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			“I had the honor of serving with Drago Dzieran in combat. He exemplified everything a warrior should be: smart, courageous, aggressive, disciplined, determined, strong, loyal, and patriotic. I knew he would never let me down. This book, detailing Drago’s incredible life, provides a detailed insight into the heart of this warrior—and offers an inspiring story for every American.”

			—   Jocko Willink, US Navy SEAL LCDR (Ret), Bestselling Author, and Podcaster

			***

			“Drago is a legend in the SEAL Teams as a lead breacher and operator. This book is full of hard-won wisdom and inspiration! He gives a clear image of what it’s like to grow up in Communist Poland not long after World War II. His insights will inspire us all to be more grateful for our nation and to be better citizens and better human beings. Given the state of our political environment, we should read Drago’s words, listen to his wisdom, and be very careful and diligent to preserve the freedoms that we enjoy. Outstanding read and hard to put down!” 

			—   Ed Hiner, US Navy SEAL LCDR (Ret), 
Bestselling Author of First Fast Fearless and GUTS  

			***

			“Drago is the finest Navy SEAL I’ve had the honor of serving with. Not only was he able to bring together two great units of Special Operations with Polish GROM and US Navy SEALs, but he is most known for his prowess as a Master Breacher. He’s the guy who gets the team in and then fights right next to them. Drago’s story is one of great appreciation for the freedom he found in America, and his effort to every day give back to America—keeping it the shining beacon of freedom for the world.”

			—   Rob O’Neill, US Navy SEAL who killed Osama bin Laden, Bestselling Author of The Operator and The Way Forward

			***

			“As Drago says, we did not go to war to defend freedom for only certain people, we fought for All Americans. His love for this country is infectious, and you will come away from this book with a stronger sense of pride for America and renewed faith in our ability to overcome differences with neighbors to make this country better tomorrow than it is today.

			—   Marcus Luttrell, US Navy SEAL (Ret), Bestselling Author of Lone Survivor and Service: A Navy SEAL at War

			***

			“Drago’s contribution to our joint, GROM and SEALs, operations has become legendary in Poland among GROM and in the US among his SEAL Brothers, especially his breaching expertise. His new breaching charges allowed us to conduct operations with less risk and less danger to non-combatants on target; while at the same time, with less fragmentation, allowing us to stage in closer proximity to the explosive breach and gain faster access to target.”

			—   Pawel Mateńczuk, Lebanon, Iraq, and Afghanistan Veteran of Polish Special Forces GROM

			***

			“Drago’s desire to give back to America for his freedom goes far beyond his incredible service as a Navy SEAL. Drago is also the America-loving patriot, always standing by to remind you of how great this country is and why we need to keep working together as one for the next generation. Drago is a proud, great American, and I am honored to call him my dear friend.” 

			—   Rich Emberlin, Dallas Police Dept. SWAT (Ret)

			***

			“Drago has lived his life taking a stand in the never-ending war for freedom and liberty that each generation must wage against the creeping virus of socialism and totalitarianism. Whether that was on the streets of Poland facing down the Communist and Socialist threat to his homeland or as a decorated US Navy SEAL on the war-torn streets of Iraq, Drago has lived his American value system at the risk of his own life. This book is a must-read for every American who wants to preserve the precious liberty and freedom Lincoln called ‘the last best hope on earth.’ As an immigrant, his voice rings true for me in a way that I wish every American could understand and stop taking for granted. As citizens of the USA, we owe our country a debt for our freedom. That debt is our loyalty and will to preserve the gift we received for the next generation. My friend Drago has made a major contribution to that effort. Buy this book. Read it. Learn from it. Then act on it.”

			—   Sam Falsafi, Immigrant from Iran; Lead Trainer, Warrior Week, the world’s #1 transformational program for married business men with children
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			To my fallen Teammates, those lost on the battlefield and those lost beyond the battlefield.

			To America and all of the American people to whom I owe my freedom and so much more.





