Poland and Me
     I had lived in Warsaw with my husband, a Polish national, a few years ago. While I was there, I taught English but yearned to learn Polish. I was living in Poland, after all and my husband is Polish. I wanted to communicate with his family rather than dumbly sitting there with a smile on my face as my husband worked double-time translating. I wanted to speak to my neighbors and the woman who sold us bread at the local bakery. Mostly, I wanted to learn more about Poland through its language.

     When I told my students about my desire to learn their language, they would either say, “Only Poles speak Polish. Learn German.” or “It’s too hard for foreigners.” When I went to coffee shops or stores, I tried to speak Polish only to have the barista or cashier speak to me in English and sometimes ask me to correct their pronunciation.
     A couple of years later, my husband and I moved back to the States, and ironically, it was then that I became determined to learn Polish. However, finding teachers, let alone speakers of the language, proved difficult. Yes, my husband is a native Polish speaker, but he has been in the States for 18 years. In fact, when we were in Poland, Poles complimented him on his Polish and asked where he was from. Some even guessed France! 
     My husband does his best to help me, but he has forgotten much of Polish grammar although he would argue differently. He is at a loss when it comes to explaining cases, even remembering the names of them. When I ask about an inconsistency with respect to a grammar rule, he answers, “That’s just how it is.” Thanks, Honey. 
     In Houston, where we currently live, we attend a Polish festival. There I meet Americans trying to connect with their Polish ancestry and Poles visiting their relatives. It’s wonderful to be surrounded by the language (and the food!). I’ll eavesdrop on conversations trying to understand what’s being said, but native Polish speakers talk so fast. Sometimes I pick up tidbits of dialogue: czego się napic, proszę bardzo.

      Despite having a Polish husband and attending the Polish festival, there isn’t much opportunity to mingle with Poles. I’ve searched for Polish tutors in the area, but to no avail. My friends tell me to learn Spanish, and yes, I’m in the perfect geographical region to learn it, but Polish is the language I want to learn. When I hear ¡Hola! ¿Cómo estás? my mind translates it to Dzień dobry. Co u pana słychać?
     I love sharing Polish culture with my friends and family and to put it colloquially, busting their misconceptions. Regarding Polish gastronomy, I’ve enlightened people who think Poles only eat sausage, pickles and “pierogies” (as its said in the States). I tell them about dishes like kopytka and ryba po grecku and pastries, such as pączki (rose petal jam is my favorite). Then there’s the plethora of soups for all kinds of weather and holidays – to name a few: kapuśniak, żurek, and chłodnik. Okay, this last soup has Lithuanian roots, but to me, it’s Polish. 

     I had made chłodnik and took a picture of it and posted it on social media. My friends and family shared it with others on their social media and some even made it. They liked how “pretty” it looked and how “delicious” and “tangy” it tasted. “Perfect for summer,” they said. Along with the traditional foods, I tell them about the vegan and Vietnamese and Turkish restaurants where my husband and I ate while in Warsaw in an effort to pull their minds forward into 21st century Poland.
     And, I tell them that no, polar bears don’t live in Poland. Actually, no one has suggested this to me, but I’ve heard of a certain actor/singer/dancer who said this. (I’m looking at you, Jennifer Lopez.) When I share pictures of the Baltic Sea and Zakopane, my friends and family comment on the beautiful landscapes. Being that my home state is Minnesota, a place with no mountains, they’re really interested in Zakopane. I tell them that many medal-winning, Olympic ski jumpers hail from Poland. Some of my family cross-country ski and were interested to learn that Justyna Kowalczyk is from Poland and had upset the Norwegians in the last winter Olympics.
     Most people in the States view Poland through a historical lens: the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising; German concentration camps, particularly Auschwitz; communism and the Solidarity movement. While these are a part of Poland’s history, there is more. Poland, I tell them, was a kingdom and has long, long history. It’s difficult to fathom that length of history when one’s country is basically a baby in comparison.
     With regard to Lech Wełęsa and the Solidarity movement, not many know of Anna Walentynowicz who played a pivotal role in the Solidarity movement, along with other women who organized and fought alongside their brothers and kept the movement going when many of the men were jailed. This is also something I share.
     In essence, I challenge my friends and family to think about Poland that moves beyond the history books and Hollywood movies. While this is all well and good for those around me, my goal is to become fluent in Polish, so I can translate works of literature, particularly from female authors. I want to foreground their work to an English-speaking audience located anywhere in the world. 
     When I was in Warsaw, I searched bookstores for female writers whose works had been translated into English. I found only a few among the many male authors’ works that had been translated. However, I was fortunate enough to read works by Dorota Masłowska, Natasza Goerke, Janina Kościałkowska and of course, the poet Wisława Szymborska. These authors gave me insight into their worlds, taking me with them on their journeys, expanding my knowledge about Poland, the culture, the people. I was and still am eager to read more. 

     I have a long way to go before I reach my goal. I’m not anywhere near fluent. When I think about the pronunciation and diacritical marks, the cases and digraphs, it’s enough to make my head spin. Yet, I continue to forge ahead because how else will I accomplish what I have set out to do? 
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