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Praise for YOUR ROOTS CAST A SHADOW


“Your Roots Cast a Shadow is a fascinating exploration of identity and belonging, refracted through Caroline Topperman’s research and imaginings of the turbulent, complex lives of her grandparents and parents. Using archival materials and personal correspondence, Topperman reconstructs her maternal grandparents’ flight from Nazi-occupied Poland, not along the more usual path to Western Europe or North America, but eastward into Soviet Russia. This is a well-written book that reads in some parts like an action-packed thriller, and in others as an introspective search through history and ideology to uncover the truth about her family and herself. Readers will find much to learn and enjoy as they follow Topperman on this personal and multi-layered journey.”

—Dr. Nora Gold, author of In Sickness and In Health/Yom Kippur in a Gym and 18: Jewish Stories Translated From 18 Languages; editor of Jewish Fiction.net

“Caroline Topperman, a curious, bold, and compassionate writer, reinvents herself in new places, tells frank, well-paced stories about the living, and writes so powerfully about ancestors that they seem alive. She questions herself and readers: Can you guess? Are you able to imagine? Her historical and geographical imagination roams deftly across Canada, Germany, Poland, Sweden, Russia, and the United States. Her ancestors cast shadows but shed light on current questions: Are you communist, Jewish, Catholic, liberal, conservative? Do political, genealogical, religious and national categories make messes of human lives, or do they orient lives like a compass? Topperman’s account of her family history is an alluring lead into global controversies.”

—Dr. Ronald L. Grimes, author of Deeply into the Bone: Reinventing Rites of Passage

“Braiding together generational stories and memories, Caroline Topperman guides readers through decades of one family’s hopes and struggles during harrowing political times and highlights the complexity of family relationships. Your Roots Cast a Shadow is meticulously researched and beautifully written with compassion and honesty. This memoir speaks to our interconnectedness and will have you reflecting on your own family story and its place in the world.”

—Liisa Kovala, author of Sisu’s Winter War and Surviving Stutthof

“Once I started reading, I couldn’t put it down! Your Roots Cast a Shadow expertly connects the present with the past as the author takes you on an emotional journey of how historical events shaped the lives of her family over three generations.”

—Miranda Schell, author of Save Me a Dance and Paint Me a Story
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FOR MY FATHER, WHO NEVER STOPPED TELLING STORIES
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CHAPTER 1 ARE WE REALLY DOING THIS? OUR MOVE TO POLAND


November 15, 2013, proves to be very cold and gray in Warsaw, and in leather jacket and tennis shoes, I am completely unprepared for the blast of arctic air. Winter came early to Warsaw that year, although it would warm up again by the holidays. We greet my cousin’s daughter, Zuzanna, and stand awkwardly in silence, waiting for my cousin to arrive. For the past year and a half we have built a relationship around getting my husband and me to Poland. Zuzanna was our person on the ground, the one who sat in countless government offices to deliver our paperwork, and perhaps even forged my signature on documents when we didn’t want to spend exorbitant sums of money on overnight couriers. So the fact that we don’t have much to say seems strange, but then again, the last time we hung out, she was still a child. Now she is in her early twenties and thinks we are insane for moving all this way.

While we wait, we bond over Pixie, Pawel’s and my eight-year-old blonde cairn terrier, who is uncannily the exact shade of Baltic Sea sand and who has made the transatlantic flight in the cabin, at my feet in her dog bag. We have her papers and official documents from the vet, but in contrast to the hoop jumping we have to do in Canada, no one stopped us at our point of entry. I can only assume that no one noticed a dog in a bag, and I certainly didn’t advertise her presence.

Finally, my cousin Alek arrives and envelops us in a giant bear hug. Although he is technically my cousin, his kids and I are closer in age. His loud, barking laugh and steady stream of chatter are both comforting and familiar. When he sits with my father and his father, there is no doubt they are related. If I had to use one word to describe Alek, it would be jovial.

Alek puffs on the vape strung around his neck and points out landmarks as he drives us to our new home. What we see is a city reeling from the usual November 11 Polish Independence Day riot-filled celebrations, yet the streets are filled with pedestrians, trams, and bumper-to-bumper traffic. At one in the afternoon, on a Friday no less, everyone has somewhere they need to be. The main streets already have their elaborate vintage-inspired holiday decorations—swirly curlicues wrapped around lampposts, colorful bulbs hanging from lace umbrellas, and mini-waterfall lights—that even unlit contrast starkly with the gray day the sun forgot.

Along with its celebratory side, this day also sees the Nationalists march through the center of Warsaw. The chants and red flares settle on the city in an oppressive cloud that defines outright who is wanted and who is not. For now, the Nationalists are an abstract that are spoken about through gritted teeth or dismissed with the wave of a hand. We will come to learn that, unlike in Canada, where these kinds of groups are more or less underground, in Poland their voices are loud and clear. The country will hold their elections within a year of our arrival, and these are the early voices of discontent. They stand for God, country, and family. They stand against immigration, against any religion other than Catholicism, and against the LGBTQ+ community. Soon enough we will see this ugly underbelly gain an even louder voice. We will feel the dread of their angry, heated chants reverberating against our bones. While those who dress in pseudo military attire, with bomber jackets and heavy laced-up boots, make an imposing statement, it’s the regular people, the ones you’d least expect to be filled with so much hate, who scare me the most because I don’t know where they stand. For now, however, we are still protected by the excitement of our move.

