[image: cover-image, Walk the Earth as Brothers]

 

 

 

 

Walk the Earth 
as Brothers￼

[image: A Novel A Novel]

 

Henry J. Rozycki

Walk the Earth 
as Brothers￼

[image: A Novel A Novel]

￼[image: Picture 1]

 

Addison & Highsmith Publishers

Las Vegas ◊ Chicago ◊ Palm Beach

 

Published in the United States of America by 

Histria Books 

7181 N. Hualapai Way, Ste. 130-86 

Las Vegas, NV 89166 USA

HistriaBooks.com

 

\

Addison & Highsmith is an imprint of Histria Books. Titles published under the imprints of Histria Books are distributed worldwide.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publisher.

 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2023948374

 

ISBN 978-1-59211-386-6 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-59211-408-5 (eBook)

 

Copyright © 2024 by Henry Rozycki

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To the men in whose footsteps I tried to walk — 
my father, Kazimierz Rozycki, and my uncle, Joseph Ronar

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As individuals, men believe they ought to love and serve each other and establish justice between each other. As racial, economic, and national groups, they take for themselves whatever their power can command… 

—Reinhold Niebuhr

 

We've learned to fly the air like birds, we've learned to swim the seas like fish, and yet how to walk the Earth as brothers we don’t know... 

—Maxim Gorky 

 

 




Henry — Nancy, France, 25 July 1976

The plaque confirmed that I had found the right place, but because it was Sunday and stiflingly hot, there was no one else in sight, not in the shade of the courtyard or on the street. If anyone were to look out from their window and ask why a backpacked American, dripping sweat, was standing in front of the locked gate to an engineering school, how would I answer? 

It was the summer before my last year of college, and after wandering clockwise around Britain and counterclockwise around France, I detoured to Nancy in Lorraine before going directly to Paris. An unease had been growing in my mind as graduation loomed, and I hoped that coming here might make things clearer and calmer. 

Had it been as hot that summer day, thirty-seven years before, when my father arrived? Did he also come directly to this same spot? He would have been about my age, leaving his home in Poland for the first time to begin his studies at this school. Alone — like I was at that moment. Except I knew that, come fall, I would be sitting in a classroom. When his September came, Germany invaded Poland, nations declared war, massive armies clashed, and he never attended a class or saw his home again. Had he been scared? Or did his way of becoming so absorbed in the analysis of his situation keep him calm? All I knew is that he somehow managed to make it to England. 

The quiet solitude made it easier to imagine myself in his place, and what led me to Nancy coalesced into a question. Two questions, actually. First, how could I reconcile this picture of him here in 1939 with the careful, private, wary, even milquetoast man he was to me then? And second, and more frightening, could I have done what he did? Nothing in my young life came close to what my father had faced as a man of similar inexperience. Could I have acted as decisively, made the same right choices? Would I have survived? I could not begin to answer, in part because I did not yet know myself as well as I thought I did, but more because there was so much missing from his story. And not just his story. His brother’s story, my mother’s story, the stories of all their friends — fellow survivors who would sometimes stop in the middle of whatever they were saying as a shadow passed over their faces. 

Remembering was pain, and a dutiful child learned at an early age never to ask questions.

 

 




Ian and Daniel — Warsaw, 17 June 1939


Where was Daniel?

A half hour scanning the face of every man crossing the concourse, and still no sight of his older brother. He’d even sent a telegram this morning confirming that everything was on schedule to follow up the letter in which he’d specified the time his train was due to arrive. He wondered if Daniel was running late, maybe rushing to finish something at his office. He considered the possibility of an accident as the cause, but as the summer heat began to make his new wool suit itch, Ian wondered whether meeting him as promised hadn’t qualified as something Daniel could be bothered to remember. Dammit, where was he?

Pigeons cooed and rustled from the scaffolding that rose into the shadows of the unfinished train station. Where the soaring vertical elements, meant to symbolize Poland’s progress and promise, met the shed roof, Ian noted a crack of light. That must be how the pigeons were getting in, he decided, where some engineer had badly miscalculated. Below, businessmen strode purposefully, carrying thin portfolios of contracts and accounts under their arms. Young men, navigating their way to join army units massing at the border, stopped to look from the paper in their hands to the display board. A dozen soldiers in new uniforms and shiny boots marched past, their heel strikes on the marble floor sounding like a battalion. The sergeant went eyes right, his unspoken question to Ian: Why is a nineteen-year-old man not in uniform?

Where was Daniel?

A violent boom suddenly reverberated off the walls, the floor, all the surfaces. The birds launched themselves in every direction, unable to localize which way was safe. One of the businessmen fell flat to the floor. The soldiers stopped and tensed. Only the sergeant stood unmoved. Turning to where dust now rose over sheets of fallen plywood, he barked at his recruits to double-time out of the station. 

Staccato beats now, coming from a young woman in high heels, her summer dress lifting off her legs with each step. The women in Warsaw looked so different from the ones back home, carrying themselves as if, like those soldiers, they were prepared to repel any feint or thrust.

“Hey, little brother, look at you!” Daniel must have come through one of the side doors. He pulled Ian into a back-pounding hug, pushed him away to admire him, then enveloped him again.

