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Prologue

Hitler was dead. As news spread of the dictator’s suicide, people on both sides of the Atlantic converged on downtowns and city squares to celebrate the end of the most pitiless war in history. Montreal, the capital of Quebec, Canada’s francophone province, was no exception. Among those who abandoned their classrooms to join the throngs outside was seventeen-year-old Zbigniew Brzezinski, the second of four sons of the Polish consul general in Montreal. “Germany has capitulated!” he wrote in his diary on May 8, 1945.1 “I heard the electrifying news this morning when I was at school. The city is full of flags, flowers, people, and joy. Only us, the Poles, are not partaking in this satisfaction from victory.” Amid the blur of Union Jacks, Canadian Red Ensigns, and Stars and Stripes, Brzezinski spotted the occasional hammer and sickle. Sight of the dreaded Soviet flag dampened the joy of the soon-to-be-stateless young Pole. “We walked down the streets cheering,” he recalled towards the end of his life. “But I remember at the same time feeling there was something wrong because I was aware that half of Europe was in the hands of another menacing dictatorship just as brutal as Hitlerism.”2

Canadians could be forgiven for welcoming the Soviet red flag. In the titanic battle with Nazism, the Soviet Union had lost many times more soldiers and civilians than the United States and the British Empire combined. So critical had Josef Stalin, the Soviet dictator, been to the battle against Nazism that many Westerners, seemingly oblivious to his record, knew him by the moniker “Uncle Joe.” Ten months later, in Fulton, Missouri, Winston Churchill, Great Britain’s wartime leader, would jolt people to attention with his warning of an “iron curtain” descending across Europe. On that euphoric day in May, however, it took a Pole to express victory’s bitter taste. The previous year, an anguished Brzezinski had recorded the suppression of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, in which the German Army had razed the Polish city to the ground, leaving it the most ruined capital in Europe. The Red Army had sat passively for months on the left bank of the Vistula River, watching the Germans methodically level the city of Brzezinski’s birth. The US president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Churchill had sporadically tried to aid the Polish resistance. But Allied airdrops had been blocked by Stalin until it was too late. Uncle Joe, who described the Polish fighters as “a handful of criminals,” wanted the Germans to do his sordid work for him: to rob the Poles of any chance of self-liberation by liquidating their Home Army. A quarter of a million Varsovians died in that bloodbath. Barely any landmarks were left standing. When the Germans were finally ejected, the young Brzezinski was clear eyed: “The Soviet army overran Warsaw,” he wrote in January 1945. “All the Poles understand that this is not a liberation but simply a change in the form of terror.”3

Brzezinski’s quest to hold the USSR to account was still burning three decades later in 1977, when President Jimmy Carter picked him to be his national security advisor at a waning stage of East-West détente. Brzezinski became the first person of Polish origin—and so far the last—to occupy that role. In between, he had learned to speak Russian fluently, become a Harvard and Columbia scholar, emerged as one of America’s foremost Sovietologists, advised President John F. Kennedy, worked for President Lyndon Baines Johnson, served as chief foreign policy advisor to the ill-fated 1968 presidential candidacy of Hubert Humphrey, and gained a reputation as Henry Kissinger’s most dogged rival. Brzezinski’s detractors never stopped dismissing him as a “Pole” with the implication of dual loyalty. Like many immigrants, however, he said he was “insanely” proud of being an American. He saw no tension in his hyphenation. When he was naturalized as a citizen in Boston in 1958, the judge asked whether he would like to anglicize his difficult-to-pronounce name. Brzezinski declined. “America is the only country where someone called ‘Zbigniew Brzezinski’ can make a name for himself without changing his name,” he would often say.4 That was true. But his tongue twister of a name—“pronounced ‘ZbigNieff BreshinSki,’ ” as Carter would instruct his first White House staff meeting in 19775—offered a clue to his greatest strength and weakness.

The strength he manifested so early turned into a lifelong sense of mission. In 1953, the young Harvard student visited the recently opened Radio Free Europe (RFE) offices in Munich—Brzezinski’s first trip across the Atlantic since he had left Poland on a boat fifteen years earlier. There he met Jan Nowak-Jeziorański, the head of the Polish section of RFE and legendary Warsaw “courier” who had maintained contact during the war between Warsaw and the Polish government in exile in London and provided accounts of the war to the British and Americans, including widely disbelieved reports of the Holocaust. The twenty-five-year-old Polish student’s encyclopedic knowledge of the Polish underground and the exploits of the Home Army struck Nowak as uncanny.6 Brzezinski’s father later told Nowak that his son’s life ambition was to liberate Poland from the Soviets. Nowak did not record his reaction, which we can only imagine was incredulous. Just as a rocket requires a launch vehicle, a significant life often begins with a motivating boost. Wounded Polishness—and a sense of amputated history—was Brzezinski’s.

That clarity of purpose spurred Brzezinski to become one of America’s leading Cold War scholars. Moreover, his fluency in Polish and Russian and his closeness to numerous Eastern European émigrés, of whom his Czech-speaking wife, Emilie Benes, was foremost, gave him an edge that many Sovietologists lacked. Many of his peers did not speak Russian well. Some did not speak it at all. Brzezinski’s cultural marination gave his scholarship an incisive dimension. In his 1950 master’s thesis at Montreal’s McGill University, Brzezinski identified the “nationalities problem” as the Soviet Union’s “Achilles’ heel.”7 Non-Russian peoples inside the Soviet Union, as well as among its Warsaw Pact satellites in Eastern Europe, had retained their national feeling, he argued. They would not indefinitely tolerate what was widely felt as Russian imperialism, irrespective of the internationalism in which Marxism garbed itself. The Soviet Union was not a monolith; resentment of Russian colonialism could be enlisted to hasten the East Bloc’s demise. It was an insight that eluded many, including Kissinger and most of Brzezinski’s colleagues in the Carter administration. To many, Brzezinski’s self-confidence came across as arrogant and sometimes reckless. Not only was he contesting the US government’s wisdom in pursuing détente; he also insisted that what others saw as the lasting presence of the Soviet Union—a superpower that in a nuclear age must for everyone’s sake be treated as America’s equal—was in fact a shell of itself that was in the process of degenerating. All it needed was a helpful push. Churchill’s “iron curtain” had turned out not to have been made of hard metal, Brzezinski argued; it was more like a “semi-permeable membrane.”8

As a born-again Baptist farmer from Georgia, Carter was an unlikely patron. Against almost everyone’s advice, from Kissinger on the right to the “wise men” of the increasingly dovish WASP establishment, Carter not only hired “Zbig,” as he was generally known, but ignored the clamor to fire him when the political going got rough. Even in the depths of the Iran hostage crisis, which Brzezinski had helped trigger by insisting that the US should admit Iran’s deposed shah for medical treatment, Carter stood by his controversial advisor. In addition to their friendship, Carter said that Brzezinski was alone among his officials in providing a strategic framework on how to outplay the USSR. The Cold War ended under President George H. W. Bush, nine years after Carter left office. But Soviet self-belief had been badly dented in the Carter years. The Carter administration “waged ideological war on the Soviets with a determination and an intensity that was very different from its predecessors,” wrote Robert Gates, a former CIA director who had gotten his career break as a White House aide to Brzezinski.9 The “fragile seeds” that Brzezinski planted—using human rights as a weapon against Moscow and stoking Eastern Europe’s hopes of independence—would bear “lethal fruit” years later, said Gates.10 Among its harvest was Poland’s Solidarity movement. History records the Iron Curtain as having parted on November 9, 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell. But it had cracked on June 4, when Solidarity swept the Polish elections. Two months later, Moscow permitted Solidarity to form a government, thus ending the Communist monopoly on power. Berlin came three months later. Poland was the breach that opened the floodgates. Brzezinski played a significant role in protecting Lech Wałęsa’s worker-intellectual alliance, then in nurturing it to victory. A few months later, Time magazine ran an interview with Brzezinski under the headline “Zbigniew Brzezinski: Vindication of a Hard-Liner.” It was written by Strobe Talbott, who had been one of Brzezinski’s most trenchant critics during the Carter years. Many factors contributed to the demise of the USSR. Jan Nowak, who had indulged the cocky young Brzezinski in Munich so many years before, thought that America’s weaponization of human rights was the most important. Many people in Eastern Europe agreed.

In Washington, Brzezinski’s disputatious character was something of his own Achilles’ heel. In one former Soviet republic, now the central Asian nation of Kyrgyzstan, Brzezinski was welcomed on a visit in the 1990s as a modern “Nostradamus”11 for his lonely predictions of the system’s impending collapse. His role in helping bring about the USSR’s disintegration is treated as critical in Russia, where he is still depicted as an archenemy. In 2014, Nikolai Patrushev, the ex-head of the former KGB (now called the FSB), who was national security advisor to Russian president Vladimir Putin, said that the USSR had been destroyed by a “plot hatched by Zbigniew Brzezinski and the CIA to weaken its economy.”12 Such overwrought judgments are hard to separate from Brzezinski’s Polish origins, which Soviet leaders always viewed as a source of implacable bias. That was one point on which Moscow and much of Washington were in agreement. Brzezinski’s Cold War impact is as underappreciated in today’s US as it is overstated in Russia.

Suspicion of Brzezinski’s allegedly overriding loyalty to Poland came from many quarters. W. Averell Harriman, perhaps the grandest postwar figure of the foreign policy establishment, spoke for many in his Anglophile world when he said that Brzezinski lacked the “American ethos” and would be “perfectly willing to get the United States into a conflict with Russia for the sake of Poland.”13 Robert Lovett, a secretary of defense in the early 1950s, who, like Harriman, had belonged to Yale’s exclusive Skull and Bones society and was the epitome of the WASP establishment, said, “We shouldn’t have a National Security Adviser like that who’s not really an American. I can’t imagine anyone negotiating with the Russians with [Brzezinski’s] loathing and suspicion.”14 Brzezinski also had to contend with persistent accusations of anti-Israeli bias—and occasionally worse. He was part of Carter’s team at the marathon 1978 Israel-Egypt peace talks at Camp David that resulted in the first recognition of Israel by an Arab country. Israel’s parallel undertaking to open talks with the Palestinians, aimed at an eventual two-state solution, came to naught in spite of Carter and Brzezinski’s efforts. Detractors used Brzezinski’s Polishness against him. That he never lost his Polish accent, combined with Poland’s reputation for anti-Semitism, made Brzezinski an obvious target. His willingness to call out the “Israel lobby” was one reason why Barack Obama, during his 2008 primary battle with Hillary Clinton, felt obliged to distance himself from Brzezinski in spite of having received a well-timed boost from his endorsement.

There is no basis to the allegations that Brzezinski was anti-Semitic. In 1977, Menachem Begin, Israel’s hard-line prime minister and a fellow Polish speaker, presented Brzezinski with documents lauding Brzezinski’s father’s role in issuing exit visas to German Jews when he was the Polish consul in Leipzig in the 1930s. Hitler’s regime insisted that Warsaw recall Brzeziński senior. “The Jewish people, Dear Mr. Brzezinski, never forget a friend,” Begin wrote in a letter to Brzezinski’s father a few weeks later.15 Begin’s gesture, which took place in front of cameras, moved Brzezinski. But he was, for the most part, too proud to take notice of the whispering campaign against him.

A third group with whom Brzezinski fell out was the Democratic foreign policy doves. Brzezinski called them “McGovernites” after the disastrous 1972 presidential candidacy of George McGovern, who led the party leftward after the debacle in Vietnam. Brzezinski, who had dutifully backed the war, said they suffered from “Vietnam syndrome.” In that category, he included Cyrus Vance, Carter’s gentlemanly secretary of state and one of the last of the grand WASPs. Vance proved no match for Brzezinski’s political skills. Brzezinski ultimately won most of the big policy battles with Vance, including normalizing relations with China; holding Moscow to account for its treatment of dissidents, including Jewish refuseniks; arming the Afghan resistance to Soviet invaders, and modernizing America’s nuclear arsenal—a momentous strategic upgrade that is routinely misattributed to Ronald Reagan, Carter’s successor and nemesis.

Why did Brzezinski not receive his full due? Washington is a town of factions and groups in which loyalty to your side and conformity to its line is overriding. Brzezinski had no tribe but his own. He belonged to no recognizable school of foreign policy; neither consistently a hawk nor a dove. He had little time for labels such as “realist” and “idealist.” Nor was he an unswerving Democrat. In 1972, he voted for Richard Nixon against McGovern, and in 1988, he endorsed George H. W. Bush over Michael Dukakis. In glaring contrast to Kissinger, who was a master of seduction, Brzezinski had limited patience with the media. His unwillingness to play the Washington game took a toll on his influence. Though Reagan twice thought of hiring him as his national security advisor, both times he ran into opposition and dropped the idea. Over time, Brzezinski acquired more enemies on the right than on the left. That was most apparent in 2003, when he came out early and trenchantly against the Iraq War—a lonely stand that cut against how the Washington game is played. That he was proved right is secondary; the important thing is to keep within the bounds of political fashion. Kissinger, who supported the Iraq War, knew how to do that. Brzezinski did not care.

One of the reasons I decided to write this biography is because a life such as Brzezinski’s offers a window on how the world works and what happens in history. Though I had no idea while Brzezinski was alive that I would become his biographer, I spoke to him a lot—often over lunch at his favorite haunts, Teatro Goldoni on K Street and later the Jefferson Hotel on 16th Street—during the last decade of his life. He was an acute observer of global events. His insights and deep fund of historical memory rarely failed to be of benefit to an inquiring journalist. This biography was a race against the actuarial clock. I interviewed more than a hundred of Brzezinski’s contemporaries. Sadly, a few—notably, Walter Mondale, Carter’s vice president; Ardeshir Zahedi, the shah of Iran’s legendary ambassador to Washington; and Mikhail Gorbachev, the USSR’s last leader, who had become friendly with Brzezinski after the Cold War—passed away before I could interview them. Others, such as Madeleine Albright, the former secretary of state who was one of Brzezinski’s many protégés, died midway through this project after having been of great help to me. Though in the fading twilight of his life, Carter was also generous. Most of Brzezinski’s Chinese and Soviet contemporaries were already old when Brzezinski became their counterpart. As a scholar he emphasized that the USSR had become an ossified “gerontocracy.” I made use of Politburo minutes, Soviet memoirs, those of other foreign and American figures, and US national security and diplomatic archives. The Jimmy Carter Presidential Library in Atlanta was also a great resource. The files that Poland’s secret police had kept on Brzezinski were also a rich source and often unintentionally comical. I was also given Brzezinski’s lengthy and mostly unseen correspondence with Pope John Paul II, a prelate from Poland who became the first non-Italian pope in more than four hundred years and whose elevation was thought by the KGB to have been a “Brzezinski plot.”

With no conditions—this is not an authorized biography—Brzezinski’s children, Ian, Mark, and Mika, gave me unrestricted access to their father’s extensive personal diaries, letters, and papers and his voluminous collection of documents housed in the Library of Congress. His recordkeeping was meticulous. Without the family’s trust and generosity, this project would have been an uphill struggle. No life is a neat morality tale with a cinematic ending. That would be dull and almost certainly fictional. Brzezinski’s story had me gripped from the moment I began to research it. Given the significance of what he did and the character of his times, it could not have been otherwise. He died in May 2017, just a few months into Donald Trump’s presidency. He had been born into a privileged Warsaw family in 1928, the year Stalin consolidated power. That is where this book begins.






1 Interbellum Warsaw


Poland owes a corner of its soul to America, and vice versa. Woodrow Wilson, the United States’ twenty-eighth president, elevated Poland’s hopes with the famous Fourteen Points that he announced to Congress in 1918. They were the US president’s list of reforms in the aftermath of the First World War that were designed to ensure that such mass slaughter could never repeat itself. Wilson’s French counterpart, Georges Clemenceau, quipped, “God gave us the ten commandments and we broke them. Wilson gave us the Fourteen Points. We shall see.” Wilson’s idealism was lampooned in most European chancelleries. The Poles, at least, saw the virtue in Wilson’s lengthy agenda. Poland’s independence was the US president’s thirteenth point. Wilson achieved most of his wish list, including the victorious powers’ blessing for the newly proclaimed Second Polish Republic in the 1919 Treaty of Versailles.

But it was Józef Piłsudski, the founder of Poland’s Second Republic, a figure who towered like a Colossus over the lives of the Brzezinskis and most people in their world, who took up arms and made it a reality. “When the war of the giants is over,” Churchill predicted, “the war of the pygmies will begin.”1 Piłsudski led Poland’s White Eagle army to an improbable victory over the Soviets in 1920. His feat of arms was dubbed the “Miracle on the Vistula.” The Battle of Warsaw changed history. It closed off the “Red bridge” across which the USSR’s Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky had planned to spread their 1917 Bolshevik Revolution to Europe. Without Piłsudski, Poland would not have been reborn. Without the new Poland, Germany and countries beyond would have lain prostrate in the Red Army’s path. Modern history might have been radically different. This event is burned into the memory of Poles yet largely forgotten by everyone else. The senior British observer in Poland, Edgar Vincent, Viscount D’Abernon, would later classify the Battle of Warsaw as “the eighteenth decisive battle of the world.”2

It would be hard to overstate the pull of history on the Polish imagination. Zbigniew Brzezinski was born on an early-spring day in 1928 in his parents’ elegant Warsaw apartment. No child of those circumstances and that time could hope to be free of history’s entanglements for long. His entry into the world occurred at a rare moment when Poland existed as a self-ruled nation. He arrived at the midway point between the proclamation of Poland’s Second Republic in 1918 and its extinction in 1939, when Brzezinski was eleven. At the start of the Second World War, Poland was split between the Soviets and the Germans under a sordid vivisection that they had delineated a few weeks earlier. Poland’s extinction was settled in a secret protocol in the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (more widely remembered as the Nazi-Soviet Pact), in which Hitler and Stalin pledged mutual nonaggression in the coming war against the democracies. On October 31, 1939, barely two months after devising their plan, Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister, could proclaim, “One swift blow to Poland, first by the German Army and then by the Red Army, and nothing was left of this ugly bastard of the Versailles Treaty.” It was to that orphan of history that Brzezinski was born; he emerged into the eye of the storm—Poland’s fleeting moment of interbellum serenity.