Our drive takes us past communist-era concrete buildings intermingled with intricate prewar architecture and futuristic glass-and-metal skyscrapers. The mix is fascinating. You would never see this combination in Vancouver, which Pawel and I have just left, or in our hometown of Toronto. But here, many of the older buildings have been restored to their original pastel pinks, yellows, and blues. Those on the side streets, where tourists rarely venture, are still blackened from decades of pollution and neglect. Still, Warsaw is exceptionally clean compared to most European cities, many of which survived almost complete destruction in World War II. What it does have is what feels like a million roundabouts—all huge, with many lanes of traffic. For the life of me, I cannot figure out how they aren’t one giant pileup all the time. Just when you think you are driving in a straight line, a roundabout takes you in another circle. Then there are the billboards. They are everywhere. Small ones and huge ones cover buildings, residential and commercial. They loom over the roads in a visual assault. It’s like we’ve been thrown headfirst into a roundabout-driven billboard amusement park.

We squeeze by the police and military trucks that line our new home street with cops in riot gear enjoying a cigarette after a hard couple of days. Although we have arrived two days after the riot-like march, tension lingers in the air. Riots are tough on a city’s morale. Routines are forced to change, and places that once were safe are no longer so. It will take another day or two for the police to clear out. The city is still in the midst of a cleanup.

Our apartment on 10 Smolna Street is in a seventies-era communist-style low-rise block. The ground floor bike shop offers a humanizing look. Inside the building, there is color and movement. My cousin’s daughter had already warned us to prepare for a shock. She’s right, and the peeling green paint in the hallways doesn’t help. But our apartment has been completely renovated with hardwood floors and high-end stainless-steel appliances. In other words, happily, the inside does not match the outside. My dream of living in a charming Parisian-style flat oozing with character, with a pretty balcony where we can drink lattes and eat croissants, had long since evaporated. I feel like a contestant on one of those relocation shows where they want all modern amenities and local charm for the low price of $500 per month.

So, is this the romantic ideal? No, but it feels familiar, clean, and comfortable. The lattes and croissants will come soon enough. Besides, we are centrally located, and that’s what really matters. We have no plans to buy a car, so easy access to everything is imperative. When I step out of my place in the middle of winter at 4 PM and it’s already dark, I want to see people, stores, and restaurants. Try explaining this to local real estate agents. No one seemed to understand that I was not interested in a large flat on a quiet street—that I welcome noise, within reason, of course. In the end, this flat is the best of both worlds, on the park side of a busy intersection.

It’s hard to give up your way of life. We had just sold virtually all of our possessions to move halfway around the world. The truth is that our decision to move was mostly because I was feeling claustrophobic in Vancouver. I didn’t like how our lives were unfolding and felt that there was no real future for us in a city that never quite felt like home. Even though we moved to Warsaw by choice, we still want to maintain some level of normalcy. Everything is new and different, and I’m excited. The possibilities are endless, we have no idea what they are, but the immediate dream is to fall down the entrepreneurial rabbit hole. Start an online business? Sure, that would be great. Work in real estate development? I am always game to do that. For the first time in a long time, I do not feel stifled. The heaviness of the Independence Day riot aside, there’s an energy to Warsaw. It’s a city on the go.

Besides, people are looking out for us. My cousin thought ahead and brought us a large pack of toilet paper. Romantic ideals are one thing; practical everyday comforts are another. So yes, toilet paper, check. The flat is furnished, but we’re missing towels and bedding. These aren’t items we had thought to pack. Who would? This is our first time renting a furnished apartment; we aren’t versed in the etiquette of the whole transaction. My cousin takes Pixie home with him so that she won’t be alone in a new apartment first thing, and we head out into the bright lights of Złote Tarasy (Golden Terraces), the downtown mall.

The energy in the mall is electric. The place is loud and the lights a little too bright, just like any mall anywhere in the world. Zara Home has everything we need. My cousin drops us off. We could walk, but we’d have to navigate the warren of underground shops beneath the main street. Aboveground I can find my way in any city, but underground I am lost in an instant. In fact, it will take me close to a year to learn how to make my way through that maze. The very center of town is made up of wide boulevards. Aleje Jerozolimskie and Świętokrzyska run parallel to each other. They are joined by Marszałkowska. All are pedestrian friendly and lined with lots of trendy, oversized shops such as Zara, H&M, C&A, TK Maxx—TJ Maxx for all the North American tourists.

Are we tourists? I don’t think so. What we are is outsiders, which is why several people will soon admonish us for not going to Hala Mirowska, where we could have bought perfectly good bedding and towels for a fraction of the price.

These are things you learn after the fact, the things that come to you in bits and pieces, as the days go by and you’re settling into your new environment, and people are dying to tell you everything you should have done. We don’t yet know about Hala Mirowska—that the large two-story market was originally built in the 1800s, then repurposed and rebuilt over the years. Or that now that it’s back to its original purpose, stall upon stall of food products, homewares, and sewing supplies line the floors, while rows of flower stands crowd the entrance. We don’t yet know about its sister building, Hala Gwardii, filled with higher-end wine stores and kiosk-style restaurants while the center is defined by long, wooden communal tables. A similar hall, Hala Koszyki, is a mystery to us, too. It stands at the other end of the city, a higher-end version of these two, and a sighting ground for the rich and famous of Warsaw.

What we do know is that on the way home, when our Uber driver swings by my cousin’s so we can pick up Pixie, she apparently hasn’t noticed we were even gone.

