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INTRODUCTION:



THE ODYSSEY



Sing to me of the person, Muse, the person of twists and turns, who through the touch of a hand is fated to travel from her native land over the boundless earth and across the rush of gusting winds into regions where she knows not the language nor the way of life.


—Adapted from Book I of The Odyssey


Looking out of the plane’s window at the endlessly starry skies, like Telemachus, I wonder what has possessed me. It is late August 1995. Having abandoned the familiar routines of my life in Buffalo, I am on my way to Poland where for the coming year I shall lecture in English at the University of Warsaw. All night long, wrapped in a fleece, when not surrendering to the enticing oblivion of sleep, I weigh my chosen course and occasionally assuage my anxiety by leafing through a pamphlet on Polish etiquette. Did you know that in polite Polish society, it is thought improper for a woman to walk down the street with her hands in her pockets?


Knowing scarcely any Polish after a prefatory two-week language course that has taught me little beyond how to utter a greeting and how to ask the way, I worry about how I am to make sense of my new surroundings. Condemned to chart my course through either the veil of translation or the hesitating guidance of a nonverbal gesture, such as a telling, subtle turn of a hand, I long for a “bright-eyed Athena,” to reassure me that “some of the words you’ll find within yourself, / the rest some power will inspire you to say” (The Odyssey). Irving Massey, my multilingual partner, is not to join me for another month.


Five years pass, and again I leave the customary rhythms and language of Buffalo to embark on a year’s journey to Ukraine, a country that initially is even less familiar to me than Poland had been. I am to join the Foreign Literature Department at Taras Shevchenko University in Kiev. This time I have received no language instruction at all. To make matters worse, I have no practice in reading the Cyrillic alphabet. As a result, worry and discomfort are once more my traveling companions, but, as before, they do not conspire, like Aeolus, to blow me off course and tear to shreds the sails of my curiosity and wreck my desire to be there. My insecurities might loose the sack and let all the winds burst out, but I grit my teeth and hold firm to my lifelong fascination with that part of the world. Ever since childhood Central and Eastern Europe have intrigued, if not bewitched, me. Not possessing the ability to enter these cultures through the sounds and words of their language, I must tread the land and see things for myself.


What follows is a composite portrait of Poland in 1995 and Ukraine in 2000. During these years, both countries are, in their own ways, not only still dominated by the shadows of their pasts (their remembrances of war and the Holocaust) but also suspended between one mode of life and another. Having gained relative autonomy after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, each is trying to chart its course. Caught between its old loyalties to Soviet rule and its increasing devotion to a Westernized economy, Poland is unsettled yet gradually realizing its entrepreneurial dreams. Ukraine, on the other hand, contends with its continuing dependency upon Russia as well as with its own internal quarrels. In spite of these tensions, in 2000, many Ukrainians are optimistically working toward forming more active connections with the West. They have hopes of joining the European Union. Few are yet explicitly imagining the deadly insanity of open civil conflict between Ukrainian nationalists and pro-Russian separatists. Nor are they expecting that, in just over a decade, Russian troops will seize Ukrainian territory and take back Crimea as well as invade eastern parts of the country. For the moment, stillness possesses the nation. All is relatively quiet and stable.


The resulting collage of my sometimes-solitary life and travels during my tenure in Poland and Ukraine draws upon materials that roughly mimic Wordsworth’s “spots of time,” for this book assembles those passing, often seemingly insignificant, sounds and sights that remain in substantial lineaments and still invigorate the mind. Sad, absurd, aesthetically pleasing, ugly, painful, humorous, endearing, discordant, frustrating, reassuring, distressing, and often trivial, these spots of time do not fall prey, I trust, to the sterility of hollow generalizations. Rather, through their multitextured, multilayered, and overlapping particularity, these episodes remind one that a place is as intricate and as varied as the people and the landscape that structure its province. Never disowned by memory, these collected moments, like the long dry wind, still blow through my ears and beg to be recorded.





CHAPTER 1:



SEED TIME



There are in our existence spots of time, Which with distinct preeminence retain A renovating Virtue . . .