Brzezinski’s upbringing was both cosmopolitan and fiercely Polish. Zbigniew was the first child of Tadeusz Brzeziński, a rising Polish diplomat, who had won recognition as a young officer at the “Miracle on the Vistula” fighting under Piłsudski’s White Eagle flag.3 Though he emerged unscathed, Tadeusz had seen action and won medals. He did not take part in the last great cavalry charge of European history. But his role in that historic battle was a source of deep family pride. Zbigniew was the second son of Leonia Brzezińska, who had already had one child, Jurek (later known as George), from a brief first marriage to another Pole of high birth. Her divorce, a rarity in devoutly Catholic Poland, was uncontroversial within her Warsaw milieu. Proof of that is that her ex-husband, Jerzy Żyliński, acted as an official witness at her second wedding. Even in the context of her relatively bohemian social life, an amicable divorce in that manner was remarkable. With her dark, flowing hair and fierce sense of self, Leonia was a catch in any context. Both of Zbigniew’s parents came from a szlachta background, a type of Polish nobility. Leonia’s further education was also a rarity for her gender in that time. Though a graduate of Warsaw’s School of Political Science and its Conservatory of Music, she was also a belle of the town, rarely spotted without her furs and frequently surrounded by admirers. She was even known to the ballrooms of Vienna, where Tadeusz had studied law. More befitting of her time, Leonia was also an accomplished pianist and a regular at Catholic Mass.

Brzezinski’s parents grew up in a late Habsburg–Romanov world that ceased to exist several years before they married. Their lives bridged two eras. It is as though each had one foot in a Tolstoy novel and the other in the twentieth century. Tadeusz’s father, Kazimierz Brzeziński, born in 1866, was a judge in various provincial capitals in the Austro-Habsburg-ruled province of Eastern Galicia.4 Unlike the Russian-ruled parts of Poland, where the use of Polish as a medium of instruction was forbidden and in some cases resulted in severe penalties, courts, schools, and other public institutions in the Habsburg-ruled part of Poland were permitted to use Polish. Because of the hopelessness of Poland’s situation, the loci of most nationalist sentiment during its 123 years of partition were language, poetry, theater, and other arts. Lacking a nation-state, Poland existed in a so-called rząd dusz, or “government of souls.” Within the poetry of Adam Mickiewicz, the Alexander Pushkin of Poland, and in the chords of Frédéric Chopin could be found “guns hidden under flowers.” Though nourished by an earlier history of grand battles and the possession of vast territories, modern Polish national sentiment was intellectual in its essence. Kazimierz gained his doctorate of law from the University of Lvov (now Lviv), the chief metropolis of Eastern Galicia. He was a frenetic sponsor of Polish-language theaters, primary schools, and libraries in Przemysl, which became the seat of the Brzeziński family. Today the town sits just on the Polish side of the Ukrainian-Polish border. (Lviv is well inside Ukraine.) Kazimierz’s calm impartiality led to quick preferment in Imperial Royal District Courts. Because of his judicious temperament and impeccable sense of dress, he was widely known as arbiter elegantiarum (the elegant judge). Zbigniew never met his paternal grandfather, who died of a heart attack in 1924. But he would spend many halcyon summer months with his widowed grandmother, Zofia, in the family’s large home in Przemysl.

As the eldest of two sons, Tadeusz was on track to follow in his father’s footsteps. Noted likewise for his sartorial exactness, Tadeusz also gained his doctorate in law from the University of Lvov.5 He seemed destined to become a notable legal official in Habsburg-ruled Poland, as his father was. But war and the rebirth of his nation dramatically altered his life. In 1919, the recently graduated Tadeusz joined the newly formed Polish Army as a noncommissioned officer in the 2nd Rifle Regiment of Lvov. He fought in both the victorious 1919 Battle of Lvov against Ukrainian nationalists and in the more consequential Battle of Warsaw in 1920. After the war, he joined the newly formed Polish diplomatic service in Warsaw and in the early 1920s had brief postings to German Westphalia and the Rhineland. His role was to look after the interests of Polish minorities abroad, who numbered in the millions in Europe’s largest coalfields, particularly in northwest Germany and northern France. Between 1924 and 1927, he headed the cultural section of Poland’s consular service in Warsaw. It was there that he met Leonia.

Leonia Roman’s family was also from a noble background.6 The designation szlachta confuses foreigners and sometimes even Poles. Members of that class are often misleadingly described as belonging to the aristocracy. Yet they accounted for more than a tenth of Poland’s population, roughly ten times the share of nobility in most other European societies. Nor does the category of burgher, which implies commercial wealth, fit their status. A better analogy might be to the caste of Rajputs in northern India—warriors by birth and inheritance but without necessarily possessing land or wealth. But even that comparison is misleading. The szlachtas were Poland’s original citizens from the creation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the sixteenth century. They made up Poland’s military officers, political class, and arbiters of nationhood. They elected the king of the grand hybrid kingdom from their ranks. Nobles in medieval England and France were powerful landowners who nevertheless owed total fealty to their hereditary sovereign. They also owned the labor of the peasants who worked their land. Most szlachtas, by contrast, were not significant landowners. Yet they were the social equals of their elected sovereign. They possessed full political rights and legal equality with the king generations before the idea of citizenship emerged in revolutionary France and America. Both sides of Brzezinski’s family were szlachta.

In contrast to Brzezinski’s paternal line, which grew up in the relatively free air of Habsburg Poland, Leonia’s family, the Romans, came from the overtly Polonophobic Russian-ruled part of their partitioned nation. Their most celebrated ancestor was Wiktor Roman, who fought in the Polish cavalry with Napoleon’s army in the Peninsular War in Spain. Roman earned a legendary reputation in the cavalry charge that won the 1808 Battle of Somosierra. The Poles’ gallantry overwhelmed the Spanish forces and opened Madrid to Napoleon’s occupation. The Corsican general attributed the victory to the valiant Poles. As a people recently deprived of a nation (Poland’s final partition among Russia, Austria, and Prussia had occurred in 1795), the Polish cavalry had defected to Napoleon’s cause as their best hope of reclaiming their homeland. That dream foundered at Waterloo in 1815. But the Roman family nevertheless flourished in czarist-ruled Poland. Both Brzezinski’s maternal great-grandfather and grandfather, Antoni and Leon Roman, joined the Golden Hussars of Saint Petersburg, an elite Polish cavalry unit that had been co-opted into Romanov Russia. Future czars would often cut their teeth in the Golden Hussars. To qualify, a Pole had to prove he was a scion of at least seven generations of szlachta and pay 2,000 rubles, a significant sum. Both qualifications came easily to the Romans.

Unlike the Brzezińskis, who had fled to Habsburg Poland from the Russian part in the 1830s after an ancestor had participated in one of the failed uprisings against the czars, the Roman family owned two significant estates near Warsaw. Those were forfeited in the late 1890s after Leonia’s grandfather pledged them as collateral for a neighbor’s debts. The neighbor’s bankruptcy threw the Romans into relative penury. In spite of the court’s foreclosure, the Romans retained their social status. Leonia’s father, Leon Roman, graduated as a lawyer from the University of Saint Petersburg and served in the Golden Hussars. He spent most of his career as a senior administrator in Russian Poland before switching to more senior jobs in independent Poland after 1920. Like many Poles in late-Romanov Russia, Leon encountered political suspicions in Saint Petersburg and moved to the less claustrophobic setting of Warsaw. There he managed the Warsaw-Vienna railway line before the outbreak of the First World War. Leonia spent her childhood in Warsaw. After the war, her father served as a senior administrator in various parts of Poland, including the city of Poznań.

From each of his parents’ families, Brzezinski inherited a deep and ancient sense of Polish nationhood. But it was from the Brzeziński side, which had been active in Polish uprisings and more recent cultural endeavors to sustain the idea of Poland, that Brzezinski gained his spirit of activism. Poles of Brzezinski’s class were in no doubt that their country had been occupied and dominated by inferior cultures—the Russians and the Prussians in particular. The Austro-Habsburgs were viewed through a more benign lens. Tadeusz would often refer to Poland as “the Christ among nations,” a phrase common in Polish literary circles.7 The country would accordingly rise from the dead after three generations. Tadeusz imbued in the young Brzezinski a conviction that Poland was an advanced European civilization that had been brought low by the avaricious brutality of its less refined neighbors, Russia foremost among them. “We were Westerners in the East,” Tadeusz felt. Poland had died—and it would come back to life—in the cause of Western civilization.8

By the time Leonia and Tadeusz met, the imperial setting of their early years had vanished. But their manners and style retained many of its trappings. In their faded photo albums of the 1920s, Leonia’s glamour was undimmed. Later in life, Tadeusz said that his favorite city had always been Vienna: “It doesn’t have the heaviness of so many German cities.”9 Warsaw came in a close second. Though born in Warsaw, Zbigniew lived until he was three in the northern French industrial city of Lille, where Tadeusz was consul general for Poland’s young republic. Zbigniew spent only three years of his life in Poland, all of them in his first decade. From 1931 to 1935, the family was based in Leipzig, the largest city in Germany’s Saxony region, where Tadeusz was also Poland’s consul general. Those were formative years for Zbigniew. Only between 1935 and 1938 did he live for an unbroken period in his homeland. Yet he spent his first ten summers in Poland, often at his ancestral Brzeziński home.

Zbigniew grew up amid French and then German speakers. But his household was always Polish. Leonia made sure that the cook, the housekeeper, the driver, and other domestic staff came from home. The three children, including the youngest, Adam, who was born a year after Zbigniew, picked up French only after they moved to Montreal. In Leipzig they were tutored in German. Most of the Brzezińskis’ interwar world, including their family papers and their various Warsaw residences, was buried in the rubble of wartime Poland. Leonia’s private diaries and a modest collection of official documents traveled with them to the New World. They provide a lyrical and emotionally vivid account of the circumstances in which Zbigniew grew up. From an early age his older half brother, Jurek, was at boarding school in Warsaw. He joined them for the holidays in Germany or in Poland’s Carpathian Mountains, where they would often spend their summers amid the region’s peaks, cascading waterfalls, eagle’s nest churches, and spa towns. It was Poland’s Riviera. Leonia’s children were radically unalike. She fretted that Jurek was a mediocre and easily distractable student. He would also stutter. The coddled baby of the family, Adam, Zbigniew’s younger brother, was prone to ill health. He also had a tendency to put on weight. From time to time, Adam’s parents worried that he was a slow learner. Adam would never be able to shake off either of those traits: his worrisome physical condition and his trouble with focusing. Zbigniew, on the other hand, was headstrong, independent, risk taking, and academically gifted.

Leonia loved to show off her children. In their family albums, whether on the Baltic seaside, in a Polish mountain spa town, or waving goodbye from various European train stations, the children are always dressed for the occasion: in full-bodied boy’s bathing suits, wrapped in tiny fur coats with matching berets, or in the summer garb of miniature Polish gentlemen. As young as age six, Zbigniew’s famed mental sharpness, distinct high-cheeked facial structure, and striking blond hair are recognizable. He stood out from the Brzezinski brood as emotionally detached and hard to please. “Zbysio, my son, why must you be so mean, so prickly?” Leonia confided to her diary during a Christmas in Leipzig in 1934. “You fancy yourself a man, a knight, who has no need for his mother, nor her caresses—you have to change, because my heart yearns towards you. It does hurt at times, oh my brave, edgy little boy!”10

Later in life, Leonia would tell the story of how the young Zbigniew had taken to sleeping on hard floors without pillows so that he could taste the discomfort that others less fortunate were forced to endure.11 One time, though parched after an afternoon of hiking in mountains, he refused to drink water until the following morning so that he could feel what it was like to go without. There was something about Zbigniew, with his appetite for risk and pranks, that made him Leonia’s golden child. “After his fourth lesson Zbysio is already skating by himself,” she wrote in an entry from Leipzig. “Adaś, as he claims, is a bit too fat and not doing as well; he gets scared and clings to Mrs. Marysia [the nanny].”12

Hitler came to power when Zbigniew was five, midway through the family’s time in Leipzig. One of his starkest recollections was of the frequent Nazi torchlight parades, which struck terror into the children. His parents imparted to the children an unequivocal fear of and contempt for the Nazis. In September 1933, Leonia accompanied her husband to the Leipzig trial of Marinus van der Lubbe, an unemployed Dutch Communist, and three apparently random Bulgarian Communists, who were accused of burning the Reichstag, Germany’s parliament building—an incident, probably Nazi orchestrated, that Hitler exploited to impose emergency powers. It was the death knell of German parliamentary democracy. From the gallery, Leonia and Tadeusz saw the opening proceedings, which led to the Dutchman’s conviction and the acquittal of the hapless Bulgarians, for the show trial that it was. “Police in front of the court. Ticket checked at the entrance. I was very concerned, afraid even—an unpleasant pat down (thorough, nasty),” she wrote. “It’s just a political charade, a stage for comedy, to show the world how Hitler saved the world from the Communists—and every stage needs its actors…. It was a very unpleasant time. We left after the first intermission.”13

A few days later, the Brzezińskis were invited to a farewell party for Leipzig’s Jewish colony, which was thinning out in the wake of Hitler’s initial flurry of Aryanization laws and the boycott of Jewish businesses. Many Polish Jews had fled Poland for Germany during the First World War and were now stateless. Tadeusz issued hundreds of laisser-passer documents and some Polish passports to enable their exit. His unofficial philanthropy caused him difficulties in both Berlin and Warsaw. Poland was discouraging Jewish immigration and putting growing pressure on Polish Jews—tragically to little effect, given what lay in store—to emigrate to Palestine. Leonia wrote, “There was a farewell party for the Jewish colony, very tender, very elegant, with tailcoats, evening gowns, speeches, flowers. Then there was a concert with wine, pastries, and cake. Father got a beautiful portrait of himself… his name was entered into the golden book—the diploma was presented; in a word they honored Father very much, extolling his contributions.”14

For most Poles, the “Jewish question” was unrelated to the Polish one even though Jews made up more than a tenth of the country’s population. To Tadeusz, whose job was to look after the interests of the Polish diaspora, the questions were the same for Polish Jews regardless of their legal status. “What caught us off guard was how quickly events moved: first with discrimination, then boycotting, then signs of ‘Jude’ scrawled across shop fronts, and Nazis in brown uniforms watching everyone who walked in,” Tadeusz told a Canadian newspaper decades later.15 In reply to one of several letters of complaint Tadeusz sent in protest at the mistreatment of Polish Jews, Saxony’s Ministry of the Interior told him it was acting in response to the threat of “interlaced international Jewry.” Tadeusz’s stance went against the changing winds in Poland. Piłsudski’s multiethnic sense of Polish nationhood was giving way to the darker nationalist ideology of Roman Dmowski, who had created the overtly anti-Semitic National Democracy movement. “Thank you for all you did to help my brethren in those dark days when so few stood with them in their indescribable plight,” Israel’s prime minister, Menachem Begin, wrote to Tadeusz more than forty years later.16

Zbigniew would often tell the story of how Leonia had refused to shake Hitler’s hand at a grand reception. Her diary makes no mention of that courageous gesture. The Brzeziński parents did attend a concert in Dresden’s city hall hosted by Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s chief propagandist, in which the Führer was the guest of honor. Few in the audience seemed much taken by Richard Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde. The three-part opera went on for six hours. Most eyes were on the Austrian corporal. “A few minutes pass, and he walks in slowly, shouting erupts in the hall, and he bows and sits down. His face looks swollen, aged,” she wrote. “We were both incredibly tired. The atmosphere is very formal—people are more interested in Hitler than in Tristan.” Her ordeal nevertheless turned out to have been worth it. At a dinner afterwards, which went on to 5:00 a.m., they were seated with the mayor of Dresden, an Italian attaché, and Saxony’s minister-president. “I was very adored,” Leonia wrote. “They singled us out at the table and honored us.”17 The Brzezińskis somehow avoided contact with the German dictator.

Beyond the Nazis—“louts,” as she often called them—the ostentatiously Catholic Leonia had little affinity for German culture. “It’s so strange here, so cold,” she wrote one Christmas. “As if God, the Church, and the festive spirit were all missing—a different unfamiliar world you could never get attached to and would gladly flee from.”18 The children’s lives in Germany followed a schedule of home tutoring, regular attendance at Mass, sometimes daily, and a lot of outdoor activity: soccer, skating, hiking, and visits to the park. At Christmas and on their birthdays, their gifts often had a martial theme: a sheathed knife, toy soldiers, and books about famous battles, always Polish. There was barely a significant European clash of arms in which the Poles had not been present. Zbigniew was boastful of the Poles’ critical role in keeping the Ottomans from the gates of Vienna in 1683.

