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Operation Hyacinth (Polish:
Akcja “Hiacynt”) was a secret mass operation of the Polish
communist police, carried out in the years 1985–87. Its purpose was
to create a national database of all Polish homosexuals and people
who were in touch with them, and it resulted in the registration of
around 11,000 people.

Officially, Polish propaganda stated that the reasons
for the launch of the action were as follows:

 



	
fear of the newly discovered HIV virus, as
homosexuals were regarded as a group at high risk



	
control of homosexual criminal gangs



	
fighting prostitution





 


However, most probably, the Służba Bezpieczeństwa
(SB) functionaries wanted to gather compromising evidence, which
would later be used to blackmail involved individuals. Furthermore,
those persons would be more willing to cooperate with the security
services.

Operation Hyacinth, upon order of the Minister of
Internal Affairs Czeslaw Kiszczak, began on November 15, 1985. On
that morning, in different colleges, factories and offices across
Poland, functionaries of the SB arrested numerous persons suspected
of being homosexual or of having connections with homosexual
groups. Those arrested had special files entitled Karta
Homoseksualisty (card of a homosexual) and some of them were talked
into signing a statement:

I (first name and last name) have been a homosexual
since birth. I have had multiple partners in my life, all of them
were adult. I am not interested in minors.

Apart from signing the document, those arrested were
ordered to give their fingerprints, some of them were blackmailed
into describing intimate parts of their sexual lives, and some were
blackmailed into denouncing their colleagues.

The operation lasted until 1987, but files were added
until 1988. It has been estimated that some 11,000 homosexuals were
documented, and these files are now called “Różowe kartoteki” (Pink
card index).

Due to Operation Hyacinth, members of the gay
community decided to go “underground” and cover their sexual
orientation even deeper, several of them left Poland and the
operation itself was criticized by Western mass media. The Polish
government denied all allegations of such a program. Jerzy Urban,
spokesman of the Polish government and overseer of Operation
Hyacinth, when asked in December 1988 by Kay Winthers of The
Baltimore Sun, said that such an operation never took place.
(Wikipedia).


 


 


This novel takes place in 1985 in a city called
Szczecin, Poland, during Operation Hyacinth.
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14TH NOVEMBER 1985

 


As always, the alarm went off at a quarter to seven.
Kamil stayed in bed for a while longer, but finally, indolently got
up and out of his bed. The sun had already risen, casting its
orange light over the city, but when Kamil peeped out of his flat’s
window, the blocks in his district were still grey, boring,
concrete chunks, as if they were still asleep. The omnipresent
dreariness was extremely depressing and just made it harder for
Kamil to get out of bed.

Yet another dull day, he thought.
Thankfully it’s Friday tomorrow and finally two days off
work. He turned on the radio. As always, channel three.
Jestem Kobietą (I Am Woman) by Maanam was playing. He became
lost in thought as he mindlessly prepared breakfast. He made two
sandwiches with some paprykarz szczecinski (Polish canned fish with
rice and spices), which he has loved ever since he was a child, and
then he thoroughly brushed his teeth.

In the small kitchen with celadon walls, he always
sat squeezed between the benchtop and the table that occupied most
of the space. Faced towards the window as he ate, he watched the
large chestnut tree growing in the yard and the birds on it. He
spotted a red squirrel twice. Each time it was jumping from branch
to branch. Moving from the kitchen to the bathroom after dropping
off his plate in the sink, he walked through a narrow corridor with
light brown paneling on the walls. He tripped over a small red rug
lying on the floor. The small, stuffy bathroom was always
pedantically clean, with the white tiles on the wall, the sink and
the small bathtub resembling an atomic shelter toilet rather than a
standard middle working-class washroom. Luckily, I don’t
need to shave because I hate doing it, he thought. He always
shaved in the evening, just to gain a few more moments in the
morning. He threw a few splashes of water on his face, brushed his
teeth, and headed out for the day, somewhat ready but not at all
excited for the work day to come.

 


* * *

 


He passed a city prison on Kaszubska Street on his
way to work. Because the cell’s windows faced the street, one could
always, even in the early morning, see a variety of women standing
on the sidewalk trying to pass information to their husbands,
fathers, sons and lovers despite the cell’s windows being placed
considerably high and there being a huge wall. Although strictly
illegal, because of the restrictions on visits and the specific
location of the building on the main street, none of the prison
employees intervened and they turned a blind eye to these kinds of
activities.

Some of the women shouted right from the street where
they stood, and the men answered from the cell windows.

