
Packing Past 

A Prologue

by Marek Kazmierski


The Wars, Multiplied 

I was twelve and escaping Poland because of a war. Actually, because of two wars. Three, if truth be told. 

The first of these was actually the Second World War, meant to have ended forty years before my mother, my younger sister and I started packing for exile. But even though Hitler was very much history by the time I was born in 1973, many considered Poland to still be in the fight. Thousands of partisans soldiered on well beyond German capitulation, refusing to accept the new borders or the presence of Soviet armies within them. Our Red Comrades kept hunting them down well into the Fifties. After that, it was Poles themselves who did the blood letting. I remember all too well the funeral of Father Popiełuszko in 1984, a few streets from my home in Warsaw, beaten to death by the secret police. And the murder of a dissident student, again by our own version of the KGB, in a record shop just behind my school. 

The Cold War thus became the second all-out conflict of my childhood. My father left us for London on December 13th 1981, mere hours before the state of Martial Law was declared (as a reaction to Solidarity’s increasingly indefensible popularity). I remember the evening he flew out, his plane delayed due to heavy snow. It was the last such flight out of Warsaw before tanks starting rolling into our streets. We woke in the morning to find our father gone, the phone lines cut and nothing on TV but our new head of state, General Jaruzelski*, mumbling lies behind his infamously dark glasses.
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Jaruzelski was born into a family of Polish gentry, 

 

and 

 

schooled in the Warsaw district of Bielany, where I was 

 

born. He served in the Soviet armies, reputedly 
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the right of the picture, meeting the 

 

“other” leader of the Polish nation of the time.   

 

 

 


This new implosion interrupted the third and most vital conflict of my childhood – that between my parents. Having seen the Iron Curtain slam shut behind the tail of his London-bound plane, my father became free. Free from political oppression. Free from a wife he had grown to detest. Free from the children and vast extended family for whom he had been forced to maintain the overt identity of “good husband”. 

At the time of his escape, of course, neither my sister nor I believed anything other than that he had departed to provide for us, that he would miss us terribly and that he would send for us as soon as the warring giants around us allowed it. I think we believed it for the next three years anyway. My mother’s drinking, the arguments between her and “tata” every time the telephone operator allowed a precious international connection, the promises of toys and other goodies which regularly failed to materialise… all these were subtle hints that all was not well between our two distant homes. But most kids are made of optimism. We believed our ongoing separation was down to the Regime refusing to issue us passports. Nothing more worrying than that. Polish state schools did not yet teach the truth about World War II. Only the elect Party few had any inkling that perestroika and glasnost would soon begin thawing our world. And no one could have prepared us for the explosion about to hit our family life – the reunion of Mama and Tata on the other side of Europe.  

The Wars, Expanded

It’s easy to use the word “war”. Once, twice, ad nauseam. But reading through what I’ve just written, I’m overwhelmed by how serious it all sounds. That is not how I remember it. Not how I experienced my childhood. 

I had grown up in the leafy Warsaw suburb of Żoliborz*, an idyll of quiet streets and parks and freedoms for the rather cocky and independent boy I had grown into. My father’s absence did bring sadness, but also had its sweet side-effects. I remember us receiving the odd carton of British toiletries and chocolates and other goodies as manna from a far-off world. It did not matter that these were rare and often late and usually half-buggered by thieving customs officials. It did not matter that I could not wear my new blue jeans or Velcro trainers to show off at school, but only on Sundays and only when visiting friends my mother wanted to impress. It did not matter much that for three years we were effectively fatherless. With a huge extended family and close-knit group of friends, we were never lonely. I was always out, playing cowboys and Indians, chasing girls, coming home with the odd bust nose or without another school satchel (I was notorious for losing things in my cat-like wonderings around the neighbourhood). Even though we were little, we knew exactly who the good guys on our political landscape were, lectured by our families in what to or not to say if questioned by Party-approved teachers in history lessons or if stopped by police patrols in the streets. With Solidarity on our side, and the sense that we were all struggling for a just cause, daily life had the jolt of romance about it no peaceful people can ever hope to experience. And with our father in exile, there was always the chance that one day soon, we would all join him in his world of foreign blessings. 
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Which is eventually what happened. Why I am writing this story, not in Warsaw, in Polish, but in London, in my new native tongue. Yet, before we can further unpack events, the Wars have to be revisited once more, for they, as I’ve already said, play a key role in what happened next. 

My parents’ marriage was a typical product of Poland’s political situation. She, an only child from a distinguished family with a promising career in academia, what did she see in him, the second eldest of ten from a village just outside Warsaw? They met on holiday, barely into their twenties. The pretty economics student and the rugged steel-worker. Was it love, or the perfect union of the intelligentsia and the proletariat, so good for one’s career at the time? My mother has occasionally claimed it was the former, but I’ve never seen any evidence of it. Not even in old photographs, where they look handsome and happy and alien to me. I don’t remember them fighting before he left. Perhaps I was too naïve to notice. Perhaps they still cared to conceal their dissent from their children. Or perhaps, as I found out later, they were just too busy being young and chasing other lovers to bother hating each other yet. 