—Wordsworth, The Prelude


Before I commence the narrative of my experiences in Poland and Ukraine, I must first pause and return to the origins of my journey to these countries, to the seed time of my life. Most particularly, I need to revisit the day in 1946 when, as a child, I met Dr. Novak. It was this indelible moment that was to launch my curiosity about Central and Eastern Europe as well as to send me on my subsequent travels—hence the book’s title, The Odyssey and Dr. Novak.


ENGLAND, 1946-53


This is where the odyssey begins. The time is a warm English summer afternoon in 1946. The place is the front garden of the Unitarian parsonage situated in a modest town barely six miles north of Manchester. Holding my six-year-old hand is Dr. Novak, the head of the Unitarian movement in Czechoslovakia. He has come, perhaps (what does a child know?), to talk with my minister father about such matters as the postwar recovery in Prague. Four years earlier, the Nazis had murdered Dr. Novak’s predecessor. Behind us, rhododendron bushes bloom; a garden wall half conceals a row of unkempt trees. Then there is nothing. The wreckage has been removed. No longer can one catch a glimpse of the seventeenth-century dissenting chapel peering through the oaks’ limbs, for, during the night of December 21, 1940, German incendiary bombs destroyed this historic building.
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While air raid sirens wailed in the dark, my parents, protecting a ten-month-old child and waiting for their own destruction, crouched in the cupboard under the stairs of the parsonage next door. On that same night, another incendiary bomb fell on the Victorian Sunday school building across the road, but because the device miraculously landed in an open toilet bowl, nothing happened. (Later, during the mid-1950s, when this building finally crumpled—a victim of a sinkhole—remembrances of wartime social gatherings, as well as the sounds of young nursery school children, descended, like Persephone, into the earth.) In the 1940s devastation was everywhere, for this community lay close to factories, mines, and textile mills. Ruins were a normal part of my childhood and played with my imagination.


When I glance at the snapshot, my attention, as if drawn by magnetic force (there is no way for me to resist), hastens to the compelling gaze of the figures in the garden. I see and remember a prim child all too willing to bury her hand within Dr. Novak’s kindly grasp. Or did I reach for his? The two of us stand before the Kodak or the Brownie in a pose of affectionate understanding. He leans ever so slightly toward me. There’s a kindred fondness, a bond that, for me, was to extend miles and years beyond the frame of the moment. I can still see his slicked back hair (it lies as full and as coarse as a badger’s back); his eyebrows, which hang like a cliff’s promontory over the depth of his eyes; his tailored suit (the buttons seem tight—is the suit a leftover from a younger time?); and, most of all, I remember his elegant walking stick as well as his erect figure and polished shoes. Dear Reader, do I sound too much like Jane Eyre? But I never saw or heard of him again. I do not even recall his first name. What happened before or after remains a mystery. Did he disappear into the maw of the Soviet machine that was to crush a yearning, among many Czechs, to maintain contacts with the West? Was he arrested and imprisoned?


In spite of all the changes to come, that summer day in 1946 resisted the tyranny of alteration and circumstance. Rather, salvaging itself from the rubble of time, that afternoon lingered long, defying the narrow days of life, and grew incorporate into me. In particular, the kindly pressure of Dr. Novak’s hand imprinted itself indelibly on my youthful mind and later led me beyond the garden wall of my childhood to Czechoslovakia and then to the USSR, Poland, Ukraine, and Belarus.


Directly after World War II, other Czechs came to my father’s parsonage. Their visits reinforced my attraction to Eastern Europe and contributed to curiosity’s charm. There was Ludik Benes (also from Prague), a young man whom I adored and followed from room to room. I have no photograph of him, but I do possess a slender book, Little Paul Dombey (Dombey & Son): A Charles Dickens Story Told for Children, that he presented to me as a parting gift. On the title page he wrote: “To my little friend Anicka 15th Aug. 1946.” Ludik was visiting because he was part of an international team of young Unitarians, the International Religious Fellowship (IRF), attempting to promote a better understanding among people of different nations. Fervently, yet delusively, idealistic, the group had rallied its forces and was meeting for a week in Manchester, during which period Ludik boarded at the parsonage. Two years later, when the Soviets seized full power in Czechoslovakia and were purging the so-called “dissidents” from all levels of society, Ludik, as well as the other Czech delegates, was denied a passport by the Czech authorities. As a protest, the IRF ceremoniously elected him president in absentia. After 1948, Ludik Benes disappeared.