On weekends they would take chauffeured road trips to Saxon castles, medieval churches, and mountain retreats. One time the family visited Martin Luther’s hometown of Eisleben, which was also where the Protestant revolutionary had died. They toured his final residence. “There is an air of rigidness, a harsh way of life, devoid of warmth, sustained by a bare minimum. A spartan environment that feels more like a grave than a home,” Leonia wrote.19 She often described German women as drab and dowdy. It was different back home. For a time in the 1920s and the early 1930s, Warsaw was a growing international city. It boasted sixty cinemas, a revolving dance floor, and art deco buildings to rival Berlin’s.20 “We returned from Warsaw. There was a lot of joy and clamor, admiration for my appearance.”21 On another visit: “It was so nice in Warsaw, so giddy. Time flew by so quickly, each day held so many pleasures…. Good plays, great artists, a cheerful atmosphere, crowded cafés, pretty, well-dressed women, beautiful furs, music playing.”22 The sparkling urbanity and optimism of interwar Warsaw are a forgotten moment in modern European history. To the young Zbigniew and his mother, Warsaw was the epitome of metropolitan glamour.

But Leonia’s mood and her judgments about time and place could also be fickle. Shortly before they returned to Warsaw, Tadeusz was the guest of honor at the unveiling of a statue of Chopin. As an emissary for Poland, Tadeusz was also a champion of Polish culture. He had been alerted to a trove of hitherto unknown Chopin scores in a private collector’s basement that he reclaimed for his country. “One must appreciate the lengths to which the Germans went to accommodate and honor us,” she wrote. “I thank Our Lady for all these bright days, months, and years that we spent here. Farewell, Leipzig, maybe I’ll come and see you again one day, head your way with joy, because I had it very good here.”23 Leonia’s mood swings could be dramatic. Zbigniew’s relationship with his magnetic, often drama-prone, mother was never placid. Many children love to be smothered. Not Zbigniew, who saw himself as his father’s son. Tadeusz was outshone at home by Leonia. His manners were courtly and self-effacing; Leonia’s vivacity brooked no competition. Long after he moved to Canada, people spoke of Tadeusz as though he were a refugee from a different century: he would still kiss women’s hands. He always seemed primed with the right word or gentle witticism. His thirst for history was deep, his memory encyclopedic.

As a public figure, Brzeziński senior set the tone for Zbigniew’s ambitions. He also passed on a deep sensitivity about Poland’s place in the world. The Brzeziński family’s lodestar was Marshal Piłsudski. More distant Polish figures also loomed large. Of them Tadeusz Kościuszko, a Polish general who had fought with the American rebels against the British in the Revolutionary War and whose statue faces the White House from Lafayette Park, was prominent. The celebrity among Europeans in the revolutionary army was the Marquis de Lafayette. But Lafayette’s potency was bolstered by the arrival of a French fleet. Kościuszko, who had fortified the encampment at West Point and befriended Thomas Jefferson, came unaccompanied. Some military historians believe that his individual contribution to the war was greater than Lafayette’s. Kościuszko disapproved as much of slavery on one side of the Atlantic as he did serfdom and anti-Jewish discrimination on the other. “He is as pure a son of liberty as I have ever known,” said Jefferson.24 Brzezinski grew up hearing stories of Kościuszko. Another Polish revolutionary was Casimir Pulaski, who became a general in the Continental Army and helped save George Washington from capture by the British. Those were the heroes of Brzezinski’s childhood. After returning home from America’s revolutionary wars, Kościuszko took up arms against Empress Catherine the Great’s Imperial Russian Army. His return coincided with Poland’s last brief flourish as a nation. Following Poland’s promulgation of a modern constitution in 1791—only the second written constitution in history, just four years after America’s—the country was partitioned between czarist Russia, the kingdom of Prussia, and the Austrian Empire. By 1795, Poland had been extinguished. In another secret protocol, Poland’s three new imperial rulers agreed to stamp out the Polish nation for good. Prussia’s Frederick the Great described the Poles as “slovenly trash” and likened what he saw as their deserved cultural fate to that of America’s Iroquois. It would be hard to grow up hearing such stories and not be keen on national liberty.

Cavalry charges and triumphant battles populated Zbigniew’s childhood imagination. As he grew older, he developed a historical sense of Polish civilization. Many of the storied Poles of his upbringing had made their name elsewhere: Chopin in France; the novelist Joseph Conrad in Great Britain; the renowned scientist Marie Curie in France; the great astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus in Prussia; the Polish revolutionaries fighting for America and in Napoleon’s armies; and the flower of Poland’s intelligentsia in every European capital. His nationalist inclinations were molded by the more inclusive idea of Poland popularized by Piłsudski and supported by Tadeusz. In the 1930s, Piłsudski’s vision was increasingly supplanted in Poland by a more nativist politics that made second-class citizens of Jews and other minorities within its borders, notably Ukrainians and Belorussians. Piłsudski’s so-called Promethean League envisioned Poland as the largest player in a multinational group of smaller Eastern European nations that together would be large enough to resist the squeeze of Germany to their west and Russia to their east—the country’s eternal vulnerability. It would include all the former peoples ruled by czarist Russia from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Caspian and Black Seas in the south. During the Second World War, Tadeusz hosted talks in Montreal between Czechoslovak and Polish leaders to form a Polish-Czech union after the war. His initiative collapsed in 1941 when Czechoslovakia joined cause with the Soviets after Hitler ended the Nazi-Soviet Pact. Tadeusz’s Prometheism lived on through Zbigniew.

The family’s return to Warsaw in 1935 was not the joyous homecoming for which Leonia had yearned. Warsaw seemed less prosperous and carefree. Its politics were curdling. The economic situation was deteriorating. There were periodic air raid drills in a reminder of the darkening clouds around Poland. Leonia’s father, Leon, died alone in his apartment when the family was on a brief sojourn in Italy. Her only sister, Marylka, left Poland for good with her family by boat to New York in 1936. Perhaps worst in terms of emotional shock was the death of Piłsudski. Zbigniew was among the crowds who watched the procession of the marshal’s coffin through the streets of Warsaw before it was taken by train to the ancient royal seat of Kraków. Brzezinski never forgot that moment. “Józef Piłsudski died the day before yesterday!”25 Leonia wrote in April 1935. “Tears stream down the face. The heart breaks at the thought of you no longer being there in Belvedere [the presidential palace]. Dead silence enshrouds Poland, eyes look on in trepidation about what comes next…. I did not know you, Marshal, but I felt your presence; wherever our home was, you were there. Thanks to you I was able to live through the most beautiful chapter in Poland’s history…. I will teach and raise my sons to be yours forever.”

To compound the gloom, Tadeusz would be leaving Warsaw soon. The following year, he took up his new role in the Soviet Ukrainian city of Kharkiv. Given the peril of the USSR’s turmoil and his family’s Polishness, Tadeusz deemed his third major posting unsuitable for the family. His stint in Kharkiv came three years after Stalin had engineered the tragedy of Ukraine’s Holodomor, the great famine of the early 1930s caused by the brutal collectivization of Soviet agriculture. It had taken 3 million lives. Tadeusz’s posting also coincided with Stalin’s pitiless Moscow show trials. Though only eight hundred miles apart, Kharkiv was a world removed from interbellum Warsaw, where Tadeusz had left his family. While Leonia was raising their sons in haut-bourgeois Varsovian comfort, Tadeusz’s tense circumstances in Kharkiv shifted arbitrarily from one day to the next. Without warning, the Polish diplomat’s Soviet acquaintances would vanish following a midnight knock from the secret police. The Polish diplomat learned to restrict his interactions for fear of endangering those with whom he came into contact. The only light note was that Leonia, on her sole visit to Kharkiv, adopted a stray purebred Polish shepherd dog that she noticed wandering around the Polish compound. The children had stayed behind with their grandmother in Przemysl.

Tadeusz’s posting lasted just eighteen months. But he would experience his leaves of absence in Warsaw as almost literal decompressions. On his visits home, he would tell Zbigniew dark tales of what he believed was Stalin’s deliberate destruction of Ukraine. Both father and son adhered to Piłsudski’s view that without an independent Ukraine, Poland could not survive for long. The linked fate of Poland and Ukraine was both an axiom of faith and an astute historical observation. Tadeusz’s spell in Kharkiv came during a rare point in history when the stories of Poland and the then Soviet republic of Ukraine sharply diverged. Never fixed for long, the line between Poland and Ukraine would shift a couple of hundred miles west or a couple of degrees east every few decades—never more so than during in the twentieth century. During the interwar years, the previously Habsburg-ruled city of Lviv, which the Poles call Lwów and which was the metropolis of Tadeusz’s youth, was in Poland. About a hundred miles to Lviv’s east, millions of Soviet Ukrainians were entombed in a merciless new world that Tadeusz was trying to comprehend.

Interwar Poland, by contrast, was a vibrant young nation that for the majority of its short existence could claim to be a democracy of sorts. Yet the Poland of the mid- to late 1930s was noticeably less tolerant and its democracy less stable than the one in which Leonia and Tadeusz had come of age. Though still young, Poland was increasingly insecure. To one side lay the increasingly militaristic Nazi Germany; to the other a revolutionary Soviet Union, which was itching to strangle Poland’s alleged reactionary imperialism in its cradle. The young country’s supposed friends in London and Paris seemed too distracted and half-hearted to act as an effective counterbalance. Poland felt increasingly alone and ignored. During Poland’s battle against the Red Army, trade unions in Britain had boycotted shipments to Warsaw with their Bolshevik-inspired “hands off Russia” campaign. With the exception of Churchill, the British Right did not take Poland seriously. In the early 1930s, Poland signed nonaggression pacts with both the USSR and Germany.

From 1934, Poland started to treat visiting Nazi dignitaries like royalty. Hermann Göring, the Third Reich’s air minister, would go on annual hunts of wolves and bears in Poland, accompanied by senior Polish generals. In 1936, the Polish government received Goebbels with full state honors—an event that would have been inconceivable when Piłsudski was alive. Demonstrations by the Polish National Democracy (ND), the anti-Semitic nationalist party, were becoming more frequent. It was not the Poland of Tadeusz’s hopes. When he saw a group of ND street thugs harassing Jews, he charged at them with his walking cane.26 They were chanting: “Warsaw and Krakow to the Poles! Let the Jewish pigs go live in Palestine.” Zbigniew, who was by Tadeusz’s side, never forgot his father’s rage at those youths. Though the Brzezińskis had no close Jewish friends, their idea of Poland was the same as Piłsudski’s. Piłsudski had dreamed of a multiethnic federation in which Polish Jews played a full part. A 1928 political cartoon entitled “How the Right Sees the Government of Marshal Piłsudski” depicted the country’s leader as an Orthodox Jew enjoying challah and gefilte fish while reading a Yiddish newspaper by the light of a menorah.27 When Piłsudski died, Polish Jews mourned. They also felt dread.

The country’s waning prospects echoed in strange ways the growing misfortunes of the Brzeziński family. Though the boys had adjusted comfortably to school in Warsaw, each fitted out in blazer and badged cap, both Zbigniew and Adam were struck with polio at the start of their second academic year. They spent touch-and-go weeks in intensive care. For a terrifying few weeks, during which Leonia never left their hospital room, their lives were in question. They pulled through. Adam was hit far more severely than his older brother. He caught meningitis and was nearly paralyzed. For months after Zbigniew had recovered, Leonia kept vigil day and night by Adam’s bed. The disease was frequently lethal. “I no longer know a world outside my poor sons’ room,” she wrote after they had been discharged from the hospital. “We did all we could for the boys, got the best doctors—but I believe from the bottom of my heart that it was Our Lady who saved them.”28

For most of the Brzezińskis’ last two years in Warsaw, their lives revolved around the boys’ convalescence. After six months, Adam still could not walk. Zbigniew was shaky but mobile. Leonia took them to Polish spa towns for mud and salt treatments. Life was one medical consultation after another. From orthotic fittings to galvanization and therapeutic massages, with long spells in military hospitals, their routines were grimly medical. Zbigniew still wore braces when he crossed the Atlantic. Adam never fully recovered. As Zbigniew regained his mobility, his mother’s attention was monopolized by Adam. Zbigniew’s days were increasingly unsupervised. He joined the neighborhood Boy Scouts, a key plank in any young Polish boy’s patriotic education. Most of his peers would play an important role in the Polish Home Army’s resistance during the Second World War. Many of them died. Zbigniew adored the uniform, the parades, and the camaraderie.

With his father in the USSR and his mother at Adam’s side in various hospitals and sanatoria, Zbigniew tasted independence young. He was free to roam the streets of Warsaw. He knew the back alleys. Decades later, he would show first-time visitors around Warsaw as if he had never been away. He also buried himself in books. He loved to watch Warsaw’s grand military parades, notably those on May 3, which commemorated the day the 1791 constitution had been adopted, and November 11, when the Second Republic was launched in 1918. “Like many people of my generation I had great confidence in its [the Polish Army’s] military capabilities,”29 Brzezinski said towards the end of this life. He was also becoming aware of the world outside his corner of Europe.

Zbigniew’s first cousin Andrzej Roman, who would become his closest lifelong friend (and after the war Zbigniew’s “eyes and ears” in Poland), recalled an eight-year-old Zbigniew who bore the clear imprint of his adult persona.30 “The war in Spain had just broken out,” he said. “We were supposed to play at war in Krucza Street [not far from the Warsaw castle in the ancient part of the capital], where his parents lived. So I said, ‘Fine, let’s play at war in Spain, and I’ll play General Franco—pronounced the Polish way with a tz that sounded like Franzo.’ Zbigniew answered with a grin. ‘That’s fine by me. I’ll be General Franco (pronounced correctly with a hard c).’ The conversation stuck in my memory. I had the impression that he had an advantage over me. He knew how to pronounce the name of the nationalist leader in Spain.” Zbigniew still needed frequent therapy for his polio. He regained comfortable use of his legs only later in Canada, though never enough to play ice hockey, its national sport. In Warsaw, he channeled his energy into his studies. Reading became a passion. The gap between Zbigniew and Adam would only grow.

Leonia increasingly craved a new life. It is unclear whether Tadeusz lobbied his superiors for his next posting in Canada and, if so, whether it was on medical grounds or because he wished to take his family out of harm’s way. Both motivations pointed across the Atlantic. Since at least 1936, when Hitler had reoccupied the Rhineland, the sense of impending war had been tangible to any sentient European—still more so to a Pole with as keen a political antenna as Tadeusz. But Leonia was agitating for her family to move. “Life in Warsaw is drab, the people are worn out, they’re complaining, pessimism pervades the city,” she wrote. “Poor material conditions make life dull, devoid of ambition, people live their lives with no tomorrow, aimless and empty…. I’m sick of this life. I’m suffocating in these rooms.”31

By late 1937, the Brzeziński family’s luck had begun to turn. Tadeusz had returned from Kharkiv with the dog, who in Canada became known as “Johnny.” Leonia was also pregnant with a fourth child, it seems unexpectedly. She gave thanks to the Virgin Mary for her good fortune. Leszek was born in a Warsaw hospital in March 1938. “He’s big, wonderful, adorable!” she wrote. “The birth went well, with God’s help no complications.”32 Leonia hired a jolly nursemaid named Lidia. The biggest development, however, was news of their impending departure for Canada. At a critical moment in Poland’s story, Leonia’s prayers were starting to be answered. Among the benefits of moving to Montreal would be access to the availability of the newest medical treatments for Adam’s polio.

The European storm of which Churchill had warned was gathering. Yet the Brzezińskis could not have known that they were leaving Poland for good. They set sail on October 12 on MS Batory, one of two ships of the Gdynia America Line that embarked from Poland’s Baltic coast. The recently built port of Gdynia was considered an infrastructural jewel of Poland’s Second Republic. Though less than twenty miles from the larger Polish harbor of Gdańsk, the new port gave Poland insurance against Germany’s revanchist claims on the older port, which they called Danzig and which had been declared an “open city” in the Treaty of Versailles.

The Brzezińskis embarked on their Atlantic crossing just two weeks after Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, and his French counterpart, Édouard Daladier, ceded Czechoslovakia’s German-speaking province of the Sudetenland to Hitler at their infamous last-ditch conference in Munich. Hitler’s Panzer divisions completed the Sudetenland occupation two days before the Brzezińskis sailed for the United States. Shortly before Munich, Churchill said, “We seem to be very near the bleak choice between War and Shame. My feeling is that we shall choose Shame, and then have War thrown in a little later on even more adverse terms than at present.”33 The following March, Hitler broke his Munich pledge and annexed the rest of Czechoslovakia. Poland was evidently next on his list, which finally prompted Great Britain to guarantee Poland’s security (France had already done so). By that time, the Brzezińskis had safely relocated to Montreal.

A few weeks before they left Poland, Leonia wrote, “Change is coming to our lives; I’m entering the second epoch of my life. I’m writing this down for posterity so that my sons may read it one day…. My dear sons, do you comprehend how far away we are going—to a new hemisphere!” Their Atlantic journey was a memorable one of raging storms, grand dinners at the captain’s table, games of lotto, ballroom dances, and long spells on deck staring at the ocean. None of them had ever taken a journey by sea. The Brzeziński party amounted to ten: two parents, four boys, a nursemaid, a tutor, a nanny, and a dog. Along with MS Piłsudski, which they passed mid-Atlantic, the Batory was the pride of Poland’s civilian maritime fleet. The boys were assigned cabins 2 and 4, which indicates the family’s high social ranking. The 480-foot Batory had a capacity of 796 passengers. Of those, 46—the Brzezińskis among them—were in first class.

