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  Wojteks Journey


  


  1


  The Bear at the Bottom of My Garden


  Outside it was one of those beautiful sunny days that make living in the Scottish Borders a privilege: a somnolent summers day with hardly a breath of wind to disturb
  the ripening barley and wheat that stretched out in a great expanse of patchwork fields, heavy ears of cereal drooping off their stalks in the heat. Even the vivid yellow splashes of rape  a
  relatively new crop on Scottish farms maintaining centuries of traditional agricultural practice  didnt overpower the gentle beauty of the scene. Beyond the red-brick farmhouse, bees
  bumbled around lush bushes and hedgerows collecting nectar. Sunwick Farm was, to all outward appearances, a vision of peace and tranquillity.


  Indoors, the house and domestic office phones were ringing off the hook, and I was panicking like mad. Everyone wanted to talk to me about Wojtek (pronounced Voy-check), the Syrian brown
  bear that used to live at the bottom of our garden, and learn more about the memorial I intended to raise to him, although at that juncture I hadnt a clue how I was going to get the project
  off the ground. It had all started out innocently enough. A couple of Scottish newspapers had run articles on my idea to create a memorial for the bear who was officially made a private in the
  Polish army and who fought side by side with Polish troops during the Second World War before retiring to the Scottish Borders. What I had not bargained for was the way the
  story had been picked up by the international media. Wojtek had captured the worlds imagination  or, more accurately, the vast diaspora of Polish exiles around the globe. The BBC,
  Good Morning Australia and news channels in New Zealand, Canada and the US had all reported that he liked a cigarette, a bottle of beer and a playful wrestle with his companions, and that a
  farmers wife in Scotland wanted to commemorate his life by commissioning a statue of him.


  I had always assumed that my fascination with Wojtek, which extended right through my childhood until the present day, was unique, and that apart from a few old soldiers who hadnt yet
  faded away I was exploring a minor, if somewhat unusual, historical cul-de-sac. I could not have been more wrong. Wojteks appeal is universal. The legend of Wojtek has been handed down the
  generations by thousands of people. Deluged by e-mails and phone calls from those wanting to share their reminiscences of the bear with me, I began to suspect that, in his own ursine way, Wojtek
  was as popular as Elvis. And when officials at the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh pulled me into the ministerial tower at Holyrood to inform me that a small function to celebrate Wojteks
  life was being upgraded to a full-scale diplomatic reception with political dignitaries flying in from Poland, I was sure of it.


  I shouldnt have been surprised. From the moment Wojtek set foot on Scottish soil he was a star. Certainly, his arrival from overseas in 1946 produced a Scottish ticker-tape welcome. His
  first glimpse of Scotland was Glasgow; thousands of Glaswegians lined the streets to cheer him and his Polish regiment as they marched through the city. In the grey age of
  postwar austerity, he must have been a considerable spectacle. His story was known to the populace and he was regarded as a war hero, so the welcome was genuine and heartfelt. The bear revelled in
  it.


  By that time, he was, of course, a seasoned military campaigner, having spent 26 months travelling through the Middle East with his comrades, followed by a 32-month stint in Italy where he saw
  active service as the Allies fought their way towards the heart of Europe.


  Wojtek arrived at what was then Winfield Camp for Displaced Persons on Sunwick Farm on 28 October 1946, and it wasnt long before news of his presence swept round the community. The
  villages of Hutton and Paxton close by ensured a steady stream of visitors and, despite rationing, food. For Wojtek, food was the most important part of his life. While he basked in the admiration
  of his many visitors, most of all he loved to be fed.


  Right from the start Wojtek won a place in Scotlands heart. Its also readily understandable why the Polish servicemen held him so dear. Far from home, the bear provided
  entertainment and fun. He was the child they had left behind, the pet dog they had loved. The day-to-day challenges of feeding him and keeping him occupied also distracted them from the horrors of
  war, a war that had inflicted unspeakable atrocities and hardships on Poland. At Winfield Camp Wojteks ambling presence, a free spirit, lifted the hearts of many men whose future appeared to
  be non-existent. It banished, if only temporarily, some of the mens anxieties about the future and gave them a glimpse of the joy of an uncomplicated existence.


  In truth, the life of a displaced person in Scotland in the postwar years was always a mixture of homesickness and fear. The Poles nursed unimaginable emotional pain
  without ever revealing it to the Scots around them. They came from a country which in September 1939 had been caught between the devil and the deep blue sea  Poland was divided between
  Russia and Germany in a secret pact between the two major powers. The cruelty of both invaders knew no bounds.


  After subjugating Poland in a few brief weeks the Nazis went on to make it a killing field, establishing six extermination camps on Polish soil including Auschwitz and Treblinka. In these two
  death camps alone the Germans murdered at least 2 million people, including Poles.


  Meanwhile, East Poland felt the lash of cruel enslavement by Russias Red Army and their apparatchiks. In February 1940, Stalins ethnic cleansing began in earnest. Men, women
  and children were rounded up and forced onto railway cattle trucks and transported into the secret and inconceivably terrifying depths of Stalins Russia. One in twelve of the deported Poles
  were sent to gulags in Siberia. It is estimated a total of 1.5 million Poles from the Soviet zone were sent to Russian camps. Only a tenth of this number would emerge alive less than two years
  later, including more than 100,000 fighting men; when Germany invaded Russia in 1941 the Poles repatriation was the price Stalin grudgingly had to pay to join the Allies.


