 77. Lin-
coln: University of Nebraska,
1987). The Boston magazine
published “‘Peter” in its May 31,
1882, issue and the story was
reprinted in the university’s own
literary magazine, Hesperian, on
November 24 of the same year.

in “Peter” Cather treated for
the first time the artistic soul in
a world that neither recognizes
nor respects creativity. Old
Peter Sadelack of the story’s
title is just such a soul. Com-
mitted to the “dreariest part of
.. . southwestern Nebraska,” he
finds himself unable to endure
his new life on the plains. The
style of “Peter” is, of course,
rather heavy-handed by Cather’s
later standards, but in this first
story Cather not only anticipates
the suicide of Mr. Shimerda in
My Antonia but also a motif
which appears in many of her
other stories: the plight of the
sensitive immigrant in an en-
vironment which does not yet
value beauty and art. Thus, when
old Peter finds that he can no
longer make music — the only
thing he has valued in his new
life on the plains — and when
his son Antone is insistent upon
selling the symbol of what
seems to Antone to be both
frivolous and useless, Peter
takes his own life. Suicide in his
case seems almost inevitable.

Whatever the historical ac-
curacy of Cather’'s account of
the details of the suicide,
however, it is clear that she
changed the story somewhat in
order to clarify the conflicts and
enhance her themes. “Peter” is
not merely a retelling of the



Sadilek suicide but a transform-
ing of it into a work of art. For
example, although little if any
hint is given of the actual Mr.
Sadilek’s motivation for suicide
in his daughter’s literal account,
Cather makes the motivation
poignantly clear. The conflict
with Antone, the son, is super-
imposed on the original ma-
terial, as is Antone’s role as a
rather typical — and altogether
too real — representative of
American materialism and
‘“practicality.” Moreover, their
conflict is given added intensity
by its being defined as a son ver-
sus his father conflict, a tur-
nabout of the actual relationship
of the real Sadilek with his fami-
ly. The loving, gentie man prais-
ed by Annie Pavelka in her letter
is in the short story called a
‘“lazy old man” by a son who is
ironically considered by many of
the townspeople and farmers to
be “a much better man than his
tather.” Indeed, the son’s desire
to get rid of the fiddle is sym-
bolically akin to his attitude
toward Peter: neither is of any
real use or value. Cather sug-
gests this theme and forebodes
Peter's death in the very first
sentences: ‘“No, Antone,” in-
sists Peter, “lI have told thee
many, many times, no, thou
shait not sell it until | am gone.”
“But | need money; what good is
that old fiddle to thee?”” Antone
retorts.

Although Cather does, of
course, succeed in eliciting the
reader’s sympathy for Peter, she
attempts to balance the portrait
somewhat. Whereas Annie Pa-
velka’s letter characterizes
Frank Sadilek as one who ‘“never
drank,” Cather writes in her
narrative, “There were but two
things [Peter] would not pawn [in
order to get whiskey], his pipe
and his violin.” Then, too, it is
clear that Peter is of very littie
help in meeting the difficulties
of making a living by farming the
western plains. The overriding
impression of him is of an inept
but artistic man whose love of
music is central to his life but

demeaned by Antone and those
like him. Cather has dramatically
altered her source by introduc-
ing the significant role of music
in Peter's life; Annie Pavelka's
only indication of her father's
artistic bent is her observation
about his skill as a weaver. it is
when music is no longer possi-
ble that Peter resolves to com-
mit suicide; life without art is
simply not worth living.

Poignant as Annie’s account
of her father’s suicide is,
Cather’'s narrative enhances its
plight and underiines the
tragedies and ironies involved.
Peter takes his own life, and
those who represent “success”
on the Divide would appear to
have triumphed. The final irony
of the story is thus succinctly
conveyed in the very last para-
graph:

In the morning Antone found

him stiff, frozen fast in a pool

of blood. They could not
straighten him out enough to
fit a coffin, so they buried him

in a pine box. Before the

funeral Antone carried to town

the fiddlebow which Peter had

forgotten to break. Antone was

very thrifty, and a better man

than his father had been.
Antone and the forces of
American insensitivity and ma-
terialism would seem to have
won the day.

But what about that fiddle-
bow which remains?  Antone
will, no doubt, be able to sell it
and thus exchange the instru-
ment of music and art for
money. And yet, if the bow is
sold, it will no doubt “live on’ to
help some violinist create music
once again. Art, Cather seems to
me to be suggesting, will in fact
endure and transcend the nar-
row materialism so rampant on
the Divide. Cather's narrative
has transformed the original
anecdote into a commentary on
the persistence of art in spite of
those who seek to ignore or
destroy it.