The Batory docked for a few hours in Copenhagen on the second day. Polish friends met the Brzezińskis at the port and gave them a brief motor tour of the city. Leonia also bought a modern stroller for Leszek. At a restaurant in Copenhagen in the mid-1970s—the first time he returned to Denmark’s capital—Zbigniew Brzezinski related to his fellow diners with uncharacteristic emotion his memory of seeing Denmark’s famous statue of the Little Mermaid. Seventy-four years later, the eighty-four-year-old Brzezinski returned to Gdynia for the first time since the family had set out in 1938. There were tears in his eyes. He remembered that as the ship set sail, he tried to extract a vow from his father that they would return to Poland the next summer. Though that paternal vow was not forthcoming, “I felt certain that I would go back to Poland soon.”34 His next visit to Warsaw took place in 1957. In 2015, he opened Poland’s Emigration Museum in Gdynia. There is a plaque on its quayside commemorating the start of the family’s 1938 journey across the ocean.

The Atlantic Ocean felt rough that autumn, though the ship’s officers assured the Brzezińskis that it was behaving normally. The family spent much of the twelve-day crossing vomiting in their cabins. They were all maritime novices. Leonia’s awe at the ocean’s power was more than enough to bring out her faith: “You are too formidable, too vehement by nature; your frothing furious crests inspire fear, humility, draw words of prayer from the lips—oh, God, how great and unfathomable is your might.”35 One placid afternoon, Adam managed to go to the upper deck and stand on his own feet without falling, meriting additional gratitude to Our Lady—though he also spent much of the journey throwing up. Only Tadeusz was unaffected by the Atlantic surges. Zbigniew could not stay below for long. He ran around deck with a pair of binoculars in hand, scanning the waters and classifying the maritime flags on the ships that he spotted.

The Brzezińskis’ first sight of dry land in the Western Hemisphere was of Halifax, the capital of Canada’s Nova Scotia province. It was bathed in autumn hues. They docked there for a few hours, toured the small city by taxi, and offered brief prayers in Halifax’s cathedral. The last leg of their journey was to New York, where they would disembark and catch a night train to Montreal. In spite of Zbigniew’s fond hopes, Leonia knew it was a decisive break in their lives; it would be no mere sojourn. Early into their passage, she had written, “We’re off in pursuit of new joys, new graces from God, we’re beginning what feels like another life. After all, our forefathers also dreamed of America.”36

On October 24, their new existence began after MS Batory steamed into New York Harbor. Zbigniew was neither huddled nor hungry. Like his mother, he was impeccably dressed. Yet like countless masses before him—among them the fifteen-year-old Heinz Kissinger, a German Jewish refugee who had arrived in New York six weeks earlier—Zbigniew had his first glimpse of the Statue of Liberty. The ten-year-old spoke no English. He had no idea that his stint in the New World would be for life.






2 Between Two Worlds


In Newman House School’s 1939–40 annual yearbook, the boys were asked to pick one subject on which they regarded themselves as an authority. The exercise was supposed to be lighthearted. John Graham said, “Arriving late”; Patrick Dunlop put down “Everything”; George Hemming said, “Movies”; Garrick Willcox said, “Grandmothers”; Adam Brzezinski went for “Romance”; and Collin Quinn simply entered his home address. Zbigniew Brzezinski put “European affairs.”1 He was not jesting. His personal diary, a habit he had started on his first day in Montreal and would continue intermittently for decades, soon turned into a chronicle of distressing events across the Atlantic. Happenings at the Brzezinski home merited the occasional entry. Canadian politics did not. The United States barely featured. The young Pole was obsessed with what was going on in Europe. In the following year’s yearbook, next to the other entries—“Hollywood,” “Eating,” “Telling tales,” and “Yawning”—Zbigniew wrote “Europe (foreign affairs).” Not speaking a word of English, the ten-year-old might have taken a while to acclimatize to the eccentric humor of the privileged classes in what then was often called British North America. In their first year, the Brzezinski brothers were the only non-Anglos in their Montreal prep school. But that explains little. Adam got the joke, and at the end of the year Zbigniew came in at the top of his class. He also won first prizes in religion (catechism) and Canadian history. At the end of his second academic year, he won the senior prize for English and the schoolwide prize for literature. By the close of his third, during the course of which Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, the rest of the world suddenly became interesting to him.

Heading up Poland’s consular mission in Montreal was both a career demotion for Tadeusz and a gift. Had he been in Warsaw a year later when the Germans occupied the country, he would almost certainly have been executed. If he had slipped through the German net, the Soviets would have seen him as a target. But his new role in Canada was not a trivial one, either. Polish arrivals had surged in the previous two decades, particularly after the US Immigration Act of 1924, which had virtually shut off the flow of Catholics and Jews to America. Many of Poland’s recent arrivals were from Tadeusz’s native Eastern Galicia, one of the poorest areas of the former Habsburg Empire, which in Vienna had been derisively known as “half Asia.” A lot of Polish immigrants headed west to set up prairie farms in Alberta and Saskatchewan. Montreal also had an expanding Polish community. Since Poland had no ambassador in Ottawa, Tadeusz’s visibility was higher than it might otherwise have been. When the Brzezinskis’ train rolled in to Montreal’s Gare Centrale, a large welcoming party awaited them. In addition to Polish officials—the consular staff, the rectors of local parishes, representatives of various Polish Canadian groups—the mayor of Montreal and the regional director of the Canadian National Railway were at the head of the reception committee. The Brzezinskis already felt like somebodies in Montreal. To Leonia, the bliss was instant. They were being welcomed to Elysium.

Their first impressions were of Canada’s scale and beauty. “I admired its lovely landscape from the train window all morning,” wrote Zbigniew.2 “Forests and mountains can be seen in the distance.” Like any other recent European arrivals in a big North American city, they were also struck by Montreal’s wide avenues, the size of the houses, the public parks that stretched for miles, and the grand bridges straddling the great Saint Lawrence River that crosses the city. The Brzezinskis chose to live in Montreal’s upholstered enclave of Westmount, the city’s wealthiest anglophone neighborhood on one of the three peaks of Mount Royal (Mont Royal in French) from which the city derives its name. At about seven hundred feet above sea level, Westmount commands a sweeping view of the city below. Leonia felt reassured by the giant crucifix at its summit and the Catholic churches below them, including the celebrated Saint Joseph’s Oratory. On alternating Sundays they went to a Polish church for Mass. Their temporary first house was much to her liking with its ash gray dining room in Louis XV style, the mahogany-fitted master bedroom, and a grand piano that she put to frequent use. Though she disapproved of their locally hired cook, Julia, who was “devoid of life and spirit,” and their Polish Canadian housemaid, Sonia, who was “a simple woman, without any substance,” their first ten months were a happy time.3 The boys’ Polish tutor, Józef Górzyński, kept the three older boys company and their Polish language up to scratch. They crammed separate English-language tutorials. Since they had arrived after the start of the 1938 academic year, their first few months were largely in Józef’s hands. Meanwhile, the baby of the household, Lech, was attached to Lidia, his Polish nursemaid. In spring 1939, the Brzezinskis moved into their permanent residence at 60 Saint Sulpice Road, which was even higher up the mountain and much larger. It had twelve spacious rooms and a sweeping terrace that ran onto a fecund garden providing a “beyond lovely” view of the city. Their new life would begin among notable people in rarefied air; it was a perfect setting for the boys to take the dog on walks without worrying their parents. Zbigniew spent a lot of time on his bike spinning down the steep hill on Mount Pleasant Avenue, hoping a prospective girlfriend would catch a glimpse.4 He and his younger brother also spent long afternoons washing and polishing the family’s new black 107-horsepower Buick. On Zbigniew’s eleventh birthday, his mother gave him a necktie and leather gloves. From his father he received a rifle.

The social highlight of Leonia’s early months was the royal visit of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, the first time a reigning British monarch had set foot on Canadian soil. George was also the first British sovereign to visit the United States. The royal tour began on May 16, 1939, in Montreal, the opening leg of their monthlong progress. The Brzezinski parents were invited to the state banquet at the Windsor Hotel, the city’s finest, where the royal party was staying. Though Montreal was a French-speaking city with early hints of what would later become separatist inclinations, Montrealers turned out en masse for the spectacle and decorated its avenues with Union Jacks. Many collapsed from heat and exhaustion. Sixty-four children were separated from their parents during the parade. Canada’s linguistic fault line was comically highlighted by the royal toast of Montreal’s mayor, Camillien Houde, who said, “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for coming. My wife here thanks you from her bottom too.”5 The Brzezinski boys watched the festivities from the balcony of a Polish family’s downtown apartment. Their parents overlooked no detail in their sartorial preparations. Tadeusz’s tailcoat was bedecked with his Polish military medals. Leonia wore a white gown of silver lamé with a train and coral roses; pearls cascaded from her neck and ears. On her feet were dappled evening slippers. She also wore her cherished sable furs. She fell under the spell of Elizabeth, who radiated “warmth, femininity and some indescribable aura of kindness.” Postwar Canadians would look back on that royal visit as the last sparkle of a closing era. Leonia did, too. “As I looked at you, Gracious King and Charming Queen, I wondered whether I would ever see you again…. It was a wonderful evening—one of the loveliest of my life!”6 Leonia was in her element.

The only jolt to their almost dreamlike new life was the “electrifying” news in March 1939 that Hitler’s army had occupied Prague, which Zbigniew recorded in his diary. Having been abandoned by Great Britain and France the previous year, the Czechs submitted to the Germans without a shot. Zbigniew’s respect for the Czechs dropped. “Oh, Hitler!” wrote Leonia. “If not for you, it would be peaceful here on earth, but you poison everything.”7 Then in June, the boys’ fondly regarded tutor had to take a boat back to Poland because he did not speak good enough English or French to qualify for a job. Leonia felt sorry for the young man, who wanted to stay. Fate had not been Józef’s friend. For the most part, the family was so preoccupied with weekend trips to the lakes and peaks of Quebec’s Laurentian Mountains, to the big tourist spots such as Niagara Falls in Ontario, where they crossed the bridge to the United States, and to other destinations (beaver farms, indigenous Canadian settlements, and so on) that they had little time to worry about the ominous rumblings from Europe. They regularly took train trips to New York, where Leonia’s sister, Marylka, had settled. Leonia was titillated by a cabaret in the “negro district of Harlem” that “made the men blush.”8 The family was still in awe of the skyscrapers, the novelty of ice cream, the railroads that ran above the streets, and the American women, who “drink heavily and dance in a vulgar manner.” Quebec’s densely wooded mountains and plunging verdant ravines reminded them of Poland—with the important difference that Canada’s natural splendor was reachable via smooth asphalt with convenient roadside stations. “I was thinking about you, my beloved parents, my father, my mother. Do you know how beautiful this place is, can you see it from up above? Can you see the comfortable lives people have here?”9

On September 1, the Brzezinskis’ newfound serenity was shattered. Twelve days before the boys started at their new school, Newman House, Hitler invaded Poland. The Second World War had begun. From then on, no distraction—not sports, friendships, girls, or even family—could rival Zbigniew’s obsession with the war. “Today at four o’clock [in the morning], the Germans entered Poland,” he wrote in his diary.10 “I hope we send the Krauts packing. Battles are under way in Gdańsk, Pomerania, and Silesia.” Hitler announced that the invasion was retaliatory after an SS unit staged a false-flag Polish attack on a German radio station. Though the fighting was often intense and Polish forces killed up to twenty thousand German soldiers—the only heavy losses sustained by the Third Reich in the first year of war—they were no match for Hitler’s combined air and ground motorized units, which included two thousand tanks supported by around eleven hundred German planes—the dreaded Luftwaffe and its Stuka dive-bombers. A new term, Blitzkrieg, entered the English language. Seventeen days after the Germans attacked, the Red Army swept into Poland from the east. By the end of September, Warsaw surrendered to German forces.

In those horrific few weeks, the world—and the Brzezinskis—was given a bloody foretaste of the new age of total war. Tadeusz had been able to tune in to Radio Warsaw. He and Zbigniew listened to it every evening. After Warsaw fell, the station managed to stay on the air for several days. Every thirty minutes during those first weeks of the war, the station would broadcast the first eleven notes of a Chopin polonaise followed by silence. Then one evening, Chopin was replaced by the opening chords of “Deutschland über Alles.” The Brzezinskis felt Chopin’s disappearance from the airwaves like the death of a close relative: it was as tangible a note of darkness as any other news. On October 15, Poland’s Second Republic came to an end. There were more than 2 million German and Soviet troops on Polish soil—roughly one occupying soldier for every seventeen Poles. The Soviets rounded up as many members of the Polish intelligentsia as they could—mostly in the Polish reserve units—and sent them off to prison camps near Smolensk or on cattle trains to Kazakhstan and Siberia. Many of them were Tadeusz’s peers. The family lost count of how many friends and acquaintances vanished or died. Millions more were to follow. Priests were deported. Whole echelons of the Polish nobility were executed. Though the Soviets sorted their victims by social rank rather than race, their methods were almost as brutal as the Nazis.

The Germans made no distinction between civilians and enemy soldiers. Piles of corpses littered the streets of Warsaw, which German planes bombarded day and night. In that brief hell of Soviet-Nazi partition, roughly two hundred thousand Polish civilians were killed in the fighting, in civilian-targeted bombing, and in the explicit program of ethnic cleansing. Hitler’s goal was to create Lebensraum, or living space, for ethnic Germans. His roving Einsatzgruppen, the units whose job was to eliminate the Reich’s racial enemies, set up hundreds of execution sites in German-occupied Poland. Both Slavs and Jews were classified by Hitler as Untermenschen—subhumans. The cramped Warsaw Ghetto, which at its peak housed 460,000 Jews, with an average of almost ten people per room, was created by the Nazis a year later. Though France and Britain declared war on Germany on September 3, they could do little to help the Poles. Canada joined the war a week later. Hitler intended his three-pronged pincer operation to awe the world with an exhibition of modern warfare. The psychological impact of Poland’s lightning-fast partition was stunning.

All the Brzezinskis could do was sit there each night impotently digesting the crescendo of news about the infernos that were consuming their homeland. In the opening nightmare of Poland’s occupation, they had no way of knowing whether their various siblings, cousins, aunts, and friends had survived the initial onslaught. They were benumbed by scarcely believable reports of Varsovians leaving their city by foot or on horse-drawn carts, only to be engulfed on the road “in viperous flame” by the diabolical Stukas.11 There were daily fresh horrors of burned-out hospitals, massacred families, and villages put to the torch. “This morning Warsaw capitulated after a heroic two-week defense. Dreadful!” wrote Brzezinski.12 His mother wrote, “Accursed Hitler, there are no words in the human language to describe you. You will be cursed not only by our people but by your own kin as well…. You will pay, monstrous deviant, for the suffering of our children, husbands, and brothers, with eternal torment.”13 Leonia also made some choice observations about Poland’s fleeing government, a large chunk of which reached safety in France to set up a government in exile. News trickled through that the vehicle in which the wife of Józef Beck, Poland’s foreign minister, made her escape was so laden with her infamous collections of hats and dogs that she had no room to pick up any children from Warsaw’s swelling ranks of orphans. Reports of the flight of Poland’s elite brought out Leonia’s latent contempt for Poland’s supine pre-war government. Poles had not forgotten the red carpet that had so often been laid out for Air Marshal Göring, Goebbels, and others, on their annual Polish hunting excursions. “You, Minister of Foreign Affairs, trusted the Germans. [You] welcomed all kinds of vermin into our midst so they could hunt and gorge themselves, bringing spies with them—you are to blame, too weak was your brain, too strong your hubris.”14

Between September and Christmas 1939, Zbigniew’s sole mention of his new school was “We were a bit scared at first, but not anymore.” Most of his other entries were about the fate of what remained of Poland’s army. Much of his information came from the Polska Agencja Telegraficzna, which produced a digest of Polish news that Tadeusz brought home from the consulate each night. He submitted himself to nightly cross-examinations by Zbigniew. The Brzezinski home also became the social headquarters of Polish émigrés living in Montreal and a stream of visiting Polish officials who had made it out in time. Any news, particularly about people they knew, was swapped and disseminated, however scrappy or secondhand. Their only topic was Poland.

Polish forces were supposed to retreat via Ukraine to the so-called Romanian bridgehead. But the general staff’s exit plan had not accounted for the arrival of the Soviet army from the other direction—the Molotov-Ribbentrop protocol on Poland’s partition having been kept secret. Roughly 120,000 Polish soldiers nevertheless made it to neutral Romania and Hungary and found their way first to France and then to Britain. In November, German U-boats torpedoed MS Piłsudski, which the Brzezinskis’ liner, MS Batory, had passed on their way to New York a year earlier. “You were sailing so boldly, playing music, giving us heart—and now you lie on the bottom of the ocean floor,” Leonia wrote.15 The shock and heartbreak at what was happening to Poland never let up. Yet the Brzezinskis’ lives went on. At Christmas, which they celebrated with several local Polish families, they treated guests to their first turkey dinner, though the occasion passed joylessly and “with quietly aching hearts.”16 Zbigniew went dressed in a white suit and cravat. At eleven, he was straining to be treated as a grown-up. He craved to be part of the grim adult discourse. The night before, the family had attended Christmas Mass, making it to bed only at 3:00 a.m.

