Poland and I

I grew up in Hampstead in North London after World War Two. It was a suburb filled with refugees from Central and Eastern Europe, many of them Jewish, who had fled from the Holocaust. My parents had friends who had come from those parts of Europe and the Baltic States. At both primary and secondary school I had friends whose families had settled in Britain for a new life. Somehow, Poland stood out more than any other country. We had gone to war to defend Poland against the Nazis. One of my best friends at secondary school, Martin, was half Polish. He remains a close friend today even though he does not speak Polish. His mother and her sister fled from a town near Katowice while their parents and many members of their family perished in Auschwitz.
As I got older I tried to see Polish films at the cinema. In fact, in the autumn of 1962 three Polish war films by Andrzej Wajda were shown on BBC TV. There was A Generation [Pokolenie], Ashes and Diamonds [Popiół i diament] and Kanał. The star of the first two of those films, all of which were made during the 1950s, was called Zbigniew Cybulski. He used to wear a leather jacket and dark sunglasses and ride a motor bike. He was referred to as the James Dean of Poland.  Unfortunately he died tragically while running for a moving train in Wrocław in January 1967. Something that rather interests me about Cybulski was that the life and death of this star of the Polish cinema seemed to embody the whole history of Poland’s constantly changing frontiers. He was born in a part of Poland that was in Ukraine when he died and he died in what had been the German city of Breslau when he was born in 1927. Also interesting is the fact that Andrzej Wajda, one of Poland’s greatest film directors, who is still alive, directed the film, Katyń, in 2007 and that film had a special significance for him, as his father was one of the Polish officers killed by the Soviet secret service at Katyń in 1940. 
Because of the Cold War and the fact that Europe seemed to have been divided up permanently into two different ideological blocks, I did not think that I would ever get to visit Poland. For many years I subscribed to a Polish cultural magazine about Polish art, culture and history, which used to arrive at my house on very poor quality paper. However, for me it was a connection with Poland that I did not want to lose and I was able to read about the historical close relationship between Poland and Lithuania and an Empire that spread to the Black Sea.
I joined the Trades Union Congress International Department in 1971 and, during the 1970s, regularly went to meetings of the Governing Body of the International Labour Organisation in Geneva. Despite the Cold War the TUC saw itself very much as an instrument of dialogue between western society and the Communist system in Europe and there were regular TUC delegations to trade union national centres in Central and Eastern Europe, including Poland, and reciprocal visits from those centres to the UK. The agenda for these delegations was always non-political. It was work-focused on such matters as health and safety at work, new methods of work organisation and the role of trade unions in representing their members. As regards Poland our relations were with the CRZZ, Centralna Rada Związków Zawodowych, which had been the formal trade union organisation in Poland since 1949. When these delegations visited London we staff members of the TUC International Department were heavily involved in organising their programme of work and their social activities and we accompanied them on their visits, making sure that everything ran smoothly.
Then in 1980, the free trade union organisation, Solidarność, came onto the scene. Of course, it was opposed to the CRZZ, which it saw as an instrument of the Communist Party, and was looking for international support for its role as a legitimate trade union organisation in Polish society, genuinely representing working people. A number of leading trade union centres in Western Europe were quick to recognise it but the TUC was initially more critical of it, perhaps seeing it more as a political organisation than as a trade union one. In due course, the TUC did alter its position in the early 1980s, perhaps in 1982, and recognise Solidarność.   However, its initial stance had upset Lech Wałęsa, who never formally visited the TUC as head of a Solidarność delegation. I believe that he did not come to Congress House until about 1989 and that was because he was attending an Executive Board Meeting of the International Confederation of Free Trade Unions [ICFTU]. Instead, it was often his colleague, Bogdan Lis, who represented Solidarność at meetings with the TUC. Len Murray, who was TUC General Secretary from 1973-1984 was head of the TUC when Solidarność was formed and relations got better when Norman Willis, General Secretary of the TUC from 1984-1993, took over. Perhaps it was an opportunity for a new start. I remember how proud I felt at that time, wearing a Solidarność badge. In fact, on one occasion I was assisting a Solidarność delegation and Norman Willis, the TUC General Secretary jokingly said that I looked like a Pole, which made me feel quite good.
The first time I went to Poland was in April 2004, just before it joined the European Union. One of our sons had decided to combine our birthday and Christmas presents with an overseas one week trip of our choice. We decided to visit Poland at Easter and he made all the accommodation and travel arrangements for us, including the hire of a car which we drove from Kraków to Zakopane. We flew to Kraków and stayed in a small hotel just yards from the old City centre.
 I remember the excitement at walking into the Stare Miasto and then on into the Rynek Główny and seeing all the bookshops and books in a beautiful language that I could not yet understand.  I vowed that I would learn it. We went on two guided walking tours while we were in Kraków, one around the old town, which included St. Mary's Basilica (Kościół Mariacki). Of course, we heard the trumpet call from the Church's main tower, which is sounded every hour and which ends suddenly in midstream. The legend is that the tune was played by a guard warning citizens against an attack during the 13th-century Tatar invasion He was shot by a Tatar archer while playing so the bugle-call always breaks off at the moment he died. That guided tour also included the Jagiellonian University, the oldest and best known university in Poland and founded back in 1364. The name is important because it commemorates the Jagiellonian dynasty of the  Polish-Lithuanian kings and its library includes Copernicus' De Revolutionibus. As part of our second guided walking tour we visited Kazimierz, the Jewish quarter, where Schindler’s List was made and we went to Wavel castle, which was used by the Nazis during World War Two. 