One of them, in her forties, was poorly dressed in a
black mini skirt and a lemon-yellow tight sweater along with dirty
old brown shoes with worn-out heels, which were most likely taken
from church charity parcels sent from abroad. She had greasy short
black hair and badly done, over-the-top makeup. Her Tarry black
eyelashes from excess mascara and carmine lipstick made her look
like a cheap whore from a nearby dive after drinking all night
long.

She screamed, “Ania has had a baby yesterday. It’s a
boy. They will come by to see you next week. Darek got a B in
Polish. We love you and we are waiting for you!”

Oh God, how sick is that? How can she make herself
into such a whore? Do these people not have even an ounce of
self-dignity? Fucking scumbags. On his way to work, he picked
up some fresh buns for lunch from his favorite bakery, which, at
this hour, wasn’t yet so busy. More people were coming out to the
streets and the cars; buses and trams moved swiftly, like a
previously wound up mechanism in an antique watch. Kamil stepped
over the same potholes in the pavements that had yet to be repaired
after many years. The old pre-war, post-German tenements, built
with gusto and grandeur in every detail, still remembered the
Prussian Empire at its zenith. The times when Szczecin was a large
port city put on a par with Hamburg, was forever now gone. After
the war, the ports were taken over by the Polish communist
government who would never allocate any funds for their
restoration.

Old gray plaster was peeling off the walls leaving
white unsightly patches resembling vitiligo patches on the skin.
The old peeled paint on the front doors looked like a dry desert
lake. Now, patches of plaster were dropping off them and they were
in a need of some serious maintenance work. The faces of people
Kamil passed in the street were sad and dreary. It was rather cool,
and in the air, you could sense a slowly coming winter. Drowsy
Szczecin was slowly waking up to life.

When he reached the building of WUSW, the Voivoship
Office Of Internal Affairs, he saw the staff frantically running
around the corridors from one room to another. He’s now worked here
for a few months right out of university thanks to his father’s
friend’s connections, who was employed in one of the departments
fighting with anti-state activities in the country. The building
itself was a huge edifice in the old, post-German style. Before the
war, it used to be where the Marine Authority Office was located,
but afterwards the Office of The Housing of Recovered Territories
was placed here, only for the whole WUSW to be moved here later.
The building remembered the times of its great notability—massive,
brown, oak doors with adorned handles leading to each of the rooms,
high ceilings and corridors stretching forever. Kamil was never
fully sure how many rooms there were in total in the whole
building. Once he had heard there were about 210, other times about
170. There were eight Departments in the building. For each, there
were four Divisions. Each of those had separate Sections, from A to
F, which reported directly to the Provincial Office of the Interior
(WUSW) in Szczecin.

The Divisions from the first floor carried out
preliminary investigation activity, ones from the second floor
administrative and legal activity and the third floor focused on
operational and technical activity. Each Department employed
between 80 and 100 people. All Departments cooperated closely with
the MO, ZOMO and ORMO.

Officially, Kamil was employed as an official in the
MO, but because of his personality, and because of the specific and
occasionally dangerous nature of his work, his position was
intended for much more difficult and demanding tasks and actions
than those assigned to the average militia officer.

After presenting his badge, he finally reached
Division B, where he had recently started to work. Entering the
office, he bumped into his friend, Robert, who worked at a desk
next to him. Robert was 35 years old, had green-grey eyes and wispy
blond hair. He was married and had two children. Rarely did they
talk about their private lives. They mostly talked about sports and
cars. They worked together well because they were both attentive
and meticulous when working on the files, and Robert was always
happy to help because he had a lot more experience in the job.

Kamil spotted a pile of new folders, about 20 black
thick folders that his department had asked him to check for just
that day. The folders mainly contained intelligence from various
militia informers and infiltrators, as well as their latest reports
and deletions and anonymous tips. Yet again this will be one of
the most hard-working days of the month, Kamil thought

“Hey, how’s it going?” shouted Robert.

“Here again, as you can see,” Kamil laughed.

“The boss wants to see you at 8:30 in his office,”
said Robert, fixing his shoe.

“Me? What for?” Whenever he heard the boss wanted to
see him in his office, he felt alternately confused and somewhat
nervous. In his mind, the fact that he had no wife and children was
enough to make them want to transfer him to a unit in another town.
It was a paranoia of his that he couldn’t get over. He had grown
fond of his place now and felt quite at ease there. He had never
liked sudden changes in his life.

“I don’t know. Something to do with our operation on
those others. After all, you know what’s coming on
Friday.”