  At Winfield Camp, many of Wojteks companions from East Poland were among the number freed from Siberia in 1941. Having experienced Sovietisation at first hand, many Poles had no wish,
  ever again, to place themselves at the mercy of Stalins regime.


  In later years many Poles would focus their grief and rage on single atrocities which became an emotional touchstone, a sort of hideous shorthand that encompassed all that
  they had suffered and lost in terms of families, loved ones, homes and occupations. The Katyn Forest massacre is one such atrocity, which was based on a secret death list drawn up by Lavrentiy
  Beria, Stalins security chief, and intended to rip out Polands intellectual heart. An estimated 22,000 Polish military officers, policemen, intellectuals and civilian POWs were
  murdered. Only approximately 4,400 Katyn victims have ever been identified. In 1943 the Nazis exhumed the Polish dead and blamed the Soviets. In 1944, having retaken the Katyn area from the Nazis,
  in a macabre exercise of grisly political oneupmanship, the Soviets again exhumed the Polish dead and blamed the Nazis for the massacre. Some eight other known death sites still have not been
  excavated.


  There is considerable controversy over how much the Allies knew about the Katyn massacre before 1991, when Soviet documents were found that proved Stalin had ordered the killings. In the war
  years many Poles believed Allied governments colluded in keeping silent about the Soviet involvement because it would have upset other political considerations. These suspicions were never publicly
  voiced, of course. Winfield Camps Polish servicemen were remarkably tight-lipped about such matters. You have to remember that your country took us in and allowed us to stay. You were
  our friends, I was told by one former Winfield Camp serviceman, now in his 80s.


  A Scottish acquaintance told me that he and that same Winfield Camp serviceman had visited the Poles homeland in Silesia. As they walked through his native village, the serviceman pointed
  to a cemetery on one side of the road. Thats the German cemetery, he said. Thats where they executed many of the villages young men,
  including my brother. A few hundred yards further on the two reached another graveyard and he said: Thats the Russian cemetery. Thats where the Russians shot my other
  brother in their mass executions.


  I had known the Polish serviceman for more than 30 years and he had never once hinted at the annihilation of his family. When I challenged him about it he said simply: These are things I
  do not like to think about.


  The memory of these atrocities was silently endured by the Poles who came to Scotland and, hopefully, a new life. Scotland was the arrival point for all Polish servicemen brought to the UK
  before being dispersed to camps across Britain. They would barely be settled into one camp before being moved on to another. Tens of thousands finally ended their travels at Winfield or at the many
  other camps in the Borders and other parts of Scotland. It was a very confusing time for them.


  A lot of the men at Winfield, when they got there, had only a hazy idea of where they were. Large numbers of them were illiterate, having had no formal schooling, so they were unable to write to
  their families to tell them they were safe. Being unable to read or write in Polish, they were effectively cut off from their loved ones. That sense of intense isolation was compounded by another
  cruel quirk of fate. In the camps many men did learn to read and write  but in English, not Polish. Thus they spoke Polish, but could not read or write in their native language. It was a
  strange, convoluted situation created by wartime.


  Living in limbo, as they were, Wojteks presence did much to lift their spirits. In 1946, billeted in postwar rural Scotland, they were stateless, homeless and penniless; the only things they owned were a few meagre possessions in a bag  and a bear.


  In other parts of the country, such as the west of Scotland, where the religious divide between Protestant and Roman Catholic was a long-running problem, there was a certain reserve between
  Polish incomers and locals. However, living in displaced persons camps, the Poles were largely out of sight, if not out of mind, and they didnt impinge too greatly on local
  sensibilities.


  In the Borders, attitudes were different. There were no Roman Catholic churches in the area so Masses were held at the camp by visiting priests. But Winfield Camp was located among a farming
  community, and if there is one thing that commands universal respect in agricultural societies, it is hard physical work. Our new Polish neighbours were good workers. Many of the servicemen came
  from an agricultural background. They were exceptionally good at working with horses, although they had difficulty in fathoming the completely different way that harnesses were fastened in
  Scotland. They were also skilled at leatherwork  fast vanishing in agricultural Scotland even then  and were adept at mending harnesses.


  While the Poles offered the local population agricultural skills and a willingness to work, the bear offered friendship and joy. Being country-bred, no one  adult or child  had
  ordinary domestic pets. Around farms, all animals were required to earn their keep. There was no sentimentality about them. If a dog was too old to work, or took fits, it was put down.


  As a child, I had experience of how creatures from the wild could be brought to accept a human environment and tamed, if only briefly. Indeed, it was something of a school sport, like marbles and conkers: every year, during the breeding season, my school pals and I would catch young jackdaws, having tracked them down to their nests in rabbit burrows. When
  they were half-grown but couldnt yet fly, we would remove them from their nests and put them in cardboard boxes, usually old shoeboxes, with air holes punched through the top. Then we would
  hand-feed the chicks worms, grubs and scraps.


  In a remarkably short time, we were able to go cycling with the young birds perched on our bike handlebars, enjoying the air fluttering through their feathers. Within a month or so the
  jackdaws pinion feathers would grow in and strengthen and when that happened, with their newfound maturity, they became restless. So off they flew. The pet jackdaw season was over, to be
  replaced by the next childhood pastime.


