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What People Are Saying About


Entwined Histories


All too few people write and comment on the rich connections between Britain and Poland, but Piotr Wilczek’s collection of sparkling essays is an exceptional contribution. The broad range of topics, the variety of personalities introduced, and the high quality of the writing make for a truly exciting read.


Norman Davies, eminent historian of Europe and author of Europe: A History and God’s Playground: A History of Poland


We are not usually the best judge of ourselves; others see us more clearly. In this book, a representative of one of Britain’s closest European allies observes her with a sensitive eye, which is at once deeply appreciative but not yet dulled by over-familiarity. Piotr Wilczek’s thinking about Britain and Poland together casts fresh and perceptive light on both.


Nigel Biggar (Lord Biggar of Castle Douglas, CBE), Regius Professor Emeritus of Moral Theology, University of Oxford, and author of Colonialism: A Moral Reckoning


These sparkling essays companionably guide us through courts, squares, clubs, bookshops, libraries, and restaurants. The appreciative perspective of a diplomat and scholar on centuries of British-Polish political and cultural interactions is enriching and often unexpected.


Richard Butterwick-Pawlikowski, Professor of Polish-Lithuanian History at University College London (SSEES), author of The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 1733–1795: Light and Flame


Wilczek is a rare breed of modern scholar-diplomat, and in these essays he casts a thoughtful gaze over a millennium of Polish history and five centuries of Anglo-Polish relations—, from Ioannes Dantiscus’s introduction to the glittering court of Henry VIII to presenting his own credentials to Queen Elizabeth II by video link. Sharply observant, occasionally wistful, and always well-informed, Wilczek brings an intelligent sensitivity to the nuances of tradition, language, and customs in the historical dynamic between Poland and Britain. In the process, he opens up unexpected perspectives on Shakespeare, Byron, Conrad, and whether Polish Nobel Prize winners were really Polish.


Sir Gabriele Finaldi, Director of the National Gallery, London


Entwined Histories is a witty and often humorous collection of stylishly composed, personal, and scholarly essays, full of insights into the Anglo-Polish relationship of nations and their peoples. Like the best of the best of short films, Ambassador Wilczek’s essays are both memorable and mercifully short.


Peter Fudakowski, screenwriter, producer, and director; creative producer of the Oscar-winning movie Tsotsi


From Pablo Neruda to Octavio Paz and Washington Irving, the list of ambassadors who write well is short. Piotr Wilczek— Poland’s former ambassador to Washington, now in London—is an impressive addition to the list. Whether dealing with hefty matters of diplomacy or searching for the best Polish restaurants in London, Wilczek writes with wit, ease, and invention. And, like Joseph Conrad before him, he favours a subtle and nuanced English that most natives would envy.


Waldemar Januszczak, acclaimed art critic, documentary filmmaker, and long-standing columnist for The Sunday Times


These elegant and thoughtful essays, written in London, “a crossroads where history and the future intersect”, treat many aspects of the cultural and political relations between Poland and the English-speaking countries where Piotr Wilczek has served as ambassador. The range is breath-taking: from historical notions of Poland as pivot of East and West, to Poland as a state of mind, to the “Golden Liberty” of the Polish eighteenth century. Those individuals who have connected Poland and Britain are considered: Byron; the wartime heroine Krystyna Skarbek; the novelist Joseph Conrad, “whose virtuosity was English; his moral imagination Central European”; and finally, the Ambassador himself, writing tenderly about London’s bookshops, concert halls, restaurants, and haunts of exiles—, in his own wonderful phrase, “forever present, yet never fully at home”.