“Look at you!” he repeated. “I never pictured my little brother as a gentleman in Warsaw, but here you are! Wow! Come on. My apartment is not far.”

Ian reached the handle of his suitcase first, so Daniel went to the other side and put his arm loosely around his brother’s shoulder to direct him out the front doors and into the sunshine. A policeman, whose white gloves made his hands appear twice as big as normal, stopped lanes of streetcars, sedans, and carts so the brothers could cross the impressive Jerzolimskie Street. Ian focused on not smashing his bag into the shins of the many passersby and heard barely half of Daniel’s commentary on the big city. Only when they turned onto a less-congested Emilia Plater Street could he understand Daniel’s question.

“What do you think of that train station?”

“It’s hard to tell right now,” Ian said. “What do you think?”

“It’s a sell-out,” Daniel declared. “Anyone who sees that amalgam of clichés will know that Poland keeps at least one foot in the past.”

“What would you rather see?” Ian asked.

“Everything! That stone they chose! It invites ornamentation — before you know it, there’ll be eagles with their legs splayed open carved all over the place. And the space! Ridiculous! No, what they should do is what we are working on; we call it Functional Humanism, a new theory of architecture. We marry the aesthetic of modernism with the humanity of the Renaissance.” All the rest of the way, Daniel outlined how he and his best friend were about to change how people lived. Very soon, their manifesto would be ready to publish — in five languages, no less — after which they would open their own office and select which of the inevitable prestigious commissions to accept.

Daniel finished as they reached his apartment door, which looked as if neither lock nor wood would deter anyone who wanted to enter uninvited. Daniel ushered Ian into the main room, a kitchen with a small table on one side and two stuffed chairs around a coal fireplace on the other. Beyond was the bedroom, which had the only window, opening onto an airshaft.

“My first morning, I stuck my head in to look up and check the weather, and it was gray, like it was raining. But when I went out, there wasn’t even one cloud, and I realized that skylight is probably covered by a hundred years of smoke and dirt and pigeon shit.”

Ian changed out of his suit in his brother’s room while speculating on what Warsaw specialty Daniel might serve. He’d had nothing since a quiet goodbye breakfast with their father, but when he re-entered the main room, he found Daniel in one of the chairs, smoking a cigarette and reading a newspaper.

“Ian, listen. I know of a small party starting soon, very low-key, but it’s an interesting group of people I think you might like. Not just architects,” Daniel reassured him.

This was very much like Daniel’s last visit. Ian met his brother at their little train station and Daniel filled the walk to their apartment with stories about his exciting life in the capital. But all the things Ian wanted to talk with him about, things their father never discussed like his dreams, choices, and future — there was never the opportunity because as soon Daniel threw his suitcase into their room, he was off to see his friends, followed by the inevitable argument between father and son, after which Daniel was on an early train back to Warsaw.

Ian tried to use travel fatigue as a reason to avoid the party, but Daniel would have none of it.

“Don’t be like that. You need to open yourself to the new, the unexpected.” They both knew what he was really saying: Don’t be like Father.

On their way, Daniel cataloged how each of the likely guests was going to be the one to lead their respective fields into the future. By the time they arrived, Ian was at least a little intrigued to meet such noteworthy individuals.

Most of the advertised people were there, in an apartment only slightly bigger than Daniel’s. Ian smelled something wonderful. A beautiful woman with long black hair left the pot she was stirring to greet Daniel with air kisses past both cheeks before leaning in to listen to something he whispered only to her. Whatever it was made her tilt her head back and laugh, exposing her delicate white throat. This gesture of freedom surprised Ian. All the girls he’d ever known just tucked their head into their shoulders and giggled.

“Daniel!”

Several young men following the brothers swept Ian to the wall like a dust ball. One held up a bottle, another a loaf of bread. It quickly became a hubbub of people greeting each other as if it had been years since they were last together. A record came on, and Ian heard snatches of French lyrics about love and walking by the Seine.

“Everyone, everyone! Listen!” Daniel now stood next to Ian and raised his voice above the music. “This is my brother, Ian. My younger brother. He is here for a few days to get ready to start school in France.”

A few congratulations and telegraphed smiles from around the room were sent his way before the matter was dropped. Ian returned to inspecting unfamiliar album covers and labels. What was playing, he was happy to admit, was not unpleasant.

“Daniel says you are off to France,” said a serious-looking young man who appeared next to him. “Vous parlez francais?”

It took him a second or two. “Ah, oui, mais je lis mieux que je le parle.”

Daniel popped up to hug them both, grinning from one ear to the other. “Perfect! Ian, this is Joseph, a classmate of mine and, what’s more, my best friend and future partner. I am sure I mentioned him before. I wanted you to meet him because he lived the bohemian life in France, and I thought he might have some advice for you.” With that, Daniel was off again to chat with one of the young women.

Joseph had a shy smile and a bird’s nest of black hair, and to Ian’s relief, his questions were not in French. Destination? (Nancy, in Lorraine.) Intended course of studies? (Engineering.) Timetable? (Obtain the necessary visas early this week, train to France, maybe language lessons until classes began the last week of August.)

“When were you in France?” Ian asked in return.