  Wojtek, of course, was in a different category. He was an ambassador for his Polish friends, and forged links with the Borders community. But he was also an animal unique in the annals of
  warfare. He had never ever been trained for any of the tasks he had carried out voluntarily with his companions under shot and shell; he considered himself their equal in all respects, and had just
  helped out when the notion took him. That was a very strange state of affairs for an essentially wild animal, and ran contrary to the accepted opinions of many animal behaviourists. It was not
  thought possible for a bear to be imprinted with human characteristics. Yet in terms of temperament and personality, Wojtek was very much an amalgam of both.


  It was Wojtek who drove me to research the role of animals in warfare. Probably the first animals to be so employed were elephants. Their use in battle is recorded in
  Sanskrit writings found in the Indus Valley dating back to around 1100 BC. War elephants were deployed like tanks in battles throughout India. The slimmed-down basic
  model would have only a mahout aboard its neck, guiding it into goring and trampling the enemy. More elaborate usage saw the war elephants equipped with armoured breastplates and
  headgear. Some elephants wore clanging bells or had spears attached to their tusks and others had a military-style howdah strapped to their backs, filled with warriors who rained down arrows and
  spears on the luckless combatants below.


  The technology was soon exported to other countries and used to considerable effect. For many centuries the war elephant was probably the most effective fighting machine available
  and its military value did not diminish until new weaponry, in the shape of the cannon, arrived on the battlefields of India.


  In more modern times many other animals have been trained to participate in warfare, including mules, horses, dogs, camels, pigeons, canaries, dolphins and sea lions. Millions of them died in
  the service of their country. In the First World War, even the tiny glow-worm was pressed into service in the fetid trenches of France. Soldiers used them to read their maps in the darkness.


  Horses made the greatest sacrifices in the military lunacies of the First World War which saw cavalry charges against embedded machine guns persist until as late as 1918. The generals were as
  profligate with their animals as they were with their troops. It has been estimated that some 8 million horses died in the First World War. They did not all perish in the pointless carnage of
  cavalry charges, of course. The majority died bringing supplies to the front because they were deemed more reliable than mechanised transport and required relatively little
  maintenance. Quite a lot received no maintenance at all. They starved to death because there were no rations for them. Tens of thousands died of exposure while many more succumbed to disease and
  injury.


  Dogs, too, were an essential part of the war effort. They were used as runners, carrying messages from the front line back through the enormous web of trenches to army headquarters. Demand for
  messenger dogs became so great that every police force in the UK was ordered to send strays to the War Dog Training School and the public was encouraged to donate its own pets for training 
  which they did in very large numbers. They were known by the troops as summer dogs: summer this and summer that. In the Second World War dogs were trained
  by Britain in a completely new and more sophisticated direction: they were parachuted behind enemy lines, with their handlers, on rescue missions. Their job was to sniff out explosives and find
  personnel trapped in the rubble of bombed buildings.


  Today dogs are again being used in missions in Iraq and Afghanistan against rebel forces. Wearing specially designed oxygen masks, German shepherds are trained to parachute from 25,000 feet,
  strapped to SAS assault teams, in what are known as High Altitude High Opening jumps. With their handlers, they make their jumps up to 20 miles distant from their target and drift towards it. Their
  descents can take up to 30 minutes and at night they are practically undetectable by ground forces. On the ground, wearing mini cameras strapped to their heads, the dogs seek out insurgents
  hiding places and possible booby traps.


  
  In this age of hyper-communication, it seems barely credible that in both First and Second World Wars military strategists placed their trust in homing pigeons. But they
  did, either as the principal method of getting military intelligence from the front, or as a back-up to often-difficult radio communication. In fact, in the United Kingdom, there were strict
  Defence of the Realm regulations against shooting homing pigeons. Public posters stated sternly:




 
  Killing, wounding or molesting homing pigeons is punishable under the Defence of the Realm Regulations by Six Months Imprisonment or a 100 Fine.


  The public are reminded that homing pigeons are doing valuable work for the government, and are requested to assist in the suppression of the shooting of these birds.


  5 Reward will be paid by the National Homing Union for information leading to the conviction of any person SHOOTING HOMING PIGEONS the property of its members.


  
 

  
	
  Pigeons in World War II saved many servicemens lives by getting through to their lofts with vital SOS messages from downed aircraft in often appalling weather conditions.


  On land, in the air and below the sea, it has to be said that military scientists have been dark geniuses in deploying the worlds most intelligent creatures in warfare. If the
  flying dog missions in Iraq and Afghanistan seem the stuff of a Tom Clancy techno-thriller, the US navys intensive research into aquatic war roles for cetaceans borders on
  science fiction.


  Since the 1950s, when military research began in earnest, dolphins, sea lions and even whales have been deployed in naval warfare. Although much of its research remains classified, it is known
  that between 1960 and 1990, some The Bear at the Bottom of My Garden 11 240 dolphins were employed by the US navy. During the Cold War the Russians had a similar cetaceans
  programme. Both dolphins and sea lions have been used for a wide variety of tasks including protecting ports and navy assets from underwater attack and patrolling shallow-water
  shipping, harbours and coastal military assets. Sea lions routinely assist in the recovery of American naval hardware such as highly expensive training targets by locating them and attaching them
  to recovery equipment, often diving down to depths of 500 feet.