 


* * *

 


The boss sat in his armchair with his back to the
window, looking through daily press: Trybuna Ludu and
Głos Szczeciński. He was around 60, severely overweight and
reeked of sweat. He always wore the same, grey, shabby blazer,
which had the same stains from a year ago. There were two pink-red
warts with gray hair growing out of them, one under the eye, and
the other near his lips, which always disgusted Kamil.
Additionally, when Robert spoke or explained anything, his boss
would spit around. That was probably why he always reminded Kamil
of Khrushchev.

“Oh, it’s you Adamski,” said the boss, putting his
newspaper aside. “Sit down. We have your files here.” The boss
opened Kamil’s file. “A skilled and intelligent graduate of
sociology at the University of Szczecin, 5’10”, brown hair, hazel
eyes, likes sports, volleyball in particular. Practices three times
a week in a sports hall with Stal Stocznia.

“Since the first year in High School you were a
member of the ZSMP, a member of the Polish Socialist Youth Union
where you were praised and given several awards for your activity.
Employee of the Year in spreading socialist ideology and culture,
Medal of Dedication and Courage for sacrifice in numerous actions,
Employee of the Year in promoting physical culture.

“A member of the party for over three years. Single,
for now. You write very good op-ed pieces for our magazine about
the increase of the standard of life of our citizens. This
is the kind of people we need, and we take good care of.” The boss
paused for a moment and peered over Kamil’s folder. “And how is
your new flat?” he asked suddenly.

“Good, thank you. Even though I’ve only lived there
for three months, I’ve settled in and arranged it to my taste.”
Kamil coughed up, surprised that Robert was even asking about
Kamil’s well being. “I am obliged to the Division for helping me
allocate this quickly.”

Kamil was angry with himself for having to grovel
before the boss, but he knew that being allocated a studio
apartment in three months’ time was completely unattainable for an
ordinary citizen. As a single bachelor, it was impossible to find
an apartment in a new block close to the city center. Families with
children had priority in allotment, and even then the real waiting
time ranged from eight to 12 years. Housing construction was often
delayed and dragged on for years due to the socialist economy and
the constant shortage of basic building materials.

“As I said, we need people like you,” the boss
repeated, closely staring at Kamil. “Tomorrow, as you know,
Adamski, we are launching Operation Hyacinth. As per the
orders of the supreme, we will set up a folder for each and every
faggot in this city. These are going to be hardworking days since
we’ve counted that there are around 2,000 of these scum here.” The
boss grimaced at the thought. “We will ask about contacts,
friendships, partners, work and details of their sex life. You have
only been here for around six months, but we have, let’s call it, a
special task for you.”

“What task would that be?” Kamil asked, completely
baffled by the turn of events.

In his mind, Kamil vaguely knew what he might need to
do. Once recruited into his division, Kamil was sent to participate
in special training to test his memory, perceptiveness and logical
thinking skills. The training had a duration of four weeks and
covered both theory and fieldwork. In the field, the exercises
included following a suspect, taking pictures while hiding, and
arresting suspects in a very discreet way so as not to attract the
attention of bystanders. Participants were also taught the art of
camouflage and the pursuit of a suspect. He also had a knack for
anything technical. Only after passing all tests and training was
he qualified and assigned to the appropriate unit. With his unique
set of skills, he was often tasked with missions of disguise and
surveillance.

“From tomorrow on, your name is Andrzej Górecki.
Style your hair differently and stop shaving for a few days just in
case. Since you were so good at memory and observation tests and
activities, tomorrow morning at the MO headquarters we want you to
sit in the corridor among those called for questioning and memorize
their faces, phone numbers, names and surnames, as well as listen
to what they are talking about. They will most likely be scared, so
they will start talking to one another. Besides, they more or less
know each other, because it is a very well-sealed society. We must
identify as many enemy elements in the Resistance who are
threatening to destroy our socialist system. Remember that this
includes each and every domestic enemy unit that overtly resists
the communist authorities in Poland and the USSR.

“Such units can be dangerous to our system, and some
of them keep in touch with foreigners, because they are mostly just
male prostitutes. Apart from that, we need to limit and control
this rabble, before AIDS begins to spread in our healthy, working
national collective,” the boss kept on chaffering, proud of
himself. “Many of them will cooperate, because they’re hiding their
tendencies at home, work and schools. Do not talk too much, rather
just listen. The interviews will last a few days. At the end of the
day, you will write down everything you have memorized and pass it
onto Markowski from Division B1. For now, that will be all. You may
leave,” he finished, glancing at his watch.