“Oh, Daniel makes it sound so adventurous. I thought I was going to be a famous painter, so of course, I had to go to Paris. Stayed about nine months. It was 1933, in a horrible, dark little space. France can be very expensive when you have no money because you cannot sell any paintings.” Joseph gave a little shrug.

“And so, you came back to your homeland,” said another smiling young man who joined their conversation, blond, with a broad face and small wide-spaced eyes.

“Warsaw is not Paris, Peter,” Joseph said. 

“I cannot say, of course, since I never had reason to leave,” Peter responded. “There are some pretty places and such, I suppose. And I hear that the women are very modern, if perhaps a little louche.” 

Daniel was back, a diplomatic smile on his face. “Peter is quite proud of Warsaw,” he said.

“And why not? You are not, Danik?” Daniel’s grip on Ian’s elbow tightened at Peter’s use of his diminutive name. “They have a Grand Palais, I hear, which is what? A fifty-year-old, decaying exhibition hall. Compare that to our Royal Castle which has stood for five centuries.” 

“Come on over to the table, Peter, and I’ll get you something to eat,” Joseph offered.

“I don’t want to eat. I want to tell you what I think of your France. It is a pisspot. I have never been, true, yet even here — what, a thousand kilometers away? — it pollutes our air. Can you smell it?” Peter looked directly at Ian.

“I smell nothing,” Ian answered.

“Peter, you are drunk. Go home.” 

Peter ignored the directive. “If you put a Rococo pediment over a modernist doorway, it offends the eye, no? So it is with the odors from the cooking and the bodies and the breath of so many people who gather in places like Paris.” The music was gone, the other voices stilled. Ian quickly scanned the faces to measure the score. Two other men might be with Peter.

“No harm in visiting or studying, is there, Peter? Learn and then bring the best back, eh?” Joseph kept trying.

“No need! Look at what we’ve accomplished since we sent the Russian bastards back to their villages. And in the meantime, France jumps from one government to another, there are strikes and riots, and they even elect people like Blum.” Ian tensed. “But that’s just it, it’s not France anymore, it’s a cesspool of all manner of peoples.”

“We have been friends for many years…” Daniel started his warning, until Peter interrupted. 

“We sat next to each other in a lecture hall.” Peter aimed his little eyes directly at Daniel, while his lips began their slow journey towards a smirk. “And every day I had only one question. Why was a Jew in that seat and not a proper Pole?”

The hand that had been on Ian’s elbow knifed towards Peter’s throat. The momentum slammed the two men into a wall as someone shouted, “Stop it!” Daniel’s other hand joined the first, and Peter’s face went from white to red to a shade of purple before others pulled Daniel off.

Peter rose to his full height and glared across the room, like a matador planning his coup de grace, until Ian’s goddess placed herself in front of Peter’s face. 

“Peter, you are drunk. Go home. If you do, we may be able to consider forgiving you at some point, but you must leave, now.” 

Hers was the best side to be on, Ian thought.

Peter directed his parting shot at the younger brother. “Good luck in France! The air here will be a little cleaner and sweeter when you are gone.” 

Only the hands still grasping Daniel’s arms prevented him from trying to finish his murderous goal. 

After the trio left, the group was unable to revive any feelings that justified a party, and soon afterward, Ian and Daniel thanked their hostess, said their goodbyes, and started the walk back. 

Daniel still buzzed with energy. “That was something, eh? No parties like that back home!”

Ian had no answer all the way back to Daniel’s apartment. 

 




Daniel — Warsaw, 27–30 August 1939


Something carved into the table was so fascinating that Joseph barely touched his beer. The light in the café was too dim for Daniel to see what it was. Instead, he drained his own glass and went to order another. He was at the bar when the door opened, admitting Sylvia, the summer evening sunlight behind her catching her long black hair. She paused to acclimate to the gloom before she was able to see Daniel holding up his glass and shook her head at his offer. Mieszko the bartender gave him his refill, and Daniel went back to where Sylvia now sat close to Joseph. 

“You are both such bad actors!” he said, after watching them for a few seconds.

“You haven’t told him?” Sylvia asked Joseph. 

“I was waiting for you,” he replied.

“Told me what?” Daniel loved party games. “What are you two up to?”

Joseph put his hand into Sylvia’s. “Well, Danik, we wanted to tell you that… We have decided to be married.”

Daniel leapt up and clapped his hands. “What? Wonderful! Oh, but I am not surprised. Congratulations! It’s about time,” he said in rapid fire and went round to hug them and kiss Sylvia. “Mieszko, do you have champagne?”

“Of course, but it is expensive,” the barman called back.

“Never mind that,” Daniel said. “These two are getting married! Bring it, and four glasses!”

These three were regulars, after all, and really, when would there be another occasion in the foreseeable future to sell or even drink champagne? Mieszko mumbled something about a reduced price and popped open the bottle. All raised their glasses and waited for Daniel to find the words. 

“I always believed that you two would marry, but, no, wait. I knew there was no man and woman who deserve each other as much as you, two people who were always fated for each other and who will be each other’s deepest friends and… muses… I realize this is not why you are doing it, but you must know that you could not have done anything that would make me happier. Ever.” 