NOTE: “Peter” is available in
Early Stories of Willa Cather and
Collected Short Fiction (ed.
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Virginia Faulkner: University of
Nebraska, 1970); both the letter
and the story are inciuded in
My Antonia: The Road Home by
John J. Murphy (Boston: Twayne,
1989).

One Woman'’s Heels
(For Mildred R Bennett)

A sound tumbled over the street,

one woman’s heels clicking on
the concrete. -

Breeze carried the sound around
corners

where others seidom walked,

past where they boarded up

most of the fine oid houses

along the highway.

Years before, other people

walked over the same concrete,

drifting through the town like
dry leaves.

Only ones that got caught in
corners :

or against trees or behind walls

stayed.

When these people left

tfew remarked.

But her sound was different.

It rolled along the highway and

off of the earth,

just over the hill, really,

and the cold sun

burned under a fiat palm of
clouds.

Since she left

she didn’t have to see

the sky go dark

for one more fall.

Greg John
September 28, 1990_
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BYU Professor John J. Murphy, editor of the
volume, has arranged the essays according to
theme, prefacing each section with a short in-
troduction: “Cather's Family and Home Place” ex-
plores the Cather biography directly through the
fiction; “The Family Idealized and Explored”
discusses Cather's handling of parent-chiid and
sibling relationships; “Issues of History and Fic-
tional Communities” places Cather among his-
torians who viewed our culture in decline and
surveys her use of communities in Nebraska, New
Mexico, and Quebec to trace the decline of West-
ern civilization.

The seven essays in ‘“Feminist Perspectives
on Family and Community” present war, slavery,
art, and family history as women’s issues. The
shortest section, “Communities of Art, Families
of Faith,” explores the community of readers and
observers created through art and also the trans-
cendence of earthly communities through religion.

Among the unique features of the collection
are 17 vintage photographs depicting the Cather
family and the family of Annie Pavelka, the Bohe-
mian immigrant who inspired My Antonia,
Cather's most popular novel. Historian Robert
Cherny of San Francisco State University en-
hances his essay on Nebraska backgrounds with a
photographic survey of cultural evolution on the
prairie from the dugout to the building of Lincoln
as prairie capital and seat of the University of
Nebraska.

The work of historians like Cherny, UmverSIty of
California’s Wilbur Jacobs, and BYU’s Ted Warner
develops recently neglected areas in Cather
studies, like her creative handling of historical fact
and the influence of historians on her fiction. BYU
facuity contributions to the volume include,
besides Warner’s and Murphy’s, essays by Marilyn
Arnoid, Stephen Tanner, and Eugene England, all
of the English Department. Other contributors in-
clude James Woodress, Susan Rosowski, David
Stouck, Bruce Baker, Blanche Gelfant, Patricia
Yongue, Loretta Wasserman, Merrill Skaggs, and
others.

Murphy feels that the production of this book
represents a family and community story in itself.
Working within the restrictions of a modest grant,
most of the work was performed by student
editors under the direction of Linda Adams of the

Humanities Publications Center. Student editorial
teams prepared camera-ready copy, checked ali
sources, and read proof. The volume was a year
and a half in preparation, and is available for $7.95
from the Willa Cather Pioneer Memorial, 326 North
Webster, Red Cloud, Nebraska 68970. Please add
$3.00 for shipping and handling.

YOU CAN PARTICIPATE IN THE LIFE AND GROWTH
OF THE WILLA CATHER PIONEER MEMORIAL

* By being a Cather Memorial Member & financial contributor:

BENEFACTOR ......oivvviivinnnnens $1,000.00 and over
ANNUAL MEMBERSHIPS
Patron ....ciiiiriiiii e, $100.00
Associate ................ ..., 50.00
Sustaining ............oiii et 25.00
Family ........ccvciennvennan.. 15.00
Individual ...................... 10.00

Foreign Subscription add $5.00 -
to membership category
WCPM members receive:
Newsletter subscription
Free guided tour to restored bunldmgs
¢ By contributing your Willa Cather artifacts, letters, papers,
and publications to the Museum.
* By contributing your ideas and suggestions to the Board of
Governors.

ALL MEMBERSHIPS, CONTRIBUTIONS AND
BEQUESTS ARE TAX DEDUCTIBLE
Under Section 170 of the Internal Revenue Code of 1965

AIMS OF THE WCPM

e To promote and assist in the development and preservation
of the art, literary, and historical collection relating to the life,
time, and work of Willa Cather, in association with the Ne-
braska State Historical Society.

e To cooperate with the Nebraska State Historical Society in
continuing to identify, restore to their original condition, and
preserve places made famous by the writing of Willa Cather.

* To provide for Willa Cather a living memorial, through the
Foundation, by encouraging and assisting scholarship in the
field of the humanities.

¢ To perpetuate an interest throughout the world in the work
of Willa Cather.
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