  What the foregoing shows is that, in going to war, Wojtek seemed merely to be following in the footsteps of a long line of highly courageous animals stretching back more than 3,000 years.
  However, there was one vital difference. Unlike these animals, Wojtek had never been trained in any aspect of warfare. He was exposed to the sound of prolonged heavy artillery barrages  both
  incoming and outgoing  without ever having been acclimatised to the incessant noise and the lightning-like explosions of heavy ordnance that shook the ground and sent up huge clouds of
  earth. Such heavy bombardments could drive even veteran troops to the verge of collapse, known then as shellshock. That Wojtek survived mentally unscathed speaks volumes about his character, and
  for those around him.


  Wojtek died in 1963 but he continues to be a power for good. On the international front, his popularity is on the up. The Wojtek Memorial Trust launched in September 2008. Its aims  which
  Ill outline in more detail in a later chapter  are to promote educational links and scholarships between the young people of Scotland and Poland, and, on a broader front, to encourage
  new and permanent friendships between the peoples of our two nations.


  That is very much as it should be. The influx of Polish workers to Scotland in recent years is really a continuation of history. The lives of Scots and Poles have been
  heavily entwined down the centuries. Few Scots today know that back in the seventeenth century, between 40,000 and 90,000 of our kinsfolk emigrated to Poland in search of religious freedom as well
  as economic betterment of their lives. The religious persecution known across Europe during the Protestant Reformation didnt reach Poland. In fact, religious freedom was enshrined in Polish
  law, making the country a beacon of civilisation in those turbulent times. And let us not forget that Bonnie Prince Charlie was half Polish  his mother was Princess Clementina Sobiesky.


  Because Wojtek is involved, in the years to come the Trust will doubtless inspire some unusual projects which will make us all smile and generally stop us from taking life too seriously. After
  all, a charitable trust whose patron is a pint-swilling, cigarette-smoking bear who would happily wrestle anyone game enough to tangle with him, cant really be too precious about its
  activities.


  


  2


  Love at First Sight


  I must have been around eight years old when I first saw Wojtek. I can still see him, sitting on a pile of rocks behind a deep pool waving one massive
  paw. I was thrilled to the very bottom of my being.


  A lifelong love affair was born. Lets face it, I was a pushover: an impressionable young girl, an only child, the centre of my own universe. Of course the bear was waving to me 
  and me alone. I had no inkling that he was a crafty old showbiz trouper who, when he wanted a bit of attention, and more probably a bit of grub, would put on a performance worthy of a film
  actor.


  By this time Wojtek was being cared for in Edinburgh Zoo. As I clambered up the steep path to his enclosure, I was curious to see the bear Id heard so much about. Oddly enough, on this
  first visit to see him, I wasnt with my grandfather, Jim Little, my great co-conspirator who used to whisk me off on travels to destinations like Moffat where there was always an ice cream
  or a bag of sweets at the end of the journey. This time I was with a Sunday School trip from Trinity Church in Lockerbie. There must have been 40 or 50 of us excitable youngsters who, at the zoo
  gates, poured off two single-decker buses, the limp remnants of coloured streamers still dangling from every window. Those streamers seldom survived any journey intact and they announced to every passer-by that this was our much-looked-forward-to annual outing.


  As for me, that first Sunday School trip was unforgettable. Love at first sight always is! Be still my girlish heart, out of all the youngsters chattering and carrying on outside his enclosure,
  Wojtek had singled me out and waved to me. Nothing would convince me otherwise.


  My grandfather had started telling me stories about Wojtek when I was quite small, probably around three years of age. Jim enjoyed my company as I was always a very inquisitive child. A soldier
  in his day, he had a unique view of the world which he was more than happy to share with me. Although I knew from all Jims tales that Wojtek was a very large bear, it was only when I saw him
  in the flesh that I realised just how big he was. I was awestruck by his long nose and huge feet.


  I always thought of Wojtek as my grandfathers bear. Indeed, when he heard that our Sunday School trip was to Edinburgh Zoo my grandfather taught me the Polish word for
  hello. Sure enough, when I shouted it out, Wojtek immediately looked in my direction  he responded instantly whenever he heard Polish being spoken  and gave me that
  first wave of his large paw. The thought of it still thrills me today.


  One of my ambitions, drawn from that day, is to have a plaque commemorating his life mounted at Edinburgh Zoo. When he was resident in the zoo there used to be one. But today there is no
  reference to him having lived there, simply due to the passage of time. He died, after all, in 1963. The world moves on and memories fade. However, nearly 50 years on, Wojtek is once more coming
  out of hibernation. There is international interest in his story. It is perhaps now time for his place in history to be remembered in the zoo where he spent so much of his
  adult life.


  There were to be later visits to Wojtek in Edinburgh Zoo with my mother and my grandmother, but I recall one other overriding emotion from that first trip: I felt desperately sorry for Wojtek.
  In the confines of his zoo enclosure, to me, he truly looked a displaced bear. Around the farm and the camp hed been allowed to roam free. Yes, he was locked up at night, but that was no
  more than happened to the other livestock. In the morning they were all let out in the fields. There is a certain sad irony about that fact: a bear in a DP (displaced persons) camp had more freedom
  than he did as a civilian bear living in his own compound at the zoo.


  A huge admirer of the Poles hardiness and fighting qualities, Jim visited Winfield Camp several times a week and he listened to all their tales. He always had a small treat for the bear,
  in the shape of an apple or some other titbit, in his pocket. It was only much later, when I began researching Wojteks life, that memories came flooding back and I realised just how many
  stories Jim had told me about Wojtek.