There was also Mrs. Kessler, who, to escape persecution and death as a Czech Jew, had come, via an anguished passage, to live in our area. (For several moments when I was writing this, I suddenly forgot her name and sadly realized that I had no way to recall it, no one to help me find it.) She moved to a bungalow a few doors from where Mrs. Rowe, my “second mother,” lived.


To my young eyes, Mrs. Kessler seemed old, but she was probably in her forties. And exactly how she made the passage from Czechoslovakia to where we were, I did not know. All I grasped was that she was displaced. Mrs. Rowe took Mrs. Kessler under her wing. The three of us occasionally drank tea and ate rationed slices of bread and butter together. (Fearing there might be shortages, the Labour government introduced bread rationing in July 1946. Butter had already been restricted since January 8, 1940—the day before I was born. Affected by the rationing, I now consume more butter on my bread than is good for me.)


I liked to listen to Mrs. Kessler talk—I was attracted to her unfamiliar pronunciation of common words. Mrs. Kessler was a gracious, cultured person who spoke of art and music; even at the age of seven, I found pleasure in that. Her house was quiet. There was no one else—no photographs, just furniture. That had not always been the case, but I did not fully understand just what she had lost.


In 1947, I spent hours with Mrs. Rowe in her kitchen. There we kept a sharp lookout for the postman, who might bring some missive from Czechoslovakia. Like a couple of eagles balanced on an overhanging branch and waiting for a fish to swim through the brook below, we eagerly watched for the postman’s bicycle to appear, drift silently down the road, and stop before the gate of 33 Park Lane. Through the open kitchen window, Mrs. Rowe handed the postman letters she had written on behalf of people desperate to escape Soviet rule.


As a naive seven-year-old, infected by Mrs. Rowe’s contagious earnestness, I joined in her endeavors by standing on top of the kitchen table, from which stage I delivered stern homilies to fictitious Stalinist officials. (The script belonged to my imagination.) At the top of my voice I ranted against communism, censorship, and regulation. After a moment or two, the seriousness collapsed and Mrs. Rowe cried with laughter. Reveling in this catharsis, I continued to rage with more passion than ever. My playfulness was strangely raw, for I knew enough to sense how political circumstances had ripped apart the lives of those I had met and those Mrs. Rowe attempted to help.


In that same year I was sent off from home to a boarding school in Highgate (London N6).


“Good-bye, good-bye, to everything!
To house and garden, field and lawn.”


—Robert Louis Stevenson


At school, I lived in a building adjoining another, badly damaged by a parachute mine. The ruins were strictly off limits, but we dared each other to scramble among the piles of rubble and hide among the weeds, which, like a phoenix rising from the ashes, had reclaimed their existence. When I made that move, my memories of Dr. Novak, Ludik Benes, and Mrs. Kessler diminished (but did not disappear), to be replaced, temporarily, by the reality of authoritative teachers who gave out conduct marks and enforced rules (the stale leftovers of a late Victorian era) that governed most minutes of the day - though there were the Sunday walks in the Highgate Cemetery, where, in “crocodile” lines, we passed by Karl Marx’s grave and saw where his followers left flowers. While my fellow boarders strode on, eager to get back to their afternoon tea, I turned my head and cast one more glance at Marx’s larger-than-life dark-granite head. I knew enough to realize that even though Marx had been born in Germany and had lived in London, his writings had inspired the ideology of Eastern Europe. My early curiosity about that area of the world had not departed entirely.


During my time in boarding school, when Mrs. Rowe wrote to me, she said not one word about her campaigns to help those fleeing from Soviet oppression; rather, missing the child she had never had, she sent poems that in her Lancashire best she had once recited, at my insistence, over and over again. One was “That Tempting Apple Pie.” Her round bright face, her crescent forehead framed by thinning short curls, and her pursed mouth had gleefully shaped each word:


One day, Mumsy Pig made a fine apple pie,
And till ready to cook it she put it up high; But Piggy and Wiggy discovered it there,
And to get it, they simply climbed up on a chair.
Soon they cut it and greedily ate the wet paste,
For they said ’twas a shame such a good pie should waste.


