














If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher, and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”


The Childhood of World Figures books, a companion series to our acclaimed Childhood of Famous Americans series, chronicles the early years of famous men and women from around the world in an accessible manner. Each book is faithful in spirit to the values and experiences that influenced the person’s development. History is fleshed out with fictionalized details, and conversations have been added to make the stories come alive for today’s reader, but every reasonable effort has been made to make the stories consistent with the events, ethics, and character of their subjects.


These books reaffirm the importance of world history and the contributions that have been made by people from across the globe. We hope you enjoy reading about the heroes and heroines who helped shape our world.


Happy Reading!
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CHAPTER ONE
CHILD OF A FREE
POLAND


At the sound of his mother’s cries from the bedroom, thirteen-year-old Edmund Wojtyla—known in the family as “Mundek”—turned to his father and said, “Will Mama be all right?”


Lieutenant Karol Wojtyla smiled. “Of course, Mundek,” he said. “Childbirth is a natural thing, and the midwife has delivered hundreds of children here in Wadowice.”


“I hope it’s a boy,” Mundek said. He grinned at his father. “I would like very much to have a brother who might one day grow up to be the pope.”


Mundek saw a shadow pass across his father’s face, and he suddenly wished now that he had thought before he had spoken. His parents were probably wanting a daughter to fill the emptiness left by his sister, Olga, who had only lived for a few days. Mundek vaguely remembered their baptizing the tiny girl at home, something he knew the church permitted in emergencies, and then, within hours, burying her in an unmarked grave in Wadowice’s cemetery. After that, his parents never mentioned Olga again.


“I don’t think that will ever happen, Mundek,” Lieutenant Wojtyla said. “Popes don’t come from Poland.”


Another cry from the tiny bedroom sent Karol to the door. He opened it slightly, just enough to peer inside, and said, “Good midwife, do you need anything?”


“Yes! I need for you to pull your head back from that door and close it!” the midwife hissed at him. “This is no time for a man to be present!”


As her husband shut the door without comment, Emilia Wojtyla wondered if she would survive this birth. She had no strength left.


“You’re doing fine, Mrs. Wojtyla,” the midwife said soothingly. “The child is taking its time, but there are no complications.”


Emilia took a deep breath and let it out. “Do I hear singing?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.


“Yes, Mrs. Wojtyla, you do,” the midwife said.


“Why?” Emilia asked.


“The people of Wadowice are celebrating, Mrs. Wojtyla. This is May 18, 1920, a date that we will never forget,” the midwife said. She looked at the clock on the wall. “Marshal Pilsudski’s train has probably arrived at the station.”


Even as another pain shot through her body, Emilia managed to smile. “Oh yes, how could I have forgotten?” she said. “My child will be born into a free Poland.”


In April, Marshal Jó zef Pilsudski had signed an alliance with Ukraine’s Symon Petliura to wage a joint war against the Soviet Union. Under Pilsudski’s command the Polish and Ukrainian armies launched a successful offensive against the Russian troops in Ukraine. On May 7 they won a major victory when they captured the Ukrainian city Kiev.


Outside, the singing and shouting grew. The midwife went to the window.


“What do you see?” Emilia asked.


“I see many, many people,” the midwife replied. “I see a horse-drawn carriage covered in flowers, and inside it, Marshal Pilsudski is waving to everyone.”


“Open the window, please,” Emilia said.


The midwife did as she was asked, and the bedroom was suddenly flooded with light.


Emilia let out a sharp cry, and the midwife returned to her side. Within minutes, the midwife had delivered the baby.


“It’s a boy, Mrs. Wojtyla,” the midwife proclaimed, just as the bells summoning people to prayer began from St. Mary’s Church across the street.


On June 20, Emilia, still weak but beaming with pride, surrounded by her husband and Mundek and a few friends, held her new son in her arms while a military chaplain, Father Franciszek Zak, baptized the baby.


When Father Zak asked, “What name will you give this child?” Karol said, in a strong voice, Karol Jó zef Wojtyla.


It was Emilia who had insisted that the boy be given his father’s first name, but for Karol, there had never been any question as to what his son’s middle name would be. Jó zef would honor not only Marshal Pilsudski, the founding hero of the newly independent Polish Republic, but also Franz Jó zef, emperor of Austria-Hungary from 1848 to 1916, in whose army Karol had proudly served.


As the weeks passed, the baby, whom the family now called Lolek, surprised everyone by gaining more weight than had been expected; the midwife had been concerned that because Emilia was so weak, her milk wouldn’t be nourishing enough. Friends who visited the Wojtylas remarked that Lolek was the picture of good health.


Soon Emilia, too, had regained enough of her strength that she was able to get out of bed and resume some of her normal activities.


“Are you sure you shouldn’t rest for a few more days?” Karol asked her. “Mundek and I can take care of ourselves and Lolek, too, except when he’s nursing.”


“I’m fine, Karol,” Emilia told her husband. “I don’t want to be waited on anymore.”


At first, Emilia would only be out of bed for an hour or so before she began to tire, but gradually she stayed up longer and longer, and one day she announced, “I’m taking Lolek for a stroll in his pram.”


“It’s a beautiful day for that, Mama,” Mundek said. “You’ll enjoy the flowers and the trees in the park.”


“But if you get too tired, Emilia, you should sit on one of the benches,” Karol said. “Lolek can watch the children play.” He pinched Lolek’s cheek. “At this rate, he’ll be joining them before long.”


“Yes, I’d like very much to see the park, because I’ve already missed the first blooms of this year,” Emilia said, “but I’m also going to pay a visit to the photographer.”


As Mundek carried the pram down the steps of their second-floor apartment at Rynek, 2, he met Chaim Blamuth, the owner of the building, coming up the steps.