[image: ]Author’s Note[image: ]

			This book is my memoir. It reflects my recollections of experiences over time. Some names and other identifying characteristics have been changed, some events have been compressed, and some dialogue has been re-created. What you may currently understand as Communism, Marxism, Leninism, or Socialism may lead you to pause and question how I describe them. Please understand that Eastern European countries under the control of the Soviet Union behind the Iron Curtain are often referred to as Communist. However, none of these states were ever Communist; instead, they were all Socialist states run by Communists and Marxists. This allowed Communists, like my father, to control society and suppress any dissent or opposition, often in a violent way. Regardless of how you choose to accept the labeling, the terror that I and my family endured was real and is described in the following pages in a way that I hope helps you visualize and connect with the true impact of these ideologies upon real people and society.
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			Iraq, 2004

			As missions go, this one was standard: approach the compound, breach the doors on the target’s house with explosives, and detain the target—in this case, a suspected terrorist. I was confident that it would go off without a hitch, as many of our previous missions in Iraq had.

			Working off reconnaissance photos of the compound, as a Lead Breacher, I had prepared the appropriate explosive charges and calculated the safest distance for the rest of the initial assault element to avoid getting caught in the blast. I designated a convenient, safe place that would keep us out of the way of the shock wave and any explosive fragments. It was right behind the corner of the building, between the wall and what looked like a concrete fence. The space was about two to three feet wide and ten to fifteen feet long, enough to safely stack the entire assault element together.

			We moved out just after 02:00. We functioned seamlessly as a unit, pushing through the quiet pitch-black night toward the compound rising out of the dusty Iraqi streets. Our orders were to capture or kill the target. We had confirmation that the terrorist was in the building.

			The assault element, including myself, scaled the six-foot concrete fence in perfect silence while the designated security element circled the walled compound to make the terrorist’s escape impossible (if he decided to run). We hit the ground with barely a rattle. Within moments I was shouldered up against the outer wall of a building just inside the fence, a string of men with me. With practiced movements, I set a breaching charge on the door, and on my signal, my security element and I began to walk back towards the designated space around the corner where the rest of the assault element were already taking cover.

			The moment we began to move, however, I realized with a sinking feeling that the reconnaissance images I’d studied earlier hadn’t shown the mound of rubble in that same corner between wall and fence.

			Shit.

			There was barely enough space left to cover most of the assault element. I wasn’t going to fit. And there was no time to scale the concrete fence and take cover.

			It was a split-second decision: I backed myself as far from the door as possible and then dropped to my knees. I covered my face with my M4, curling up to protect as much of my body as possible. Based on careful calculations for the safe standoff, I knew I would still be relatively “safe” as far as the shock wave was concerned. I learned early on from my previous Direct Action missions to calculate the safe distance from breaching charges in two ways: one normally per the manual, and one for situations like this, for me. The second calculation was important for times when I may not make it to cover but needed to have an absolute minimum safe distance. It was a distance from the breaching charge that could cause injury but should not be incapacitating. I was hoping to never use it. Once I knew everyone had cover, I quietly passed the call over the radio—“Turning steel, turning steel, turning steel!”—and I detonated the charge on the door.

			The blast blew the fragments of the door out right over my head with a thunderous sound that rattled my skull. A shock wave that felt like it lifted me off my knees slammed me back onto the ground. I yelled “Open, open, open” even as I tried to regain my footing, only to fall back on my hands and knees, bleeding from my nose and one ear. The breach blew the door wide open, and the rest of the assault element was forced to shove me out of their way as they rushed the building through the smoke. I don’t remember pain in the moment. Pain is the last thing on your mind when you’re in the middle of an operation.

			I rallied quickly enough and joined my team to clear the building, going room to room on autopilot, ears ringing. We caught our suspect without much struggle, and we returned to base on the high of a successful mission before the sun was even up.

			Later the next day, when the adrenaline had worn off, I checked myself: some light bleeding from my nose and ears—an expected side effect of taking a shock wave almost directly to the head. The ringing had subsided, but one ear was sore and difficult to hear out of, and I had a massive vivid bruise on the side of my chest that I couldn’t account for. I had been wearing steel-plated body armor during the op, but it only covered the front of my chest and my back. It was so sore and ugly looking; I was worried that some fragments from the blast may have bounced off the wall and lodged in the side of my chest. But how could that leave such a massive bruise? Every breaching charge is carefully calibrated, and the one used during the op should not have resulted in any large fragments. Regardless, even a small fragment can maim or kill a person if it penetrates a vital organ or severs a major artery. (Breaching steel doors, steel gates, or concrete walls is especially dangerous in that regard.)