Paulina Kewes, Helen Morag Fellow and Tutor in English Literature at Jesus College and Professor of English Literature at the University of Oxford


Piotr Wilczek’s book of essays entitled Entwined Histories derives its unquestionable value from its elegantly balanced combination of literary, political, cultural, diplomatic-historical, and religious-studies analyses with observations based on the unique experiences of a top Polish diplomat in his eight years of service in Washington and London. Cultural Memory—, presented not with heavy theoretical elaboration, but rather erudite and unpretentious argumentation—, is an apt summary and common denominator of these nearly forty brief essays. Starting with the introduction on the essence of diplomacy entitled “On Quiet Exchanges”, Wilczek presents a series of vignettes which succinctly and “quietly” get to their core point, each of which is fascinating, inspiring, and well-informed.


Holt Meyer, Professor of Slavic Literatures, University of Erfurt


A fascinating pot pourri of essays — on faith, history, culture, and life — which elegantly showcases the warmth, wit, and erudition of their author — Piotr Wilczek, the Polish Ambassador to the Court of St James’s. His words — written with considerable élan — show that the Ambassador’s role is not just to represent the interests of the home country abroad, but also to act as an interlocutor, helping both host and guest to a better understanding of one another and of the bonds that bind them.


Roger Moorhouse, historian of modern German and Polish history; author of First to Fight: The Polish War 1939


Soft-shoe is the art of sliding and sidestepping, while diplomacy is a dance of soft skills—communicating mutual needs with discretion. In his enlightening book of essays Entwined Histories, Poland’s Ambassador to the United Kingdom, Piotr Wilczek, takes us behind closed doors as he moves through the salons of Washington, London, and Warsaw, building trust and fostering cooperation. From Donald Trump to Queen Elizabeth II and the enduring legacy of Winston Churchill, Wilczek leads the reader on a journey shaped by repeated acts of diplomacy, each grounded in a profound sense of historical awareness. Here is a diplomat who understands the quiet courtesy essential to relations between emissaries and a historian who thoughtfully explores how these bonds might be strengthened—for your freedom and ours, as Poles like to say.


Alex Storozynski, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist, Chairman of the Kosciuszko Foundation, author of The Peasant Prince: Thaddeus Kosciuszko and the Age of Revolution


Memoirs of diplomats usually deal with political successes or failures. Few record their encounters with culture or present one culture through the lens of another. Piotr Wilczek succeeds in showing us a kinder and gentler side of diplomacy. He takes us for a leisurely walk through cultural events and significant contacts, and leaves us with the proposition that diplomacy is still possible.


Ewa M. Thompson, Professor Emerita of Slavic Studies at Rice University, author of Imperial Knowledge: Russian Literature and Colonialism


Ambassador Wilczek is not only a diplomat — he is also an intellectual historian, and in this delightful book, he pulls together so many strands: diplomatic, artistic, literary, and royal. I learnt much of interest and feel that both Poland and Great Britain were lucky to have such an erudite envoy, strengthening the ties between our two countries on so many different levels.


Hugo Vickers, royal biographer, historian, and broadcaster; author of acclaimed biographies of Elizabeth, the Queen Mother, and the Duchess of Windsor
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To Krzysztof


For the roads we’ve walked, the ideas we’ve wrestled with, and the quiet wisdom you offered when I needed it most. Your presence is felt throughout.
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Introduction


Diplomacy is often mistaken for a theatre of declarations: flags, handshakes, and elaborately phrased communiqués. In reality, it is a quieter art — more rehearsal than performance. It takes place in corridors, over conversations that never quite make the minutes, and in the long, slow work of listening. These essays were written in that spirit. Not as policy, nor as memoir, but as a record of observations made in the margins of official life.


They follow the path of a diplomat who, while tending to protocol, could not help noticing the details that didn’t fit. The way humour deflects tension. The quiet authority of libraries. The persistence of memory in places that prefer not to talk about it. They are an attempt to understand a country not only through its institutions, but through its habits — its literature, its silences, its particular kind of weather.


To work abroad in the service of one’s own country is to live in a kind of double exposure. One becomes attuned not only to the landscape outside the window, but also to the one carried inward: history, assumptions, the quiet tug of familiar cadences. This doubleness is not disorienting — it is clarifying. It reveals how nations see themselves, and each other, and what they choose to remember.