Both Zbigniew and Adam were making rapid progress at school and conversing in English. Jurek was attending French night school and taking tutorials in English. Zbigniew had made an almost full recovery from polio and played center back on the school’s soccer team. It is not hard to divine where Zbigniew’s thoughts belonged. In the school’s yearbook, he wrote two essays, one a nine-hundred-word breeze through Poland’s history, starting with its conversion to Christianity in 966 and ending with its occupation by the Soviets and Germans the previous autumn. “As in the past, Poland believes in the final victory of justice and right and in the reconstruction of the State, even stronger and better than before,” he concluded.17 His other was a shorter work of fiction called “The Siege of Berlin, 19—?” In the story, Zbigniew is the commander of ten Polish divisions that encircle Berlin and carry out revenge for what the Germans did to Warsaw. “After ten days of constant gunfire, they wanted to speak with me. I refused because I wanted to make Berlin a pile of ruins,” Zbigniew wrote. The Germans ran up a white flag and “our soldiers hanged Hitler and Göring.” General Brzezinski nevertheless ordered that Berlin be reduced to rubble.

Still barely able to walk, Adam went under the surgeon’s knife in June 1940 at the Sacré-Coeur Hospital in the Cartierville neighborhood of Montreal. He awoke from the operation yelling in agony and tearing at his leg plasters. The procedure turned out to be only a partial success. Adam would never regain full mobility. Zbigniew, meanwhile, was taking proverbial strides. Later that same month, with Adam still in the hospital, Zbigniew was packed off for five weeks at Camp Kinkora, a boys’ summer resort seventy miles west of Montreal in the Laurentian foothills. Accompanied by his newly acquired friends from school, Wilson and Kevin, he was given the parental wave-off on his first stint away from home. For five weeks he almost forgot that the war existed. He learned how to swim and befriended four Polish refugees, three of whom would join Newman House the next year. Their father, Kazimierz Sosnkowski, was a senior Polish general who in 1943 would be appointed the commander of Poland’s forces in exile. Prior to Zbigniew’s summer spell of games, wholesome exercise, and new friendships, his diary and that of his mother had tracked the increasingly grim reports from the widening war in Europe: Hitler’s lightning Blitzkrieg across the Low Countries, the shockingly rapid fall of France, the start of the Battle of Britain, and the bedraggled Polish Army’s circuitous escape into the ever-shrinking bits of Europe not yet covered by Germany’s Panzers.

Zbigniew’s mind rarely strayed from the world war. Here is a typical diary entry: “Parents got into a car accident this morning. They are unharmed, but the car frame is broken. Also, the Italians took over Somalia.”18 In fact, Leonia’s abrasions from the accident, which was caused by a tire blowing out on a slippery road, confined her to bed for a week. Tadeusz was heavily bruised in the ribs and chest. Adam had dressing applied to his head wounds. But Zbigniew’s head belonged to Europe. He lived two lives. The first, which posed few obstacles, was his seemingly effortless enculturation into English-language schooling, and to Montreal’s francophone rhythms. It was an almost placid existence surrounded by loved ones and family retainers in Montreal’s sylvan upper reaches. The second, which resumed every evening and first thing in the morning, was when his mind inhabited Warsaw. He knew the names of the ruined buildings, the streets on which his friends had lived, the original whereabouts of aunts and cousins, yet little about their fates. Bits of news would drip in from the International Red Cross or from Poles fresh off the boat.

As the war progressed, Tadeusz’s time was increasingly devoted to the training of a Polish army in Canada and to coping with the rising flood of Polish war refugees. In June 1940, the Polish government in exile had moved to London as France was succumbing to the Blitzkrieg. Polish fighter pilots were playing a critical role—second only to the British—in the skies above England. The Polish airmen dubbed Britain “the island of last hope.” In Spitfires and Hurricanes, they engaged in dogfights with Messerschmitts as though they were defending their own homeland. “Had it not been for the magnificent material contributed by the Polish squadrons and their unsurpassed gallantry, I hesitate to say that the outcome of the Battle (of Britain) would have been the same,”19 wrote Sir Hugh Dowding, Britain’s air chief marshal, after the Battle of Britain had been won. Along with thousands of British women and children, the families of Polish leaders and soldiers were removed from harm’s way on Atlantic convoys to Canada. One such passenger ship contained a large cache of Polish national treasures from Warsaw’s royal castle. Its curators had the foresight to remove its most precious contents before the Germans could seize them. Tadeusz helped find safe storage for the treasures in Montreal and Ottawa.20 He also chose the site—at Owen Sound, Ontario, on the Canada-US border—of the Polish Army’s North American training camp. The support of the Polish war effort was being split between Britain and Canada. Among the early Polish military recruits to Owen Sound was Zbigniew’s half brother, Jurek. Until his enlistment, Jurek had been somewhat directionless.

Tadeusz was playing an ever larger role in diasporic Poland’s drive to regroup. He accompanied the big Polish names, including General Władysław Sikorski, who was both prime minister of the exiled Polish government and head of its army, on their visits to Canada. Sikorski was the face of Poland’s defiance. On his frequent stops in Montreal, the commander of the Polish army in Canada, General Bolesław Duch, developed an attachment to Zbigniew. “He was incredibly nice to me maybe because he has a son my age, whose name is also Zbigniew, back in Warsaw,” Zbigniew wrote.21 Duch did not know what had happened to his son. The general was astonished by Zbigniew’s grasp of military detail and his knowledge of what was happening in Poland. A visibly anxious Adam avoided eye contact with the general; he hated being quizzed by adults. He need not have worried; Zbigniew had commandeered the general’s attention. Duch gave Zbigniew a Parker fountain pen, which he treated with a kind of talismanic reverence. At Duch’s invitation, Zbigniew went alone for five days to Windsor as his guest. There he dined at the officer’s mess and studied Odsiecz, the weekly military paper that aimed to recruit soldiers from North America’s Polish diaspora. He also caught up with Jurek, who was getting ready to go to Scotland to complete his military training.

Leonia dreaded Jurek’s impending deployment and was haunted by fear over the fate of the Brzeziński and Roman families in Poland. The household received its first good news from Poland via telegram in February 1940, almost six months after the country had been occupied. “God! They’re alive!” she wrote.22 Tadeusz’s mother, and Leonia’s brother, nephew, and aunt, among others, had somehow emerged unscathed from the first onslaught. Both the aunt and Tadeusz’s mother passed away in the following months from natural causes. Leonia had tried to send money to her aunt via the Red Cross, but the man who had promised to carry out the transfer ran off with the cash. Leonia was also wracked with anxiety about the Brzezinskis’ financial situation. The Polish government in exile had almost no revenue to pay salaries. Much of their dwindling budget was spent on entertaining Polish VIPs. Leonia created a small cosmetics laboratory at home to make traditional Polish beauty lotions to sell to Canadians. Her company was called Lady Beauty Products. With no means to pay the domestic staff, Leonia had to let them go. She was also forced to sell her beloved sable furs to the wife of the Dutch consul. “Zbys [Zbigniew] had tears in his eyes. He said he wanted me to wear them for his wedding. But what can you do… as much as it pains me, it was a necessary sacrifice to put bread on the table.”23 Every now and then a letter would somehow make its way through from Poland. “The poor things are eking out a living, I can feel their poverty and sorrow, but it’s so hard for me to aid them. I have no money to send.”24

The only significant development at home was the municipal authority’s decision to destroy their pet dog, Johnny, whom Leonia had discovered years earlier in Kharkiv. Johnny had apparently been terrorizing the Westmount neighbors. “You are worse than jackals—curse Westmount, curse the police—the thug who dragged him away from me,” wrote Leonia.25 Zbigniew wrote, “The thrice damned police killed our Johnny. Our revenge will be terrible.”26



On June 22, 1941, Zbigniew recorded matter-of-factly that “Russia was attacked by Germany, Finland, Hungary, and Romania.” The Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact had ceased to exist. Operation Barbarossa—Hitler’s reckless bid to subjugate and enslave most of the rest of the Slavic world with a Blitzkrieg on Moscow—had begun. Though the young Brzezinski did not yet know it, the war dynamic in Europe had shifted. Much to its distaste, the Polish government in exile found itself in the unnatural position of being formally allied to the Soviet Union. As an ally of the British and its guest in London, the exiled government had no choice but to follow Churchill’s lead. On December 7, 1941, Zbigniew wrote with equal matter-of-factness, “Japan attacked the United States today.” More than three thousand miles away, on hearing news of Japan’s raid on Pearl Harbor, Churchill slept “the sleep of the saved” in the knowledge that the mighty United States would now be joining the war.27 Four days after what Roosevelt called Japan’s “dastardly act,” Germany and Italy declared war on the United States.

A week after that, Zbigniew picked up a clutch of academic prizes at the school’s Christmas awards. This time Adam was recognized, too. The accolades passed unremarked in Zbigniew’s diaries, which were replete with accounts of naval encounters in the Pacific. Leonia, in contrast, had given up commenting on the world outside. Pearl Harbor went unnoticed. “Music began to play as the boys walked in a row—Adaś looked lovely, smiling and well groomed, Zbys had a serious air about him. ‘Adam B 1st prize. Zbys B 1st prize’—both of them were called twice. I was very moved. Tears rolled down my face.”28 Though between them, they had swept the prizes, Zbigniew tersely noted that it had been a wonderful day. “I forgot to add that [Edward] Rydz-Śmigly [a Polish general] left Romania alongside a few officers.”

Though temporarily excelling at school, Adam’s physical woes had not abated. “Adaś has a waddling gait after all. My God, will he ever get to walk normally in his lifetime?”29 Leonia wondered. He became moody and hypersensitive, always conscious of the eyes of others. Zbigniew, meanwhile, was now a mainstay in the school’s soccer team. In the school yearbook’s group portrait, Zbigniew stands in the center, hands defiantly on hips, with sweptback blond locks. Alone among the boys, he is wearing a white blazer amid the blue jackets of the rest. The eye is drawn to his hawklike nose and piercing gaze. There is a hauteur about him. In the yearbook, he authored seven essays, four more than any other student. One was a biographical sketch of Józef Piłsudski, the late founder of Poland’s now-defunct Second Republic. There was a pen portrait of Bishop Lawrence Patrick Whelan, who had recently been installed as the auxiliary bishop of the Catholic diocese in Montreal; an essay on a visit to a fountain pen–making factory; a report entitled “Gentlemen in Battle Dress” about Canadian military deployments overseas; another exhorting Newman parents to invest in Victory Bonds, which would help speed the Allies to victory; a piece entitled “Polish Army Training in Canada”; and an update on “The Foreign Situation.” In the last, he noted, “On December 7 1941, Japan attacked treacherously the United States and Great Britain [sic]. As to the Russian front, Hitler’s objective to take Moscow before the coming of winter has not been achieved…. Whatever may happen, we remain patient and confident that the Germans will be defeated.” A clue to his prolific output is there on its opening page; he appears as editor of the yearbook. “Last year did not bring us victory, but the new one will certainly bring us nearer to it,” said the publication’s unsigned editorial. Zbigniew’s only personal disclosure amid his reams of bylined pieces was to mention his nineteen-year-old half brother, who had anglicized his name to George; he had arrived in Scotland and would soon be seeing combat. “I am very proud and at the same time jealous,” he wrote of Jurek’s recent deployment.30

Without having to move an inch, Zbigniew was getting a front-row seat on world events. In addition to the top brass and political leaders, the Brzezinskis hosted a stream of other notables for whom Montreal was often the first North American stop. Among them was Jan Karski, a stalwart of the Polish Underground who had been smuggled out of Poland in part to alert the allies to the Jewish Holocaust. As the home of Europe’s largest Jewish population, Poland was the country with the most prolific Nazi killing machines, with death camps in Auschwitz-Birkenau, Treblinka, Chelmno, Belzec, Sobibór, and Majdanek. In July 1943, Karski told President Franklin D. Roosevelt about the vast crime unfolding. The president suggested that Karski repeat his story to Felix Frankfurter, a Supreme Court justice and only the second Jew in US history to serve on the country’s highest court. Frankfurter refused to believe what Karski told him. “I didn’t say I didn’t believe him,” Frankfurter told the accompanying Polish ambassador, Jan Ciechanowski, who, unusually for such a position, was Jewish and who could not suppress his indignation at Frankfurter’s skepticism. “I said I cannot believe him.”31 Along with the US and British media, which had also been briefed, Washington seemed unable to comprehend the enormity of what Karski had laid out: the industrially processed industrial-grade murder of an entire population.

The Brzezinskis heard Karski’s story before Washington did. En route to DC, Karski stopped in Montreal, where he spent his first night on North American soil. He had been flown to Canada by the Royal Air Force. On his first night, Karski dined at the Brzezinski residence. Zbigniew thus heard Karski’s story before Roosevelt did. Decades later, Brzezinski said that his father had prompted the revelation by pressing Karski about the condition of Poland’s Jews. “And [Karski] simply said, ‘They are all being killed.’… ‘What do you mean they’re all being killed?’ [Karski replied,] ‘I’ve just said it. They’re all being killed.’ And my father said, ‘You mean children? And women? And old people?’… [Karski firmly answered,] ‘I’ve told you. They’re all being killed.’ ”32 At fifteen, Zbigniew could not be expected to process the scale of what he had just heard. Later, in Washington, he and Karski would become close friends. In a 2012 afterword to a posthumous book of Karski’s writings on the Holocaust, Brzezinski wrote, “Someone had to pierce that veil of human incapacity to internalize a horror without limits. It’s almost as much of a challenge to understand on an irrational level the notion of eternity. What does it really mean? No beginning? No end? Well, what does a crime without limits really mean? This is what Karski put before humanity.”33 It is hard to imagine that there were many people in North America—let alone adolescents—better briefed on the war than Zbigniew.

Through the Brzezinskis’ eyes, the final two years of the war were a maelstrom of cognitive and emotional dissonance. The news from the front lines was both spectacularly good and awfully foreboding. The better the Allies did in Europe, the worse the situation became for Poland—including its government in exile. In 1943, the advancing Germans announced they had stumbled on a series of mass graves of Polish officers in the forest of Katyn near Smolensk. The estimated toll was twelve thousand. Subsequent investigations uncovered thousands more, putting the total murdered at around twenty-two thousand—shot in the back of the head and dumped into pits holding 250 corpses each. The Germans accused the Soviets of carrying out the murders before the Red Army had been driven out of Poland. Goebbels told Hitler that they could “dine out” on the propaganda for at least two weeks. Confident of their case, the Germans invited the International Red Cross to investigate the site. The London Poles echoed that demand. Stalin severed relations with the Polish government in exile and started to establish an alternative puppet government of Polish Bolsheviks, the Polish Committee of National Liberation, popularly known as the Lublin Committee. Fearful of alienating Stalin, whose help they desperately needed, Churchill and Roosevelt kept silent. The fifteen-year-old Zbigniew had no doubt that the Soviets had carried out the Katyn Massacre. Establishing Soviet guilt became one of his lifelong causes.

The identities of the Polish dead painted a stark picture. In a 1940 directive, Lavrentiy P. Beria, the head of the NKVD, the Soviet secret police, listed the victims as “the 14,700 former Polish officers, officials, landowners, police, intelligence agents, gendarmes, [military] settlers, and prison officers,” as well as “the 11,000 members of various [counter-revolutionary] espionage and sabotage organisations, former landowners, manufacturers, Polish officers, officials and refugees.”34 The goal was to wipe out Poland’s ruling classes. The death list included those who had fought with Piłsudski to defeat the Red Army in 1920—people whom Tadeusz knew and with whom he had fought. The Katyn Massacre was a window on Stalin’s designs on Poland. To anyone paying attention, the Soviets had no intention of honoring their pledge to restore Poland’s independence. They were hunting down and wiping out Poles with qualifications to govern.

At the conference of the Big Three in Tehran later in 1943, Roosevelt and Churchill half-heartedly pressed Stalin to commit to Poland’s prewar borders. Stalin held firm on the so-called Curzon Line, which would mean returning much of Polish territory to the Soviet Union. He also fobbed them off with nebulous promises on Poland’s right to self-determination. Few in the Polish diaspora, including the Brzezinskis, were fooled by his pledges. London and Washington’s overriding priority was to defeat Germany, which meant keeping Stalin happy. That trade-off was bad news for Poland. As Churchill said after Hitler had turned on the Soviets in 1942, “If Hitler invaded Hell I would make at least a favourable reference to the Devil in the House of Commons.” In practice, he and FDR were giving the Devil a lot more than compliments. Stalin would emerge from World War II with almost all the Polish territory that Russia had failed to capture in 1920. In Tehran, he also secured Churchill and Roosevelt’s acquiescence to incorporate Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia into the USSR. In the Brzezinskis’ eyes, Poland’s supposed benefactors were abandoning both her and her smaller neighbors to a merciless fate.