“Good morning, Mr. Blamuth,” Mundek said. “How are you?”


“I’ll know more after I talk to your father, Mundek,” Mr. Blamuth said.


Mundek continued on down the steps and out onto the street. Mr. Blamuth was an honest landlord, Mundek believed, but he was a Jew, and he was always wanting to talk about the political events in Poland and what effects they might have on the Jewish people. Because of Lieutenant Wotyla’s military background, Mr. Blamuth had a lot of faith in what Mundek’s father believed was happening in the country. After the joy of May, the summer had brought dread to the nation, and several times of late, Mundek had overheard his father whispering to his mother that Polish history might soon repeat itself and the country would no longer be an independent state.


The Red Cavalry of General Semë n Budë nnyi was at that very moment moving westward from Ukraine toward Germany. Unfortunately, as Mundek and everyone else knew too well, Poland was in its way. The country would be trampled by the godless Communists, the new rulers of Russia, with no regard whatsoever.


Mundek set the pram down on the sidewalk and leaned up against the building, enjoying the warmth that soaked through the back of his shirt. He thought about how what was happening to Poland now would affect him and his family. In just a few years he planned to enter Jagiellonian University in Krakó w to study medicine. Would the Russians put an end to his dreams? he wondered.


“Thank you, Mundek,” Emilia said. “You’re a good son.”


“I’ll walk with you, if you want, Mother,” Mundek said. He took Lolek from his mother’s arms and put him in the pram. “I can push it, while you—”


“I shall be fine, Mundek,” Emilia said, interrupting him. “Why don’t you go over to the soccer field and see if there’s a game you can join? You’ve not had very much exercise these past few weeks. I’m getting stronger each day, and you no longer need to be so concerned about me.”


“Well, if you’re sure you’ll be all right,” Mundek said.


Emilia kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Yes, I’m sure, dear,” she said.


Emilia watched as Mundek headed in the opposite direction. He was such a handsome young man. She could only imagine what the future held for him. One of these days, she was sure, Mundek would be Poland’s most famous doctor. He’d live in a large house in Warsaw and treat all the important people in Poland. She had no doubt of that whatsoever.


Emilia began pushing the pram down the sidewalk. As she knew they would, everyone stopped her to comment on what a beautiful baby Lolek was. With each compliment, Emilia’s heart swelled with pride.


It was only when she finally reached the park that Emily realized how tired she was, so she sat on a bench under a tree and, turning the pram so that Lolek could watch the other children at play, leaned back and closed her eyes for a few minutes.


“Mrs. Wojtyla?” a woman’s voice said.


Emilia opened her eyes. The sun was behind the person’s head, so her face was in darkness. Emilia shaded her eyes to see who had spoken to her.


“Mrs. Sikorski! What a pleasure!” Emilia said as her eyes focused to recognize the butcher’s wife. “It’s so nice to see you.”


“Are you all right?” Mrs. Sikorski asked.


“Oh, yes,” Emilia said. “Lolek and I were just enjoying some sun.”


Mrs. Sikorski reached down and chucked Lolek under the chin. “He’s such a healthy child,” she said. Looking up quickly at Emilia, she added, “Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply anything.”


“It’s all right, Mrs. Sikorski,” Emilia said. “I’ve not been well these last few years, and I, too, was quite concerned that Lolek would be affected in some way by my health, but as you can see, he’s quite all right.”


“Yes, yes, he is,” Mrs. Sikorski said. “You must be very proud of him.”


“Oh yes, we are, Mrs. Sikorski,” Emilia said. “One day, our Lolek will be a great man.”


Mrs. Sikorski pinched one of Lolek’s cheeks. “It certainly doesn’t hurt that he has that good, broad Slavic face that we Poles prize so highly.” She looked up at Emilia. “I am on my way to the church to light a candle for my nephew, who’s on the front with Marshal Pilsudski. I shall add Lolek to my prayers, that he can grow up in an independent Poland, but I’m afraid that the news isn’t good today.” She looked around, then leaned down next to Emilia’s ear and whispered, “My husband has heard that when the Red Army retakes Poland, a Provisional Polish Revolutionary Committee will be set up to run the country.” She stood up and added, again in a whisper, “It will be headed by Feliks Dzerzhí nskii. Of course you know who he is, don’t you?”


Emilia shook her head. Actually, she had heard the name from her husband, but right now she was too tired to listen to anymore of Mrs. Sikorski’s conversation about what was happening in their part of Europe. “I don’t pay much attention to politics, Mrs. Sikorski,” she said. “I leave that to my husband.”


“You should, Mrs. Wojtyla. Your family’s existence could depend on it,” Mrs. Sikorski said. “Dzerzhí nskii is the head of the Cheka, the Soviet Secret Police. He’s the most feared man in the Soviet Union.”


Suddenly, Emily shivered, but she knew it wasn’t because the sun was now hidden by a cloud. She grasped the arm of the bench to help her stand up, “I should be going,” she said. “I’m on my way to the photographer’s to have a picture taken of Lolek and me.”


“I must see it when it’s ready,” Mrs. Sikorski said.


“I’ll be happy to show it to you,” Emilia said.


For a few minutes after Mrs. Sikorski had left, Emily remained with the backs of her legs propped up against the bench to keep from falling. She felt dizzy and even a little nauseated and was frightened, although she didn’t know if it was because of her physical condition or because of her encounter with Mrs. Sikorski. She wished now that she had let Mundek come with her. If she fainted here, she could only hope that whoever found her would go fetch Karol to help her, but after a few minutes, and several deep breaths of the fresh air, she was feeling better.


At first, Emilia considered putting off her trip to the photographer’s and returning to the apartment, but she was suddenly afraid that something might happen to keep her from ever having her picture taken with Lolek, so she willed herself to push the pram through the park and to the photographer’s studio.
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