This book is not about strategy or ceremony. It is about the smaller, more durable forms of connection: shared references, unexpected sympathies, the cultural echoes that carry across borders. The focus is not on grand events but on the texture of everyday encounters — the kind that reveal more, in the end, than headlines ever do.


Throughout, there runs an interest in exile, in what it means to rebuild lives far from home, and in how identities persist through displacement. It is a theme with deep resonance, especially in a city shaped by generations of those who arrived uninvited but stayed unforgotten. These stories, like many in the book, are not offered as conclusions, but as invitations to think further.


What follows is not a final word on anything. These are essays in the truest sense — explorations, digressions, a form of diplomacy in prose. They were written in the belief that culture speaks where politics cannot, and that understanding often begins with attention to detail.


Grosvenor Square, Mayfair, London


8 May 2025


To complete this book on the eightieth anniversary of VE Day is more than a coincidence of calendars. It is a quiet homage to the generations whose lives were shaped by the war — and to those who, in exile or alliance, in London or Warsaw, sustained the cultural and moral bonds that these essays seek to honour. The peace achieved in 1945 was imperfect and partial, especially from a Polish perspective, but the memory of that day reminds us how history’s entwinements persist — not only in the archives, but in the lives we continue to lead.




PART I


CROSSING BORDERS, EMBRACING TRADITIONS




Twice Before the Crown, Once by Executive Order: A Diplomatic Journey


Few moments in a diplomat’s career carry as much solemnity, grandeur, and historical weight as the presentation of letters of credence to a head of state. It is an event steeped in ceremony and rich in symbolism — a moment when personal achievement intersects with the vast continuum of history. Occasionally, it is also accompanied by an element of delightful unpredictability. I count myself among the rare few who have had the privilege of presenting credentials to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II not once, but twice — an anomaly that remains a distinctive aspect of my diplomatic journey.


My first experience of this ritual took place in the Commonwealth of the Bahamas, where I had the honour of serving as Poland’s Ambassador, in addition to my simultaneous posting in the United States. The occasion bore all the hallmarks of diplomatic tradition, yet its setting was far removed from the gilded halls of European monarchy. And yet, the ceremony was prepared with the utmost care, exuding the kind of formality one might expect at a royal court. The Governor-General, a most elegant and gracious lady, represented the Queen with impeccable dignity, her every gesture embodying both tradition and grandeur. The bright tropical sun may have replaced London’s mist, but within the walls of Government House, every detail was polished to perfection. This was no mere formality — after all, the British monarch remains the head of state in the Bahamas. At the time, I could not have imagined that five years later, I would find myself in a similar situation — this time, standing within the very heart of British tradition.


London provided an altogether different stage. The journey to Buckingham Palace was meticulously choreographed, each element infused with the quiet dignity that defines British ceremonial life. The Queen’s ceremonial carriage, the stately procession through the gates, and the hushed efficiency of palace attendants all contributed to the sense of stepping into a tableau where history was both present and alive. Yet, this occasion took place via video link. The Queen was at Windsor Castle, and I was in Buckingham Palace, connected through a screen rather than sharing the same physical space.


At first, the Queen looked surprised when I mentioned that I was presenting letters of credence addressed to her for the second time — an unusual circumstance in diplomatic tradition. This virtual audience had its advantages. Instead of focusing on intricate rituals and formalities, it allowed for greater emphasis on the substance of the discussion itself. The twenty minutes spent in dialogue provided a meaningful opportunity to reflect on Poland’s historic ties with Britain, ongoing bilateral cooperation between our two countries, and the broader landscape of diplomatic relations. The significance of this meeting extended beyond protocol; it was an example of how tradition and modernity can coexist within diplomatic engagements.