A few hours later, Pawel and I are sitting at our coffee table in our new apartment, with a bottle of fine French wine, gourmet cheese, fresh bread, and pickles we picked up at the mini-market on our street, where I let him do the talking. Yes, I know my Polish, but I’m still not comfortable using formal pronouns. Years ago, I was traumatized when I accidentally said “tu” to a waiter. I can still see his scathing stare as he turned to get my ice cream. I know that now, formal speech has to become the way I speak. Rules around language are taken very seriously here. Spoiler alert, the two-tiered pronoun system never becomes natural to me.

Pixie is lying on the couch, tongue poking out, comatose from jet lag. Our Internet won’t be hooked up for a few days, which means that, for now, outside entertainment hasn’t permeated the walls of our new home. When it does, I’ll be shocked to find that almost all of it’s in Polish. I will look in disbelief at Pawel. “I can’t believe we just did this.”

For now, though, reality doesn’t matter; this just feels right.



This is a story of beginnings, but the story doesn’t really start with me. It starts with my grandparents, and it could start even earlier, except that I know almost nothing about my great-grandparents. In an interview, my grandmother states that after serving in Jósef Piłsudski’s army, her father worked as a lawyer, but I’ve searched dozens of databases and haven’t found anything close to that description. Another family member mentioned that he may have been a school principal, but that search also turned up nothing. It would not be fair to start with that generation and such a lack of details.

So, yeah, there are gaps. North Americans are used to gaps, so much so that we often forget where our roots are buried. It’s easy to say, “I’m French Canadian or Irish American,” but what does that even mean? Who are we really? Our society is one that constantly moves forward, sometimes at breakneck speeds. North Americans are the people of “What’s next?”—a culture in which even taking a vacation is seen as weakness. At the same time, we think we can say whatever we want and do whatever we want. Really? Maybe we should look again because we aren’t the center of the universe, and a lot of disenfranchised groups have never truly known war but are ready for a fight. There are some deeply unsettling things happening in the world right now. Scary people are using their bullhorns to talk about history and roots in dangerous ways that are clannish and exclusive.

This is a slippery slope. A dangerous process that threatens our humanity. Our history, our roots, is deeply planted. It’s vital that we not let those roots be wrenched from the ground, let alone used to clobber others.

My father was unwillingly expelled from his family—their choice, not his—and about three-quarters of my mother’s family was murdered during World War II. As a result, there weren’t many people left to pass on the stories, to help us make familial connections. On my maternal side, almost everyone had some level of post-traumatic stress disorder. The few people, like my father, my cousin Alek and his immediate family, and my mother’s brother, KT, are the only ones left who still remember the past generations firsthand and can pass on our history.

We need to understand who we are, and how we’re all connected. This book is my contribution to that effort. I hope you’ll think about your stories, and your roots, and what you know about your history. I hope then you’ll think about how we can all live together, on even ground. This then is my story, braided with the story of my family.






CHAPTER 2 HOW HALF OF IT BEGAN, THE MATERNAL SIDE: MY BABCIA PAULA


Europe in the 1920s had begun with postwar recovery and chaos. This interwar period was marked by severe highs and lows, and a surge in populist and nationalist movements. Newly formed countries such as Estonia, Finland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Poland, which had gained their independence, were fighting to establish a national and international footing. Germany was bankrupt, forced to borrow money to sustain its economy. So, even with the Great War behind them, tensions between countries still ran high. Questions of nationalism defined the next decade. Multiethnic countries with regions that were ghettoized grappled with the question of how much autonomy individual communities needed. Hitler, who gained power in 1933, was ratcheting up world tension by making demands and breaking treaties.

But in 1935 in northern Poland on the Hel Peninsula—the popular vacation spot where Paula, or Babcia as I knew her, was enjoying her eighteenth birthday—trouble seemed a world away. This trip to the beach with friends—and free of parents—signaled the young woman’s first taste of freedom. Finally, the girls were being treated like adults. The world and all its possibilities felt wide open.

The near future was uncertain, though. Paula was waiting to hear about university. She was sure she had the grades, but Numerus Clausus limited the number of Jews who could study in institutions of higher learning, and that made the odds of her acceptance slim. Chances were, it could be years before she’d be admitted.

Still, she had to try.

Uncertainty was a first for the girl who lived a privileged life, the girl who had shopped in Paris and fallen in love with artwork in Vienna, the girl who was the apple of her father’s eye. Until now, her Jewish background had not been much of an issue, especially since her family was completely assimilated. They spoke Polish at home—no one knew Yiddish or Hebrew. True, in religion class, which was strictly Catholic, she joined the other Jewish girls on the ghetto benches at the back of the room, where they did their homework, but at home her parents didn’t keep a Jewish household. Her uncle Majer Bałaban hailed from a long line of rabbis, and she knew her father’s family was also quite devout.

Her dream was to be a doctor, to live on her own and travel, to see the world. At eighteen, independence could not come soon enough.

I picture Paula and her girlfriends flocking to the windy, sunbaked beach right after breakfast, spreading out colorful blankets, putting up wind blockers borrowed from the guesthouse. The Baltic never truly warmed, so the girls brought books to read, including Adam Mickiewicz’s book of love poems, which I imagine Paula was devouring. But first, she’d pull off her wrap to show off the new bathing suit, complete with skirt and shoulder bows, that her mother had brought back from Vienna. None of the other girls would have anything like it.