In Daniel’s memory, he and Joseph became friends the very moment they sat next to each other on the day of their first architecture lecture, now almost six years ago. They studied together, lived together, argued with each other about the purpose and meaning of architecture, and fought side-by-side when the antisemites of the National Green Camp tried to force Jewish students into segregated ‘ghetto benches.’ They were as close as brothers, closer than he was with Ian. And when Joseph met Sylvia, she became the third equal partner in their relationship.

Mieszko drained his glass in one quaff. “You will be best man then, no?” he asked Daniel, who looked to Joseph.

“Of course!” said Joseph. “And we want to hold a small reception here for our friends, is that okay?” 

The barman was honored as well as pleased and accepted a second large glass of champagne to seal the pact. 

Daniel let loose with questions, and the engaged couple tried their best to keep up. There would be a simple ceremony the day after tomorrow, in the late afternoon, at the registrar’s office at Plac Bankowy.

“Are you sure you won’t just slip into the shul?” teased Daniel, since the Great Synagogue also fronted on the Bank Plaza, but he knew that for all three of them, Judaism was a meaningless part of their past. He sat back and marveled at how congruent this felt, the first wedding amongst their contemporaries and friends. Finally, there was nothing left to plan or say and Mieszko returned to his bar.

“Danik, there is something more.” Joseph spoke up with a solemnity not befitting the occasion.

Daniel waited attentively.

“The day after the reception…” Joseph paused; he and Sylvia looked at each other before turning back to Daniel. “We have a boat to Sweden arranged.” 

Every word now passed, one after the other, clear as broken glass, to slice into Daniel’s brain. 

“Sylvia’s brother-in-law knows a fisherman, a raging antisemite, but now that only means he charges us double, but, you see, there is not more room…” His voice trailed off.

Sylvia took it up. “We tried to get passage — for the three of us — on a ferry to Malmo or Gothenburg, but it is impossible now. They are sending their ships to safety until they see what happens.”

Joseph’s turn. “Tuesday, we will take the train to Gdynia, and they will put us on a small fishing boat from a village called Hel, to Oland. In Sweden.”

From the alpine height he’d ascended to at their marriage announcement, Daniel felt himself plummeting into a black hole that was the imminent loss of these two, people he loved more than anyone, people against and with whom he defined himself. His arms, legs, hands, brain, all felt paralyzed as he fell, faster and faster.

“It is not tenable here, not to work, not even to live, Danik,” Joseph said with more urgency. “That treaty, Stalin and von Ribbentrop, that decided it for us. There is nothing to stop Hitler now. First Danzig, and then anything else he wants, and you know the Poles. They will resist to the last drop of blood, so that any who are left will sing sad, heroic songs and write epic, tragic poems.” He paused for breath. “Any day now, they will put even you and me into uniforms and send us out to die.” He sounded like an advocate in front of a skeptical jury. 

Daniel’s brain became an amoeba, sending out pseudopodia of random thoughts to grab at anything they might catch along the sides of his abyss. “What about… I heard.” He threw out names and thoughts. “Chamberlain. Raczynski… Britain will send her army… France’s honor.”

Sylvia answered his desperation. “Maybe that is true, maybe it will work, but what if it doesn’t?”

Then Joseph. “And if it does, how long until the next crisis? We are builders, you and I, designing a better future. There may be some kind of future here, only I cannot imagine it, and if it doesn’t come to pass, who do we design for?”

Daniel felt like he was alone in the ring against two boxers. He tried to counterpunch. 

“No matter what, there will be a need to build or to rebuild. I mean, at that point we will be vital. No one will want structures made for the state, for the party. These will be abhorrent; they will represent what led to this hell. It will be the time for Functional Humanism. How can we have it ready if you are in Sweden?” 

One late evening, in that very café, after another of their innumerable arguments, a frustrated Daniel had asked, “Why must we only do what has been done, when we know it is wrong? Architecture must be in service to man, not the other way around!” A week later, Joseph presented him with sketches for an auditorium where the audience rose up around three sides of the stage in a series of scalloped shells, each holding no more than twenty patrons. Daniel immediately recognized what he was trying to say — that power belonged as much with the viewers as the speaker, and that the individual was never simply one in a mass; they were, at most, a part of a family or a neighborhood like the one defined by the shells. Joseph already had the name: Functional Humanism. The two immediately began formulating their manifesto, dreaming and sharing, arguing and editing, imagining its publication, the acclaim that would follow, and the commissions that would overwhelm them after the world learned how man should truly live. Thinking about it had been enough to make him forget everything else happening in the world, up until this moment.

“We are sorry, Danik.” Joseph looked down at his lap, the apotheosis of resignation. “This is something we must do while we can. We will be together again when it settles down and until then we will work by post. We will put together our manifesto. I promise.”

Sylvia reached out. “We considered not going. We searched for another boat with another space, but my brother-in-law said that it was this or none.”

He did not want to hear the groszy, the pennies they offered to buy off their guilt. He knocked his chair down as he stood and without another word, ran out into the daylight.

Daniel did not leave his apartment the next day. His supervisor sent him home early on Monday after finding too many mistakes in Daniel’s plans. “We are all under stress. Get some rest and come back tomorrow when you can concentrate.” 