This experience stood in stark contrast to my time as Poland’s Ambassador to the United States, where the presentation of credentials followed a completely different trajectory. Arriving in Washington not long before the presidential inauguration in January 2017, I found myself in an extraordinary situation. There was little time for newly appointed ambassadors to present their credentials to President Barack Obama before his departure, yet only those who had done so would be allowed to attend the inauguration of President Donald Trump. Faced with this logistical challenge, the U.S. Department of State devised an unprecedented solution — one that, to my knowledge, had never occurred before and has not been repeated since.


Instead of the traditional in-person presentation, we were asked to send our letters of credence to the White House, where they were formally accepted by an executive order signed by President Obama. This unusual process enabled us to be recognised as fully accredited ambassadors in time for the inauguration. In total, sixteen ambassadors found themselves in this unique situation, forming an informal group bonded by this unprecedented diplomatic arrangement.


Several months later, we were invited to meet President Trump — not to present credentials, but to take part in a gathering that closely resembled the customary credential presentation ceremony. Held in the spring of 2017, the event was meticulously organised. Each ambassador had only a few minutes with the President, proceeding in a carefully choreographed line to shake hands, exchange brief remarks, and pose for an official photograph. It was an efficient yet impersonal process, in stark contrast to the British tradition, where the monarch meets each ambassador individually, allowing for a more substantive conversation.


This juxtaposition of experiences highlights the profound differences in how diplomacy is conducted on either side of the Atlantic. The British approach emphasises continuity, ceremony, and individual engagement, reinforcing the deep-rooted history of monarchical diplomacy. The American model, by contrast, reflects the fast-paced, pragmatic nature of the country’s political culture, where efficiency often takes precedence over tradition.


Reflecting on these varied experiences, I was struck by how each system embodies the values and customs of its respective nation. In Britain, the encounter with the monarch carries a sense of historical continuity, a recognition of the longstanding diplomatic relationships that define international engagement. In the United States, the emphasis is on procedure and practicality, where even an event as symbolic as presenting credentials must accommodate the rapid transitions of political office.


There is an undeniable elegance to the British approach to diplomacy, one that blends continuity with adaptability. The monarchy, steeped in centuries of tradition, remains a steadfast pillar of international engagement, yet it is not immune to change. The very fact that such a meeting could take place via video link demonstrated the monarchy’s ability to balance historical precedent with contemporary necessity. The Queen’s composure, her effortless command of the moment, and her ability to convey warmth even through a screen exemplified the refined artistry of British diplomacy.


As I departed Buckingham Palace, I reflected on the singularity of my experience — this rare distinction of having performed the same rite in two corners of the Commonwealth under vastly different circumstances. It was a reminder that diplomacy is shaped not only by treaties and policies but also by the personal encounters that weave together the stories of nations. To have had the opportunity to present credentials to the same monarch twice — albeit once to the Governor-General and the second time via a video link, never having met her in person — was at once a diplomatic curiosity, a historical footnote, and, above all, an unforgettable privilege.


The world of diplomacy is often imagined as one of rigid formality and carefully measured words, but in reality, it is moments like these — unexpected, personal, subtly revealing — that make it a truly fascinating vocation. Whether in person or across a screen, the act of engagement remains the same: a meeting of minds, a recognition of shared history, and the quiet assurance that, despite the passage of time and the evolution of diplomatic conventions, the essence of dialogue endures.




London or Washington? The Question Everyone Asks


There is one question I am asked more often than any other. It has come from fellow ambassadors, seasoned politicians, sharp journalists, and even, on one occasion, from Her Majesty the Queen herself. The moment they learn that I previously served as Poland’s ambassador to the United States before taking up my post in London, they invariably lean in with curiosity and ask: “Which do you prefer, Washington or London?”


The truth is that this question defies an easy answer. How does one compare the historical depth of London with the grand political theatre of Washington? The literary cafés of Bloomsbury with the power-lunching corridors of K Street? The majestic Thames with the imposing Potomac? Each city has a unique rhythm, its own way of asserting itself as the centre of the universe. And while both serve as crucial nodes in the global diplomatic network, they do so in distinctly different ways, shaped by their histories, political cultures, and social dynamics.
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