One of the most interesting things for me was the discovery of a cafe in the old town centre called Pod Złotą Pipą, on Florianska Street near the market square. Why were there pictures of the good soldier Svejk in it? I had assumed that Jaroslav Hasek’s book, which I had read years before, had been set in the parts of the Austro- Hungarian Empire that were covered by the Czech and Slovak lands. I had not thought about Galicia. But, of course, when I read further I realised that Svejk had spent a lot of time in Galicia where Kraków was the main city. In fact, I discovered later that in Przemyśl, Poland’s second oldest city after Kraków, there is actually a monument to Svejk! As a result of this I became very interested in Galicia and have downloaded a map of it onto my computer!
We then travelled by car up from Kraków to Zakopane on one of the best roads in Poland where we spent Easter and looked across from the snow to the High Tatras and Slovakia. We enjoyed seeing the lovely traditional regional dress of the women and young girls and my wife took photographs of them. 
Then we travelled off to Warsaw by train and stayed in the Hotel Bristol right next to the Presidential palace. One of my memories of the Hotel was that Margaret Thatcher had stayed there at some point and there was a sign on the wall in reception to indicate that. However, it said that she was Prime Minister of the UK from 1978 until 1990. In fact, she did not become Prime Minister until 1979. 
In Warsaw, we also used our time well, going on a bus tour of the city to see the main sites. We also walked into the old town-Stare Miasto- and into the new town, Nowe Miasto, which is also old. We visited the Wasiensky Park.
In the late summer of 2004 we returned again to Poland following its accession to the EU.
We arrived by ferry from Karlskrona in Sweden and landed at Gdynia, visiting the lovely beaches of Sopot before spending a day in Gdańsk. We liked it very much and have vowed to return. I would have liked to have visited the shipyard where Solidarność was founded in 1980. However, we pressed on to Malbork, formerly belonging to the Teutonic Knights and part of Prussia. 
What was really exciting was the drive from Malbork across into Warmińsko Mazurskie, the administrative area of Poland where the great lakes are. We enjoyed going to the lovely town of Olsztyn. If I ever chose to live in a Polish town, that would be my destination. 
We enjoyed going to Mikołajki and took a boat ride on Jezioro Śniardwy on the Mazurian Lakes before crossing over the border into that other country that used to be part of a great empire stretching down to the Black Sea. 
Since that visit heavy work commitments, including running an English Language school prevented me from going to evening class and learning Polish. That is now behind me and my objective is clear. In the summer of 2010 just before I retired from running my school my wife and I went to Mecklenburg-Vorpommern for a two week holiday, staying close to Usedom.  We were only about 25 kilometres from Świnoujście, a 30 minute drive with no border checks now. We decided to go there on a very wet day but it was worth it and my mind was made up. A few weeks later I finally committed myself to a beginners’ course in Polish in North Kingston. 
I have now been studying Polish for about eighteen months. It is a beautiful language to listen to but it is a struggle for me pronounce it and to understand it. The writing and reading are not so difficult with the aid of a good dictionary and grammar book. But they are more difficult without these aids and I do not yet feel completely confident with reading and understanding passages of text, particularly as I am constantly learning new vocabulary.

I have a satellite dish and am now able to pick up Polish channels, including sports channels. One day I came across a live Polish first division game between Górnik Zabrze and ŁKS Łódź. The game ended in a 0:0 draw. I have had an interest in Górnik since September 20th 1961, over 50 years ago when I was a young teenager. That night my team, Tottenham Hotspur, beat them 8-1 in the second leg of a European Cup match, having lost the first leg in Zabrze 4-2. But after that defeat Górnik went on into the 1960S to have a fantastic domestic record.  I have never forgotten that team from Silesia and I guess that they have remained my favourite Polish team even though I can be tempted by Wisła Kraków! What I noticed was that there was only one stand and that the other three sides of the ground looked like one great building site. So I went on line to check out what was happening. I discovered that the Ernest Pohl stadium is undergoing a big renovation and its capacity will go up from 17,000 to 32,000 when those three stands are opened by the end of April 2013.
Apart from the satellite dish I have downloaded material from the course CDs onto my I-phone and try to listen to them when I am travelling on a train or bus. Already, I am deciding which towns in Poland that I have not yet visited but that are now a priority, such as Toruń, Zamość, Białystok, Wrocław and Poznań. But next time I return to Poland I want to be able to speak and understand a reasonable amount of the language. Therefore it would be fantastic to actually attend a full-time intensive Polish course in Poland for a couple of weeks and stay with a Polish family. Perhaps I could even get to see Wisła Kraków play Górnik Zabrze!
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