			As I inspected the big, ugly bruise on my side, a buddy—one of the Polish GROM guys who was part of the assault element on that mission—came up to me and said, “Sorry, Drago. After the charge went off, you were right in our path, so we had to kind of…kick you out of the way.”

			Polish GROM (Polish Special Forces) are hardcore operators with impressive combat records. For an average person, a kick like the one I received would have easily broken some ribs or totally incapacitated a person; luckily, I was bulky and had been practicing martial arts for most of my life, so I had some tolerance built in.

			My friend smiled, and I laughed. Turns out, he was the foot behind my massive mystery bruise. It hurt, but there were no hard feelings; I would have done the same if our situations had been reversed.

			[image: ]

			This is my story.

			It’s not the story you might expect, coming from a Navy SEAL, but at a time when division and strife are rampant around the world, I think it’s an important one to tell. Because just as no two SEALs are the same, neither are any two Americans—and I happen to be both.

			I was born in 1960 in Lodz, Poland, deep behind the Iron Curtain. It’s important to tell this part of my story in full, and you’ll read about it in forthcoming chapters, because my life in Poland directly influenced my coming to America as a political refugee and asylum seeker.

			Now I consider myself an American through and through. American by choice. But having been born and raised in Communist Poland, I know what it means to have next to nothing—no money, no safety, no rights—and what it means to come to a place that promises everything. I know how precious those things are and how easily they can be lost, unless someone is willing to step up and fight for them.

			This is a story about a life spent fighting, which began well before I picked up a rifle to fight on America’s behalf. In houses and classrooms, schoolyards and streets, I learned how to fight, and I learned what to fight for.

			I want you to understand that this is not a life I want for anyone—Polish, American, or otherwise. What I want is for no one to have to live like I had to growing up in Communist Poland, a totalitarian oppressive state. I don’t want it for anyone anywhere in the world but especially not in America, the country that gave me a home after I lost mine. This memoir is a collection of unforgettable stories from my life: political oppression and persecution, personal desperation, compassion, determination, and—ultimately—sacrifice and courage. This memoir is also my attempt at recalling my life in Poland; it is less about my SEAL experiences from my later years and more about family, faith, and resiliency in the face of adversity. There are plenty of books by and about Navy SEALs, but I wanted to write a book that reflects on what it’s like to live under some of the worst circumstances on the planet and to then find freedom in America.

			If you came here looking for another typical SEAL memoir, I’m sorry to disappoint you. But I hope you will read this book regardless and maybe come away with a better sense of who you share this beautiful country with and how lucky we all are to live in the greatest country in the world.

			Because in the process of learning to be an American, I realized how incredible the American people really are. All of them, regardless of what they look like, how they pray, who they love, or how they vote—this is one country and we are all Americans, and I am honored to fight for them.
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			A New Life

			My life began in October 1960. Fifteen years after the end of World War II, Poland was still a place of desolation and despair. People were still trying to rebuild their lives after the Second World War, but this time under the terror of the totalitarian state run by Communists and Marxists, like my father. That’s where I spent the first years of my life: amid the rusting ruins of the old bombed-out Poland and the cheap scaffolding of the new.

			With me were my parents, Stanislaw and Florentyna Dzieran. Following my arrival, my brother, Slawek, and my sister, Justyna, would join us one and four years later, respectively. Together we lived in a standard multi-family home, a two-floor by-the-book Communist build, in a town called Zielona Góra. We lived in the downstairs, which had two rooms for us and a third room for an unrelated single man, a single bathroom, and one rudimentary kitchen we all shared on the first floor. Upstairs there was a duplication of the downstairs floorplan, which another unrelated family occupied. There was no staying out of each other’s hair with that many people in one house. Especially when the subject of politics came up.

