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This action on the part of the mind practically amounts to a reaching out for the reasons of its interest, as only by its ascertaining them can the interest grow more various. This is the very education of our imaginative life.




—HENRY JAMES






















My Two Polish Grandfathers























PREFACE











“Only when one has lost all curiosity about the future has one reached the age to write an autobiography” is how Evelyn Waugh began his own. Well, I still have some curiosity left, so this collection of essays, though autobiographical, is not quite a memoir. But part of my curiosity is about the past—my past. “Where are you from?” strangers at cocktail parties ask, innocently making friendly conversation. I’m never sure how to answer, for I’m an immigrant three times over. At age two, I was brought to England; when I was ten, I accompanied my family across the Atlantic to Canada; fifteen years ago—this time it was my own decision—I drove across the border to settle in the United States.




The move that probably influenced my life the most occurred before I was born—my parents’ forced departure from Poland in 1939–40. The history of twentieth-century Europe has been roiled by many mass migrations impelled by economic disasters, religious persecution, redrawn national frontiers, and war. The displacement of people like my parents was hardly unique, but the peregrinations of Poles during the Second World War, and their subsequent fate, are unusual and bear retelling.




Thus my first theme is movement, my parents’, and then my own. England, Canada, Paris, Greece, Spain, Mexico, Nigeria, India—so much travel. It comes as a surprise, as I write today, for I do not think of myself as a nomad. Not for me the exotic vacation, the cultural junket; I like nothing better than staying put. But in hindsight I can see that my childhood moves fostered an unsentimental attitude to places. Experiencing different locales also developed a heightened awareness of my physical surroundings, and a more catholic taste, like being exposed early to different languages, or different foods. Not a bad thing.




Lack of roots produced something else—the slow emergence of an inner existence, the “education of an imaginative life.” In my case, imagination was stimulated first by music, then by reading, and last by architecture. Architecture or, rather, the making of an architect, is my second theme. Some of these essays deal with the discovery of architecture—by a young student, by a fledgling practitioner, somewhat circuitously by an idealistic experimenter, and finally—definitively—by a wayward owner-builder. Architecture is so immobile, it might appear an odd preoccupation for someone with my background. But perhaps not. Building is always about creating a sense of place and permanence, both—for me—exotic sensations.




“For we possess nothing certainly except the past,” says the narrator—an architectural painter—of Brideshead Revisited, Waugh’s masterpiece about place and memory. He is right. But to possess the past, one has first to understand it, and understanding, as well as curiosity, is the chief motive for these essays.
























Part I
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My grandfather, Mieczyslaw Hofman (right), with his best friend, Jerzy Komorowski, outside Warsaw in the spring of 1939. An odd couple: the banker, more compact and controlled, not aloof, exactly, but with something held in reserve; and the industrialist, relaxed, expansive, apparently uninhibited.


























The House Under Calton Hill
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One year old, with my parents in Leven, Scotland, on April 10, 1944. I should have been a true Pole rather than a make-believe Scot.











I was born in the gray northern city of Edinburgh. I have no childhood memories of the place, no distant relatives, no family ties; the characteristic accent of its inhabitants is as foreign to my ears as Australian or Afrikaans. The Scottish capital was once called the Athens of the North, thanks to its intellectual traditions and to Calton Hill, an Acropolis-like promontory at its center. Most visitors remember the limestone architecture of the Royal Mile, the orderly Georgian crescents in New Town, and the cozy pubs on Princes Street. But that is not the native city of my imagination. A tinted lithograph of Edinburgh hung in my parents’ bedroom. The artist, Samuel Dukinfield Swarbreck, was a nineteenth-century London lithographer of whom little is known, except that, in 1837, he made a tour of Scotland that resulted in a popular book of architectural views of Edinburgh, from which this print was culled. The lithograph shows the Jail Governor’s House, newly built when Swarbreck saw the city, a battlemented fortress standing dramatically on the height of Calton Hill. At the foot of the hill is a rubble-strewn back street, with the corner of a Gothic church—Trinity College Church—across from a row of rough-looking houses with rugged slate roofs and tilting chimney pots. A workman mixes cement at the side of the street while his cart horse waits patiently, nose in feed bag. The atmosphere is quiet, the weather nondescript, not quite summer but not yet winter—September, according to Swarbreck’s inscription. I looked at that picture often when I was a boy. Where was I born? There, I used to tell myself, that house on the left with the open third-floor window and the flowerpots on the sill. The house under Calton Hill.*