But Mumsy Pig caught them and put them to bed,
And for dinner they’d physic and water and bread.


In a very loud voice, she had always added, “an natty mediton”—her version of a child’s attempt to utter the phrase “and nasty medicine.”


Late in 1952, my parents suddenly announced we were emigrating to America. We were to leave in February 1953. One result was that Mrs. Rowe came to visit us in London, to see us for one last time. During her stay, in the rainy autumn, on what seemed to me a sad, long, unlovely street (I did not want to make the move), we met with two Czech refugees with whom Mrs. Rowe had corresponded. They had recently arrived in England. In their presence, remembrances of Dr. Novak, Ludik Benes, and Mrs. Kessler yet again haunted my youthful mind.
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As poignant as this meeting in London was, one other morsel from this disruptive period of my life remained, refusing to be brushed into the litterbin of forgetfulness. Immediately before we were to be interviewed and approved for emigration by an official from the American embassy, my mother took me aside and tearfully begged that I not utter the word “communism.” (“We will not be allowed to enter if you mention the term—and don’t tell them about the people who live across the street and display a hammer-and-sickle banner in their window.”) The specter of communism and Russia from my earlier childhood had, a few days before, drawn me to our neighbor’s house. Curious as ever about anything to do with Eastern Europe, I had stood staring at their flag. Aware of the hysteria surrounding the McCarthy hearings investigating communist infiltration in the United States, my nervous mother feared I might say something that would cause us to be denied “alien” status.


PRAGUE 1969


In America, years passed, and I was married. My honeymoon was not conventional. In 1969, caught in the curious undertow of my childhood imagination, I spent the first weeks of my married life not only revisiting England but also crossing into a territory that had once been vividly in attendance, yet inaccessible, if not forbidden. After spending several weeks with Mrs. Rowe, my new husband and I traveled, via ship and train, to Prague and Bratislava. I was thrilled that I was actually going to be where Dr. Novak, Ludik Benes, and Mrs. Kessler had once resided. My fantasies were to become more tangible.


The summer of 1969 was a strange (and, for me, exciting) time to be in Prague, for it was just over a year since the so-called Prague Spring. Commencing in January 1968, broad-based governmental reforms had begun to soften rigid communist doctrines ruling the country. Under Alexander Dubcek’s government, Czechs dreamed of democratic elections, greater freedom of speech and religion; they wished to abolish censorship, institute industrial and agricultural reforms, and end restrictions on travel. When we arrived in Prague, however, these hopes had been dashed or at best compromised. Exactly a year before, on August 20, 1968, two hundred thousand Warsaw Pact troops from the Soviet Union, the GDR, Bulgaria, Poland, and Hungary had invaded Prague in what was the largest deployment of military force in Europe since the end of World War II. Alarmed by what appeared to be the imminent collapse of communism in Czechoslovakia, the USSR ordered these troops and their tanks to roll through the streets of Prague. En masse, the city’s residents gathered in the streets and protested against the incursion by blocking and climbing over the tanks, tearing down street signs to confuse the soldiers, identifying and following cars belonging to the secret police, setting up underground radio stations (journalists had tried to prevent the troops from taking control of Radio Prague), and sacrificing their lives. More than one hundred protestors were shot. And in January 1969, a student, Jan Palach, protesting the suppression of free speech, set himself on fire in Wenceslas Square.


When we arrived in Prague a few months later, in the summer of 1969, the sensation, if not the fact, of a hostile, invading Russian presence lingered on each street corner and hung around the doorways of buildings. Dubcek, the reformer, had become increasingly isolated and had been replaced by a “realist” willing to cooperate with the Soviets. Many of Czechoslovakia’s intellectuals and business elite had fled, if they could, to the West. The people passing us in the streets were tense, confused, damaged, and distrustful.