He wanted to be angry at Sylvia and Joseph’s betrayal, yet all he felt was tired. He lay in bed, curled into a fetal position at the bottom of his hole. The pinpoint of light above was what he was supposed to climb up to, a climb for which he lacked any desire or strength. When his mind grew tired of circling the same thought patterns, he got up and paced his room, like a prisoner measuring and remeasuring the dimensions of his cell. When he got tired of that, he dressed and went out, because by leaving, he proved to himself that he was not in any kind of prison, and walked aimlessly around Warsaw until, just after ten at night, he arrived at their café. 

From the number of empty bottles and glasses left round, many had been there earlier, but now it was only Sylvia, in a yellow dress, and Joseph, in his best suit, sitting next to each other at their table like it was just another ordinary night, when whichever two arrived first sat waiting for the third. 

“Mieszko, more champagne!” Daniel yelled. The barman looked to Joseph for guidance before bringing a bottle and three clean glasses, which Daniel filled and distributed. He raised his toward the couple. “Well, I assume the deed is done. Congratulations! Moje gratulacje! Mazel Tov!”

Sylvia took a quick sip. “We missed you, Danik. It was not what we imagined it should be.”

Daniel couldn’t help himself. “Your imagination seems to be doing quite well without me.” He regretted the words as they were leaving his lips. 

“That is unfair of you, Daniel,” said Joseph, who hadn’t touched his glass. “I thought our friendship meant more than our philosophical discussions, our dreams of the future. It was a… I don’t know, a connection beyond words. We wanted to build structures within which individuals can feel like a hero in their own lives. I thought that grew from how we felt about each other.”

“These decisions were not easy, Daniel,” Sylvia said. “Joseph at first refused to go. We have been struggling with it and suffering from it for weeks now.”

All three looked into their glasses or the table or anywhere except at each other.

“There’s another thing, if you must know,” Sylvia said.

“You are pregnant,” Daniel announced.

“Yes! How did you know?”

“I didn’t, until just now,” Daniel said. He sat up straight as tears came to his eyes. “Can you forgive me? I was only thinking of how you were abandoning me and abandoning our plans. It was so selfish of me.”

Sylvia came around to pull Daniel up into a fierce embrace and cried into his shoulder. Joseph brought out his handkerchief to wipe his own eyes. 

“Danik, this could all be temporary. I have an invitation from Markelius in Stockholm. First thing, I will get him to send for you. In the meantime, we will be forced to write, and that is good. We will write every week, every day if necessary and we will finish the manifesto.”

Joseph put his arms around them for a good minute, and they went back to the arrangement of bodies anyone who’d seen them on countless happier nights would have recognized. 

Daniel poured more champagne and raised a proper toast to the new couple, to their baby and to their future.

“Wait, what time is your train tomorrow? I have to see you off!” Daniel exclaimed.

Joseph insisted that Daniel not be there, ostensibly so he wouldn’t lose his job. Daniel reluctantly agreed because he too was not certain whether he could handle the emotions. 

It was Joseph who realized they had not addressed what Daniel should do. “You need to think about it, Danik. What if they mobilize everyone, even Jews with a bad ear and a heart murmur?” 

“All I know is that I have to get to the office tomorrow morning. There’s too much happening, too fast to do otherwise.” 

She wouldn’t let him get away with that. “What about your father? He is alone now.” 

Ian’s departure had essentially severed Daniel’s last tie to his home. He hadn’t spoken with his father in over a year. There was nothing he needed to hear from a man who treated his son no differently than the students in his mathematics classes at the gymnasium.

The portrait of Sylvia that Daniel carried in his memory for the rest of his life came at that moment; a beautiful newlywed, incubating a new life, with an expression of utter despondency, a sign that she really did care for him. As always, it was her imploring eyes that demanded a valid response from him, because if he didn’t meet her standards, it risked her respect and her fraternal love, the only type she could offer and the one he had come to accept. 

“It might be best if I went home. Ian cannot get back from France. There is no one left to look out for our father, and he is not the most practical man in the world.” If only Ian could hear him say those words.

“That’s south,” Sylvia pointed out. “And now with Slovakia…”

Joseph spoke with a conviction he did not feel, quoting Marshal Rydz-Smigly that his million-man army could hold against any attack until the British and French arrived. 

“That clinches it, then,” Daniel said. “I’ll go home and bring my father to Warsaw until this is settled.” They sat together in their corner, and Daniel never remembered what else they spoke about, only that Joseph and Sylvia were leaving, and he was going to get his father, until Mieszko finally sent them out.

 


Nancy, 29 Aug 1939


Dear Father,

Greetings from France! After all the planning and arranging my affairs, it feels a little strange that I am actually arrived. Please know that I will always be grateful for your encouragement and support. 

The train voyage was impressive. In a journey of over a fifteen hundred kilometers, we passed so many new bridges, overpasses, factories, and even stadia!

You will be pleased to know that I secured lodging in a well-reputed student boarding house here in Nancy. However, please use the Poste Restante address, as the landlady prefers not to act as a postmistress. I am registered with the police and enrolled in the University, a student in engineering! All that I saw from the train, not only in Germany and France but in Poland, make me confident that my choice is a good one for my future and that you and Daniel will be proud of what I do when I return in four years. As you predicted, the lectures at the University so far are like music to me.

Daniel looked well when I was in Warsaw, and he asked about you. 