			My father, Stanislaw, was a full-fledged member of the Communist Party in Poland, referred to as the Polish United Workers’ Party. He was a well-respected high school teacher until he quit his job to become director of theaters and museums at the Polish Ministry of Art and Culture, working directly for the Polish government. He also worked as the director of the art history department at the University of Lodz. As a proud card-carrying Communist, my father was afforded advantages and luxuries that nonparty members in my country either didn’t have or never hoped to get.

			Dad was fascinated by technology. Because of his status and connections within the party, he had all kinds of advanced cameras, so I’d often sneak into his closet and play with them. When I got bored, I’d drag his stuff around like a dog at the end of a leash. Eventually he learned to hide things better.

			I wish I could say I knew my dad well. At the end of the day, he was a very distant man. Not just to me, but to his entire family. Even from a young age, I only really knew him as a forceful, very logical man who’d show up at the house from time to time between his travels. He would yell at us when we did something wrong, and sometimes he’d hit us with his belt. In his environment, he was very accomplished and respected by the Communist government.

			Conversely, my mother, Florentyna, despised Communism, Marxism, and Socialism with a fiery passion. She saw the Communist regime as nothing more than occupiers by a different name, like the Nazis during World War II and the Germans during World War I. She was a devout Catholic, too, which didn’t sit well with my father, who believed—per the party line—that it was necessary for Communists to be atheists. He was and remained an atheist until his death in 2021.

			My maternal grandmother, similarly, was passionate about church—she would have literally chased my father to church if she could. I remember on one particular Sunday morning when she came to visit, as my parents went through their usual back-and-forth about whether we children would be allowed to go to church that day, my mother grabbed me—Dad was standing in the front doorway, his arms stretched from door frame to door frame as an imposing figure that was not going to let anyone leave—and turned toward the window overlooking the street. To Dad’s surprise, she proceeded to hand me straight through the open window to my grandma, who was waiting outside. We went to church. I was too small to remember the lessons from the service on those Sunday church visits, but they were important to my mother.

			Dad eventually learned to not interfere with our faith, but he never approved and barely tolerated it. He called it superstition and often ridiculed and disparaged it. And any Sunday that Grandma visited, we went to church. If Grandma wasn’t there, we’d go in the evening when Dad was out or wasn’t paying attention, but we’d never talk about it at home.

			I think I understood even from a young age why both my maternal and paternal grandmothers were so fiercely committed to their faith. My paternal grandmother had witnessed the Communist state’s brutal approach to violence during its initial rise. She knew people who were sent to Siberia, to the gulags, even some who were murdered outright for opposing Communism. It must have been devastating for her to watch her own son embrace that ideology and join the party.

			My mother’s mother, Grandma Maranda, had survived WWI, WWII, and Hitler’s Socialism (National Socialism), so she was hardly enthused by Stalin’s version and later by Brezhnev’s Socialism. The Communist regime used Socialism to subdue society and gain control over the people. These ideologies always have a few of the same things in common: intimidation, political prisoners, political murders, cancellations of people inconvenient to the state, and censorship. My grandmother knew that when times get hard enough, gold and money mean nothing, while faith and belief in God are everything. The only thing that matters in those circumstances is survival: food, water, and shelter. She always saved as much food as possible; during WWII, people would often offer to pay her for a share, attempting to coerce her to sell food that she had saved for her children, but she never accepted it because her family couldn’t eat money. She would only give out some bread from time to time to help others who were suffering. Sometimes, while out walking with my grandma, she would find bread on the streets and pick it up while complaining about the waste. Red with embarrassment, I would tell her to put it down while other kids pointed fingers at us and laughed. She’d drop it in a safe place, and then say something like, “Well, at least the birds have something to eat. Never, ever throw food away!”

			Despite the tension within the family, we had everything we needed growing up. (What we wanted was irrelevant.) We couldn’t afford things like bicycles, so we rode ones that belonged to other kids. As a party member, Dad eventually got a car (which was unusual at the time)—a cheap off-white Syrena, two-doored with a two-stroke engine. That was luxury to us. Normally, people would have to pre-pay the full value of the car and then wait for one to two years to receive the car; however, my dad’s position in the party allotted him access to goods much earlier and easier than others.

