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Poland and Me
What Poland means to me is very much coloured by my age and background. I am 69 years old, so I was  born just a few years after WWII, in an England which, until the influx of allied soldiers from many nations , had been very insula and foreigners a rarity. I lived in a small village  where my father was the village policeman who completed his daily  “beat”  (the area for which he was responsible)  on a bicycle, in almost all weathers. A distance of some 15 miles, 90km. He knew everybody and had time to stop and chat. It must have been a time of great peace for my father who as an 18 year old had been a soldier in WWII. Peace he may have known but he very rarely talked about his wartime experiences or battles, but I know that he fought in North Africa, and, most importantly to this essay, at Monte Cassino.


My father belonged to an elite English regiment, the Grenadier Guards, but he expressed his admiration for the Polish soldiers and said that „they terrified him.” He didn't explain what he meant.


After the war many Polish servicemen remained in the UK and some settled in the rural area which my father was responsible for. Often there were quite furious arguments,  between the local people  and the Polish people.  The English people would appeal to my father for help and support. My father would speak to the parties involved and calm the matters down. To my knowledge he never „knicked” (arrested) either party. He would often return home laughing at how petty some of the problems had been. But as I said earlier, foreigners were very new to us and were treated with suspicion. 


We were a catholic family and met for mass in a small village chapel, Polish families attended. My mother would sometimes comment, „those Polish people have very little money but their children are always clean and tidy!”


So in my insula country, in my insula village I was brought up to have respect for the Polish people.


As an adult I became a teacher, and got married. I have three sons and a daughter. One of my sons , Tim, met a Polish guy who was working in the same company. They became friends and  his new Polish friend and girlfriend were looking for somewhere to live. My other two sons had left home by now and the top floor of my house was free so I invited Tim's new friends to come and live with us.  They were an extremely nice couple. They stayed with us for about a year, during which time my marriage went through a difficult time. My wife left me, and I had to sell the house. I had retired from teaching and had a  job as an IT analyst in a local company, but what was I to do now?


I had done little that was really exciting over the years, teaching and a large family was all-time-consuming. It was time for an adventure. I shall see the world! But where?  I decided to come to Poland, I liked my Polish couple very much, and had no stereotypical prejudices against Poles. I spoke to my Polish friends  who came  from Zakopane and the girl  arranged that I should rent her grandfather's apartment  there.


So this is where my story begins. The long introduction has been necessary to explain the background to my prejudices, views and expectations.

       At this point I risk offending my Polish acquaintances, but don't blame me, blame the insula prejudices which are still prevalent in the UK, and  the lack of information about Poland on the TV,  and the impression that the Poles coming to our country were fleeing poverty and a country still climbing out of communism austerity. So I arrived in Balice airport and stayed a few days at a hostel in Krakow. I saw a flourishing, elegant , modern city with people driving cars of better quality than I drove in England. I explained this to myself that it was because it was a major Polish city and so an exception.


I travelled to Zakopane by train, a very modern train! Later I learnt that a bus is much quicker. The station at Zakopane was not very elegant and confirmed my suspicions, wrongly,  that Poland was still climbing out of the communist era. My host met me and drove me to the apartment. It was late and I saw little of the town. The next morning my adventure in Poland began and my ignorant presuppositions concerning Poland  disappeared and my respect for Polish people increased daily. 


We have immigrants in the UK who have been there for a30/50 years and yet know little of our history; I think it is only courteous to know a little about the history of a country that is welcoming you as a guest so I read books on Polish history by Norman Davies and Adam  Zamoyski. What a fascinating, tragic, resilient  courageous people I read about. Cheers of admiration and respect for Polish achievements gave way to tears for the tragedies that occurred and then wonder at the fact that Poland regained it's independence and freedom in 1989. Yes, I am not blind to the corruption and betrayal of the Polish people by sections of the Polish people down through the ages,  but my country's history too has its dark stories. But nothing lessens the debt the rest of Europe owes to Poland for turning back the Russians in the 1921 War, and preventing them from surging on through Europe. If it had not been for the Polish heroism Europe could have been under communist rule. An event practically unknown in the UK.


I think it is only courteous too, to try to learn the language of the country in which you are staying. Learning Polish has been very difficult for me. I do not have a musical ear, nor do I have much opportunity to speak with Polish people who are sensitive  to the fact that I know only a little Polish. If I greet a friend at church with a correct phrase in Polish they reply in about a dozen sentences and I feel foolish and embarrassed. High school children and students are better but unfortunately they speak quite good English so we spend most of the time conversing in English. After all, I need the company. 


These historical thoughts are always with me as I travel through Poland , and yes, I know that parts of Poland are economically better off than other parts of Poland. But generally I see a very modern Poland , with a quality of life as good as in the UK. Poland has good health care and world class dentists.


Yes there are cultural differences, some which irritate me because they are considered impolite in the UK , but they are only cultural differences after all. We English smile at the slightest excuse, whereas Polish people do not and I quickly learnt that they thought I was laughing at them. The strange facial expression of many older  Poles ,confused me ; one that hides their thoughts and yet gives the impression of  great sadness, little hope, despair and self pity, it  was  as if they had just be informed that they have terminal cancer!


Perhaps my greatest sadness with Poland is that there does not appear to be a community spirit in towns or villages. Yes, neighbours and friends will help neighbours , but that is just expedient, but voluntary organizations and charities are rare. 


So what does Poland mean to me? It is a country with a very modern public transport system , that is inexpensive and runs on time; unlike the UK. The country is varied and  beautiful, and  very modern. Travelling by bus or train is a delight as we pass through changing countryside, vast open fields wooded areas, and towns with pretty houses  or passing through steep gorges, some wooded as I go by raft down the Dunajec river. A modern, vibrant  country and yet the atmosphere and pace of life reminds me of the England of my childhood. 


Much of where in live in the south of Poland reminds me very much of the area of my childhood, the Cotswolds.  The Cotswolds is an area of rolling green hills, streams and small villages where hills intersect. It is sheep farming country It is so a joy to take a bus from Krakow to Nowy Targ, it is so similar and brings back warm memories.


I have visited Warsaw and admired the resilience and determination of the Polish peoples as they rebuilt their city after of the War, rebuilding the buildings in the same style before they were destroyed. But I become angry and sad as I remember Warsaw's wartime history. Similarly I visited the Kazimierz district of Krakow recently and as I walked the streets I became angry remembering the Jews who were hauled from their homes to face such cruelty.


I enjoy visiting Polish cities and admiring the architecture of the houses so different from that in England. Sometimes I will look at a particular house  and I think about the people who built the house, who were they? Why did they build the house? What was their occupation? Are those rooms right at the top there for the servants? How many servants did the have? What period of Polish history did they live and what was their life like then? I am indeed grateful for the history of Poland which I have read. It makes Poland come alive.
