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What were your impressions of Poland when, as an outsider, you first arrived there in the 1990s?  

When I arrived in Krakow in August 1994, the mood of the country seemed overwhelmingly negative.  Everything was gray—the buildings, the clothes, the sky, the pigeons, even people’s faces.  And everyone on the street seemed angry, though that was probably because Polish was nothing more than a binary code of “sh” and “ch” sounds to me.  During that year, I felt like the city and I changed a little every day.  I was continually met with many small kindnesses from strangers, and as I learned Polish, the conversations I heard became friendlier, the lack of personal space more familiar than threatening, as if Krakow was nothing more than a giant village.  And as renovations and new businesses quickly spread, it seemed that the color began to creep into the city.  

The renovations and the full shops were deceptive though; life was still hard for the majority of people in Krakow, and I always heard that things were worse elsewhere.  I think in 1994, pensions were less than $50 a month, and the salaries were not much above that.  There were terrible stories in the news: pensioners surviving on cat food and parents abandoning their families or even killing themselves or their families because they couldn’t put food on the table.  Unemployment in some places was 50%.  There became a clear distinction between the optimists and the pessimists.  The optimists willingly suffered the present in anticipation of the future; the pessimists saw capitalism as a false promise, an alchemist’s dream of gold, and wanted to cut their losses and go back to communism. 
And what do you see now, on your trips to Krakow?

After 1995, I have returned to Krakow every year or two, which has felt to me like a giant time-lapse film.  There have been many setbacks after the first jolts of “shock economics”:  periods of extreme materialism, when, as one of my friends put it, “if people could wear their VCRs around their necks they would,” the adjustment to membership in the European Union, and revelations about the past.  Each time a new cache of historical records is opened, the misdeeds of politicians, priests and neighbors reopen old wounds.  But somehow, they have survived, and Krakow at least looks as modern as any other European city.  
Personally, I think their development is thanks to a strange combination of adaptability and stubbornness.  Throughout history, Poles have shown their ability to adapt not only to each new regime that occupied them, but also to their adopted countries as they emigrated to nearly every corner of the globe.  At the same time, more than any other country in Eastern Europe, the Poles have shown remarkable stubbornness in hanging on to their religion and culture.  Now, the flow of emigration seems to be slowing, and more Poles seem to be returning home, using the Polish work ethic to apply what they have experienced abroad to what they have retained at home.  I see Poland now as an amalgam of the old and the new, of the village and the city, of the Polish and the foreign, of hard trials and future possibility.
To some people, Poland is a country whose people collaborated with the Nazis.  But in A LONG, LONG TIME AGO AND ESSENTIALLY TRUE, you show the Polish partisans actively resisting the Nazis, even harboring a Jewish woman.  Was this a conscious effort on your part to show a less-often-seen side of Poland during wartime?

I didn’t consciously set out to write the “Gentile version” of World War II Poland.  I, like most other people, read about the Jewish Holocaust long before I lived in Poland, and like most other people, see it as the most devastating result of World War II.  As for Poland in particular, it’s estimated that 97% of the 3-1/2 million Polish Jews were slaughtered by the Nazis.  But I don’t think that it’s a competing truth to remember that an estimated 2-1/2 million other Polish civilians were killed under five years of Nazi occupation.  Or that Yad Vashem has designated more Poles as “Righteous Gentiles,” that is, people who aided Jews during the Holocaust, than citizens of any other nation.  The commonly cited statistic is that half a million Jewish Poles were hidden from the Nazis—successfully and unsuccessfully—by their neighbors, even though they faced an almost certain penalty of death.  

Of course, this doesn’t mean that all Poles were noble and heroic.  There are records of Poles collaborating with Nazis and even participating in pogroms in some villages.  But from what I have read, seen and heard, though some anti-Semitism existed before and during the war, it was generally outweighed by a vehement disgust for the occupying Nazis and an unwillingness to collaborate in any way with them, including participating in the genocide of European Jews.  This anti-Nazi sentiment, together with a strong sense of nationalism, resulted in a vast underground resistance movement with half a million active partisans and the majority of the population involved in some type of psychological or cultural resistance.    