			The thing that sticks out in my mind the most about this time in my life is that we had to walk to kindergarten on our own. At four and five years old, we’d hold each other’s hands, carrying our house shoes for school, and walk—half a mile—through a small field outside the apartment complex, across a big street, and all the way to kindergarten. We were essentially on our own; the adults just told us how to get there.

			I had my first brush with romance at all of six years old. We were in the same kindergarten class. You know how it goes—one minute we’re playing doctors and the next I’m getting kissed on the cheek and have a girlfriend. I think we lasted about a week.

			Naturally, kids find all sorts of ways to get into trouble, regardless of the times they live in. Once, playing with gasoline we drained from a parked motorcycle, a bunch of us set fire to it. The thing went up in a fireball and burned my eyebrows right off. On another occasion, while baking potatoes over an open fire, we managed to set fire to a wheat field. By the time the firefighters arrived, the field was completely gone. Some people tried to sue my mom and our neighbors for damages, but there was no money to get out of any of us; besides, my father was able to squash it as a party member. Everything was swept under the table, and people who tried to complain were threatened and easily intimidated by the Socialist state, which my father was part of.

			I don’t play with fire anymore, and to this day whenever I smell woodsmoke, this exact memory comes back to me.

			It’s interesting to me now to remember the places where my friends and siblings and I played when we were little kids growing up. A lot of old, dilapidated buildings from before the war were our playgrounds; for poor kids like my brother, sister, and me, the rusting ruins of destroyed textile factories and abandoned prewar buildings were the only spaces for us to play in. Occasionally, new buildings under construction also served as a playground. At that time, everything seemed very large to us. Sometimes I go on Google Maps and look around that old town on street view and see all the places where we used to hang out.

			Zielona Góra was granted town privileges in 1323. It has a long and compelling history. When I was growing up there in the 1960s, the city was a small, peaceful town with very little crime. The people’s attitudes were different than today. It was okay for me and my siblings to wander around the town, fields, and woods without supervision. My mom let us play outside by ourselves with free rein, as long as we let her know where we were and as long as we were back before dark. When I was five years old, my friend was struck and killed by a motorcyclist. I didn’t see it happen, but I saw his body in the open casket at his funeral. It was a horrible sight, and not one I could easily forget. My mom became very strict about my getting to school safely after that. But we were kids, so we’d still mess around and play dumb games like “who can get closest to the moving vehicle.”

			Later, I would keep it secret from my mom that I’d gotten hit by a motorcycle, too—I was walking out of my first-grade class, feeling like hot shit: I thought I was so important and cool because my mom was a teacher at the school. She was a well-respected teacher in the school, and I felt that nothing could touch me! I started dancing in the street after I noticed some girls watching from the playground and ended up getting clipped by this passing bike. It launched me onto the sidewalk, but I managed to bounce right back up. I was still rattled, though, and immediately ran off across the nearby field, jumped a fence, and sprinted until I was safe at home.

			When I did finally tell Mom that story, she gave me a sound spanking.

			Father refused to spend much money on our needs, so we couldn’t afford to buy the state-required school uniforms, and our grandma—an accomplished seamstress—made them for us instead. The richer kids were quick to point out that our uniforms were not purchased and were homemade. Most of the kids at this time were wearing these homemade uniforms, and I decided to beat the rich kid who opened his mouth first about the uniforms. They left me alone and I never heard about my uniform again. My grandmother had made mine and my siblings’ uniforms with her pedaled sewing machine and I would watch the wheel next to her foot go round and round. On one occasion, I happened to notice a pair of sewing shears lying on the floor next to her sewing machine. Stealing it out from under Grandma’s nose, I whispered to my little brother, “Let’s be barbers.”

			We hid behind the sofa, and there I grabbed my brother by the hair on the front of his head and snip, snip, snip! He did the same to me, snipping away until Grandma, realizing it was far too quiet, jumped up and found us and a pile of hair behind the sofa. We looked like samurai with long hair on the sides but no hair on the top of our heads.

			“Oh my god, what did you do?”