I believe that the amount we discussed will be sufficient to cover my necessities. Please send it as a draft to me in care of the Poste Restante in Nancy.

Your son,

Ian

 




Ian — Nancy, France, 30 August–1 September 1939


There was no wait for the bathroom now that two of Ian’s fellow boarders were gone, called up in that last mobilization and probably now huddling inside a bunker on the Maginot Line sixty kilometers to the east. As a bonus, the creaking, whistling old pipes had sufficient hot water for him to finish what he needed to do, so long as he was quick. He dressed back in his little room under the sloping roof, and rechecked that he had his notebooks, slide rule, templates, and pencils, before locking the door behind him and carrying his bag and his shoes down the stairs toward the back door. 

No use. Madame Jacquot was at the kitchen table, reading yesterday’s newspaper as if that were the only reason she stationed herself there. Ian assumed that she washed her one housecoat every night, because it never looked stained, and she was not the sort who would pay for two identical ones. 

“Good morning, Madame. I trust you had a good night’s rest.”

“Barely, Monsieur Ian,” she said. She called all her student tenants by their first names. “You are, by far, the loudest borders I have ever had. I must remind you that I have a strict policy, all noises cease by nine p.m.”

“Of course, Madame, but I was in bed by eight thirty. I do not know who would have made any noise, but I assure you it wasn’t me,” Ian said. In fact, the noisiest boarders were the ones who’d just left.

Madame Jacquot sniffed her skepticism, as if to say she hadn’t caught him, yet. Ian took a step toward the door, but Madame was not finished. 

“Monsieur Ian, I remind you that the rent is due in two days, on Friday.”

“I will have it for you, Madame. You will find me a most reliable boarder.” And that last assurance, reinforced with what he intended to be his best smile, got him out the door. At the corner, a moment’s hesitation; through its door he saw several burly men in blue overalls standing at the zinc counter of his café, his because he had been inside twice. His budget permitted a coffee and a roll with butter, but only on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Sundays, so on he moved to the open space they called Place Stanislaus. In no other corner of France would a Pole feel more welcome, dominated as it was by an equestrian statue dedicated to the man who lost the throne of Poland, only to gain the dukedom of Lorraine by marrying off his daughter to Louis XV. It was a tenuous way to feel closer to home in these first few weeks, yet he often chose to cross Place Stan on his way to and from the university. Also, the P.T.T., the main post office, stood around the corner from the square, which is where he lined up this morning at the Poste Restante wicket. 

“Oui, yes?” the clerk barked, giving no indication that he recognized Ian from having served him the day before, and the day before that. The clerk made a show of comparing the photos in the French Identity Card and passport with Ian’s face, got up, and disappeared through a door behind him. He was back too quickly. 

“Rien, nothing,” he said, pushing the documents back to Ian. “Next!” was a substantial woman, sporting a disproportionately small hat, around whom Ian maneuvered to return to the warm sun on Place Stan. 

In a few more blocks, he was at the School of Engineering and settling into his usual spot near the back of the lecture hall, though it was early and almost all the seats were empty. He tore a page from his pad of graph-lined paper and, not for the first time, toted up his resources and his expenses. Tuition for the year was already paid; that substantial expense was gone. He had rent to pay, he needed to eat, and he might require another book or two. If he was careful, a few more weeks of mail disruption could be tolerated. Ian wondered if Herr Hitler ever analyzed the costs and benefits, the pros and cons, on a piece of scratch paper, or did he have his Nazi functionaries do it? Ambitions on one side and on the other, iron-clad promises from France and England, Poland’s forty divisions on his eastern border, plus he had to consider France’s ninety divisions on his other flank, and factor in England’s navy. 

Ian had a good ear and could follow all the lecture material. Soon he would try conversing with his fellow students, even the French ones. Then they could meet some evenings at a café or bar, and he wouldn’t always be in bed by eight thirty. Assuming that his father’s remittance came through.

Today, at least a third of the seats stayed empty. It was like a poultry farm selling off their chickens, starting with a few to a local restaurant, and now many more to bigger markets, the result a steadily shrinking flock. The newspapers debated the risks of further mobilization, how the other side would interpret it as a declaration of war, yet it appeared as if everyone eligible was already gone. They were saying that almost three million would be under arms by the end of the month. Ian scribbled some more figures under his budget calculations; assuming one armed soldier per square meter, if the whole French Army lined up along the German border, they would create a formation eight soldiers deep. Ridiculous, of course, armies weren’t placed like that. As for Poland, the Marshal proclaimed they did not need a Maginot Line. A million Poles, imbued with the spirit that beat the Red Army in 1920, were just as good. 

The professor entered, this time without crumbs in his beard, and commenced to lecture. Ian wrote down everything. It was all he needed to do: listen, digest, and transcribe, and the stresses, materials, equations, and constants filed themselves into what he sometimes imagined were slots in his brain already prepared to accept these specific pieces of information. Another ridiculous thought. It was merely the sense of validation that he was doing what he was meant to be doing. Even these introductory classes were sparking ideas and tools that he would soon use to construct huge dams, new Eiffel towers, tunnels under the English Channel. Whether in lectures or at practicums, no thoughts of Poland, Germany, France, armies, his father, or his self-centered brother intruded. 