  My grandfather and Wojtek were great friends. There was a strong bond between them. In their own ways, they were both loners who had made the military their family. Wojtek had joined the Polish
  army as a scruffy little motherless bear cub. My grandfather, one of a family of nine, had run away from home at the age of 14 to go soldiering round the world. Fiercely independent, he was a
  small, wiry, bantam-cock of a man who was handy with his fists and didnt take kindly to people taking liberties. He used to be a lightweight boxer.


  Like Wojtek with his Polish companions, Jim had travelled to many foreign outposts with his regiment, the Kings Own Scottish Borderers, and had participated in many
  of the darker moments of its military engagements. As a girl I rifled through a biscuit tin in the bedroom wardrobe of Jims home in Moniaive to sneak a peek at some of the mementos
  hed brought back from foreign parts. They included photographs from the Boxer Rebellion in China when an international military force had to be sent in to rescue Westerners besieged in
  mission compounds by hordes of Chinese rebels. In horrid fascination I found myself staring at severed heads lying in the street where people had been executed by mobs intent on ridding China of
  foreign devils.


  In passing, it should be said that all Borderers have an abiding affection for the Kings Own Scottish Borderers. Raised in 1689 to defend Edinburgh against the Jacobites, the Kosbies, as
  the regiment is often called by the general public (but never by the soldiers themselves), has a long and illustrious history. Still traditionally recruiting from Dumfries and Galloway, Lanarkshire
  and the Borders, it has served in many campaigns including the Napoleonic Wars, both World Wars and the Gulf War. There are six Victoria Crosses among its soldiers. In August 2006, despite a
  groundswell of protest, the regiment was amalgamated with the Royal Scots to form the Royal Scots Borderers and became the 1st Battalion Royal Regiment of Scotland.


  In the KOSB my grandfather achieved the rank of colour sergeant and was a strict disciplinarian with his men. When his regiment was back in Scotland and the men were returning to their barracks
  in Berwick upon Tweed after being out on military manoeuvres, he would first have them run up Halidon Hill and then double-time them across to Winfield Camp at Sunwick to
  have a brew with Wojtek. It was a social cuppa that both the squaddies and the bear enjoyed greatly. There cant have been many farms in Scotland where you would come across a man talking
  over the fence to a bear which appeared to be hanging on his every word. But Sunwick was one of them.


  Well before Wojteks arrival in Berwickshire, Polish soldiers had arrived in large numbers in many of the towns and villages along the Scottish Borders. In 1942 they came to the pleasant
  and peaceful town of Duns. Whereas some troops had received a lukewarm welcome when passing through, Duns did the Polish troops proud. The cheers of the townsfolk were tinged with more than a
  little relief. Earlier, when the Poles tanks and heavy artillery were first seen on the horizon, there had been a local scare that Duns was being invaded by enemy forces. When it was
  discovered the new troops were Poles, the flags on the street came out in earnest.


  Younger generations have little notion of the huge number of people that moved in great waves through Scotland during and immediately after the war. Many were military personnel sent to the
  oddest corners of the country in strategic deployments against the German juggernaut. Tens of thousands of soldiers were bivouacked in normally sparsely populated areas of countryside. The military
  equivalent of fully fledged townships would spring up in fields virtually overnight, like mushrooms. It meant a tremendous influx of people into rural areas, and the Borders was no exception.


  During the war years a large contingent of Polish soldiers lived in camps in nearby Symington and Douglas. They were under the charge of General Stanisław Maczek who
  was impressed by the warm reception from local communities. But then news of the Poles courage and tenacity in battle had reached Scotland long before the men, so the Scots already knew the
  value of those soldiers as allies.


  A legendary commander, respected by friend and foe alike, General Maczek led the only Polish units not to lose a single battle after Poland was invaded by the Germans in 1939. Under blitzkreig
  attack, his forces made a dogged defence but their efforts were eclipsed when Russia invaded from the rear and they were forced to withdraw. Maczek was loved by his soldiers, who called him
  Baca, a Galician name for a shepherd, not dissimilar from the Scottish Gaelic word, Buachaille.


  When Germany finally capitulated, General Maczek went on to become commanding officer of all Polish forces in the United Kingdom until their demobilisation in 1947. After the war he chose to
  remain in Scotland, a de Gaulle-like figure who epitomised the struggle for a free Poland. Like many other Polish soldiers, he felt unable to return to Poland under the Soviet regime.


  The thousands of Polish servicemen left their mark on the Scottish Borders in many ways. Some stayed and created new lives and new families. One of their most enduring gifts was the open air map
  of Scotland they built in the grounds of what is now the Barony Castle Hotel in Eddleston, Peebleshire. While fighting in Holland, General Maczek once had been shown an impressive outdoor map of
  land and water in the Netherlands, demonstrating the working of the waterways which had proved such an obstacle to the Polish forces progress in 1944. At Eddleston the general and his fellow
  exiles decided to replicate the Love at First Sight 19 map; they conceived the Great Polish Map of Scotland as a permanent, open-air, three-dimensional reminder of
  Scotlands hospitality to their compatriots. In 1975 the coastline and relief map of Scotland were laid out precisely by Kazimierz Trafas, a young geography student from the Jagiellonian
  University of Krakw. An infrastructure was built to surround it with a sea of water and, at the generals request, a number of Scotlands main rivers on the map
  were even arranged to flow from headwaters pumped into the interiors of its mountains. It was, and still is, an amazing feat of engineering and design.