			She called my mom into the room and told her what had happened. Thankfully, neither of us were physically injured by our antics. Mom sighed heavily and said, “I cannot take you out like this.” She shoved hats onto our heads and dragged us to a real barber a few blocks away. Unfortunately, he took one look at my brother and me and said, “I can’t do anything with this.” There was nothing else to do: he buzzed our heads. Mom cried.

			On the dreary walk home, other women berated her for our buzz cuts, telling her, “How could you let these boys walk around looking like criminals?” I hadn’t thought of that comparison at the time, but what a thing to hear! (And, as if to add insult to her injury, Mom never stopped giving me grief about the fact that my hair grew back in straight and brown after I’d originally had such beautiful curly blond hair.)

			During my primary school years, my mom taught at the same school I was attending, which meant my antics were met with punishment a lot faster too, and with a lot more embarrassment involved. In our underground classrooms, we’d regularly watch for the teacher’s arrival through thick half-buried windows, scanning constantly for ankles while we screamed and laughed and teased each other. When one girl made a joke about another girl in class having a crush on me, I puffed up and said, “I don’t need a girl!” And then I went up to the girl accused of having a crush on me and kicked her right between the legs. I was violently obstinate. Even as the nurses carried her away crying, I shouted, “She’s not my girlfriend!”

			I went back to class, and then my mom showed up. It was like the air was suddenly sucked out of the room. She glared right at me, hands on her hips. “Who did you hurt?” The whole class pointed at the girl sobbing at the nearby desk. My mom immediately grabbed me by my ear and neck and pulled me to the front of the room, where she proceeded to spank me in full view of the entire class, so hard and for so long that I broke down and started to cry. After a while, she released me and told me to apologize. The class was silent. I apologized through my tears, and my mom set me back down at my desk before leaving. That day my mother, besides being a very well-respected teacher liked by many students, became a teacher that was feared. None of the kids ever wanted to get on her bad side and test the rules after seeing what happened to me.

			When I returned home at the end of school, my mom had an hour-long conversation with me, spanked me some more, and I never hit another girl again.

			Corporal punishment was the go-to method in those days, and it was used often, even for minor infractions. If a student ever refused to answer a teacher’s question or answered “rudely,” the class would go perfectly still, and he would be hit with a wooden ruler on his hand. His ear would be stretched as he was dragged out of the room and spanked, then he’d return to class with tears running down his splotchy face. He’d apologize for not learning and for mouthing off and then very carefully sit back down in his assigned seat. Never mess with teachers in Poland.

			Funnily enough, though, the punishment only sometimes managed to deter us from bad behaviors in the long term. It was around this time that my brother and I discovered how fun it was to play hooky. All the bigger kids took over the coolest parts of the playsets and the younger kids were typically pushed to the side, forced to only sit and watch. One morning when we walked by the empty playground on the way to school, we decided to play hooky. So, instead of going to class, we took a detour and went to the kindergarten playground (hidden from prying teachers’ eyes behind a bunch of trees) and we’d play our hearts out. We had so much fun, until the angry teachers burst out of the trees and grabbed us both by the waistbands of our cheap pants and all but carried us back to class. Mom would get on the phone and yell at us. We kept doing it, trying not to get caught, but eventually the spankings became more annoying than punishing or funny. At that point, we knew it was time to stop.

			My early childhood was full of ups and downs. Life at home was difficult, to say the least, and early learning under Communism was anything but fun. But I can also remember a lot of funny, happy moments, despite all those things. Sometimes it’s a big memory like being passed through a window into my grandma’s hands or what it felt like to dance in the street for those girls. Other times it’s a small memory, like the taste of the special soda we’d buy off Polish street vendors like kids at Coney Island in the summer. It was a mix of fruit juices dyed red and yellow in plain soda water. In a country without access to Coca-Cola, this strange street drink was a real treat to us. Although, in hindsight, I’m amazed that we didn’t get sicker off them, considering they were served in reused glasses that didn’t get washed very often. One glass was used to serve everyone in the line, with a rinse of the glass only here and there.