Paula was the only daughter in a wealthy family, and her father, who was once an officer in Piłsudski’s army, worked as a lawyer. Her mother oversaw an impeccable household, while Paula’s younger brother, Natan, apparently kept to himself. As I heard the stories, my grandmother in her youth was the charmer. The statement “Dad, I’m dying for some fresh cookies” would send her father knocking on the baker’s door. Her parents had a large circle of friends and acquaintances, and Paula loved attending parties where she’d be the center of attention. Well, mostly. Stanisław Lem—everyone called him Staś—the family friend who would go on to become an acclaimed science fiction writer, once thanked her for her birthday gift, then promptly told Paula she could leave the party. Staś was always working on stories he would sometimes read to her. He was also an eccentric, but because their parents saw each other frequently, Paula, at least, had to be nice to him.

Her relationship to Fryderyk—the man who would become my grandfather—was altogether different. To us kids, my grandparents were always simply, Babcia, Grandma, and Dziadzio, Grandpa. We were privy only to carefully curated glimpses of their lives. Shortly before she died, my babcia did an interview with my uncle KT. It was originally in Polish, but I only received a Google-translated version—the kind of version that is good enough to understand but also provides a certain level of hilarity. In a rough Polish-to-English my babcia shared,


We met by chance on Hel. Me and two of my friends were spending the holidays there. We were then very proud, because the parents let us go alone, and those were the days when the girls hardly were left unattended. It was 1935 and we just recently had our 18 birthdays. We were planning on starting studies which also was the exception rather than the rule because the girls usually ended education at high school and got married. We felt revolutionary, emancipated. However, during these holidays, we all met our husbands, and the revolution ended for us. We met them on the beach, even though there were separate beaches for men and women. The girls were allowed to swim, but not to jump into the water from the bridge. We were terribly protesting against it, so we went on the men’s beach to jump. I jumped directly onto my future husband’s head. And it all started.



That’s right. Paula landed directly on Fryderyk’s head. The tall, athletic, handsome, twenty-two-year-old, blond-haired, blue-eyed swimmer took notice of young Paula. Both were from Lwów, and they started dating. So began the whirlwind courtship, or as Paula recalls it, “From there things started galloping.”

It was sometime between 1935 and 1937 in her hometown of Lwów, and Paula had recently joined MOPR, the International Red Aid society, a political Red Cross organization founded by Communist International that provided aid to political prisoners of the “class war” around the world. She enjoyed the meetings, which often featured interesting writers and intellectuals. Besides, here she had the chance to mingle with her friends. Standing on street corners handing out leaflets wasn’t so bad either—chatting with passersby was a good way to gather intel. Lwów was becoming an international city, and while not as romantic as Vienna, it had its share of concerts, plays, and so on. Overall, being a part of the revolutionary crowd was stimulating.

When asked in an interview what attracted Paula, a young lady from a rich household, about working with the International Red Aid, she responded,


My house was always fostered by the left-wing tendencies. My parents had socialist political views and me, as a teenager, I wanted to be more radical than them. What attracted me? The freedom; the faith in progress. We wanted to change the world, to get rid of the old, rigid customs. We saw the monstrous injustice and social inequalities.



As much as her parents tried to shield her, Paula kept up with international news, through underground newspapers—the kind her father did not want her to read. And, of course, the news was grim, like this 1934 report from the New Republic on political prisoners being held at Dachau:


Each barracks consists of five connecting rooms, in each of which fifty-two prisoners are lodged. Each room is equipped with fifty-two berths, in tiers of three, rough tables and benches. The floor is concrete. The prisoners sleep on straw sacks covered with a sheet which is changed once in two months. The walls are only a few inches thick, and the ill-fitting windows offer almost no protection against the icy cold, wind, or rain. For each fifty-two men a small washstand is provided, and the time allotted for washing, for the whole group, is only twenty-five minutes.



While Paula cared deeply about class inequalities and the mounting fascism, she was comfortable at home. Executing her duties as a revolutionary sometimes chafed. She didn’t admit it to her supervisors, but she was embarrassed to be seen asking for donations. So much for the romance of fundraisers and handing out leaflets in the town square. Instead of knocking on strangers’ doors, she ended up canvassing friends and acquaintances. Luckily, she had a lot of them. Naturally, she did not want to telegraph the notion that she needed the money herself. On one occasion when she was canvassing, her friend asked how much she wanted. Without thinking she replied, fifty złoty—a considerable amount of money. Her friend laughingly agreed and said he’d have it ready later that night. But when he insisted on walking her home, she said, “I can go by myself, thank you.” She was indignant. Who was he, a man, offering to protect her?



In the city of Lwów alone, 30,000 people were registered as out of work. Paula was beginning to get caught up in the excitement of attending rallies and protests. Not the illegal ones; those sounded scary. They were also held in secret, in basements or behind public buildings. Raids were a common threat. The punishment, if she were ever caught at such a rally, would be jail time. And of course, there was the danger of a riot breaking out. Still, with a protest every weekend and sometimes during the week, the whole city was in turmoil.

Bloody Thursday, April 16, 1936, galvanized the resolve of countless young revolutionaries. Most of Poland, like the rest of the world, was still being choked by the Great Depression. Workers, especially those in construction, were overworked, underpaid, and stuck laboring in harsh or inhumane conditions. Anti-government strikes and rowdy protests, a common sight in all the major cities, were often led by the biggest and the burliest, like those who carried the heavy bricks for the bricklayers. When Kozak, one such worker, was brutally killed by police during a protest, a huge funeral was planned for him in response. Paula decided to attend the rally. In fact, although she did not know it at the time, Fryderyk was one of the organizers of the whole event.