  Sadly, it was allowed to fall into disrepair. After long years of dereliction, the first steps are now being taken towards its restoration. One day soon people will again marvel at General
  Maczeks Great Polish Map of Scotland in the grounds of Barony Castle, once the home of the Murrays of Elibank, and later the Black Barony Hotel. In the war years the house and grounds seem
  to have been in use by Polish forces, and even then an outdoor outline map was one of the features used to help plan the defence of the Scottish coastline which was under threat of invasion after
  the fall of Norway. Whether this was really the case, I have not been able to ascertain. Returned to commercial use in the late 1940s, years later the hotel came into the possession of a member of
  the Polish community who had been billeted there in wartime. He was a great friend of the general, and gave him permanent use of a suite in the hotel.


  General Maczek never did return to live in his beloved Poland; by the time it achieved genuine freedom, age and infirmity had taken their toll. In his later years he lived in Edinburgh. He died
  in 1994 at the age of 102, his name still synonymous with the history of World War II.


  It was at the Biggar Museum that I learned much of the foregoing, as well as being made aware of the long-standing ScottishPolish historical links which stretch
  back over the centuries. The town of Nowa Szkocja (Nova Scotia), for example, was named by Scots who settled in Poland. Indeed, Scots became so integrated that one of them, Alexander Czamer
  (Chalmers) was elected mayor of Warsaw four times before his death in 1703; sadly his tomb, housed in the Cathedral of St John in the city, was destroyed during the Warsaw uprising in 1944.


  With its own centuries-long history of military recruitment, the Borders took wartime upheaval pretty much in its stride. Winfield was a prime example. At the height of its use during the war
  years, Winfield Camp grew to a size where it accommodated 3,500 men  this in an area where the nearest villages could muster only a few hundred locals and a handful of able-bodied young men
  left behind in reserved occupations.


  In the war years, bonded by a common purpose, and intent on keeping invaders at bay, there were relatively few strains and stresses. But when Germany surrendered and the euphoria of VE Day had
  dissipated, the Borders folk, in common with the rest of Scotland, began waking up to the fact that they were living in an all but bankrupt nation whose infrastructure was seriously impaired, if
  not wrecked; and whose social order had been changed out of all recognition. Adding to that, they had on their doorstep large numbers of refugees with no homes and indeed no country to return to,
  it having been bargained away like poker chips as the great powers hastily redrew the map of Europe.


  In the aftermath of the war, the talk of building a land fit for heroes was paid considerable lip service. But away from the rhetoric the population imbalances and social
  strains could easily have overwhelmed the Borders. The bear living at the bottom of our garden would bring together two very different communities, providing each with the stimulus they needed to
  forge lasting ties of friendship. You might call it the Wojtek Factor.


  To understand why and how it happened we have to go back to the beginning.


  


  3


  Fate Takes a Hand in the Life of a Bear Cub


  Sometimes life is most mysterious. It takes only a small, apparently insignificant event to pivot a life onto a completely different path  like
  missing your lift to work and then meeting your future husband on the next bus. The Spanish have a lovely proverb about such random events that change everything: God writes straight in
  crooked lines.


  So it was for Wojtek. By sheer good fortune, he was saved from the worst fate imaginable  life as a dancing bear.


  It was April 1942, the tail-end of winter in the highlands of Iran. Despite the sunshine, the wind was still tinged with the snowy breath of the Zagros Mountains. A few hours earlier the
  military convoy had passed by the 4,000-year-old city of Hamadan, one of the most ancient cities in the world, and had begun the steady climb into a province of long, harsh winters and short,
  pleasantly cool summers.


  This particular contingent of soldiers was slowly wending its way towards Palestine, the mustering point for the 2nd Polish Corps being created and armed there. Although they didnt know
  it yet, they were eventually to become its 22nd Company, Polish Army Service Corps (Artillery). The convoy had stopped at the roadside for some food, a brew-up and a chance
  for the soldiers to stretch their legs. It was uncomfortable sitting for hour after hour on the hard, narrow seats of army lorries as they bumped and jolted their way along the rough, potholed
  roads of the remote uplands. However, these men had no complaints; this stop-and-start slow journey was like a holiday to them after enduring the privations of Siberian work camps, and besides, as
  the Scots saying has it: When youre marching youre no fighting.


  As ever, no matter how empty the Persian landscape appeared, their passage had not gone unnoticed. In that barren spot, from out of nowhere, a barefoot young boy appeared carrying a hessian
  sack. He looked like so many of the half-starved youngsters the Poles had seen on their journey along the western side of the Caspian Sea  skin and bones, with enormous brown eyes in a
  pinched, undernourished face that had timidity and hope written over it in equal measure. In his grubby burnous the Poles supposed he was a shepherd lad from the village they had passed several
  miles back. Unblinking, he stared at the men, watching every bite they took. The men recognised the signs; they had known it themselves. The boy was starving. They beckoned him over. Feral child
  that he was, hunger overcame any fear of strangers. In no time at all, the boy was wolfing down the billycan of meat he was offered.


  When his initial hunger had been assuaged the boy began to relax. Lance-Corporal Peter Prendys looked curiously at the sack tied around his neck, which appeared to be moving. Pointing at it, he
  pantomimed the question: what is in the sack? The boy replied in a dialect which no one understood. To the mens immense surprise, when they cautiously loosened the bags ties, the
  small black snout of a bear cub pushed out. The men gently lifted him out to get a better look. He was a scrawny, unkempt little thing, obviously not properly fed, but there
  was something about this defenceless, woebegone creature, no more than a few months old, that was immensely appealing.