			It wasn’t an easy childhood by any means. And my family would carry a scarcity mentality for life. Because even as other European countries were rebuilding and flourishing in the aftermath of the war, Poland was slowly suffocating to death under the yoke of Socialism behind the Iron Curtain.





[image: ]Chapter Two[image: ]

			The State 
of Things

			I was four, maybe five years old the first time I really was made aware of the existence of Communism. At that young age, I didn’t understand what it was conceptually, but I recognized its presence in our lives and that it made the adults around me act very strangely.

			My own family was a decent representation of Communism’s divisive effect. As previously mentioned, my father’s mother was an especially vocal anti-Communist. I’d spend time with her and my grandfather when they lived in a little village called Spicimierz. The place didn’t even have roads, just dirt paths that got muddy in the rain. My grandparents lived in an old house with a thatched roof. It was drafty and cold, and I didn’t like to go there because there was nothing to do except look at farm animals and do chores. In the summertime, the wheat fields had to be cleared and the men would go through them with scythes, cutting the wheat almost at the root. I would follow behind them and tie up small bundles and place them in a pile for collection. It was hardly a vacation—I wanted to go to stores and ride bicycles and play with toys and eat candy, not work.

			I remember my grandmother teaching me how to pray during our visits with her. Over and over again I learned the words: how to pray for health, happiness, and liberation. Kneeling next to me, my grandmother would say things like, “Please send the Communists back where they came from” and “Please take the Red Satan away from Poland!” and I would repeat word for word after her.

			After repeating her words a few times, I had to ask: “Who are these people?”

			“They are evil, they kill people and keep people in prisons. Real demons.”

			I remember asking my grandmother if they had horns and tails and if they breathed fire. That was my image of Communists. She said yes, but they hide it and many can’t see it. We can recognize them most often by their deeds: murders, imprisonments, intimidation, and lack of morals. She fully believed that to be a Communist was a fate worse than death. These were people, she explained to me, who killed other people at will. Why? For not believing everything the party believed in or disagreeing about the benefits of Communism and Socialism. And there wasn’t much any innocent person could do about it.

			My grandmother’s sentiments made for a very strained relationship with her son. My father would get angry when he inevitably learned (or overheard) his mother talking to me about the evils of Communism. He’d demand that she never talk about Communism and Socialism: “Don’t talk to my son about that! We’re building a Socialist paradise for all of us! I am not evil.”

			In response, my grandmother would become very still. She would rattle off the names of people she knew who had been imprisoned, disappeared, or murdered—from memory. Dozens of them, years after the fact. My father’s pathetic response was always some variation of, “Well, we don’t know what really happened.”

			“Yes,” she’d respond, “but if you bring Communism to a place, that is what happens.”

			They’d yell back and forth at each other for hours. My father would shout, and his mother would wave her cane at him.

			I’d fall asleep to the sound of her crying. “I should have raised you better.”

			I loved visits with the other side of my family, with my maternal grandmother in Lodz. Lodz was one of the biggest cities in Poland and always bristling with traffic, tramways, trolleybuses, and cars. It was a fascinating view for me. I remember riding on the escalator in one of the department stores for the first time. It was like a trip to Disneyland for me.

			During visits with my maternal grandmother, she would sometimes take my siblings and me to a park outside town with swings and a carousel and a jungle gym. Even though it was a long walk to get there, we were always so excited to go. Twenty minutes on foot was worth it if it meant we got to actually play.

			The park itself wasn’t so much a park as a playground with some trees and trails next to a busy roundabout. The playground area was very flat and unassuming. There was a gravel pit with swings, a seesaw, and plenty of open air. It always smelled nice there, with wildflowers blooming everywhere in the summer. I felt completely unrestricted at the park, far away from parents and chores; there was no one trying to fight me, or vice versa, either. It was usually just me and my brother, and sometimes our friends, playing together.

			On one outing, my grandmother fell asleep on a bench while my brother and I played. She was a very short woman, and when she sat down, her feet often dangled over the ground. Her shoes had slipped off her feet a little bit, hanging off her toes. Feeling mischievous, I turned to my little brother and said, “Let’s pee in Grandma’s shoes.”