Mourners poured onto the streets. The protest grew in full force, much larger than expected. Soon the city became a sea of black. Bureaucrats had set out a short, official route that led from the morgue on Piekarska Street to the Łyczakowski Cemetery, so the mourners would skirt the downtown core. The crowd, however, broke through the police cordons, veering left through Bernardyński Square, Akademicki Square, and Legionów Street to the National Opera House, then winding through to Kazimierzowska Street all the way to the Janowski Cemetery. All the while, the anger kept building. A tram was tipped on its side. People were gathering behind it. A loud crack, and everyone started dodging police bullets fired into the crowd. More and more barricades appeared, the crowd using whatever they could find to shield themselves from flying bullets. A group of women carried a bullet-ridden coffin.

It depends on who you ask, but between 8,000 and 60,000 were in attendance that day, with 1,500 arrests. Upward of 19 people lost their lives. Paula never told her father she saw this all firsthand.

Pawel and I joined many rallies while we lived in Poland; most were calm, but a few stood out. A few that stood out were some seniors who remembered communist times and cried out, “Never again” and were physically carried off by police; women who were arrested for protesting some of the world’s most oppressive abortion laws; and an artist who was jailed for painting a rainbow on a Mary and Jesus print. The protests became increasingly more desperate as the government imposed stricter laws on society. At first we didn’t see how many of these rules would affect us, but as time wore on, the more I delved into my family history, the more I realized that it’s easy for totalitarianism to sneak up on you.



When Paula finally accompanied Fryderyk to her first illegal communist political rally, she would have found the hall crowded and noisy, filled with speakers standing up for workers’ rights, targeting the extreme injustices coursing throughout the region, and berating the social inequalities between classes.

You could never be certain about the outcome of a rally, but at least some of them proved to be uplifting, even fun. The most memorable one, perhaps, was the Kongres Pracowników Kultury (Lviv Antifascist Congress of Cultural Workers), which Paula went to with her mother, again, without her father’s knowledge. Fryderyk aside, Abraham wasn’t happy about his wife and daughter spending so much time with communists.

It was a time of controversy and upheaval. The previous month had seen huge clashes with police that ended in firefights and many wounded. Lwów was becoming a hotbed of Polish, Jewish, and Ukrainian intelligentsia, but it was also the center stage of the class struggle. A strong nationalistic undercurrent was rising, tensions were running high, and Paula’s father, naturally, was afraid for the safety of his family. Paula would have been much too young to remember the pogroms of 1914 and 1918, but the sound of splintering wood as armed soldiers burst through doors and burned down homes was not lost on Paula’s parents, along with the pitiful wails of women being forced to the ground.

The Lwów Antifascist Congress of Cultural Workers took place in May 1936, over the course of two days. The rally was inspired by the 1935 International Anti-Fascist Congress of Writers held in Paris, where local unions came together with intellectuals to defend culture from the fascist plague. Coupled with the massive April clashes between city workers and the police, the Lwów rally became a culminating moment in the history of Western Ukraine’s left-wing movement. The congress advocated for the cultural needs of all nationalities throughout the Polish state and called for national schools and equal rights for all local languages. The congress denounced pro-fascist government policies and condemned bourgeois nationalism and the capitalist oppression of the working masses.

The crowd that day was a sea of red ribbons, made by hundreds of volunteers. Everywhere, kids were carrying red carnations. In the main town square, hundreds of white doves were released into the sky. All so festive, so enticing—what, on an ordinary day, might have signaled a carnival in town. The streets were teeming as if all of Lwów had come out in force. For once, police stayed in the background, and no violence ensued. The crowd was big, joyous, calm. The speakers were well-known writers, artists, and intellectuals. Fryderyk was well-known to the authorities, and the Communist Party had suggested he lie low for the event. The first notable speaker was Wanda Wasilewska, the journalist, novelist, left-wing activist, consultant to Stalin, and founder of the Union of Polish Patriots. She had aided in the creation of the Polish First Tadeusz Kosciuszko Infantry Division and later, in 1944, helped influence the inception of the Polish Committee of National Liberation.

The main events were held in the Tramway Workers’ building, a large redbrick structure with a huge meeting hall, which on that day at least featured a portrait of Maxim Gorky, founder of the socialist realism literary movement. The hall was standing room only, filled with leaflets with an excerpt from an editorial by Karol Kuryluk, editor in chief of Lwów’s Sygnałów:


Wchodzimy w świat bez programu! Nie chcemy wypowiadać szumnych słów i haseł ani stawiać papierowych granic tężejących potem w mur, o który musielibyśmy kiedyś tłuc bezradnie głową…. Nie stanowimy ani lewicy, ani prawicy. Nie reprezentujemy też złotego środka społecznie czy literacko. Chcemy być po prostu ludźmi.

[We enter the world without an agenda! We do not want to say blustering words and slogans, or create paper borders, which would turn into walls that we would inevitably have to bang our heads into…. We are neither the left nor the right. We also do not represent the so-called golden center, socially or through our works. We want to be just people.]



Down with the class disparities, down with inequality and nationalism—the shared economy that the Communist Party was proposing was clearly the answer. This is what must have been going through many young revolutionaries’ minds. There was clearly a disconnect with the younger generation who were trying to make a change and their parents who had lived through the First World War. Many notables rose to speak that day. Paula and her mother heard some of her favorite writers, among them, Julian Tuwim, Władysław Broniewski, Emil Zegadłowicz, and Henryk Dembiński. The Congress ended with a loud, rambunctious rendition of the left’s anthem, “The Internationale.” We can assume that they would have been singing the Russian version. This is the literal translation:


Get up, branded by the curse,

The whole world is hungry and slaves!