Marriage at the time was a frivolous thing anyway. Life itself was all, or only, that. Extramarital dalliances were the norm, and in a country where corruption was everywhere, understandable. People must have been frightened. In a time and place barely starting to recover from the worst atrocities Europe had ever witnessed, sex was survival. In Budapest and Prague and eventually Warsaw death claimed many naïve, romantic rebel types who resisted the new (dis)order. In the States, youth had hot rods and rock’n’roll and the theory of endless freedom to lead them into life. On the opposite side of the world, Communism pared things down to the flesh. There was no money to be made, no international travel possible, nothing but harsh realities by daylight and snatches of soft pleasure by night. 
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That had been my parents upbringing. They had met and married in a city barely lifting itself from a sea of rubble. The Germans, withdrawing in 1944, decimated Warsaw in a final act of hate against a city which had never given in. Stalin’s armies, sitting on the other side of the Vistula, watched its murder without lifting a finger, moving in only after the ultimate damage was done. Another political act, fed by the understanding that a crushed capital would be easier to occupy, and its people to convert, once the War was “over”. 

Yet Warsaw was reborn. Within a few years, a million people returned to take out the rubble and rebuild from scratch. This was the victorious freedom my parents had been born into, and understood. Fuelled by a wild, desperate kind of energy. And then, all too soon, there were kids and work and endless queues and hitting thirty and seeing no end to and no escape from the barren joke the Communist ideal manifest had become. When he left, in ’81, my father left for good. Literally. With his family trapped behind the Iron Curtain, the occasional cardboard box of household goodies keeping them sweet (chocolate and toilet paper were worth their weight in gold by the time I turned teen), he really was better off. He had no intention of ever returning. Even today, he rarely goes back to revisit his previous homeland, and even then only for a few days at a time. No patriot, my father. No sentimental fool. Forget poor. Forget paternal. Forget past. Live fast, age slow, never look back. 

The Escape, Aborted

I am trying to remember events surrounding our eventual reunion. Details. Images. Packing light. Leaving toys behind. Leaving everything, in an attempt to appear as if our trip to see father in London was merely a holiday. 

In fact, at first, that’s what it turned out to be. We got our passports in 1984. An ominous number. From what I recall, my mother spent months trying to wrestle travel documents out of the powers-that-were. We spent hours waiting outside office doors, in dark, lifeless corridors, a fragmented family waiting for pieces of bound paper to bring us back together again. My mother had discovered, through some mysterious connections, about General Jaruzelski’s secret decree of that year – passports were to be automatically allowed those whose breadwinners were residing beyond Polish borders. She had tried bribes, and badgering, but now she went armed with the knowledge that, no matter how much the bureaucrats wanted to say No, they had to give in. I remember them trying to pretend that such a decree did not exist. I remember my mother refusing to accept, refusing to leave, refusing to take her children back to a fatherless home. It must have been intoxicating, just this once to have means of vetoing the word of the all-powerful state apparatchik. 

I still remember the strange ceremony involved in having our passport photos taken. Not an everyday occurrence in a state where tanks still rattled the streets. In my black and white photo I looked uncertain, my eyes mere narrow slits, hiding from the photographer’s glaring lamp. I remember the dressing up before hand, as if for communion. Donning the horrible, scratchy Shetland wool sweaters our father had sent, making sure no hair was out of place, trying to look like the kind of decent, honest person who would never dream of escaping a murderous regime. 

We flew to London in November of ‘84, but instead of staying reunited, my mother, my sister and I returned to Warsaw that same Christmas. Fatherless again. To this day, I cannot understand why. Why we went through all that, reached our refuge, only then to go back. You don’t plan a prison break, scavenge the necessary tools, succeed, only then to return to your cell, aiming to try again at a later date. Dissidents were still being imprisoned. Vanished. Beaten to death (like Father Popiełuszko, that same year, in our otherwise quiet neighbourhood of Żoliborz). Why, having made it to London, together for the first time in so long, for perhaps the last time ever, why did we part again?

I’ve interrogated my parents about this. They gave stumbling, insensible answers. About not being ready. Having to go back. Recover things. But we took less than little when we eventually escaped a year later. Why risk so much for so meagre a purpose, then? Why abort the escape?