I had a favorite childhood book, The Scottish Tartans. I remember spending many hours thumbing the pages of the postcard-size lexicon with its cloth cover and colored illustrations of kilted Scotsmen, hunting, fishing, and tossing the caber. I think I believed that, if I combed through it often enough, somewhere between the Robertsons and the Sinclairs, I would come across the crest, motto, and tartan of the Clan Rybczyński. My Scottishness was not entirely imagined, for I had an affidavit, a homemade certificate illustrated with a pretty watercolor drawing of an infant—me—in a cradle held between a crowned Polish eagle and a rampant Scottish lion. The typed text below read:








WHEREAS, the parents of the boy,—Witold Rybczyński and his wife Anna,—being of Polish nationality, yet the land of birth of the child being Scotland, we, the undersigned, being ourselves true Scots do hereby willingly and without persuasion confer on the above-mentioned child immunity











Frae Ghosties an’ Ghoulies




An’ lang-leggity Beasties,




Witches, Warlocks an’ Wurricoes




An’ evil Spirits, an’ a’ Things




Than gang Bump I’ the Nicht.







I didn’t know what a wurricoe was, but it sounded fearsome.* The document was dated March 1943 and signed by members of the Stewart family, who were friends of my parents, including baby Kay, who boldly scrawled her name in childish capitals.
 



I appreciated the protective sentiment, but the two heraldic emblems only underscored my dilemma. All births have an accidental quality—why here and not there? why to these people and not those?—but mine was more accidental than most. I should have been born a thousand miles away, in Warsaw, not Edinburgh. I should have been a true Pole rather than a make-believe Scot.




 




My parents were married in Warsaw, in October 1937. My father, Witold, a twenty-nine-year-old electrical engineer, was from the southern province of Galicia. Poland, like most European countries, had several large cities but only one metropole—Warsaw—which was the nation’s political, economic, and cultural capital. My father had been sent to the city to attend high school, and later university. After graduation, he worked in a Warsaw power cable factory owned by Škoda, a Czech conglomerate. The only child of divorced parents, he had had a peripatetic childhood, growing up on a succession of army posts with his mother and stepfather, Adam Korytowski, a career cavalry officer. Summers were spent in a southern country town with his father, a schoolteacher. My parents met in Warsaw. My mother, Anna, seven years younger, was in her final year of law school. Although she limped slightly as a result of childhood polio, she was attractive and socially active—my father was her third suitor. Her father was the president of a bank, and the family lived in a grand house in a fashionable district in the center of the city. While he was wealthy, he was not, by all accounts, a snob, and he approved the marriage. In lieu of a dowry, he provided a monthly allowance of five hundred zlotys, a generous sum, almost as much as my father’s salary. He also arranged a better job for his new son-in-law with Lilpop, Rau & Loewenstein, a large industrial firm in Warsaw.




The newly married couple honeymooned in Italy. That country was in an unusual state of excitement; Mussolini and Hitler, the two strongmen of Europe, had just signed a formal pact against the Soviet Union. Despite its earlier defeat, Germany was a force again. The National Socialists had rebuilt the war-shattered economy, introduced conscription, and, contrary to the Versailles Treaty, created a formidable air force. Hitler had already flexed his muscles by remilitarizing the Rhineland. The political situation seemed to have had little effect on my parents, however, who spent a happy month in Venice, Florence, Rome, and Naples.






The following spring, the Wehrmacht marched into Austria. Six months later, Hitler proclaimed the Sudetenland a German protectorate, Chamberlain and Daladier capitulated at Munich, and Poland and Hungary ignominiously took advantage of the confusion to annex parts of Czechoslovakia. While these portentous events were taking place, my parents were on a kayaking trip in the foothills of the Beskidy Mountains. Movies and novels sometimes archly portray people leading normal lives and even enjoying themselves while disaster lurks around the corner—what fools they must have been not to perceive their fates, we think. This has always seemed to me a facile view. People living in 1938—or in 1913, for that matter—may have sensed war over the horizon, but they could hardly foresee the enormity of what was to come.