[image: Images]


I have memories of arriving in the train station and wandering with grudging assistance until we found a rather drab hotel with an available room. My college German was helping a little, but the street signs were still down so when we actually found a place to sleep, we were relieved. Economic difficulties were visible; there was not a sense of plenty, especially when we spent two days in Bratislava and wandered aimlessly around faded, damaged buildings that lined depressed streets like discarded rags. Shopping was difficult too. Goods I took for granted were neither plentiful nor available. I never found out how to buy sanitary napkins (what are now euphemistically called “feminine products”); therefore, I was a mess and uncomfortable much of the time (and annoyed with myself for not having anticipated my needs).


Finding a place to eat was always a challenge. Not recognizing the food and not knowing the language, we found a cafeteria in Prague where we pointed to the tray ahead of us and simply motioned “the same.” I more often than not ended up with boiled tripe—a dish I despised but that was a favorite of my mother’s—a taste developed during poorer times.
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Unguided, and always a bit lost (sometimes giddily—we were young), we strolled alone through Prague’s streets, gazed at the splendid architecture, and crossed the Charles Bridge (occasionally, whether I imagined it or not, I sensed we were being followed). Eventually George Zidlicky, the brother of one of the Czech refugees whom Mrs. Rowe had sponsored, took charge of us. The arrangement had been made ahead of time.


With the Zidlicky family, we took pleasure in the warm, relaxed, and lighthearted moments. Within their home, along with the men, we ate generous portions of meat and potatoes while the women sat behind our chairs, watched, and waited for us to finish; we visited George’s butcher shop, where he vigorously wielded his sausages, and joined George’s wife and her potato-peeling friends in the stone courtyard adjoining their house.


Only George spoke English, so we communicated with gestures and smiles—and perhaps with a few phrases of my halting German, a tongue uncomfortably familiar to them through Nazi occupation. But there were also sobering, anxious episodes that resurrected thoughts about the circumstances surrounding the refugees and visitors from Czechoslovakia I had met during the immediate postwar period. In particular, I recall George’s discomfort when he took us to the historical sites, such as the Prague Castle and Wenceslas Square—places where the militia was conspicuously in attendance. In less populated areas, fearing we were being overheard by an invisible secret police and frightened of their hawk-like surveillance (their “eyes so sharp that they can even see whose trouser-strap has come undone on the other side of the pavement” [Gogol]), George periodically whispered that we should keep our voices down. Casting furtive looks, he hastily led us away from spying ears. On the street, he was as wary as a stray cat. He refused to come near our hotel.


Walking the pavements where those I had known had once strolled was exhilarating but paradoxically upsetting, for, strangely, their absence became more definitive than before. So vivid in my childhood, they really were no more. The closer one draws to a memory, the more it dissipates. Being where they had once breathed left me with a better understanding of what had formerly troubled or disrupted their lives. I had a more immediate sense of what it must have been to be subjected to a hostile, authoritative rule. Though the visit reminded me of loss, it also opened doors.


USSR, MAY 1985


Years elapsed, and marriage ruptured. Eventually I met Irving Massey, a professor of comparative literature, whose fluency in Yiddish, Russian, and Polish nurtured my fascination and made it more possible to travel in Eastern Europe. In May 1985, both of us, curious to see with our own eyes the landscape of the Soviet state, spent two weeks on our own in the USSR. Intourist, the official tourist bureau, arranged our accommodations and transportation.


Among my first memories is the train ride from Helsinki to what was then Leningrad. When we boarded the train in Finland, we were put in a private compartment reserved for foreigners. From time to time, a stout, officious uniformed woman came in to check on us and serve tea. It was when the train stopped at the Soviet border that what had been a moderately comfortable ride turned sour. Thick-booted guards entered our compartment, pulled down the trap door in the ceiling, inspected it for contraband, and then demanded to see our papers and search our luggage. Irving is not the neatest of scholars, so pages and pages of notes and piles of index cards, among which was an address book, spilled out of his cases. Frustrated with his mess, the border guards demanded I leave the compartment. After several minutes, I grew worried and tried to force my way back in. (I had watched too many 1930s spy films; my imagination was creating a dire scenario.) No success, for a guard blocked the door and yet another pushed me up against the corridor window. I gave in and waited. Soon the guards left with Irving’s address book in hand. I rejoined Irving, who was none the worse for the interrogation. We waited at least an hour. The book was finally returned. It had been photocopied.