To Zbigniew, such concessions to Stalin could only stem from British and American ignorance rather than perfidy. A few weeks after the Tehran Conference, he mailed a prewar map of Poland to Winston Churchill. Number 10 Downing Street sent a polite acknowledgment of Zbigniew’s letter assuring him that Britain’s prime minister was grateful for the map.35 But Poland’s bad auguries were unmistakable. Such was Tadeusz’s alarm that he started to test the boundaries of diplomatic protocol. “No matter what commitments Mr. Churchill has accepted at Tehran,” he told the Montreal Gazette, “it appears extremely unfair to Poles that they should pay the price for any security or economic policy which in the end will only benefit one ally of the United Nations and which is detrimental to Poland.”36 Tadeusz’s foreboding was well founded. Russia would take almost seventy thousand square miles of prewar Poland (roughly 42 percent of its Second Republic territory) from east of the infamous Curzon Line. Perhaps the only consolation was that Poland kept Gdańsk. Though Poland was partially compensated with the addition of former German territories on its side of the Oder-Neisse Line, the Poland that emerged from the war was almost a quarter smaller than before.

To add to Polish despair, General Sikorski, the face of independent Poland, was killed in a plane crash near Gibraltar in May 1943. “Terrible news!!” wrote Zbigniew. “His daughter Zofia, chief of staff General [Tadeusz] Klimecki, and a few other high-ranking officers all died with him…. General Sikorski was one of the greatest, if not the greatest, Polish living men.”37 Suspicions arose among Poles, and still linger, about the circumstances of Sikorski’s death; his demise was convenient for the Soviets. At the time, Kim Philby, who was later exposed as a Soviet double agent, was the head of British intelligence for the Iberian Peninsula, which included Gibraltar. To Poles, the news was increasingly dark. The so-called Anders’ Army, which took the name of its storied general Władysław Anders, suffered heavy losses at the Battle of Monte Cassino in May 1944 as the Allies advanced with painful slowness up the Italian peninsula. The morale of Polish troops had already taken a hit after the Big Three’s conference in Tehran three months earlier, which confirmed their worst fears about Stalin’s plans for Poland. After some prevarication caused by disaffection in his ranks, Anders agreed to keep his troops in the field. At the Big Three’s Yalta Conference the following year, it became obvious that there was not much Churchill or Roosevelt could do to hold Stalin to his empty pledges. By then Poland was almost fully under Soviet control. Yalta would become a curse word in Brzezinski’s vocabulary. “[Polish friends] are in low spirits and seem to think we have lost everything, down to our pride and honor,” wrote Leonia in late 1944. “They are scared of the Bolsheviks—pitiable little people!”38 Much later in life, Brzezinski wrote that Stalin’s pledge to hold free and fair elections in Poland was a “transparent fig leaf for Soviet domination.”39 Stalin wagered that the British would be unable—and the Americans unwilling—to hold him to his word.

Leonia’s firstborn, George, had already more than done his part. Having spent a year doing officer training in Scotland, where he had become his tank regiment’s in-house cartoonist, George crossed the English Channel with his Polish mechanized division shortly after D-Day, June 6, 1944. A few days later, he was found unconscious facedown in the Normandy mud with a scar on his head and a missing clump of hair. He recovered quickly. Three months later, his entire unit was wiped out in a brutal engagement at Belgium’s Leopold Canal. George was the only survivor. As the Germans were finishing off the wounded, he managed to make it across the waterway to safety. He was awarded Poland’s Cross of Valor for bravery. He spent the next four months in casts at Wolverhampton’s New Cross Hospital with broken bones and a bullet wound through the arch of his left foot. Given that George’s stepfather was Poland’s consul general, his story made it into the Canadian newspapers. “The poor boy went through so much, he was so brave,” wrote Leonia. “He also sent me the most wonderful of presents—the Cross of Valor encased in a little box—I cried my eyes out and placed it in front of Our Lady, above our bed.”40 The following May, George came home. A cheering crowd met him and his comrades at the Montreal station. “Jurek returned to the bosom of his family,” wrote Zbigniew. “The band was playing. Everyone was waiting with bated breath, and finally the soldiers entered with Jurek in the front.”41

Though he was limping, with pus oozing out of his gaping foot, George’s joyous homecoming gave Leonia respite from her Polish circle’s mounting gloom about the war. The crushing failure of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising and Stalin’s calculated indifference to the Polish Underground’s fate offered further proof of Polish impotence. Moscow radio had exhorted the Polish resistance to rise up against the Nazis. The Soviet army had then stopped its advance and watched the Germans crush the resistance and destroy what remained of the city. Starting with the Warsaw royal castle, monuments and other significant buildings in Poland’s capital had been dynamited by a Nazi unit whose sole purpose was to erase Polish culture. “There is no more Warsaw, only smoldering ruins,” wrote Leonia. “Never again will I get to see my beloved city as I remember it.”42 Of Warsaw’s prewar population of 1.2 million, only 400,000 remained. Many of the dead had been Zbigniew’s fellow Boy Scouts in prewar Warsaw. Along with Brzezinski’s cousin Andrzej Roman, they joined the partisans in the forests outside Warsaw. Andrzej survived the war, though he had bullet holes in his greatcoat. No other nation was treated as brutally by the Germans. As Churchill quipped, “Monday [Hitler] shoots Dutchmen, Tuesday Norwegians, Wednesday French and Belgians stand against the wall, Thursday it is the Czechs who must suffer…. But always, all of the days, there are the Poles.”

The more Poland fell into Stalin’s lap, the more tenuous Tadeusz’s prospects became. It was only a matter of time before a new Polish government would put him out of a job. Owing to the family’s straitened circumstances, Zbigniew and Adam had to change school twice. The Brzezinskis could no longer afford Newman House’s steep fees. Zbigniew’s next two schools, Loyola High School and Académie Saint-Léon, both in Montreal, were also private. With the help of Church subsidies, they were more affordable. The change in environment made little difference to Zbigniew’s performance. In his first year at Loyola, he came first in school with an exam score of 89 percent. He also earned five prizes—for Latin, English, history, algebra, and geometry. He then switched to Saint-Léon, from which he graduated as a “salutatorian” in 1945. He wore a tuxedo for the ceremony. He had already started classes at Montreal’s McGill University, Canada’s oldest and, by most accounts finest, university. At seventeen, he was on track to becoming a scholar. In his first year at McGill, his subjects were history, economics, politics, French, and German. “It is a great change in my life,” he noted matter-of-factly. On his own initiative, he had started to learn Russian a year earlier. Tutored by an émigré Russian Tadeusz had found, he began his immersion by reading Pushkin’s classic The Captain’s Daughter in the original Russian.43 Within a couple of years, he was leafing through back issues of Pravda and Izvestia, the leading Soviet newspapers. His mastery of Russian would prove indispensable to his academic rise. A knack for languages was one of his many intellectual strong points. Difficulty with introspection in any tongue would be a recurring deficiency.

Zbigniew’s youthful pursuit of the opposite sex was indefatigable. At high school during the war, he gave his female targets secret code names such as “Estonia” and “Madagascar.” His first recorded effort was with a “pretty girl” he met on New Year’s Eve 1943 whom he wanted to take to the movies but changed his mind. More important, Berlin was repeatedly and heavily bombed and the Soviets claimed to be liberating Ukraine. His attention was still monopolized by the war. His first noted kiss was in June 1944 with a “Belgian girl I fancied… just to try it out!” He did not mention anything more, including her name. In the same entry he wrote, “Germany is under a very heavy bombardment, e.g., during only one raid the RAF dropped 5,040 tons of bombs.” The same Belgian young lady featured again a few days later: “I’ve already kissed her several times and she did not resist, quite the contrary! I have an impression, however, that I will get bored with her soon.”44 Shortly after Aachen and Strasbourg fell to the Allies, Zbigniew “scored” with another young woman, again unnamed. Generally it was hit and miss. Sometimes there was “necking,” occasionally “heavy necking” and “caresses.” At others, there was dancing “cheek to cheek” at one of Montreal’s nightclubs, for which he was developing a taste. Sometimes his overtures fell flat. In a rare passage of self-reflection, he wrote, “Oh well, someday I will meet the right one, and I will know that is ‘it.’ At the moment, although I am lonely at times, I am managing O.K. and do not miss ‘female companionship’ much. The trouble with me is that very often, when I meet a nice girl, I put on a show of aloofness, conceit, and pride and that scares them away. That’s what is meant by not having the right personality…. I can always think of some that like me, and would be happy if I went out with them. Unfortunately, they are usually not the ones I like.”45



If the Yalta Conference had competition in Polish minds as the chief venue of Allied perfidy, it would be the Tehran Conference in 1943 or the Potsdam Conference in July 1945. The last took place two months after Germany’s unconditional surrender. History records it as the first and last postwar meeting of the Allies that included the USSR. It was also the moment when Harry S. Truman, the new US president, told Stalin that the United States possessed an atom bomb. The main Allied powers, the US, the USSR, and Britain, agreed to divide Germany into four administrative zones, with France controlling the fourth. A few days after Potsdam, America dropped the “Little Boy” atom bomb on Hiroshima. Three days after that, “Fat Man” obliterated Nagasaki. “This is the way in which the Second World War ended,” Zbigniew observed drily.46 It was also at Potsdam that the victorious powers bowed to Stalin’s facts on the ground and recognized the new Communist-led government of Poland. Canada followed suit, thus putting Tadeusz out of a job. That the Brzezinskis knew it was coming did not blunt their feelings of betrayal. Zbigniew called it a government of “Soviet agents and traitors.” Amid the “paroxysms of joy” that Canadians expressed on Victory in Europe day a few weeks earlier, he had been overwhelmed “essentially by sadness—I knew that Poland was once again occupied.” That was not how many Canadians felt—nor the Americans or the British. In one typical newspaper article, the Toronto Star reported that the Poles of Montreal had celebrated the anniversary of Poland’s “committee of liberation,” the Moscow-assembled Lublin-based government that had swept into Poland along with the Red Army. A response signed by the Polish Club of McGill (of which Zbigniew was a member) took exception to the article, which it said was “not only untrue but insulting” to Canada’s Poles. The letter, almost certainly composed by Zbigniew, went on, “Everyone knows that the committee of ‘Liberation’ originated in Moscow and was composed of Communist agents. The fact that it was recognized by Britain and the USA doesn’t mean the Poles in Poland and abroad consider it as their lawfully chosen government. This recognition, granted over the objections of the Polish nation, constituted and still constitutes a flagrant violation of international morality.”47

Canada’s declining sense of hospitality towards the exiled Poles was exacerbated by Tadeusz’s refusal to vacate the Polish Consulate at 1410 Stanley Street. After years of being on Montreal’s A-list, he was having to get used to the cold shoulder. Though his official function as a consul had ended, he worked for another two years on the British-Polish Interim Treasury Committee, which London had created to wind down its wartime business with Poland’s now-moribund government in exile. When that work ended, Tadeusz’s future in Canada came into question. He was unemployed. “The Canadian government does not now recognize the existence of the former Polish government in London which you, at one time, represented in this country,” Canada’s foreign minister, Louis St. Laurent, wrote to Tadeusz in a letter that triggered considerable angst. “[Your temporary new visa] will be subject to reconsideration and renewal from year to year. During your stay in this country we would be grateful if you could refrain from any activities of a political nature.”48 The tone of the letter came as a nasty shock to Tadeusz. As late as 1947, there were still lingering traces of the fraternal gratitude that Canadians had poured out for the Soviets two years earlier.

As the reality of the Cold War began to sink in, however, Tadeusz found that his legal status in Canada was more secure than he had feared. The Brzezinskis became Canadian citizens in 1951. Until then, they were halfway stateless. That did not inhibit Zbigniew from conducting the “activities of a [highly conspicuous] political nature” (that Canada’s foreign minister had warned his father against) during his remaining five years in the country. At one point, Zbigniew and a group of anti-Communist McGill friends overwrote the signboard outside the Polish Consulate, where Tadeusz had worked for almost a decade. They scrawled: “Traitors to Poland. Future address Siberia.”49 On a tip-off from Zbigniew, their graffiti was pictured in the local newspapers the next day. While excelling as a student, Zbigniew acquired a taste for political agitation and more lighthearted pranks. A noted victim of his exuberance was Hewlett Johnson, nicknamed “the Red Dean of Canterbury,” a senior prelate in Britain’s Anglican hierarchy, who was a world-famous apologist for Stalin. Later Hewlett was awarded the Stalin Peace Prize, Moscow’s answer to the Nobel. Hewlett was also a regular guest of Poland’s new government in Warsaw. Hewlett’s speech to McGill students had to be called off shortly after it began. He was drowned out in jeering and catcalls. A future generation would call it “deplatforming.” Zbigniew, who was foremost among the saboteurs, saw it as a necessary riposte to the equally noisy but far larger crowd of Soviet apologists on McGill’s campus.50

Brzezinski made no effort to hide his disdain for the often privileged students who toed Moscow’s line. As a professor at Columbia during New York’s turbulent late 1960s, he would depict such firebrands as “spoiled children from the suburbs masquerading as actual revolutionaries.”51 From his early days at McGill, he felt most of the Communist students knew nothing about conditions behind the Iron Curtain and were soft-headed fodder for Russian propaganda. People such as Hewlett had gravitated towards Moscow in the 1930s as the only credible bulwark against the rise of European fascism. That was understandable given the situation at the time, when the democracies were weak and lacking conviction. Long after that context had faded, however, Moscow’s apologists still clung on to a stubbornly romantic—and inexcusably mistaken—view of the USSR, he thought. In that respect, Brzezinski was of the same mind as George Orwell, whose early–Cold War novels, Animal Farm and 1984, were dismissed by the Left as capitalist propaganda. Though Brzezinski admired Orwell, his bias was towards nonfiction.

His main political outlet at McGill was the student Progressive Conservative Party, also known as the Tory Club. McGill held regular “mock Parliaments,” which staged debates and question times based on the Westminster parliamentary style. Brzezinski relished the thrust and parry. During one session at which he harangued the large Communist bloc, they periodically yelled “Nazi!” at him.52 At another, he played the role of an opposition leader. The topic was the creation of the Atlantic Pact, as the recently created North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was commonly known. Brzezinski related in his diary that he “spoke, joked, shouted, interrupted etc…. then I asked the prime minister how he intends to fit his bill into provision 15 of the Atlantic Pact. Following his answer, I pointed out to him that the Pact has only 14 articles. It was quite hilarious.”53 The Tories were heavily outnumbered on campus. Brzezinski joined what he saw as Communist-front student organizations to make life difficult for them. One such group was the Student Labour Club, whose executive he ousted in what they complained to the media was a “coup.” Brzezinski turned up with a group of friends. They registered as members, then held an instant vote to elect a new committee. Their hostile takeover succeeded only because all but one of the club’s executive committee members were in Yugoslavia helping to build a railway—a group that called itself the Beaver Brigade. Brzezinski’s frequent accomplice was Andrew Bortnowski, a son of a former Polish general.

The controversy flared up again decades later when the Montreal Gazette published a vituperative attack on Brzezinski’s role as Jimmy Carter’s national security advisor, calling Brzezinski the “Darth Vader of U.S. politics.”54 His saturnine approach to politics had apparently been acquired at McGill. The piece included lengthy quotes by George Neuspiel, who had led the Beaver Brigade’s Yugoslav trip and was the leader of the McGill Student Labour Club. “I always felt that the coup—any coup—the manipulation, the getting at the levers of power, was [Brzezinski’s] understanding of what politics was all about,” Neuspiel recalled. Brzezinski had also ousted the leadership of the Tory Club in another coup, he said. “Out of a relaxed, gentlemanly debating club, Zbig made a militant almost colored-shirt organization,” said Neuspiel, who had gone on to become a “tweedy” professor in Ottawa.55 Since the piece did not quote Brzezinski or any of his friends, it reads like a hit job. A few days later, the Gazette published a letter from Stanley Grossman, a former McGill student who strongly disputed the article’s “anti-Brzezinski bias.”56 Grossman, who described his student politics as neither Tory nor Communist and who also sat on the Student Labour Committee, pointed out that Neuspiel and his friends were militants who had “only presented the views of the extreme left in labor matters, never permitting the viewpoints of experts with differing opinions.” He added that the insinuation that Brzezinski was a fascist—Neuspiel’s “colored-shirt” reference—was “utter nonsense, based on fantasy.” That last observation was indisputable. Brzezinski not only despised fascism; he saw the “Red menace” as fascism’s totalitarian sibling, a theme he would develop at Harvard. As for Neuspiel’s other claims, Brzezinski was borrowing some of the Left’s tactics against it, which were not very democratic and often puerile. He loved political theater. Which side’s behavior was worse? That is hard to say. Brzezinski thought that his cause was righteous and that his opponents were privileged fools. They saw him as a reactionary troublemaker.

Zbigniew’s escapades did not trouble his parents at all. “Zbys is a brilliant student, he’s passing his exams with flying colors (he’s ranked 1st in politics),” wrote Leonia. “He’s very eager and spirited, he wages war on the Communists, organizes meetings and gives speeches.”57 The same could not be said of her two older children. Her youngest, Lech, was thriving in school and already showing the aptitude for science and engineering that would later become the basis of his successful vocation. The other two, George and Adam, were hopping from study to study and from job to job without any clear aim. Adam had become Leonia’s part-time assistant at her Lady Beauty Products company, making face creams and a range of other products. His lack of a college degree and his lacking a spark for further education, however, were a source of concern. He could not hold down a paying job for long. “He’s been very difficult to deal with, flying into a rage at the slightest remark; at times I am overcome with despair, at others pity, and end up forgiving him,” Leonia wrote.58 Zbigniew’s closest sibling was grasping for something, she said, but he did not seem to know what it was.