In fact, my parents were all too mindful of their country’s precarious political situation. The republic of Poland was barely twenty years old, younger than they. In the 1770s, after years of political instability and near anarchy, the weakened Polish kingdom had been partitioned by its neighbors: the western portion taken by Prussia, the eastern part by the Russian Empire, and the southern part by the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Thus, my father had been born a subject of the emperor Franz Joseph I, and my mother, of Czar Nicholas II.




The new republic of Poland came into being in November 1918, following the collapse of the occupying powers in the confused aftermath of the First World War and the Russian Revolution. (The Bolsheviks immediately attacked the new state, and were resoundingly defeated.) With such a history, the Poles trusted neither of their two largest neighbors. Instead they relied on treaties with the distant French and British, though only half-believing that these would be honored. Polish history had yielded a national character that was patriotic, stubborn, and often skeptical if not downright pessimistic. “Poland isn’t yet lost, as long as we are living,” begins the national anthem, although the doleful words are set to a gay mazurka.




My parents intended to start a family just as soon as my mother, who had completed her law studies, passed the bar exam—a year or two at the most. They were financially well-off since my mother’s father also provided them with a rent-free apartment in one of the buildings he owned. My mother’s parents were anxious to see a grandchild—their first. So, I was just around the corner. At least, that was the plan.




In July 1939, as the political tensions in Europe heightened, the Polish armed forces began to mobilize. Since Lilpop manufactured railway rolling stock and trucks, my father was exempt from military service. On September 1, using a staged incident as a pretext, Germany invaded Poland. The Luftwaffe disabled the small Polish air force on the ground and immediately began bombing Warsaw and other cities. Four days later, my father’s factory was ordered to relocate to a plant about fifty miles south of the capital. Bidding a hasty farewell to my mother, he set out with a convoy of vehicles. He took overnight things, because he expected to be away for only a few days. It would be thirty years before he returned to Warsaw.




The story of Polish cavalry vaingloriously charging Panzers is apocryphal—or German propaganda—but it accurately reflects the imbalance between the forces. The Poles were outnumbered—they had about 40 divisions against the attackers’ 60—and badly outgunned: only 150 tanks against 2,600; a mere 400 warplanes against 2,000. The unevenness of the conflict is reflected in the final casualty count: about 60,000 Polish servicemen (and many more civilians) killed versus less than 14,000 fatal Wehrmacht casualties. It was not only a question of firepower. The blitzkrieg, or lightning war, surged into Poland from three directions: Germany, East Prussia, and Czechoslovakia. The flat Polish plain—the country’s name is derived from pole, which means “fields”—offered few obstructions to the invading forces, not even swollen rivers or muddy roads, for that autumn was sunny and dry.




Poland’s treaty with France and Great Britain stipulated that, in the case of a German attack, Poland would resist for two weeks, to give its allies time to mobilize and mount a major offensive across the Rhine. This would oblige Germany to divide its forces between two fronts, and since the Allies outnumbered the German forces in the west, a successful outcome seemed inevitable. Although France and Britain declared war within three days of the invasion, two weeks came and went and no offensive took place. Planes of the Royal Air Force did make a few flights over Poland, but they dropped only leaflets. In the history of the Second World War, the invasion of Poland has become little more than a footnote, but the story of French and British perfidy was a big part of my childhood upbringing.




Keeping just ahead of the rapidly advancing Germans, my father’s convoy passed its original destination and drove into Galicia, in the southeastern corner of Poland. There the party divided, some continuing south, and a group of volunteers, including my father, going east to link up with Polish army units near the Russian border. They were surprised to find villages flying red flags. The Russians were coming. That very day—September 17—Stalin, who a week earlier had made a secret alliance with Hitler, ordered his army to invade Poland. Boxed in, my father’s ill-fated convoy turned back and crossed into Romania, with which Poland had a nonaggression treaty.




Despite the treaty, my father’s group promptly found itself in an internment camp. The small town of Fălticeni was crowded with Polish refugees, government officials, and military personnel. The retreat was a national humiliation, yet the Poles had no reason to be ashamed—they had resisted Germany for a month, longer than the mighty French army would manage the following year. But surrender was inevitable. Despite their reputation for romantic gestures, the Poles had no intention of fighting to the last man. Between them, the Germans and the Russians took a million prisoners. The Polish government and most of the general staff were interned by Romania. Yet immediately, a provisional government was established in Paris under a new prime minister and commander in chief, General Władysław Sikorski. Sikorski, who was an opponent of the authoritarian Piłsudski regime, which had taken power in a 1926 military coup and had been living in self-imposed exile in Paris, was a renowned military leader who had commanded the forces that defeated the Russians in the 1919–20 war. French and British radio broadcast his appeal for all Poles who could to join the reconstituted Polish army in France.