  Through sign language Peter and the men asked the boy where he had got the bear. Slowly they winnowed out the story: hunters had killed the bears mother and the boy had found the cub
  abandoned in a cave close by its den. It is much more likely, however, that after shooting the she-bear the hunters had actually taken her cub and given it to the boy to look after. That was how
  things were done in that part of the world. What the boy didnt tell them, because it was too difficult to do so, was that the little bears future was already mapped out, and it was
  one of pain, torment and misery. In the culture of the region, if he survived to adulthood, which was far from being a certainty, he would become a dancing bear.


  Right across the Middle East, dancing bears in the street were a commonplace sight at souks, fairs and entertainments, and were popular with children and adults alike. But few enjoying their
  antics had any concept of the cruelty involved in their training and of their lack of proper care. There was probably no animal more neglected and abused in the name of so-called street
  entertainment.


  Captured from the wild and their mothers usually slaughtered, the hunters would sell on cubs like Wojtek to owners who hoped to make a living out of them. When partially grown, the bears first,
  without benefit of anaesthetic, had a hole pierced through either the sensitive septum of their noses, their mouths or even their palates, through which either a metal chain or rope was introduced.
  Trained with these restraints in a most cruel manner, the bears were forced to stand upright until they would do so on command or in response to a goad. Often the roughness
  of the chains or ropes caused sores and constant pain, as did the coarse edges of muzzles made for the bears out of poorly cured leather. In many instances the bears had also been declawed.


  But perhaps the worst aspect of it all was that there was no good living to be earned out of street bears. Their handlers made only a few coins a day; barely enough to buy themselves enough food
  to eat, never mind properly feed their unfortunate charges. As a result of near constant malnutrition, poor quartering and lack of any medical care, the bears health rapidly deteriorated.
  Indeed, many went blind from vitamin deficiency, and even more went mad. The lucky ones died young.


  Before we start congratulating ourselves that here in Scotland we are a more humane and less primitive society, it should be noted that the dancing bears whose lives started out in the Middle
  East and the Balkans were regular entertainments at Highland and agricultural shows across Scotland right up until the 1960s. In the Assembly Rooms at Dumfries there is a large sepia photographic
  print of a giant bear standing in Dumfries High Street with its minder, a small foreign man with a short stick in his hand. The bear is on a chain and is wearing a muzzle. Judging by the models of
  the cars in the street, the photograph was taken around the 1930s. I have always detested the picture.


  That, then, was the fate that awaited the scruffy little bear being fondled and stroked by Peter Prendys and his companions as they debated whether to buy him. Roadside bartering was a way of
  life for the convoy. Whenever they stopped at villages small crowds would congregate, trying to sell them dried and fresh fruit, cheese, milk and anything else the troops
  wanted. At some villages local artisans would make them up metal pots and other implements to order, on the spot, in return for cash. They always wanted US dollars, whenever possible, because it
  was a much stronger currency than their own.


  The boy, despite his youth, was no different. He indicated he was prepared to sell them the bear cub for dollars. But neither Peter nor his friends had any in their possession. They clubbed
  together to offer him some local currency and a few other goods, including a bar of chocolate and even a Swiss army knife. The boy looked doubtful, so the Poles flung in what turned out to be the
  deal clincher  a large tin of bully beef (better known to us as corned beef; the name bully beef is a corruption of the French term for tinned boiled beef, buf
  bouilli).


  Quickly the boy gathered up his booty, placed it in his sack, and vanished as mysteriously as he had arrived. Why he sold the bear to them, rather than await a better offer  which he
  would undoubtedly have had through trading him as a performing bear  no one knows. Perhaps he had difficulty finding food for him; or perhaps he thought the cub was going to die anyway. A
  friend of Peters said to me, years later, of that strange transaction: It was the bully beef that swung it. Peter always told me that. He said the boy wasnt going to sell until
  the bully beef was added.


  The Polish soldiers looked at each other and grinned. They had acted completely on impulse, without a thought for the consequences. They now owned a bear cub. Oh, yes. Just what was needed in
  the middle of a world war. The officers would go off the deep end when they found out about the bear. So, naturally, they did what any self-respecting soldier the world over
  would have done: they didnt tell.


  What on earth possessed them to buy the bear is open to numerous interpretations. Of course, the little cub was cute and its utterly vulnerable state engendered instant sympathy. It had been
  ripped from its natural existence and propelled into a completely alien lifestyle, so the bear and the Poles shared a common plight. But I believe the explanation is a lot simpler: the men needed
  something to love. By the time they had discovered, through trial and error, that the cub didnt eat meat yet and was a furry fiend for diluted condensed milk fed to him via an old vodka
  bottle with a piece of rag in the neck acting as a teat, they were emotionally committed and tossing around names.


  After a brisk discussion, they came up with Wojtek; it was an apt choice. The pet name of the Polish Wojciech, it meant happy soldier or happy warrior.