We were on our way, moving through the Russian countryside, past rows of silver birches, and thinking of Gogol, Pushkin, and Tolstoy. The train started to slow down and—like an old dog that, on its afternoon, walk stubbornly sits down and refuses to move any farther—obstinately came to a full stop. After a few confusing minutes, a passenger poked his head around our compartment door and told us that the train had broken down. Complaining about the heat of the day, he encouraged us to exit through the carriage doors, breathe in the fresh air, and sit for a while on the grassy bank by the tracks. A leap and we were out among the wildflowers, the tall swishing grasses that stretched their fingers toward the cloudless sky, and the Russian passengers, lolling about, enjoying their release. The whole character of the journey had shifted. People were relaxed and singing; one man gallantly handed me a bunch of flowers he had plucked from an adjoining meadow, and even more surprising, the stout matron took off her tight wool uniform jacket, undid the top buttons of her blouse, and while displaying distinct cleavage, flirted and flitted like a pastoral nymph with a willing passenger or two.


A whistle blew. The Arcadian idyll was over. The train had been fixed. It was time to reembark. Another shift. People returned obediently to their cheerless seats; the matron buttoned up her blouse and resumed her bureaucratic posture. Such was the introduction to what, for the passengers on the train, was a normal schizophrenia—a state of mind oscillating between a darkening oppressive authority and the radiant sensuous sentimentality of a nineteenth-century Russian novel.


Once we were in the Leningrad station, an Intourist guide, immediately recognizing us, swept us away in a long black limousine, down the middle lane of wide thoroughfares normally reserved for officials until we reached our hotel, the Hotel Europeiska, where ladies at desks, placed by each lift and on every floor, watched our comings and goings, night and day. Our room was bugged so we spoke discreetly.


During the luminous days and white nights in Leningrad, on foot, we explored the nearby Nevsky Prospect, a grand boulevard designed in the eighteenth century by a French architect. A verse describing the Nevsky Prospect from Pushkin’s “The Bronze Horseman” came to mind:


The empty thoroughfares, past number,
Are piled, stand clear upon the night;
The Admiralty spire is bright;


Nor may the darkness mount, to smother
The golden cloudland of the light,
For soon one dawn succeeds another
With barely half-an-hour of night.


Instead of the packs of wolves that had once roamed this area, sculptured stone lions with one foot in the air guarded eighteenth-century buildings, vaunting their former splendor. Lining both sides of the concourse were palaces, theaters, opulent homes, financial institutions, cathedrals, monasteries, museums, naval headquarters, government offices, and once luxurious shops. At all times of day, streaming past these structures, masses of people flowed up and down the boulevard: pen-pushing civil servants, office workers, financiers, housewives, business men, children going to and from school, bureaucrats, shopkeepers, tradesmen, and, as Gogol once observed, people dashing off from work “to visit a friend from the office who lives on the third or second floor of a derelict building, in two small rooms with hall and kitchen” (“The Overcoat”).


Occasionally, individuals extracted themselves from this torrent of pulsating humanity to pause and look through a shop window. If one wanted to get nearer to see the goods on display, one pushed the person blocking one’s view—a behavior that alarmed me until I learned that there was nothing hostile in the gesture. And occasionally someone left the multitude to fill his mug with kvass, a drink made of fermented bread, from a tankard on the back of a wagon parked at a street corner. The striking contrast between the dense movement of the people on the broad pavement and the empty stillness of the road added to my sense of the schizophrenic culture we had entered.


Such incongruities were to accompany us in Moscow. When we arrived, we stepped off the train into a crowd of unfamiliar faces and waited for our Intourist guide. He was not to be seen. Instead, out of the swarming masses of tired, anxious passengers a petite, bow-legged elderly lady, as if an apparition disembarking from the past, quietly approached. Barely making herself heard above the sound of the hissing steam expelled from the train’s massive engine, she asked Irving, in the most polite and elegant Volga Russian, where the toilet was.