The expatriate call to arms did not strike Poles as unusual. There was a long tradition, established during the century of partition, of émigrés fighting under foreign flags. Polish patriots such as Kościuszko and Pułaski took part in the American War of Independence, and there were Polish regiments in Bonaparte’s army in Italy. Almost a hundred thousand Poles followed the emperor on his ill-fated winter march to Moscow, and Polish lancers fought the British at Waterloo. After Russia put down a popular uprising in Poland in 1830, Polish regiments appeared in Hungary, Italy, and France, often fighting their old enemy, the Austrians. During the First World War, thousands of Poles fought (sometimes each other) in so-called Polish legions under German, Russian, and Austrian commands. Hence, for a nation that had lacked a state, let alone a standing army, for more than a century, Poland had a long martial tradition.




My father, who had spent a compulsory year in the military after graduating from university, decided with three colleagues to try to get to Paris. One of the men had a Ford, and they also had a large Buick that belonged to Lilpop, which assembled cars for General Motors. Leaving the improvised internment camp was not a problem, but they needed exit permits to cross the border, as well as transit visas for Yugoslavia and Italy. They concocted a scheme: they claimed that the Buick belonged to General Sikorski, and that they were delivering it to him in Paris. The far-fetched ploy worked, and they managed to get the required papers. The two cars set out, trunks and backseats dangerously loaded with containers of gasoline, for gas was cheaper in Romania than in Yugoslavia and Italy.




One day out of Bucharest, the oldest member of the group fell ill, and since they were afraid to go to the local hospital, they holed up in a hotel for three days until he recovered. Then they continued west into Yugoslavia. In Belgrade they were to pick up French visas, but these weren’t ready and they had to wait. This time they didn’t stay in their hotel but went sightseeing. After driving through the Croatian mountains, they crossed the Italian border near Trieste. Italy was officially neutral but distinctly pro-German. Padua was a bittersweet experience for my father, who had been there on his honeymoon two years earlier. He found time to stop at the Basilica di Sant’ Antonio and offer a prayer to the patron saint of lost persons for a swift reunion with his wife.* Eventually, they ran low on gas. The Italian service stations were manned by black-shirted Fascists who looked intimidating but cheerfully provided ration coupons and waved them to the front of the line. The journey continued uneventfully to the French border, along the Riviera as far as Marseilles, and then north to Paris. They dutifully delivered the Buick to the headquarters of the Polish command—by then the fiction had become a reality—which was in the Hôtel Regina on the rue de Rivoli, across from the Louvre. At the hotel my father ran into his mother, who was there with his stepfather, now a general.




The journey sounds more like Jerome K. Jerome—Three Men in a Buick—than John Buchan; still, it couldn’t have been a picnic. Looking at the long, looping route penciled on my map, I can only marvel at the brave seventeen-day, eighteen-hundred-mile drive across a Europe nervous and primed for war.




Paris was awash in Poles who had responded to Sikorski’s appeal. It is estimated that the Polish army in France in 1939–40 numbered a hundred thousand men. Half were escapees like my father, the rest were local volunteers, chiefly Polish coal miners from the region around Lille, many of whom had fought on the Republican side in the Spanish Civil War. Sikorski had a grand plan to conscript Polish emigrants from Canada and the United States, but this unrealistic scheme came to naught. His military force included a destroyer flotilla and two submarines that had left port ahead of the Germans (and sailed to England), as well as several thousand experienced (though planeless) pilots. Not all escaping Poles made it to France—my father had been lucky. Romania, yielding to Germany’s pressure (the following year the country would formally join the Axis), closed its borders. Several thousand Polish soldiers escaped to Bulgaria and Turkey, ending up in French Syria and eventually joining the British army in Palestine.




My father enlisted at the Bessières army barracks near Clichy and was commissioned a second lieutenant, given a World War I–vintage French uniform, and told to report to Versailles for signals training. He spoke some French, having spent two summers working in Parisian power stations as a university intern. It was an odd experience, to be in peacetime France after war-torn Poland. This was the period that the French called la drôle de guerre, the phony war. Hitler had invaded Norway and Denmark, but nothing was happening on the Western Front, where the two opposing armies faced each other, from the Maginot Line to the English Channel.