Our mind is boiling indignant

And ready to fight to the death.

We will destroy the whole world of violence

To the ground and then

We are ours, we will build a new world,

Who was nobody—he will become everything!

Refrain:

This is our last

And a decisive battle;

With the International

The human race will rise! (2x)

No one will give us deliverance:

Neither God, nor a king, nor a hero—

We will achieve liberation

With my own hand.

To overthrow oppression with a skillful hand,

To win back your good—

Blow up the forge and forge boldly,

While the iron is hot!



Despite the political preoccupations of the city, romance bloomed. In Paula’s Google-translated words,


He [Fryderyk] came to our house, like any other day since we lived not far from each other, and he said he was fed up going back and forth in the rain or slush, so I either marry him, or it was time to say goodbye. I was terribly offended by that, but to be honest, I do not remember whether I was only pretending.

It was a really nasty summer. One day Fryderyk came all soaked and said, “Do you see what you are driving me to? I will get pneumonia and die and you will become a widow.”

I replied that if I was to become a widow, I had to be married.

“Well, if you want to become a widow that much, then let’s get married,” he said. Later he came with flowers and put them on the table. I asked him to put them in a vase, but he said that he’d just come to propose, and he took back the flowers with him.



I am curious to know what my great-grandparents would have thought of Fryderyk. Although he had a degree in engineering, his ties to the Communist Party and his Jewish roots made it difficult to find a steady job. No one would hire him. His views and passions were a liability—and with political tensions running high, this was not the time to be too vocal or too noticeable, either. As a result, he spent much of that year searching for steady work in his field. Luckily, he had been a high-achieving student, and that fact did not go unnoticed. Thanks to word of mouth and a lot of networking, he managed to work as a tutor while picking up odd jobs in mechanical engineering. Would they have been able to see through all that and let Fryderyk court Paula? Would they have wanted him to have a high-paying job? I would love to know the answers to these questions. My parents loved Pawel, and it was important to me that they got along.

My grandparents’ wedding was held in June 1937, amid weekly protests and rallies, at City Hall, not at a synagogue and with no huppah. I can picture Paula in her white custom-made suit, just as I can picture her complaining about the hours of standing still at the dressmaker’s. The handiwork, I’m sure, was stunning.



For their June honeymoon, Paula and Fryderyk chose the very fashionable Zakopane, a village in the Tatra Mountains frequented by intellectuals and artists. It was a place that already showed signs of becoming the kind of European ski village that North American resorts emulate today.

Zakopane even had its own local legend, the Story of the Sleeping Knight. Neither one of my grandparents told me this story growing up, but it’s the kind of story I would have expected to hear while on one of the many hikes I took with my dziadzio (my grandfather). This would have been the perfect folktale for him to tell, but perhaps it did not come up because we were never in Poland together.

So the story goes, many years ago, in the village of Zakopane, there lived a blacksmith who was working in his forge when a stranger came one day, offering a bag of gold in exchange for a simple task. There was one condition. The blacksmith had to promise never to speak of what he saw. The blacksmith readily agreed and began making a horseshoe out of the gold block the stranger handed him. When the horseshoe was ready, the blacksmith then accompanied the stranger to a cave at the base of the mountain, where, to his surprise, there was an army of knights with horses, all of them fast asleep.

The stranger then requested a second task—that the blacksmith replace one horse’s horseshoes. The blacksmith was surprised that the horse did not stir the whole time he worked. As they left the cave, the blacksmith could not help but ask the stranger about what he had seen. The stranger replied, “The knights you saw have been in a deep slumber for hundreds of years. They will wake when the time comes to fight a great battle. On that day the earth will shake, the sky will be filled with thunder, and the mountains will break open as the knights mount their horses and ride to protect Poland.”

The blacksmith received his payment of a bag of coins, and the stranger went on his way. But the blacksmith could not stop thinking about what he’d seen, and soon enough the entire village knew where he had been. When he went to check on his gold a few days later, all he found was a bag full of dust. When he went to try to find the cave, it, too, was gone. The profile of Giewont peak is said to look like a sleeping knight.

Giewont is one of the most popular mountain hikes in Poland, and it has probably been that way for centuries. It seems like a natural place for my grandparents to have gone on their honeymoon. Old photographs with my grandparents in the mountains fill our family albums. My grandmother often wore a kerchief on her head, sometimes knickerbockers and other times a woolen skirt. My grandfather can be seen wearing wool trousers and carrying a backpack.

Thousands of tourists make their pilgrimage to the metal cross on Giewont’s peak every year. There is a man-made stone staircase flanked by tall green grass and wildflowers that leads hikers single file to the top. The peak itself is stark gray stone, with a large metal cross that can be seen for miles. Looking back, the landscape is all peaks and valleys, and distant villages.

When Pawel and I did this hike, there was a steady stream of people on the trails and keeping our pace meant dodging the many groups. We were decked out in our high-tech hiking boots and day packs that we wore in the mountain ranges around Vancouver. The sense of accomplishment was real until we saw the throngs of locals making their way up in flip-flops. Even so, the magic of this mountain range captured our hearts, as it once did my grandparents’.