  By common consent, Peter Prendys was appointed Wojteks guardian, a role he accepted without protest. Aged 46, Peter was considerably older than the rest of his comrades, many of whom were
  in their late teens or early twenties. Born in 1895, he was very probably the oldest soldier in the company. That age difference brought with it a lot of respect and quiet authority. He certainly
  would have had the confidence and experience to handle the bear cub and, just as crucially, the patience. In army records held by the Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum, London, it was noted that
  Peter could read and write. This was a matter of some importance, because many of the soldiers were semi-literate or had missed out entirely on formal education; they were a
  lost generation. In the area from which most of them came, much of the literate and intellectual classes had been eradicated or removed. Thus, those who were teachers or had some level of book
  learning were greatly prized among the Poles. Being able to read and write made Peter a much-sought-after non-commissioned officer. He was the man who wrote and read letters for many of his
  comrades.


  Despite his self-effacing manner, Peter had a quiet authority about him and the men looked up to him. However, even that status didnt save him from run-ins with senior officers. It took
  just two days before he encountered his first bear crisis: Wojteks presence in the convoy was discovered.


  Not that it took any great detective work. Out in the open, and alarmed by a large and predatory-looking bird circling above him, the cub scampered back to the safety of Peters truck, and
  ran slap-bang into the arms of the company sergeant who was on his morning tour of inspection. As the soldiers anxiously gabbled an explanation, Wojtek worked his magic. The sergeant instantly fell
  under the spell of the little bear and, being a goodhearted fellow, he promised to keep the mens secret until an appropriate moment arose for him to tell the commanding officer that they had
  an additional passenger on the trip.


  They neednt have worried about the outcome. When the commanding officer, Major Chelminski, finally met Wojtek he was very taken with the little chap and for several weeks even let him
  sleep overnight in his tent in a portable wash basin. These sleeping arrangements continued until a small tent was eventually made available for Peter and his new charge. It
  was an extraordinary concession for an NCO to be given his own personal quarters, but Major Chelminski realised the bear cub was an extremely valuable asset. More than just a military mascot,
  around Wojtek the mens morale was sky-high.


  With quiet efficiency, Peter fed and cared for the young cub, who scampered after him everywhere like a young child whenever he was released from his restraining tether. Although he had his own
  bed, in the middle of the night the cub would often slip in beside Peter seeking warmth and comfort. Peters comrades used to tease him and call him Mother Bear, but Peter only smiled at
  their jests. In fact, what they were saying was no more than the truth. In the wild, male bears have nothing to do with their offspring. Cubs are raised solely by their mothers. That Peter was
  Wojteks surrogate mother was never in doubt. Whenever he was frightened or tired or in need of a cuddle, Wojtek would run to Peter and whimper until he was lifted up onto his knee. There he
  would sit, contentedly sucking on one of Peters fingers.


  On chilly evenings Peter would take the little bear into his army greatcoat and fasten it up so that both were protected from the cold. Cocooned inside, Wojtek would quickly fall asleep, lulled
  by the mens voices and the boom of Peters laughter as they sat around their campfire swapping tales and jokes late into the night.


  Remarkably quickly the little bear adapted to the companys routine. Very soon he was playing tag with the men in and out of the trucks. When he was a little bigger he enjoyed the rough
  and tumble of mock wrestling matches with the men. Standing upright, Wojtek would let his opponent place his hands against his front paws and try to push him backwards. This
  went on until the bear fell over and landed on his rump  still a feasible proposition at that early stage of his development.


  When he was fully grown the wrestling matches became team events: groups of soldiers would try to rush him and knock him over. Roaring with delight, Wojtek would take on all-comers, batting them
  around like skittles. Occasionally, to ensure a steady stream of contestants, he would let the men win. Wrestling, of course, came naturally to Wojtek; if you have ever seen wildlife TV programmes
  featuring bears, youll know the cubs are always play-fighting  a necessary part of learning new skills and developing muscle tone.


  When they arrived at Wojteks very first army base in Palestine, Wojtek set about mastering the art of tree climbing. He had a couple of false starts where his friends had to use a long
  ladder to fetch him out of overly high palm trees. The young cub learned that while going up palm trees was pretty much a doddle, it was married to the tiresome, but equally important, business of
  coming down. In his early climbing days, Wojtek simply let go and plummeted onto the ground beneath, hoping for a soft landing; as he scaled greater and greater heights this was no longer a viable
  option and he had to learn to descend by himself.


  Wojteks arrival in Palestine with the men meant that for the first time he experienced army life under canvas in one of the scores of static camps that were springing up all over the
  Middle East. As any old sweat will tell you, one dictum is true of army life: Hurry up and wait. For Wojtek and his comrades, that was very much the case as General
  Władysław Anders set about overcoming the political hurdles Stalin had placed in his path to prevent the Poles re-arming and fighting as the 2nd Polish Corps
  alongside the British in the Western Desert. There was a protracted period when many Polish military outfits in Palestine were pretty much marking time, during which they went on plenty of training
  exercises and military manoeuvres; the general worked hard to transform his poorly equipped army, drawn from a mish-mash of disparate resources, into one of the most feared fighting forces of World
  War II.


  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/html/docimages/17.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/18.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/15.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/16.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/9.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/10.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/13.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/14.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/11.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/12.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/3.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/5.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/4.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/7.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/6.jpg





OEBPS/html/font/gentiumpi.otf


OEBPS/html/docimages/8.jpg






OEBPS/html/font/gentiumpr.otf





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
The Bear

POLISH WAR HERO

EPILOGUE BY NEAL ASCHERSON





OEBPS/html/docimages/tp.jpg
Wojtek the Bear

Polish War Hero

Aileen Orr

BIRLINN





OEBPS/html/docimages/map.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/19.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