Much the same applied to Zbigniew’s older half brother. After being discharged from the army, George put his artistic talent to use by getting piece-rate jobs to decorate nightclubs and offices. He completed his studies in political science and commercial art in a Montreal night school. He, too, shifted from one short-term job to another. There were hints of post-traumatic stress disorder in his restlessness. He seemed to give up too easily. Even Zbigniew, who had hero-worshipped George when he was a soldier, found that frustrating. “Man should not be soft like butter,” he wrote. “You can count on Jurek like rain in the Sahara.”59 A mutual female friend, Rhona, told Zbigniew that George was a “sweet fool.”60 About Zbigniew she said, “I am supposed to be inconsiderate of others, edgy, tense, but there is a great future in front of me.” George eventually nailed down a vocation: he set up on his own as an independent commercial artist, chiefly as a creator of large murals for hotels, restaurants, and clubs. But he suffered from lifelong bipolar disorder and depression.

Leonia’s biggest concern—and increasingly Zbigniew’s, too—was Tadeusz’s post-diplomatic future. His career decline had been vertiginous. That change in fortune engendered some bitterness in Leonia. Her husband had gone from being one of Montreal’s wartime notables and a trusted confidant of successive leaders of Poland’s government in exile to a string of stillborn careers, including advising a Quebecois financial institution on immigrant policy—a big trend in postwar Canada, which was seeing a surge in Polish arrivals; a period as a researcher of Eastern European history at the Quebec public library; pro bono work for the Canadian Polish Congress, which became his abiding passion and of which he later became president; and spells of being an insurance salesman, mostly over the telephone. A Habsburg gentleman at heart, Tadeusz never complained. His wife, who felt downwardly mobile, had no such compunction. “Tadús is working in the insurance industry. I feel horribly sorry for him; he deserves better, but the man never knew how to self-advertise. He’s always been too gentle and couldn’t elbow his way through the world.” In Brzezinski family lore, Tadeusz’s declining fortunes were mirrored by their periodic changes of residence. In 1950, the Brzezinskis had to vacate their beloved residence on Saint Sulpice Road and move to 421 Metcalfe Avenue, which was less expensive. Their new home was at a lower point on the Westmount elevation. They continued to lose residential altitude in the following years.61

But their direction was not all downhill. Indeed, their economizing in Montreal helped fund the consolation prize of their dreams. Their reward was a plot of land in the Laurentian Mountains, less than fifty miles northwest of Montreal, which they bought in 1945. They named it the Red and White Farm after the colors of the Polish flag. Their piece of land in Saint Morin allowed Tadeusz to become what one relative called a “gentleman farmer.”62 The house was situated on a three-acre plot with a small river running through it. Being close to the ski town of Saint Sauveur, it was also a draw for their sons in winter and a wooded retreat from Montreal in summer. Zbigniew went there often. The Brzezinskis kept pigs, a cow named Basia, chickens, and eventually horses. There was a smaller house on the property that they rented to tenants, the Roszkowskis, whom Leonia described as “amiable and polite Polish Jews.”63 They hired a former Polish soldier, Antoni Cichocki, to manage the farm full-time. It was the closest Tadeusz and Leonia could get to the Carpathian landscape of their past. The forests around their farm had an abundance of rydze, a reddish brown mushroom that features prominently in Polish cuisine. “It fulfilled our psychological need for having our own piece of land and reminded us of the Polish countryside,” Tadeusz wrote years later.64 It became an obligatory stop on the Polish-Canadian map. The Brzezinskis persuaded the diocese of Saint Sauveur, a few miles away, to set aside a portion of its cemetery for Poles. The graveyard turned into a posthumous hive of Polish émigrés, the final resting place of ministers from the government in exile, generals, and former diplomats.

The Red and White Farm was also a useful prop in Zbigniew’s quest for romance. Towards the end of his time at McGill, he met a woman with whom the feelings were mutual. In a list of “women in my life”—a roster that started, a little surprisingly, in 1938—he listed twenty-two girls. Almost all of them were Anglo. Among them were Sally Pitfield, Cynthia Plant, and Brenda Turner. The only one for whom love was professed—repeatedly—was Ann Pitt, whom he met in late 1949. Though he did not know it, he was halfway through his final year in Canada. As a graduate, he had been assigned to teach politics and constitutionalism to a “conference group” of about fifty McGill undergraduates. The female participants had a better attendance rate than the males, which pleased Brzezinski. “Generally, the girls are more intelligent and manifest a greater interest in the course than the men,” he wrote. Among them was Ann. “She’s not only pretty but has brains too.”65 Their first encounter was at the annual Scottish Saint Andrew’s Ball at Montreal’s Windsor Hotel. Ann was one of the debutantes who caught his eye, though he had already noticed her sitting at the front of his class.

Ann blew hot and cold with Zbigniew. She would ignore him for days. Then they would go out for several consecutive nights to some club or other, often the Normandie Roof. They would “kiss awesomely.” He broke his personal telephone record by talking to her for two and a half hours one night (mostly about Britain’s general election, which Clement Attlee’s Labour Party had just won narrowly). He would send Ann flowers, often red roses. They sometimes exchanged letters in the middle of the day. “Something beautiful” happened on the mountain one day when they were out walking, though he did not spell it out. He spoke to Ann about marriage, but they agreed that there might be “religious problems” since she was not a Roman Catholic. “Still I love her and she loves me and that is all that matters.”66 Unfortunately she had a rival suitor, a man named Barry, whose implied proposal she was weighing. The rivalry messed with Zbigniew’s head. He referred to it as the “damn triangle.” At some point, Ann evidently tired of Zbigniew’s entreaties. He did not seem to register the change in her. She even wrote him a four-page letter saying that they should retain their “friendship for friendship’s sake.” Zbigniew read the opposite message to what Ann evidently intended. He told his diary that her letter was a roundabout declaration of love. They continued to meet at his urging. He told himself that she was still “playing games.” Then one afternoon he walked into a café and saw Ann at another table. She pretended not to see him. From that point, his ardor began to cool. They still met for occasional lunches and afternoon strolls, and she kissed him good luck before his MA oral exam. But the passion was gone. “I think I am going to ignore her for a while,” he declared. At a lunch several weeks after the breakup, they joked and laughed as they had so often done. “The atmosphere went a little sour when I started hitting on her, but it was OK in the end. It may be our last meeting until the beginning of the new academic year.”67 A few weeks later, Harvard offered him a place, which meant that it was indeed their last meeting. Zbigniew’s first serious romance was over.

His path to Harvard was almost a straight one. But there were a couple of near derailments. Given the Brzezinski family’s waning hopes of ever returning to Poland, where the situation was going from bad to worse, Zbigniew thought about seeking a career in Canada. He had a fleeting ambition to join Canada’s Foreign Service. “I will be able to do more for Poland being Canadian, rather than Polish,” he reasoned.68 In 1949, McGill offered him a fellowship to study at Oxford University for a year. The British altered Brzezinski’s life course by denying him a visa. Only Commonwealth citizens were eligible for the UK scholarship, and Zbigniew had not yet applied for a Canadian passport. Had he gone to Oxford, he might have become a distinguished Sovietologist, as well as promising material for All Soul’s. Or he might have returned after his studies and risen up Canada’s diplomatic ladder to become its first “ethnic” foreign minister, as he mused later in life.69 But that option was now closed. His academic prowess at McGill was highly valued. Because the war had interrupted the studies of so many young Canadians, a large share of his cohort were in their late twenties or early thirties. Many had seen combat overseas in the Royal Canadian Air Force. The adolescent Brzezinski nevertheless outshone almost all of his peers. At nineteen, he ranked second in his class of 250 students in political science.70

Poland still accounted for a big share of Brzezinski’s thoughts. But he felt increasingly frustrated at his inability to do anything to alter its bleak trajectory. Stalin had promised Churchill and Roosevelt at Yalta that he would permit “free and unfettered elections” in Poland. After seeing the poor election showing of Hungary’s Communists in 1945, Moscow learned its lesson. The Polish elections of 1947 would be rigged. All those who had derived their power base from wartime resistance or exile in London had long since been jailed or shot, or had fled. A few weeks before the July 1945 Potsdam Conference, Beria’s NKVD arrested sixteen members of the Polish Underground leadership and spirited them to Moscow. There they were put on trial for “collaboration with the Nazis,” “planning a military alliance with Nazi Germany,” and other fantastically contrived charges. These were the men who had led the doomed Warsaw Uprising against the Nazis while the Red Army drummed its fingers on the other side of the river. Twelve of them were sentenced to jail. Several did not make it out of prison alive. London and Washington chose to ignore the courtroom charade, an abdication that the leading scholar of Polish history, Norman Davis, would later describe as “obscene.”71 Zbigniew wrote, “[The Russians] will pay for this one day. Scoundrels!!”

The outcome of Poland’s 1947 election was preordained: the Communist Democratic Bloc won 80 percent of the vote. With variations, the same had happened across Eastern Europe. In 1948, the last domino toppled when Czechoslovakia, the only remaining democratic holdout, fell to a Communist takeover. Moscow set the coup into motion after Czechoslovakia became the only Eastern European nation to accept America’s offer of postwar reconstruction aid: the Marshall Plan, named after Secretary of State George C. Marshall, Jr. Though the USSR and its satellites had been eligible for the aid, Stalin sensed a trap and forbade their participation. Taking US money would involve opening up Moscow’s books and ceding an implicit degree of sovereignty, as well as damaging Soviet pride. The Czechs ignored Stalin’s memo. Stalin’s ruthlessness was underlined by the fatal defenestration of Jan Masaryk, the ousted Czech foreign minister—though the Communists insisted that it was suicide. Either way, Masaryk’s death was a shock. He was the son of Tomáš Masaryk, the first president of the Republic of Czechoslovakia and a friend of President Woodrow Wilson. Three months later, Edvard Beneš, the republic’s long-standing leader who had led the wartime Czech government in exile in London and had returned to lead the country in 1945, died peacefully in bed at his family home in Bohemia. He had also been Czechoslovak leader in 1938 when his country was betrayed in Munich. With the passing of Beneš, any lingering hope of a Europe whole and free was gone. In an apt quirk of fate, the Beneš and Brzezinski families would later become entwined.

Though he remained obsessed with events in Poland, it was no longer the sum total of Brzezinski’s worldview. The late 1940s was when he laid out the predicates for his future vocation as an Ivy League Sovietologist. His McGill master’s thesis, an eighty-thousand-word essay entitled “Russo-Soviet Nationalism,” contained in embryo several of the books that he would write in the 1950s and 1960s and was his first articulation of the worldview that he took into government decades later. His thesis leaned heavily on the Current Digest of the Soviet Press, a weekly bulletin that was as rich in information as it was thick.72 It was indispensable to any scholar in the rapidly growing field of Soviet-area studies. He also put his new facility with Russian to good use, immersing himself in the foundational tomes of the Soviet-Marxist creed, especially the writings of Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin. At no point had he or his family doubted that he would become a scholar of the Soviet Union. His career had chosen him in early adolescence.

The culmination was Brzezinski’s audacious master’s thesis, which laid out a road map for defeating the Soviet Union. The gist of his argument was that Soviet ideology should not be mistaken for internationalism; it was a new variant of Russian chauvinism posing as champion of the world’s proletariat. After the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, which Brzezinski would later argue had been a coup, Lenin and Stalin had to grapple with the “problem of nationalities.” As Marxists, they saw themselves as enemies of nationalism, including its Russian form. Just as the state would wither away after communism triumphed worldwide, so, too, would primitive national loyalties. The Bolsheviks’ problem was that they had inherited most of the czarist imperial map. Russians accounted for just over half the population of the newly born Soviet Union. Among the others were Ukrainians, Georgians, Azeris, Armenians, Baltic peoples, and central Asians, notably the Kazakhs, Kyrgyz, Turkmans, Uzbeks, and Tajiks.

Lenin’s book What Is to Be Done? wrestled with how to achieve a socialist revolution. Brzezinski’s view was that neither Lenin nor Stalin ever resolved how to reconcile socialism with the diverse range of scripts, ethnicities, languages, and religions of the vast Eurasian landmass they had seized. The early Soviet state gave each nationality formal equality in a federation of socialist republics. In practice, the USSR’s encircled and backwards peasant economy could only industrialize and survive in a hostile world through the iron will of Russian central party control. That meant inculcating blind obedience to the new Leviathan in Moscow while pretending that there was equality among the nationalities. That Stalin was from Georgia—his birth name was Besarion Jughashvili—proved helpful to the facade. The establishment of cult of personality, first of Lenin, then more with the omnipresence of Stalin, was how the Soviet peoples would become attached to an abstract doctrine. Identification with a new kind of czar became necessary. “The Communist Party… cannot be photographed kissing small children,” Brzezinski wrote.73 Uncle Joe could. In Beria’s words, Stalin was the “greatest genius of mankind.” To Brzezinski’s mind, dictator worship made a brutal kind of sense in a culture where “absolutism had held sway for centuries, where men have been taught to obey and not to think, to prostrate themselves and not to assert themselves, to bow and not to shake hands.”74

But Stalin could not easily dispense with the nationalities problem, which was chiefly about non-Russians, Brzezinski argued. The last Soviet campaign against the “White Russian chauvinists” had ended in 1930. That was when Stalin’s purges of other national leaderships began in earnest. Unlike the Russians, who suffered no deportations, Ukrainians, central Asians, Georgians, and others were moved in their millions to other parts of the USSR. Their leaders vanished into the maw of Siberia’s expanding gulag. The more developed a Soviet republic’s sense of national identity, the more brutal its uprooting. Russians settled on the vacated lands. Perhaps the worst victims were Ukrainians. “The Ukrainians have a definite national tradition, customs, culture, literature, and history,” he wrote.75 Between 1926 and 1939, the population of native speakers in Ukraine had fallen from 23 million to 19.6 million. During his consular spell in Kharkiv, Tadeusz had witnessed much of that uprooting and passed it on to his oldest son. The Holodomor accounted for a large chunk of Ukrainian depopulation. Over the same period, the number of Russians in Ukraine, notably in the Donbas, went from 5.8 million to 11.4 million. “It is noteworthy that mass deportations were never deployed against the Russian population,” he observed. “It is likewise noteworthy that mass deportations were applied specifically against those populations which have the most developed national consciousness (the Balts, the Ukrainians, the Poles in the annexed territories, etc.).”76 Native Russians took most of the senior positions in each republic, even representing them in Moscow. Less than a tenth of Kazakhstan’s senior managerial positions, for example, were held by Kazakhs, Brzezinski found. Russo-Soviet imperialism was leaving European colonialism in the dust.

That was the premise of Brzezinski’s thesis. The prognosis followed. As the Second World War got under way, Stalin dropped the polite fiction of equality between nationalities. His “Great Patriotic War” was a battle of Russians against barbarians. He enlisted the symbols of traditional Russia, including its great literature, unrivaled composers, world-historical czars, and even the recently persecuted Russian Orthodox Church, to the cause. The “peoples of the Soviet Union” made way for the “Soviet people.” The USSR became the Motherland. Domestic enemies went from being “counterrevolutionaries” to “cosmopolitan anti-patriots.” Trotsky, whose circle was heavily Jewish, was the original cosmopolitan enemy within. He was assassinated on Stalin’s orders while in exile in Mexico in 1942. By contrast, Stalin’s key henchmen were mostly non-Jewish. All of which, argued Brzezinski, was Stalin’s dress rehearsal for how he would treat the Eastern European nations that had fallen under the USSR’s sway at the end of the Second World War. Bringing Poland, Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Albania, and Yugoslavia into the fold was Lenin’s Soviet nationalities problem squared. Stalin had perfected his Russification playbook with the Soviet republics in the 1930s.

Brzezinski’s academic debut was striking on three levels. First, it was bold. A twenty-one-year-old scholar was taking up cudgels against much of the prevailing Western scholarly wisdom, which accepted that the Soviets had forged a new national identity: Homo sovieticus. Brzezinski dismissed that alleged transformation as propaganda. Second, many of the big events that he addressed were happening in real time. His essay was not a detached evaluation of settled facts; new ones were being rapidly minted. Within the span of Brzezinski’s time at McGill, the USSR went from being the West’s brother in arms to its overriding existential threat—and a nuclear-armed rival after 1949. Nowhere were Soviet intentions clearer than in Eastern Europe. Third, his analysis offered a blueprint for how the West could win the Cold War. The West’s strategy would require repudiation of Russia’s claim to having a legitimate “sphere of interest” in Europe.