As their honeymoon was coming to an end, Fryderyk was surprised to get word that the Klein metal works factory in Dąbrowa Górnicza was offering him a position. He assumed that his reputation as a communist and a Jew had probably preceded him, but he was desperate for a full-time job that could propel his career. While Fryderyk headed to the factory, I assume that Paula was tasked with finding and setting up their new home. We have no way of knowing otherwise. As it turned out, the director of the factory was a liberal thinker who did know who Fryderyk was, and besides, the director needn’t have worried because Fryderyk was under strict orders from the Communist Party to keep a low profile and not to get embroiled in illegal rallies. Lying low was key. Government personnel had infiltrated the party and were arresting members who then wound up in camps as political prisoners. After a quick visit back to Lwów, Fryderyk went straight to work.

On March 12, 1938, Austria became the first country to be annexed by Germany. Six months later, on September 30, Czechoslovakia was annexed. Poles had no idea what to expect for Poland. Paula was convinced that they would soon see a war, but Fryderyk said no, that was impossible.






CHAPTER 3 ASSIMILATION (OR NOT) BY WAY OF FOOD


I am standing in the middle of the street, crying. “I hate this coffee. Why does everything taste so weird? Why is surówka served with everything?” To this day I don’t get what’s to love about a type of coleslaw. Why did we come here? What was I thinking? My poor husband stands helpless, watching my meltdown. He later tells me he was concerned by my extreme reaction, and worried that I was going to unravel. He felt bad, he said. He had no idea how to help me. We haven’t found our support system. For now it is just the two of us trying to navigate our daily existence.

The honeymoon period in a new place lasts about a month. That’s when everything feels new and shiny—before your new reality takes you by surprise. I have to wonder: Is this how my parents felt when they first lived in Baghdad or Paris, in Sweden or Toronto? No wonder they didn’t hang on to the foods they knew. Or to the traditions. How could they? They learned it was easier to adapt than to blindly cling to old conventions. My father grew up in postwar Poland when food was heavily rationed. For years my parents had to be financially creative to put healthy meals on our table. Food was the bridge to our life in Canada and all the places my parents called home.

Adjusting to our new life in Poland is demanding. Having breakfast at Vincent’s, a Parisian café in the heart of the city, helps, and in a couple of days we fall into a routine that leads us daily to this tiny piece of Paris, complete with flags, those iconic wicker chairs, and the best baguettes outside France. Each morning we leave our flat for a small park with sweeping views of Powiśle, an indie neighborhood bordering the Vistula River and the escarpment where we live. There are always lots of people, all walking dogs off leash, so we pick our way through dog poop and garbage left by partygoers, local drunks, and students. Pristine the park is not, but we have a prime view of the church grounds—one of the many, many churches in Warsaw—and a view of the river and the rooftops. Walking down a steep hill where kids toboggan in the winter, we come to the Chopin University of Music, where we’re serenaded by students practicing the piano or violin or occasionally a flute, creating that alluring cacophony heard at the start of a classical concert, then make our way up to Nowy Świat, a part of the Royal Route.

This daily walk to Vincent’s makes us happy. The general societal mood is electric, despite a certain heaviness that lingers. Warsaw is a city that displays its memories, especially those that contrast starkly with the modern world. Memorials and statues stand out on prominent streets. Buildings show off shell holes from World War II assaults. Every few steps there is a plaque commemorating a death or a war event, like the beautiful old library around the corner from our home that saw its books burned during the Nazi regime. Even with history at every turn, the pink, blue, and yellow buildings perk up the gray wintry feel of Warsaw.

Pixie, with her laid-back West Coast disposition, putters along at our side as we pass restaurants and cafés that will soon be bustling. Pixie loves Vincent’s as much as we do. Why wouldn’t she? The owner hand-feeds her fresh croissants, sometimes with jam. Those croissants are the best part of our mornings. Breaking apart the buttery flakes, each bite a delectable morsel, and washing them down with rich cappuccinos is the only sane way to start the day. Actually, there are three Parisian cafés to choose from on this street, each with its own flavor. Petit Appetit has vintage French music, and each baguette is named after a different city. A few meters away is Croque Madame, with whitewashed walls and bunches of lavender strategically displayed. Vincent’s is my favorite because it reminds me the most of Paris, but each café is filled with the aroma of fresh bread. From flaky pastries to cream-filled macarons to warm, melt-in-your-mouth pain au chocolat to delicate madeleines, every day brings some new indulgence. In the weeks to come, when we finally rejoin society, we will drop by Vincent’s on Saturday mornings to pick up a freshly baked baguette that is still warm to the touch, to pair with runny cheeses, fragrant meats, juicy red tomatoes, and crisp pickles. This is the meal that grounds us, that makes us feel we are home.

For now, walking to faux Paris every morning is our escape from the obvious. At some point, we will have to find work. At some point, we will have to eat healthier food. That means I will have to cope with grocery shopping.

When I finally try, some items really stump me. The tomato sauce tastes sweet, and the only milk I find is boxed, on a shelf. Eggs aren’t in the fridge either, which makes for a confusing run around the market. It takes days of dipping into different stores before finally working up the nerve to ask a clerk about this strange new-to-me milk. Actually, I have no idea what to ask, which is why the conversation goes as follows. “Przepraszam? Prosze pana, jakie to mleko, czy można je pić normalnie?” This roughly translates as “Excuse me, sir? What kind of milk is this? Can I just drink it normally?” Or at least that’s what I want to say. Whether it comes out like that, I can’t be sure.

“O co pani chodzi?” he scoffs. This term I will come to know intimately over the next four years. It translates roughly as “What are you talking about?” said harshly. Dismissively. To be fair, I probably sounded odd asking about milk I can drink “normally.”