The Intourist machinery had faltered; no one had come to meet us. We felt disoriented. Thanks to Irving’s fluent Russian, however, we eventually found a taxi driver willing to take us to our hotel. On subsequent days, we were not left alone—someone was always visibly trailing or covertly listening to us. In the meantime, on the way to the hotel, while Irving chatted with the driver, I, unable to join in, tried to make sense of where I was. Gazing through the vehicle’s window, I caught sight of enormous brilliantly colored banners, as long as ten stories high, hanging in multiple rows from Stalinist-style buildings. Displaying massive images of hammers and sickles as well as imposing portraits of political leaders, this drapery impersonated the clichés of my imagination and belonged to a fictitious set, designed for a grade B thriller.


In the days that were to pass, however, I came to realize that such theatrical scenery was more of a reality than not. These authoritative banners surveyed and regulated everything: the people waiting for hours in orderly queues to view Lenin’s tomb, even the monotonous, repetitive run-down stalls selling the same fur hats in the once-grandiose Gum Department Store, a building that stretches a quarter of a kilometer along the Kremlin’s walls. The ghost of Stalin and his lethal policies now cast a deathly pall over Gum’s granite, marble, and limestone gothic arcades. (In 1928, Stalin converted the building into offices, and in 1932, when his wife died, he used the space to display her body.) This opulent structure had deteriorated under the weight of economic difficulties, repressive Soviet regulations, and State control. On the third tier and out of sight, however, a luxurious clothing store was still open but only to the highest echelons of the Communist Party.


Being Jewish, Irving wanted to visit the synagogue in Moscow. Not knowing the way and having only an address, we took a taxi. When we arrived and stepped onto the pavement, an elderly man, descending from nowhere, hastily warned us in Yiddish, “Be careful—the rabbi is KGB.” Like Hermes, god of the golden wand, once the message was delivered, he went on his way and soon was out of sight. Puzzled and slightly shaken, we entered the synagogue and spent a few guarded minutes with the rabbi who seemed superficially pleasant and interested in supporting the aging remnants of a Jewish community. But how to judge? Subject to scrutiny, he too led a double life and had to make compromises.


On another afternoon, we met with relatives of a Buffalo Russian friend. We had tea in their crowded two-room apartment, where four people lived. Shelves of books and objects, as well as boxes piled from floor to ceiling, took up most of the available space. After tea, we went for a walk. One of the men was extremely nervous. I recall turning a street corner and his urging us to walk quickly and keep quiet. The incident took me back to Prague in 1969.


Our departure from Moscow was fraught with difficulty; we almost missed our plane to New York. Annoying, rule-ridden, niggling customs officers took hours searching our luggage and would not let us through. We were trapped. In the nick of time, an official, who wanted us out of the way, interceded and rushed us to the departure gate. Breathless, we dashed up the rickety steps leading to the plane. The exiles must, for the moment, return home.





PART ONE



POLAND, 1995-96


What had commenced with Dr. Novak’s visit to postwar England was fated to carry on, but this time for a more extended interval. Beginning in 1995, I was to reside and work in Poland for an entire year. What follows, I trust, captures the nuances of a life lived in the midst of political and social change. Dreams of economic advancement as well as fantasies of financial success were enticing the public and intermittently intruding upon their remembrance of the country’s sad and vicious history.





CHAPTER 2:



TANGLED THREADS



WARSAW, SEPTEMBER 1995—JUNE 1996


And I seek the land of the Poles that is lost, that is not yet lost. Some say nearly lost, already lost, lost once more . . . lost to whom, lost too soon, lost by now, Poland’s lost, all is lost, Poland is not yet lost.


— Günter Grass. The Tin Drum


In September 1995, strands of communism as well as remnants of Soviet rule are unraveling and clumsily intertwining with the government’s increasing commitment to a Westernized economy. Old loyalties are at odds with entrepreneurial dreams of growth and private wealth. Ambition, anxiety, and ownership clash with collectives, unions, and a nostalgia for the security associated with a socialized state.


Poland does not float on an expertly crafted rug that magically rises above the complexities of what is below and ahead so that its rider, in the twinkling of an eye, can be borne thither and land in a place difficult to reach. There is no flying carpet to help Poland find its way. Rather, this Central European country bumps along on a strangely woven fabric through which the warp of the East and the weft of the West incompatibly cross or pass over and under each other.
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