			We thought it was the funniest thing—until she woke up, sprang to her wet feet, and bent us both over her knees for a hard spanking. We walked back to her apartment with her in her wet shoes, leaving wet marks on the pavement. Another thing I never did again.

			I have a lot of happy memories of my maternal grandmother, which I’m grateful for. I remember she would buy fresh strawberries and mash them with sugar for our breakfast. I’m pretty sure that’s what got me hooked on sugar; even tomatoes, sliced and sprinkled with sugar, tasted just like strawberries (a trick my father had learned during the war). When the whole family got together to have dinner, my brother and I would steal shots of vodka and hang out on her balcony. We discovered we could stick our heads and bodies through the bars of her sixth-floor apartment and crawl out onto the side of the building and hang out there for minutes at a time. We got up to thirty minutes once, until a neighbor spotted us and immediately told our parents. Grandma wasted no time hauling us back inside to give us another spanking.

			[image: ]

			The state infiltrated every aspect of our lives. Learning the Russian language, for example, became mandatory when I entered the fifth grade. Even at that young age I was precocious: I openly questioned why we had to learn Russian when there were people who didn’t even know Polish fully—after all, the Russians were occupiers. That didn’t go over well in my school. My mother was no longer teaching in the same school as me and was unable to provide the usual first line of punishment. So, my teacher immediately pulled me out of class and marched me straight to the principal’s office. Once I was standing in front of him, he called the police. On their way to the school, the police grabbed my mom out of her school across town and sat us all down for a talk. In addition to the uniformed police officers, a member of the state security police, in plain clothes (likely a member of the SB—Służba Bezpieczeństwa), joined the police during the questioning of my mother.

			“If this happens again—if we hear anti-Communist and anti-Polish sentiments expressed again,” they said, “he’s going to an orphanage, and you’ll be facing prison time for failing to teach your children the right way to think.”

			The regime felt they knew best how to raise the children of Poland and would not hesitate to remove children from homes of anyone deemed a threat to the Communist Party.

			The reality is that anything spoken not in favor of Socialism and Communism was immediately translated by the Communist government as anti-Polish sentiment. I still remember those words and my mom’s cries as she promised to work with me on how I expressed myself. I’d behave next time.

			Very sternly they replied, “There won’t be a warning next time.”

			At that time, everything that was or seemed like an anti-Communist sentiment was immediately branded as anti-Polish, too, and criminal in nature. The totalitarian government criminalized everything that was not along the Communist Party lines.

			That was the first taste I personally got of Communist control. Up to that point, I thought the regime was something my parents had to deal with; I was just a kid! What harm could I do? Enough to bring the state security police down on my head, apparently.

			[image: ]

			When my father abandoned us to take a job with the Communist-run government in Zielona Góra in 1967, I was seven years old and had been around the man often enough to know he wasn’t really interested in sticking around. I think he was tired of having a big family, or he simply wanted to start over with a new one. Or perhaps, it was more the Christian faith of my mother and our family that drove him away so he could find success within the Communist Party.

			Mom, meanwhile, was left to care for us on her paltry teacher’s salary. I still remember her leaving the house before dawn to stand in line at five o’clock in the morning, every morning, waiting her turn to buy a loaf of bread. On many days, the bread was gone before she reached the front of the line. The food shortages meant my siblings and I often went to school hungry. There usually wasn’t much to eat when we got home either. Bread, butter (when we had it), and a cup of tea was a staple. Mom often was able to get a chicken or something to cook for us, and we never complained. We didn’t think that it could be any better.

			Despite our struggles, I knew my mother was doing the best she could. During Poland’s frigid winter months, she stuffed my regular clothes with crumpled-up newspapers to keep me insulated from the cold. She kept a stiff upper lip, my mother, and tried not to let on how difficult things were. On one particularly frigid, blustery day while walking home together as a family, I remember seeing her shiver violently. I realized how cold she was and immediately began removing the crushed newspapers from my coat to give to her. She was petrified that someone could be watching and see that we did not have warm clothes and only stuffed papers in our clothes. It was embarrassing to her. She wept in the street that day, wishing out loud that she could do more for us.
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