Meanwhile, my mother was in Warsaw. She had survived the three-week siege of the city, which left tens of thousands of dead and wounded, and widespread destruction from bombs and artillery. Although neither her apartment nor her parents’ house was seriously damaged, living conditions were difficult in the occupied city, with curfews, food shortages, and no news of the outside world since the Germans had confiscated all radios. Many of her friends had been killed, and her husband’s closest relative, his cousin Marian, was in a prisoner-of-war camp in Germany. The city was crowded with refugees from western Poland, which was now part of the Reich. Eastern Poland had been annexed by the Soviet Union; the area in between, including Warsaw, was a German administrative district, named—unaccountably in fractured French—the General Gouvernement. The state of Poland had once more ceased to exist.




My mother spent afternoons working in a hospital and mornings teaching her nine-year-old brother and other children in an improvised schoolroom (the Germans having closed all the schools). She had no idea what had happened to her husband. His employers thought that he might have escaped to Romania, but they weren’t sure. He sent several postcards from Italy during his journey, addressed to different friends in Warsaw since he didn’t want to compromise my mother with the German authorities. Eventually, one of these cards reached my mother, and after a two-and-a-half-month silence she learned that he was alive. While there was no postal service between occupied Poland and France, she was able to respond via an intermediary in Italy.




At the beginning of 1940, my mother decided that she would try to join her husband in Paris. Her father objected; after all, the war would surely soon be over, he said, and they would be reunited. Her friends, by contrast, encouraged her to leave. She managed to get a passport and, after a long wait, secured an exit visa for still-neutral Italy, pleading ill health and the need for a warmer climate—her polio infirmity suddenly an asset. From his end, my father arranged a French visa. She left at the beginning of April, two days after Hitler’s occupation of Denmark and Norway, taking a train via Vienna to Milan. By then the French visa had expired, and she found herself stranded, waiting for new travel papers. Milan was hardly hospitable. Fascism had originated in northern Italy, and, as Mussolini and Hitler grew closer, the atmosphere in the city became increasingly hostile to foreigners.




In the spring my father was posted to Camp Coëtquidan in Brittany, which served as the staging point for the Polish forces in France, many of whom had no previous military training. Coëtquidan was a far cry from Versailles. The Napoleonic-era artillery base had last been used during the First World War by the American Expeditionary Force. Captain Harry S. Truman had trained an artillery battery there; my father, a mere second lieutenant, was in charge of a signals platoon. Conditions in the camp were dismal: old wooden barracks with broken windows and primitive heating. The men trained in moth-eaten uniforms with rifles that had last seen service in the Franco-Prussian War. The haughty French instructors did not bother to disguise their disdain for the defeated Poles.




In early May, Germany launched a broad offensive through Holland, Belgium, and Luxembourg. Days later, seven Panzer divisions unexpectedly emerged from the Ardennes forest, crossing the Meuse River and pushing through the French lines. On May 20, an armored spearhead reached the channel, cutting the Allied armies in two and isolating the British Expeditionary Force with its back to the sea. Catastrophe loomed.




That same fateful day, in front of Camp Coëtquidan’s main gate, my parents were reunited. They hadn’t seen each other for eight months. They spent that night in the local railroad station hotel, then moved in with my father’s mother and his stepfather, who was camp commandant. They lived in the Château du Tertre, a commandeered country house a few miles from the camp. My father bicycled daily to his barracks. It would have been idyllic but for the rapidly deteriorating situation at the front.




By the beginning of June, the once-distant war was closing in on Brittany. The British had successfully evacuated the encircled part of their force from the beaches of Dunkirk, and the Germans were steadily pushing back the demoralized and crumbling French army. On June 14 the Wehrmacht entered Paris, and four days later German advance units arrived in the city of Rennes, only twenty miles from Coëtquidan. The situation in the camp was uncertain. Two Polish divisions had been sent to reinforce the French Second Army in the Vosges, and the remaining soldiers, only partly trained and poorly armed, could offer little resistance. What was left of the British Expeditionary Force—some 136,000 men—was about to be evacuated from Cherbourg, Brest, and Saint-Nazaire. Speaking from London over the BBC, Sikorski, who had been assured by Winston Churchill that the British would continue to fight, once more issued a general order: his men in France should make their way as best they could to western ports, where ships would take them to Britain.