Walking back to his boarding house the next afternoon, Ian saw shopkeepers boarding over their windows, and bakeries with sold out notices posted on their doors far earlier than usual. No matter, he never shopped at any of them. The food at the student cafeteria was cheap, if not good, and Ian filled himself up at his midday meal. The primary reason he was early to bed, like a hibernating bear, was to avoid being aware of his hunger.

He had the francs ready as he descended the stairs to the kitchen on the morning of the first of the month, but Madame was not at her usual place nor was a cigarette burning in the ashtray. Ian heard voices toward the street side, and he followed them to the open front door. Madame stood on the top step speaking with the postman, her friend from next door, along with an elderly gentleman whom Ian often saw walking along their street. Today he had a row of medals pinned to his jacket. Ian hung back in the shadows.

“We won’t do it,” Ian heard the old man say. “It is not our fight, we won’t lose another generation, not for Danzig.”

“Bien sur,” Madame Jacquot agreed. “But will Hitler stop after Poland? When he finishes them, will he turn to us?”

All year, every week and now every day, the world had ricocheted from fear of the certainty of another war to relief that the leaders appeared to have stumbled onto the necessary requirements to avoid that certainty. Germany would want something, England and France would posture and dither, and then there was Russia and Romania and Poland and Slovakia and Mussolini and the Pope — it was like perpetually watching a juggler who used hand grenades rather than rubber balls. Had one dropped?

Madame Jacquot sighed as she turned to reenter her castle. More than one emotion crossed her face when she saw Ian before settling for her usual haughty scowl. 

“Monsieur Ian, you have the payment for September?” she asked, closing the front door behind her.

“Of course, Madame, it is right here.” He handed her the bills along with the few coins. Madame Jacquot took them to her little desk off the front parlor and counted it twice before putting it into the pocket of her housecoat. She carefully wrote the date, his name, his room number, and the amount in her account book, with the concentration of someone who did not write often. Madame put her book away in the desk, locking the drawer with a tiny key she kept in the same pocket as his rent money, and looked up to Ian.

“You are from Poland, no?” 

She knew it, so why the question, Ian wondered, as he nodded at her. 

“Have you not heard?” she asked. “The Germans invaded your country early this morning.”

Perhaps his pupils dilated a little. A few hairs on his neck may have come erect. Nothing that Madame would notice. 

“Whole divisions, the air force. Warsaw has been bombed,” she continued. “I have heard this on the radio.” She got up and walked over to a corner of the kitchen where she kept her stack of newspapers, access to which was not included in the rent. She handed the top one over to Ian. It was from yesterday. On the back page, the headline was about Poland’s defeat of the Hungarian football team. It was the front page that held all the news he did not want to see. The border between France and Germany was now closed. A confusion of meetings between ambassadors, Hitler, cabinets, and generals, all as effective as a child playing with dress-up dolls in morning dress and military uniforms. Poland now claimed two and a half million men under arms, according to one headline. Daniel said that his perforated eardrum and heart murmur, buttressed by some impressive paperwork supplied by Joseph’s family, made him ineligible. Would that matter now, Ian wondered. Was there fighting near his home? 

“Madame?” Ian asked, pointing toward the front parlor where the Lemouzy radio console held pride of place on a side table; boarders were not permitted to use the front parlor. “Under the circumstances, could we listen to the news, perhaps, for a short time?” 

The old woman looked, for a few seconds, as if she would consider whether the return of war was sufficient reason to change her rules. But she shook her head. 

“Mais non!” She went on, “Monsieur Ian. It is not possible to know when there will be mail again between Poland and France. Did you bring all the money you need with you? You expected to get shipments, I believe.” She rubbed the hairs on her chin. 

“I am fine, Madame. You do not have to worry.”

“Another thing, Monsieur Ian. I am afraid that I must increase the rent next month. Another, um, fourteen francs.”

“That’s not fair, Madame! We agreed a rate was to be for the year. You can’t change it just like that,” Ian protested.

“There is no choice. You are too young. I remember what happened to prices for coal, for food, for everything in the last war.” She had another thought. “And people from Alsace are being evacuated from the border. There will be more, all needing rooms to stay.”

Ian felt a hot wave flow out from his core into his chest, shoulders, and neck seize him for a few seconds. He willed it away by bidding a curt good day to his landlady, and deliberately walking past her to exit through the front door. Clots of people stood whispering to each other on the sidewalk and in doorways. He paused at the corner; he needed information, he needed to think. With sufficient information, he would find the solutions to these new problems he was confronting. He entered his café, schedule be damned!

The excited voices of the veterans vowing to do it again to the filthy Boches made it difficult to hear the radio broadcast. This café discouraged socialists and communists, who had their own gathering places, so there was unanimity in the comments. Luckily, it was too busy for the owner to notice him and insist that he order something. Ian wormed his way closer to the radio. He made out martial music and, as the church across the street tolled the hour, a news bulletin.