This is still argued over, of course.  Now, sixty-five years after the war, the lines between perpetrator and victim are relatively clear, but those between collaborators and resisters are still tangled, and Krakow is usually near the center of the knot.  During the war, the Nazi headquarters in Poland were located in Wawel Castle, and Auschwitz was built only 30 miles away.  But Krakow was also home to a vibrant community of over 50,000 Jewish Poles before the war, was a main hub of Polish resistance during the war, and is the location of many monuments to Jewish victims and the few survivors, most notably, Oskar Schindler’s factory.  

Today, when I go to Krakow to visit, there are frequent exhibits, festivals and initiatives to celebrate Jewish culture.  When the subject comes up in conversation, most Poles want to set the record straight that there weren’t Polish guards in the extermination camps, that these positions were either taken by Germans or other nationalities conscripted by the Germans.  They are also very vocal in clarifying that Auschwitz and the other death camps were built and run by the occupying Nazi army on Polish soil and were not “Polish death camps,” which is a common misnomer.  As anywhere, anti-Semites and “skinheads” still persist, but in my experience, they are a scorned minority in modern Poland.

Are the characters in A LONG, LONG TIME AGO AND ESSENTIALLY TRUE based at all on your family? 

I definitely had my maternal grandfather, Henry Czopek, in mind when creating the character of the Pigeon, especially his “golden hands.”  He graduated from a trade high school in Chicago and went to work in the meat packing plants, like most of his relatives.  Eventually, he learned enough on the job to become an engineer, repairing, designing and constructing production lines for packing plants in Chicago and elsewhere.  After he retired, he spent most of his time fixing and building things with his hands, including the most beautiful dollhouse my sister and I had ever seen and a three-foot-high working Ferris wheel.  He died when I was about ten.  My grandmother died when I was one.  I think the character of Marysia resembles my grandmother, at least physically.  

The character of Pani Bożena is hilarious.  Was she inspired by a real-life person you met in Krakow? 

Pani Bożena was based on one of my landladies the first year I lived in Krakow.  I rented an apartment in her kamienica on Bishop Square for about four months, and for most of that time, I was her only tenant.  I don’t know much about her and her history other than that she was a little off and freely used her key to my apartment.  One day she would burst in and accuse me of running a bordello, and the next, she would put away my clothes, cook for me and call me kochana (sweetheart).  I had a roommate for a while—another American, Dave—but she kicked him out one day, nailing a twenty-point, typed manifesto to our door at two in the morning.  Some of the points were that he “pretended not to speak Polish,” “looked German,” and “flushed the toilet too loudly.”  I stayed a little while longer, but came home one day to find everything I owned, including a refrigerator, out on the stairs.  She then acted confused, asked me why I was moving and begged me to stay.  I left.  It’s funny now, but the whole incident was a little disturbing at the time. 

The story of how you came to spend a year in Poland is pretty incredible.  Can you talk a little about your first visit there?
In 1992, I was in college, and did a study-abroad program for a semester at the University of Mainz (in Germany).  One week, we were in Berlin, and my friends decided that they wanted to go to Warsaw, so I went along.  I have a shadowy recollection of that weekend: pigeons inside the train station, Kris Kross videos playing on a loop and an unimpressive Old Town with all the buildings dating from 1945.  I clearly remember making a vow never to return to Poland again.  
So what made you change your mind?

When I graduated from college in 1994, I decided to take a year off the grid.  Initially, I planned to teach English in Germany, since I was fluent in German and already knew some people there.  But based on a description in a travel book, the words of a friend of a friend who had been to Krakow, and no doubt my Polish heritage, I made the rash decision to get on a train to Poland.  I remember arriving early in the morning at the train station in Krakow with a pile of luggage.  I knew no Polish and nobody in Poland.  I had no job, no place to stay and about $1,000 to my name.  My first meal in Poland—bigos, from a train station café— gave me food poisoning so bad I couldn’t leave my hotel room for about three days.  I decided to chalk this up to the Stupidest Idea Ever and return to Chicago.  In those days, you had to cross town to the “phone center” in order to make an international call, so, woozy, I made the trek, stopping at a travel agency along the way to check on a ticket back to the U.S.  As I was waiting in line at the phone center, I heard a strong Long Island accent, which I traced to an American girl about my age. She was shouting at the Polish woman behind the counter, who clearly didn’t understand English.  I decided that my last act in Poland would be to help this girl use the phone.  That, at least, I knew how to do.