 


* * *

 


On his way back home, Kamil saw his neighbor stepping
out of the staircase. He was completely blind and lived next door
to him with his wife. They had had a baby a month ago. Even though
he was blind, he would walk to the clinic every day, where he
worked as a masseur. Kamil was so proud of both of them that,
despite the difficulties, they were trying to live normally.
Would I ever be able to find such determination within
myself? he wondered for a moment. After all, he’s always tried
to take the easy way out.

Even after getting home, he still thought about his
task. Are the homosexuals as dangerous as the boss had said? Why
do all this? We will look ridiculous asking them about sex.

When it comes to homosexuals, Kamil didn’t dislike
them or anything. He didn’t really care about them. He believed
there was a rather small number of them since they were hardly seen
in public. And besides, none of his friends were one. The only
connotation he had with them were the movies
Czterdziestolatek and Wielka Majówka.

Well, he thought, a job like any other that
just has to get done. Anyway, he has been trained and prepared
for much worse tasks during his business and training trips.

Before going to bed he turned on the radio for a
while:

 


Ktoś znów wczoraj mówił mi:

Trzeba przecież kochać coś, by żyć

Mieć gdzieś jakiś własny ląd

Choćby o te dziesięć godzin stąd

Wciąż jestem obcy

Zupełnie obcy tu—niby wróg…

 


[Eng.

Yesterday someone told me again:

To feel alive you need to love something,

You need your own piece of land,

Even if it’s ten hours away

I’m always an outsider

a complete outsider here, like an enemy.]

 


Listening to Lady Pank (an all-male Polish rock band,
very popular in Poland in the 1980s and is often dubbed the Polish
Rolling Stones) Kamil began to fall asleep. So, he turned off the
radio and went to bed.


 


15TH NOVEMBER 1985

Militia Headquarters, Mazurska Street in
Szczecin

 


From the early morning, the headquarters was full of
confusion. Precisely at 8:00 o’clock, the first people were brought
in for the interviews. At around 8:20, Kamil casually left the
bathroom unrecognized and sat down on a bench among those waiting.
Every now and then, new Nysas van, transported more people in. The
whole range of the society was there—starting with elderly men all
the way to university students. Some wore uniforms typical for
shipyard workers, others wore everyday clothes. There were also
those who had perfectly tailored suits made to order, and two
people with white doctor gowns. At half past eight, the first name
was read out and the person was asked to enter room five. Surprise,
shock, fear, shame, confusion and doubt twisted on people’s faces.
You could see that some of them knew each other as they exchanged
meaningful looks.

Kamil did everything to act naturally. First, he took
three deep breaths, making sure that nobody would notice. He put
one hand in his pants pocket and started crushing the peppermint
candies that he always carried with him because he had the
impression that his bitten cheeks gave him bad breath. He put on a
carefully studied, indifferent face and thought about an imaginary
funeral for his mother. Whenever he saw it in his mind, he became
artificially calm and silent, so much so that he didn’t respond to
any external stimuli. He tried to blend in with the crowd as much
as possible, constantly reminding himself not to lick his lips. But
despite his efforts his heart started quickly pounding. Finally,
due to the stress, he gave in to biting the inside of his cheeks.
He never bit his nails because he was disgusted by any germs
festering under them.

Fuck! What am I doing here among all these
weirdos?’ he thought. ‘Why the fuck was I chosen for
this? For a moment he thought that the whole task was beyond
him. He had envisioned it to be much less complicated. He was
surprised at his own panic, but he quickly remembered that he had
been assigned this task because the boss trusted him. He also knew
it was too important a job and he couldn’t screw it up. If
everything goes well, he would certainly get a promotion and a
raise soon. That thought calmed him down.

He got up, walked to the window and asked a grizzly
man in his fifties for a cigarette, despite never smoking prior.
But he had to remain calm, blend in. He couldn’t give away his
cover. He had to act natural.

“Sure, why not?” said the grizzly man, turning his
back to the window.

Kamil thanked him for the cigarette and slowly began
to smoke it, making sure not to inhale. Shit, I hope I
don’t choke. That would be a hell of an embarrassment, and
what’s worse, they might realize they’re being set
up.

“What’s this operation?” The grizzly man asked. “Why
have they brought us here?”

“I don’t know,” Kamil said, trying to keep his calm.
Even so, he couldn’t control his rapid heartbeat or the sweat
dripping from his brow. “I’m just waiting like all the rest.”

“So how long have you been waiting?”

“Around half an hour.” Kamil answered more quickly
and nervously than he liked.

Suddenly, the door to one of the rooms opened and the
first interviewee came out, a skinny man, well into his thirties,
tall with his hair cut short. He had a drowsy face, as if he just
heard something upsetting.
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