It was true. Well before dawn, the German Army had attacked, from the west, from Danzig, from East Prussia, from Slovakia. Warsaw bombed. There was no mention of Lodz, the closest city to Father. He understood something about heroic resistance, and then the announcer moved onto French Cabinet meetings, and General Staff meetings and meetings in London, as if meetings were the best way to stop an armed invasion. One patron loudly and repeatedly proclaimed that it would all be done before Christmas, that they just needed to repeat Marshal Foch’s lessons from 1918, that the French Army was already preparing to cross the Rhine and wouldn’t stop until Berlin. 

Ian slipped out to the street, almost colliding with a buxom woman pulling along a waddling basset hound. “Excuse me, Madame,” Ian apologized, and her answer was a snort that resembled Madame Jacquot’s, before she and her dog continued on. 

Ian followed, guided by the flow of the people towards Place Stanislaus. Strangers in the square would have no more information, but this was a time not to be alone in his rooms, a study carrel at the university library, or his place at the top of the lecture theater. 

Would there even be a class today? Amidst the innumerable government and university regulations, was there one that said, “In the event of war, lectures will be rescheduled to the first Tuesday after the first month after an armistice…?” It would not surprise him. But since France had not actually declared war, as far as he knew, if such a rule even existed, it was not applicable yet. It didn’t matter, he could not go to class today.

Instead, he found himself at the P.T.T. office, waiting in a long line at the Poste Restante. Still nothing for him, so he moved to the telegraph section and carefully composed messages on two forms.

To: Joseph Ciszek: Write when safe. Ian 

He used the same words for the telegram to Daniel, to which he added, Check Father please. 

Eleven words total; it would cost little and perhaps his plea would encourage Daniel to put aside his anger and bitterness towards their father, to remember life before their mother died. He took the forms to wait in another line and when it was his turn at the wicket, passed both under the grill to the well-dressed man, who looked like a manager reluctantly pressed into doing menial work far below his station. Quickly, the forms were pushed back.

“No telegrams to Poland today. Lines are blocked.”

Ian looked into the man’s face across the gilt grill. “When will they be reopened?” he asked.

“I do not know. Try again in a few days. Next!”

Ian turned to slowly make his way to the front door and into sunshine that no longer provided him any warmth. 


Warsaw, 30 August 1939


Dear Father,

After discussion amongst several colleagues with insight, it is my considered opinion that it will be safer for you to move to Warsaw until this crisis is resolved. 

Please inform me if you will arrange your own travel, or you prefer that I come and escort you back here. There is a private room for you next to my flat available due to the call up, and as I shall be at work during the day, it will be tranquil and quiet for you.

Your son,

Daniel

 




Henry — Queens, New York, 18 March 1961


Stories of parental mortification and amusement, when young children guilelessly say out loud what everyone else knows should not be mentioned, are common in almost all families. Why does that lady have trouble getting up from her chair? Is that his real hair? 

Not in my family. From a preternaturally young age, I knew to say nothing. While learning my table manners, for example, I never called out one of my elders who had an elbow on the table, or who pretended not to have passed gas. 

I was around six or seven when I waited until we were back home to ask my parents why my uncle always finished his food so much faster than everyone else. It didn’t matter where — at their house, or ours, or at a restaurant — and it didn’t matter what was on his plate. He was always waiting for the rest of us to finish. Except rice. My mother and aunt never served him rice, and if it appeared on his plate when we ate out, he left it untouched. 

“So, you want to know…?” my father asked me.

“Why does he always eat so fast?”

“During the war…” my father began. I knew these words meant I would get limited information. “He lived for a time in a camp, far away, in Siberia. If you didn’t finish your food there, someone might take it from you.” 

“And they mostly had rotten rice,” my mother added. “He can’t look at it now.” 

It was the first time I heard that my uncle spent time in the Russian Gulag.

 




Daniel — Warsaw and Eastern Poland, 
8–17 September 1939


There was no light yet, not even in the east, as Daniel pulled the tarpaulin aside and pushed the motorcycle out of the shed. The air was irritatingly hot and acrid from the smoldering fires left unattended by the frantic old men of the Civil Guard, unable to keep up with bombs that fell like hail. He was one of the few young men left; a few days ago — he could not remember how many days — whatever civic authority remained urgently called for them to leave Warsaw and proceed east and south toward Romania. The motorcycle belonged to one of those young men, who fatalistically sold it to Daniel for very little money. 

“Aren’t you going?” he asked, suddenly suspicious. 

“Soon,” Daniel answered. He had to see to his father first and then he would be ready to join. The young man shrugged and handed over a leather jacket as well. 

The motor roared, as Daniel took Jerozolimskie Street west toward Piastow, where the road south toward home began. In better times, he might be there by dinner, nightfall at the latest. Today, who knew? His letters and then his telegrams produced no responses. There were rumors of a large battle near Lodz. The air was as thick with rumors as with smoke. The occasional bulletins from Radio Warsaw, which vacillated between celebrations of smaller and smaller victories and increasingly desperate and contradictory orders, only fed the inchoate fear of the remaining residents. 

Without streetlights, he almost crashed into a roadblock. 

“Where are you going?” one soldier asked, as two others stood in the shadows with rifles pointing toward Daniel. “Papers?” He handed over his identity card and military exemption certification but when the soldier kept rereading it, he spoke up. 

“I am not… the exemption, I am denying it. I am on my way to join. I am assigned to the Army Lodz. That’s where I am going,” he lied.
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