I was only half listening as she went on and on about how she was on vacation after taking the bar exam, and how she was renting a room in a woman’s apartment for a few days.  I perked up when she said she thought the woman also had a studio apartment for rent.  I decided to call the woman (Anna), and I made an appointment with her at her house.  I was a few minutes late, and Anna had to leave to attend to her sick mother, so we ended up bumping into each other on a busy street a few blocks from her house in an uncanny moment of recognition.  I rented the studio apartment from her for a month, and we have been good friends ever since.  And sometime in the late nineties, I actually ran into the girl from the phone center with the Long Island accent, randomly, at a house party in Chicago.

So what did you do then, with no friends in Poland?  

Since I knew no one, my social life consisted of going to the movies a lot and going over to Anna’s apartment to watch television with her.  She befriended me, started teaching me Polish, introduced me to her daughter and helped me to find a permanent apartment and a job.  Anna eventually became the character Irena in the book, though Anna has more empathy for people than Irena does.  Her daughter, Anita, morphed into Magda.

We have all been close friends for fifteen years now, and they are the main reason I go back to visit so frequently.  One of my favorite visits was when Anna and I went to Paris together.  She, like Irena, had dreamed of going since childhood, and here she was in her late fifties, having never been on a plane before.   For the first three days, she insisted on following along behind me so she would not get lost—a complete role reversal from the days when she guided me around Krakow. 
And how did you learn Polish?

Since I made my plans so spontaneously, I had neglected to learn any of the language.  This became cruelly apparent when I was standing on the train platform in Krakow with all my luggage, and a young railroad worker in coveralls drove up to me in a service vehicle.  He was clearly asking if I wanted help with my bags, and I remember looking at him, thinking, “Oh my God, I don’t know the words for yes and no.”  

I did know a few other words from my mother, who had gone to a Polish grade school on the South Side of Chicago, and from my grandparents, who still spoke Polish at the big annual family reunions.  As nearly as I can remember, I knew these words:

· cicho:  be quiet
· pierzyna:  down comforter
· dupa josh:  jackass
· opłatki:  a wafer you pass around at Christmastime
· naleśniki:  like a crepe, but a little thicker
· pierogi:  pierogi

I also knew a version of grace before meals, the pronunciation of which turned out to be completely nonsensical.
Anna was the one who taught me most of my Polish.  She loved to watch the news and argue about politics, but had no one to argue with.  She speaks what we call “Special English,” and initially we spoke in Special English, gradually adding more and more Polish.  After I had been in Poland about a month and a half, she said something to me like, “You’re in Poland, damn it, speak Polish,” and refused to speak in English to me any more.  She was unbelievably patient with me, when patience is not necessarily in her nature.  After I was there for a year, I could speak fluently about most things, especially politics, but there were strange gaps, like the word “August,” because I had arrived at the end of August.  
On the street, I supplemented Anna’s “lessons” by talking to a lot of lonely old people at tram and bus stops who wanted to tell their own stories and were curious as to why a foreigner would come to Poland (there were not many of us in Krakow in those days).  I took this to a new level with the milk bars, the government-subsidized lunch counters where most people had their main meal during the day.  In a milk bar, it is socially acceptable to sit down with strangers, so I would find an old person sitting alone and trap them with my bad Polish for the remainder of their meal.  Desperate times… 
Eventually, I started hanging out with Anita and a group of Poles and expats who were my age.  There was one German, another American, an Italian, a French girl and a few Poles, but the only common language was Polish.  Someone in that group taught me my first joke in Polish (the submarine one, which is in the book).  To save myself from illiteracy, I watched American movies, which were subtitled in Polish and had the added benefit of teaching me slang.  For example, I remember that it was while watching Pulp Fiction that I learned to conjugate the Polish F-word.  I also started reading.  I wish I could say I read Mickiewicz, but most frequently it was Życie na Gorąco—The Hot Life—which is like the Polish US Weekly.  The stories used basic language, were frequently about American celebrities I already knew, and had pictures.  Since Polish is a completely phonetic language, all I had to do was learn the sounds and read out loud, and I slowly started to recognize the words.  Now when I go over there, I still make grammatical errors and people tell me I have an accent like a little kid, but I have a good sense of humor about it.  And when strangers ask me where I am from, I just tell them I am from Huta, the same suburb Tadeusz is from in the book. 
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