I went to Poland thinking I spoke Polish. Which I do. I speak Polish fluently, but I was used to speaking Polish with my family over dinner and throwing in the occasional English word or modifying a Polish word when I didn’t know how to conjugate. Conversations went like this, “Jak dzisiaj było w szkole?” (How was your day at school?) “Okay. Miałam, science test i myślę że, that I passed.” Do I even need to translate? But in Poland, it will take a year before I figure out that I should smile my biggest smile and say, “I’m sorry I haven’t learned that word yet,” so people will laugh and possibly go out of their way to help me.

This trick, or perhaps it is a coping mechanism, comes to me in an unexpected moment. I have run out to a local business supply store on Ordynacka, a small cobblestone-lined side street, because we are in dire need of a printer ink cartridge. The store doesn’t resemble a standard office supply store. Instead it’s basically a hole in the wall overstuffed with supplies tucked safely behind the counter. I almost don’t go in, but we really need the ink. I throw my shoulders back, stand a little tall by way of a silent pep talk, and decide to enter. I am, after all, an adult. I can do this. I have no idea what the word for an ink cartridge is, but I know I can explain it. Also, I’ve been practicing what I will say for the five-minute walk. Guess what? It works. The staff smiles at me, and I go home with what I need.

On another occasion, Pawel and I needed some cash, but we couldn’t find a bank machine. He left Poland at the age of twelve before such a thing existed, and I’ve never lived there, so naturally our families created their own words for these kinds of things. We located a bank and asked if they had a maszyna bankowa, literally translated to bank machine, the clerk looked at us for a few moments, then smirked and pointed out the bankomat.

Those first days in the markets, facing a cranky clerk, I turned a bright shade of red, mumbled something incoherent, and rushed out of the store.

A few weeks later we meet another Canadian expat. What are the chances of meeting someone who grew up only blocks away from Pawel, in Scarborough, a suburb of Toronto? Over coffee he laughs, “I totally know what you mean, but you need to chill. Right up the street from you, there’s a great store called Food and Joy. They carry food from all over Europe.”

I know this store! I’ve passed it a hundred times. I just didn’t realize I could afford to shop there. This piece of intel goes a long way toward helping us get oriented and keeping our lives recognizable. Adventure and change are generally good, but when your normal is flipped upside down, it’s important to hang on to some kind of familiarity.

A few days after the milk fiasco, a friend from the United Kingdom laughingly explains that the milk is heat processed, like canned milk. The carton need not go in the fridge until after it is opened.

Not knowing the things that are obvious to locals is what makes you feel like a foreigner. Like you so do not belong. It’s the simple things that get you, such as knowing how to accept change at a coffee shop. Do they hand you the money directly or place it in a tray? I have seen both. Friction is introduced into everyday tasks, and it’s unsettling. Bluntly, I feel dumb much of the time, but the allure of new places and experiences is what makes me persevere. I assume that even if I embarrass myself, people will forget pretty quickly.



Day in, day out in Poland I think about food, and the importance of food, how it is that the right food makes you feel at home. When we first land, the new tastes and smells are exciting. They trigger bursts of memories. We can’t get enough fragrant sausages, fresh kaisers, butter that tastes like butter, tomatoes that taste the way they smell, milk (once I understand it) that is creamy, inexpensive cheese that tastes expensive, and most of all, jam-filled pastries we dub “crack tarts” because they’re so addictive. Sure, the wooden barrels of pickles and sauerkraut you have to fish around in do kind of gross me out, but the quality of the contents is undeniable. I’m no foodie, but here I can’t help myself. At first, I want to try everything.

Food, I came to realize, transcends cultures and customs. Sit down to a meal, and suddenly you are bonding over the dishes on the table. My earliest memory is of food. I was standing at the stove, cooking a curry dish with my dad. I don’t know if it was because of a lack of food when he was a child in postwar Poland, if it was left over from when he lived in Paris as an adult and had to ration food for cigarettes or metro tickets, or if it was simply an unfulfilled dream of being a chef, but the one constant in my memories of my dad involves food. In a different world he might have been running his own intimate restaurant with a continually changing menu.

Weekend mornings, after disappearing to share stories with the men at the local Filipino market in the Bathurst and Sheppard area of Toronto, he’d come home excited to use the exotic ingredients he had gotten. Any time he could experiment with different tastes, he would, and often his concoctions were delicious. Okay, one time he served lasagna with bananas. He said he thought the tastes would be complementary, but I’m betting it was time to use up bananas.

It was my dad who taught my mother how to cook. She made simple, everyday foods, and a few fantastic desserts. It was my father who conjured up the complex dinners. It was his dream to be a chef. And in our home, food did not go to waste. Saying, “Eww, that’s gross,” without trying the food first was tantamount to swearing at our parents. Years later, when I asked my dad why they were so obsessed with a habit that led to unhealthy eating for us all, he said, “I don’t know. For a long time, we didn’t have food, so we finished everything on our plates.” That rule was extended to our little family.

“You don’t have to like it, but you have to try it” was another rule. We were at a Chinese restaurant celebrating the end of the school year when Pani Irena, our live-in housekeeper, made a face at the lobster we had just been served.

Pani Irena was from a small village in Poland and didn’t speak a word of English. My sister and I had no choice but to speak Polish with her and were her official translators whenever we were out. A short woman with a stocky build and mousy brown curls, Pani Irena took the place of the grandmother we never had. We had Polish grandmothers, actually, but that’s another story. Always wearing an apron, she brought many Polish foods into our home that my parents would not have introduced to us.
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