Brzezinski’s recommendations followed from his analysis of the impact of Stalin’s actions in Eastern Europe. He argued that the key to a possible Cold War strategy lay in Belgrade, where Josip Broz Tito’s republic was refusing to submit to Stalin’s dictates. The first sign of the Yugoslavia-Soviet split came in 1945 when Tito complained to Stalin of the thuggish behavior of Soviet troops in Belgrade. Rape of Serbian women by Russian soldiers was almost routine. Stalin protested that his tired soldiers should be permitted to have a little “fun.” Moscow said that Tito’s complaint was a slur on Soviet honor. But Tito had far greater scope to resist Stalin than most of his Eastern European counterparts. Unlike the other newly Communist states, Yugoslavia’s revolution was not imposed on it by Moscow; its partisan revolution was homegrown. That Tito was from Croatia, not Serbia, which saw itself as a sister Orthodox culture to the Russians, may have sharpened the Yugoslav leader’s sensitivity to Moscow’s colonial overtones. Tito was especially resistant to Russification. In Poland and Czechoslovakia, the Russian language was being made compulsory in schools. Russian culture was given primacy. Tito insisted on sticking to the letter of the Soviet Union’s original equality claim among socialist nations. For that, Yugoslavia was accused by Moscow of “bourgeois nationalism,” which in Stalin’s lexicon came a close second to fascism. In spite of the threat of Soviet invasion of Yugoslavia, Tito did not bend. “The belittling of the histories of other nations… the non-Marxist glorification of the whole of the pre-revolutionary Russian history… these are just a few of the revisionist deviations which you can find in the daily Soviet press,” said Tito in a lengthy quote that Brzezinski included in his McGill monograph.77

Here was the Soviet Union’s “Achilles’ heel,” Brzezinski argued. Yugoslavia’s alienation was echoed on the streets of the Baltic states, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and especially Poland. Each of those nations saw itself as culturally superior to its new (and in Poland’s case, old) imperial master, which made for a shaky relationship between a backwards metropolis and its enlightened provinces. Though the road would be long and victory was nowhere in sight, Russia’s “civilizing role” in Eastern Europe could be converted by the West into a boomerang against Moscow, Brzezinski argued. “Soviet ‘patriotism’ finds its historical foundation and its emotional basis in Russian tradition and character,” he concluded. “Understanding the component elements of Russo-Soviet Nationalism may help a great deal the cause of Freedom.” It would have been hard, perhaps impossible, for a student from a more typical Western background to have produced such an argument at Brzezinski’s age. Some of his thesis’s insights could only have come from his Polish experience. Running through his dissertation was an implied and powerful rebuke to the naiveté of Western scholarship.

Brzezinski’s thesis more than passed muster with his McGill professors, although his chief mentor, Frederick Watkins, did have one or two stylistic criticisms. Brzezinski’s prose, he said, was too wooden: “The sentences are apt to be too long and involved, and you should above all beware of overusing the dash (don’t be afraid of commas).”78 At the end of his penultimate academic year in Canada, McGill awarded Brzezinski the Andrew Mackenzie Fellowship in political science, which came with a stipend and some teaching duties. He received first-class honors in his undergraduate degree. A year later, and a day after he had celebrated his twenty-second birthday, Brzezinski was awarded an MA in economics and political science with the “highest distinction.” At the start of his oral exam, one of the professors offered Brzezinski a cigarette and a glass of water. The panel then cross-examined him on English and Canadian government, theories of nationalism and Marxism, and the arguments behind his written submission on Russo-Soviet nationalism. The whole event went “swimmingly,” according to Brzezinski. He was awarded a second consecutive $1,000 grant, ensuring his track to a tenured professorship at McGill.

He spent much of the summer of 1950 in a celebratory social whirl: dinners, parties, new romantic leads, and long weekends in Saint Morin. Though he had been offered postgraduate places at Berkeley and Duke in the United States, his heart was set on Harvard. “It seems like I will be at McGill next year,” he wrote somewhat resignedly.79 In mid-June, just when he had abandoned hope, Harvard offered Brzezinski a place to do his PhD. His elation gave way to despair when he realized he could not afford it. Whatever Polish family wealth had not been wiped out in the war was now locked in socialist Poland. Tadeusz was adjusting to relative penury in Montreal. At best, Leonia’s cosmetics business brought in pocket money. In spite of his professors’ strenuous entreaties, Brzezinski’s McGill stipend could not be spent elsewhere. He would also forfeit another academic grant that he had just secured from the government of Quebec, which told him the money could be used to study only in Quebec. “What a terrible letdown! I wanted to go to Harvard so much.”80 Even then, he had anticipated problems getting a US visa. Being a Canadian-based Pole on a soon-to-be-useless diplomatic visa would create a bureaucratic nightmare with US immigration.

The rest of his summer was spent searching for a way through the thicket of financial and legal challenges blocking his path to Harvard. “I am literally going nuts,” he wrote in August.81 Finally, Harvard wrote to say that it could give him $500 to work as a research assistant at its recently established Russia Research Center. But that would not be enough on its own. Watkins, a kindly professor, who would undoubtedly have become Brzezinski’s mentor had he stayed, managed to track down another McGill grant for $1,000 that could be used at Harvard. Doubtless Watkins, who was American and had taught at Harvard in the 1930s, had worked his contacts there, too. Between Watkins’s connections and his own scrambling, Brzezinski secured the opening he craved. “Lots of running around after the visa. Going mad,” he wrote in mid-September.82 Owing, perhaps, to a little more string pulling, that, too, came through. At the end of the war, Watkins had been a senior research analyst at the Office of Strategic Services, the precursor of the CIA. But for the help of Watkins, Brzezinski would have had to settle for Canada.

He spent much of the summer cramming Russian in preparation for Harvard. But his final days in Montreal were dominated by Poland. Tadeusz, who was still the leading figure in the Polish Canadian world, hosted a big reception for Władysław Anders, the celebrated Polish general. Anders, like Tadeusz, had been stripped of his Polish citizenship by Warsaw’s Communist government. He was one of Poland’s Second World War heroes and a giant in Zbigniew’s mind. In contrast to Anders’s wartime renown, his visit to Montreal on that occasion was barely noticed by Canadians. But it was a big moment for Canadian “Polonia,” which needed a morale boost. Tadeusz gave the keynote address in honor of Anders. The event was deemed a success. Zbigniew was among those toasting the general. Two days later, he left home. On September 19, 1950, he boarded a bus for Boston with a small suitcase and $20 in his pocket.83 Having remained with his parents all through his McGill days, he would be living away from home for the first time. He would never reside in Canada again.

“My busy, brave, politicized, good son,” Leonia wrote in her diary after he had left. “I’m so glad you are happy, that you have the opportunity to move up the ladder, that you are pursuing the goal that you set for yourself. My beloved, golden, little boy… how fervently I pray!”84 The ebullient Zbigniew seemed to have little need of his mother’s prayers, though he basked in her adoration. Harvard provided a higher rung on his ladder to academia. Yet in his mind Harvard was merely a step in a far greater mission, which, like his Sovietology, seems to have chosen him. He left a disparate family that had fallen on hard times: two of his siblings, Adam and George, were still trying to figure out their purpose in life and lapsing into and out of depression; the youngest Brzezinski offspring, Lech, was progressing at school, though in a rebellious early adolescence; his parents were reacting very differently to their gradual descent of the mountain—Tadeusz stoically, Leonia mostly in anguish. Alone in their clan, Zbigniew knew his direction and was unencumbered by doubt. The motto he chose for his final McGill yearbook entry was “When one is right, victory is only a matter of time.”85






3 A Pole in Cambridge


At 3:00 a.m. on March 5, 1953, Merle Fainsod, Harvard University’s leading Sovietologist, awoke irritably to a telephone call from his twenty-four-year-old research assistant. The excited Zbigniew Brzezinski was calling to let him know that the Soviet dictator, Josef Stalin, had died.1 Fainsod said that Stalin would “be just as dead in the morning” and hung up.2 The dictator passed away later that day. Brzezinski justified his intrusion by saying that the professor would want to be prepared for journalists to call him at dawn for comments on Stalin’s death. Brzezinski’s rude awakening offers an inimitable glimpse of how his mind worked: since Fainsod’s sleep would in any case be interrupted, Brzezinski would save him the trouble by getting in first. Besides, what Cold War scholar would not want to know as soon as possible about the demise of one of history’s greatest monsters?

By the time of Stalin’s death, Brzezinski was an emerging figure in Soviet studies with more than one illustrious mentor behind him. Fainsod was his closest and most valuable. No amount of influential patronage, however, can substitute for drive. Brzezinski’s ambition was relentless. Later in life, Brzezinski’s critics would allege that Poland was his overriding motivation; his passion for freedom began and ended with his country of birth. That would confuse his formative years with the more complicated person he became. His fast-widening worldview was already manifest before he moved to America. A month after Harvard offered Brzezinski a place, he wrote to South Korea’s ambassador in Washington to volunteer his services in the war against the Communist North. The Korean War, the first great conflict of the Cold War era, had begun just ten days after he had received his Harvard acceptance letter. Had Brzezinski’s romantic and wholly impractical volunteer to arms been accepted, he would have had to quit the Harvard of his dreams before he began or awkwardly withdraw his offer to enlist in a war on the other side of the world. Thankfully for Harvard and possibly for South Korea, Brzezinski’s offer was rebuffed. “Your willingness to serve is not only brave and generous, it shows an understanding of the menace of communism,” wrote John M. Chang, South Korea’s ambassador to the United States, in a personal reply to Brzezinski. “We have been advised that you must get in touch with your government, and in particular your local recruiting office. Nevertheless, you shall always have the gratitude of the free people of Korea.”3

A year to the day (July 13, 1951) after South Korea had declined his military service, the CIA rejected Brzezinski’s formal application. Though somewhat less romantic, his attempt to join America’s still-youthful spy agency was hardly less impractical. As an alien student on a short-term US study visa, Brzezinski’s bid was a long shot—although, unlike other federal agencies, the CIA was allowed to hire foreign nationals. It also posed the same dilemma of whether he would want to quit Harvard, having just completed his first year. In that case, however, the CIA might have missed a trick: Brzezinski’s mix of languages, which included Russian, French, and German as well as Polish and English, was in short supply. “We regret very much that we have been unable to locate an opening in which your services could be fully utilized,” wrote W. J. Harlan, head of the CIA’s personnel department. “Your interest in our organization is greatly appreciated.”4

A more accurate criticism of Brzezinski, which came mostly from former academic colleagues, was that he treated his studies as a stepping-stone to a larger arena. Since that was self-evidently true and since he saw no shame in it, he never wasted time on denials. In a letter to his parents early on at Harvard, he laid out his various options for his PhD thesis. The range of potential subject matters was wide. But his mind was already straying beyond the ivory tower. “I want to come up with something that would get me in touch with the government; that is very important,” he told them.5 Towards the end of his life he said, “I became a scholar because Harvard gave me the opportunity to be a scholar… but there was always something within me that drew me to action…. As I began to feel my oats, I began to crystallize my ambition, which was nothing less than formulating a coherent strategy for the United States so that we could eventually dismantle the Soviet bloc.”6 He had made an early stab at that strategy with his McGill thesis.

Almost as soon as Brzezinski arrived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in late September 1950, he faced a momentous choice. Would he put himself under the tutelage of William Yandell Elliott in Harvard’s Department of Government or that of Carl Friedrich, Elliott’s chief rival? In addition to their contrasting intellectual styles, the professors’ mutual dislike was legendary. Elliott was a storied son of Tennessee whose intellectually formative stage occurred when he was a Rhodes Scholar after serving in uniform in World War I. Although not a natural Democrat, he played a role as part of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Brain Trust” in 1930s Washington. Elliott’s style was not to everyone’s taste: he was an inveterate Anglophile (almost cartoonishly so), and there was a solipsistic flavor to his teaching, which paid as much heed to poetry as to ideology. Elliott and Friedrich overlapped in their passion for a muscular Atlanticism, in their enthusiasm for deepening Cold War collaboration between universities and government, and in their dread of the Soviets. In most respects, however, they were highly unalike. Friedrich was a German émigré who chose to remain in America and become a naturalized citizen after Hitler took power. In the late 1940s, as an advisor to General Lucius Clay, the military governor of the US-occupied zone of Germany, he had played a leading part in shaping West Germany’s postwar Basic Law. The first line of West Germany’s constitution read “Human dignity shall be inviolable.” He had also helped set up the Free University of Berlin and advised postwar German universities on how to instill democratic values into their curricula. His most thoughtful academic work was about the need to check and disperse the awesome powers of the state. Whether in Nazi or Soviet form, Friedrich’s priority was to understand totalitarianism—the better to defeat it.

The choice between Elliott and Friedrich was the kind that could change a student’s future; it merited consultation and reflection. Brzezinski made his decision a few minutes into an introductory seminar by Elliott. The professor, who would later become an advisor to Richard Nixon, a future vice president and later president, apologized that he must cut short his talk because he was needed in Washington. His assistant would complete his introduction. “In walks this youngish, somewhat rotund… scholar, with a strong German accent, introduces himself and proceeds to tell us what to expect,” recalled Brzezinski. “I listened to him carefully and the more I heard the more I sensed that [his] principal references were a variety of Germanic philosophers who influenced in their own way the evolution of history in Europe. And I concluded that this was not my meat. So I rather impolitely rose and left.”7 That was Brzezinski’s first fleeting brush with Henry Kissinger. It was also the start of his collaboration with Friedrich.

Within a few weeks of arriving, Brzezinski had found the two key mentors, Friedrich and Fainsod, whom he would keep throughout his time at Harvard. His academic life toggled between the government department in the Littauer Center, on one side of Harvard Yard, and the Russian Research Center in Dudley Hall, on the other, close to the Charles River. Almost every resource he needed was within a few minutes’ walk. The RRC was the epicenter of America’s so-called Cold War university, in which large federal and philanthropic grants were feeding the mushrooming new world of Soviet studies. At that point, Harvard and Columbia dominated it. Since the exponentially growing field had been conjured from almost nothing, Brzezinski fitted in with remarkable speed. “Never before did so many know so little about so much,” one wit observed in the mid-1940s about the hastily cobbled together teams of overnight Soviet specialists working at the Office of Strategic Services, the army and air force, and other federal agencies.8 By 1950, the US government’s knowledge deficiency about the Soviet Union was no longer a problem. In the words of one scholar, Soviet studies had gone “from laughingstock to juggernaut.”9 The distinctly accented Brzezinski was at home among the congeries of refugees, émigrés, and recently naturalized Americans who populated the Cold War university. Other bright lights included Stanley Hoffmann, Adam Ulam, Richard Pipes, Alexander Gerschenkron, and Kissinger. Among Brzezinski’s American-born colleagues were Samuel Huntington, McGeorge Bundy, Arthur Schlesinger, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., and Barrington Moore, Jr. The US-born Fainsod was among the Cold War university’s biggest luminaries.

Fainsod was more than just a mentor; he helped to fix Brzezinski’s persistent financial worries. Within a few months of Brzezinski’s enrolling at Harvard, he asked him to correct his undergraduates’ essays on the Soviet Union.10 A few months after that, Brzezinski became Fainsod’s research assistant. From there, he morphed into his teaching assistant. He spent a lot of time at the RCC’s Dudley Hall, a handsome specimen of late-nineteenth-century Boston civic architecture that would be inexcusably demolished in the 1960s. It was Brzezinski’s chief intellectual home and where he did most of his writing. In addition to the prestige of being associated with the RRC, which had been set up by, among others, Fainsod and Friedrich, with seed money from the Carnegie Corporation, the center paid Brzezinski a stipend. That grew from $500 in 1950 to $1,500 the following year. Since that still proved insufficient, he had to find money elsewhere. That required torturous weeks of interviews with the National Committee for a Free Europe in New York City. The outfit, which had been set up on the famed US diplomat George Kennan’s inspiration in 1949, was supposedly a private umbrella group. The fiercely anti-Communist owner of Time Inc., Henry Luce, and the filmmaker Cecil B. DeMille were on its board. One of its undertakings was Radio Free Europe. In reality, the CIA was its chief benefactor.

The committee’s mission was to aid the cause of freedom, which included supporting the work of Eastern European émigrés. To qualify for a grant, Brzezinski had to convince them that he would not try to become a US citizen. He found that impossible to prove; his insistence that he would remain Polish was belied in their eyes by the fact that he had applied to join the CIA. He protested that aliens were eligible to work at the agency, which was why he had applied for a job there and not to the State Department. The skeptical grant officer, a man named Foster, turned him down. “What swine!” he told his parents. “They first sold our country. And now for $70 a month they are appointing themselves judges of our patriotism!”11 Foster even demanded evidence that Brzezinski intended to return to Poland, which triggered further conniptions; Brzezinski had to explain what his likely fate would be if he went back. Foster added to Brzezinski’s sourness by advising that he change his name to “Jack Burton or something like that” if he did apply for US citizenship.12 Brzezinski was so outraged by that unpassable bureaucratic loyalty test that he enlisted every big name he could find to reverse the decision. After some wrangling, the committee agreed to revisit his application. His struggle worked. Foster even apologized to Brzezinski for the “misunderstanding” over where his loyalties lay. The money was deposited in his account, enabling Brzezinski to buy a Royal Arrow typewriter: $26 up front, the rest in $5 monthly installments.13 He was overjoyed with his new machine, partly because he would not have to go to Dudley Hall every time he needed to write.

In his first academic year at Harvard, Brzezinski’s results were unimprovable. He got straight A’s in each of his four courses—which, he was informed, only 5 percent of graduates achieved.14 As early as spring 1951, six months after he had enrolled, Brzezinski was told by Fainsod that he could become a leading Soviet scholar if that was his ambition. Brzezinski began helping with his most ambitious book, How Russia Is Ruled (1953), which would become a staple of Soviet studies for decades. In 1997, Foreign Affairs included the title on its list of its best one hundred books of the previous seventy-five years. Alongside Fainsod’s tome was Brzezinski’s 1960 book The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict.

In spite of Fainsod’s kindness, money was still a source of anxiety. In a letter to his parents, Brzezinski complained that he had to pay a dentist’s charge of $4.75 after having been told that the consultation would be free.15
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