The camp was evacuated in what can best be described as an organized rout. My father found himself fleeing once more, and once more apart from my mother, for she was transported separately with other dependents. His military convoy headed for Saint-Nazaire, the closest port, but all ships had left. La Rochelle, too, was empty. They passed the smoldering hulks of bombed freighters in the Gironde estuary. Continuing south, they reached Bordeaux just ahead of the German forces. By then, Marshal Pétain, who was now head of state, had announced that he would seek an armistice, and on June 22, little more than five weeks after the commencement of hostilities, France formally surrendered.




Crossing the flat plain south of Bordeaux, my father’s group made slow progress on roads crowded with fleeing civilians and lines of army trucks. Passing the resort city of Biarritz, they finally arrived at Saint-Jean-de-Luz, only a few miles from the Spanish border. The port was the chief embarkation point for the Polish troops, who set up a defensive perimeter around the town, as much against the French (who, having made their own peace, were not sympathetic to the fleeing Poles) as against the swiftly advancing Germans. It was unclear whether safety lay in sailing to Britain, and risking attack by German planes and U-boats, or in crossing to Spain, which was officially neutral but whose dictator, Franco, was sympathetic to the Germans.




The town was packed with soldiers, including remnants of the British army. Confusion reigned. In the midst of the turmoil, my father and mother were once again reunited. They decided to try to board one of the cargo ships that was anchored offshore, but this proved difficult. My mother, who spoke English, met a contingent of British soldiers who offered her passage but would not take my father, since technically he belonged to the French army, now hors de combat. Then a place became available with the Polish troops, but not for my mother since she was a civilian. My parents declined both offers and decided to stay together.




The pair spent a harrowing twenty-four hours in Saint-Jean-de-Luz, sleeping in a car in the town square, which was crowded with thousands of soldiers. My father might have approached his stepfather and mother, who were also there, and obtained passage with the high-ranking officers, but a stubborn sense of propriety prevented him from trading on his family connection. Then he met a friend from the camp who had driven his own car from Brittany, accompanied by his girlfriend. The enterprising Lieutenant Orlowski found a local fisherman who would row them to the ships for a few thousand francs. The two couples boarded a Dutch collier, the Baron Nairn, whose decks were already crowded with soldiers.




It’s difficult for me to reconcile my childhood image of my parents—circumspect, cautious, to my immature eyes unadventurous—with these audacious individuals, crisscrossing Europe, setting out into the unknown at a moment’s notice, and persevering in the face of one calamity after another. At my father’s age I was leading the settled existence of an assistant professor, braving nothing more hazardous than departmental faculty meetings. I wonder if I would have found the inner resources to deal with a life turned upside down, as he had done.




The Baron Nairn sailed at once. The threat of attack by the Luftwaffe hung in the air, but no enemy planes were sighted, and in three days the ship berthed safely in Plymouth. My father and the other soldiers boarded a train bound for Glasgow, and my mother was sent to an aliens’ transit camp in London. Only eighteen thousand Poles managed to escape from France, not only from Saint-Jean-de-Luz but also from Bordeaux and smaller ports in Brittany. (The rest of the Polish army was scattered to the four winds: those who had come from the Lille coal mines simply went home and became Frenchmen once more; one Polish division escaped to Switzerland, where it was interned for the rest of the war; a large number of soldiers went underground and formed a separate organization within the French resistance.)




Except for several thousand pilots, who were attached to the Royal Air Force and immediately thrown into the Battle of Britain, and the naval personnel, who stayed with their vessels, the evacuated Polish troops were sent to Scotland. Their stated military purpose, while training and regrouping, was to man concrete bunkers and pillboxes on the Fife peninsula, in the unlikely event that the Germans should launch an invasion from occupied Norway, 350 miles across the North Sea. In truth, the British, who had lost most of their military equipment at Dunkirk, were hard put to make immediate use of the Poles.




The fall of France had a strong effect on the Polish servicemen, who believed the French army to be invincible. Poles were generally Francophiles, not only because of historic sympathies but also because France had always been a safe haven for Polish exiles; Chopin and Madame Curie were equally celebrated in Warsaw and Paris. But England was an unknown, Scotland even more so. One can only imagine what the Scots thought of the foreigners with unpronounceable names who had suddenly appeared in their midst.