That November in ’84 holds some of the answers, perhaps. A low, cold sun shone over London. Its people, unlike those back home, were colourful and friendly and clearly used to walking the streets without fear, but the reunion was far from sweet. Three years of bottled up longing for our father’s affections went without release, as my sister and I watched our parents fight every single day of the time we were there. Constant arguments, Tata vanishing, then reappearing, then awkward silences. They clearly had issues which went back way before the start of my father’s departure, but we kids were not consulted. Not being ready for such developments, we didn’t even have the language with which to frame questions. What memories I have of this time are sourced from photographs. Strolling round Tower Bridge wearing Polish-made jeans with impossibly high turn-ups. Drinking coca cola from paper cups as big as our faces, in a Kentucky Fried Chicken on Regent’s Street. Meetings with Polish exile friends of my father’s, who seemed sinister and rather distant, as if they were really free and we beneath them somehow.

The Escape, Eventual  

On our return, we settled into old lies. Like nothing had happened. Like all was still “fine”. The decision had been taken for us to make the final move once our school terms were over, just before the summer. I was turning twelve then, and regardless of how miserable that first trip might have been, I still hungered for the toys and the clothes and the wealth of barely sampled exotica London clearly had in store. 

My mother enrolled my sister and I for tennis lessons. Our father, a tennis nut, would be pleased, she said. So we boarded a tram* twice a week and rode to a cold sports hall after school, to practice making adults happy. On the way, I recall a conversation we had, staring out the tram windows, clutching our rackets. We asked ourselves why, after three years of separation, of parting, of aloneness, why our parents had fought in London. Why, for the whole month, they had ignored us, instead of falling in love all over again, like we had expected them to. We reasoned that it was the knowledge that they would have to part again soon. That this caused the tension and the fights. That everything would be OK as soon as we moved there permanently. 
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So we did what we were told. Went to school. Practiced forehands and backhands. Kept our mouths shut about our plans to escape again. We told no one about that. Not family. Not friends. To this day, there are people in Poland who have not forgiven my mother for keeping them in the dark. She says she could not take the risk. We’ve all heard about the Stasi school of spying. Spouses. Siblings. No one could be trusted with such precious info. No one who did not need to know. But was she right not to tell even her closest friends? To trust our father would take us in, knowing what she already knew about his other life in exile? Was she right to take the risk either way?

I don’t care. Either side of any deal, we are forced to make hard calls in life. She chose to keep our plans secret from friends. To keep his life over there secret from her children. To go ahead with another escape. 

The Escape, Eventual  

I don’t remember packing the second time either. But I do remember the day before departure, taking a solitary walk around Warsaw’s Old Town. I think I felt innocent, a boy of twelve looking at something without knowing much at all. When I happened to bump into a couple of classmates, I reluctantly lied – “See you in the autumn!” – when I knew, by then, I would be beyond any kind of return. Next to the Cathedral of St John, I popped into a small engravers and bought a black-enamelled, cross-shaped pendant. Not because I believed in god. I bought the cross because it looked cool, and because it had, in its centre, the Polish royal eagle*. Not the crown-less bird you saw everywhere, in schools, on Communist pedestals, on state TV. Blatantly stripped of its sovereignty. The crown on that eagle’s head was a symbol of freedom. Of a past not forgotten. Of real identity, taken from us by the forces of history. 
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I don’t remember anything else. I can try to visualise; my little sister with her hair in a bouncy bob; my mother smoking like our lives depended on it; the world outside the windows of the plane changing forever. But I can’t see any of that as memories. Can’t feel a thing of the boy I was back then. Perhaps the Regime is responsible for this emotional blackout. Perhaps, not being allowed to speak about what we were feeling back then, silenced by the secretive times and our mother’s dark moods, we did not feel much at all. 

When we picked up our artificially light luggage and shut the door on the childhood home I have not set foot in since, we had no idea Communism would fall within a few years. The Big Lies of the wars which had programmed my life were already waning, but I did not care. I don’t remember looking back, eyes firmly focused on what was next. New tongues. New loves. Accidents, adventures, and surprises aplenty. Art, prison, life, death, learning, unlearning, and now, most unexpectedly of all, a pull. Forward. Not a return. There is no thing and no when to go back to. But having experienced many lifestyles since, having journeyed all over, I sense a place calling me. A land nearing peace. Free of war. Free of chains. On that other end of Europe.  
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*The word Zoliborz comes from the French “jolie borge” – beautiful shore. Situated on the banks of the Vistula, next door to Bielany, it is famous among Warsovians for its lush beauty, its artistic community and its snobbish attitude to other, less lush and arty parts of Warsaw. Presently, half covered with ugly concrete housing estates, as a result of the destruction of the capital in 1944. 





*ZOMO (Motorized Reserves of the Citizens' Militia), were paramilitary riot police formations during the Communist Era, and terrorised the nation for most of the 1980’s. Mostly staffed by thugs dressed in police unifroms, given alcohol and other mood-altering substances before riots, they were the natural enemy of the Solidarity movement, which advocated peaceful resistance throughout its existance.  





*Warsaw trams have always been painted red and yellow, mirroring the colours of the Warsaw city flag. 





* during Communism 





* before/after Communism 
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