For the second time the Poles went about rebuilding their army. My father was assigned to the signals unit of a tank battalion, then several months later temporarily seconded to one of the cadre brigades, so named because they consisted largely of officers, there being insufficient enlisted men. His commander was Colonel Stanisław Sosabowski, a veteran soldier who was preparing for clandestine action in occupied Poland and needed radio operators. My father’s introduction to the brigade was a monthlong course at Inverlochy Castle, in the Western Highlands, in marksmanship, mine laying, and other sabotage techniques.




By then, my mother, who had been released from the aliens’ camp, was also in Scotland. Her first job was with one of the many Polish newspapers that had sprung up to inform the servicemen, few of whom spoke English, about the progress of the war. Later she worked as an orderly in a military hospital near Perth. She and my father saw each other whenever he managed to get leave.




“One can see them in the evening, or on Sundays eating fish and chips in small Scottish towns, or walking with their girl friends,” reads a contemporary description of the Poles in Scotland. “They organize their own amateur shows and their own libraries, and they publish an amazing number of newspapers and books.” My father now had family obligations, not only to his wife but also to his mother. She was living with her husband, the general, on the Isle of Bute, west of Glasgow. There were a couple of hundred Polish staff officers on Bute. The isolated holiday resort has been described as the place where “Sikorski banished his political opponents.” Whether it was politics—Poles were chronic schemers—or simply that the disorganized withdrawal from Camp Coëtquidan had required a scapegoat, Adam Korytowski was under virtual house arrest. The poor man died within a year.




In September 1941, my father’s cadre unit was reconstituted as the First Independent Parachute Brigade. It was “independent” because, unlike the other Polish units, it was not under British command but reported directly to the exiled Polish government in London. Parachutists had been used for the first time with great success by the Germans in their invasion of Holland and Belgium. The Poles intended to deploy the brigade—which eventually numbered twenty-five hundred men—to liberate their homeland. Sosabowski was a hard-driving commander. Airborne forces in most armies were composed of volunteers; not so the brigade. My father’s transfer papers back to the tank battalion simply disappeared. The training was rigorous, since paratroopers, like commandos, were expected to form self-sufficient fighting units and be skilled in a variety of combat situations. My father later often joked about his career as a parachutist, but, at thirty-three, he was old to be jumping out of planes. He practiced controlled falls from a hundred-foot tower and made his first live jump—at a thousand feet—at the British army’s parachute training base near Manchester. On his second sortie, this time from five hundred feet, he encountered turbulence, landed hard, and broke his left arm.* After several months of convalescence—made easier by the fact that he was in the hospital where my mother worked—he returned to the brigade. There was more training and signals work, though not, for the moment, more jumping. During this period he was posted to London for a month, preparing an inventory of the electrical power grid in eastern Pomerania, then a part of Germany. It was January 1942, German U-boats were taking a terrible toll on Allied shipping in the Atlantic, Hitler had already launched his ill-starred offensive against the Soviet Union, and although the United States had just entered the war and Britain no longer stood alone, the outcome was far from clear—yet the Poles were already planning postwar reparations!




When my father returned from London, his brigade was stationed in Leven, across the broad Firth of Forth from Edinburgh. My mother, who had left the hospital and enlisted in the army, was now an education officer in a light artillery unit in St. Andrews, about ten miles farther up the coast. This was close enough for my father to bicycle there on weekends. I was conceived that summer. My pregnant mother resigned her commission and found a room in Leven. I was born early the following year in the recently renamed Ignacy Paderewski Wing of Edinburgh’s General Western Hospital, delivered by a Polish army doctor and a Scottish nurse.




A combination of bad and good luck, large and small accidents—and determination—brought my parents together in this place at this particular time. At any point, the strands of the story might have broken, or been woven into a different pattern. If Hitler had postponed his invasion of France in 1940, I might have been born in Brittany. If my parents had not been able to get on a ship in Saint-Jean-de-Luz and had escaped to Spain, my birthplace might have been Bilbao. On the other hand, if my father had been captured by the Germans or the Russians, or interned in Romania, or if my mother had been unable to leave Poland or gotten permanently stuck in Milan, I might not have been born at all. Is it any surprise that I am by nature a fatalist? Or perhaps that’s just my skeptical Polish genes.
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