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In September 1949, a group of 123 Polish Catholic child refugees arrived in Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the USAT Heintzelman. A few weeks later they were followed by another, smaller group. All of the children were coming from a refugee camp of several thousand Poles in Tanganyika (now Tanzania), called Tengeru, located just outside the northern city of Arusha. They had been sponsored by the Archbishop of Montreal who had heard about their plight, stranded in East Africa.

What should have been a straightforward movement of immigrants to Canada had become an international incident by the time they reached its shores. As they were moved through Europe on their way to Canada, the Communist Government of Poland vociferously and publicly attacked the International Refugee Organization (the IRO), Canada, the United States, and Great Britain for kidnapping these children to be used, in its words, as slave labour on Canadian farms and in Canadian factories, tearing them from their families in Poland in the process. The Polish Government pursued the children as they left Africa, across Italy and Germany, and even into the backwoods of Quebec, where the children were hidden upon their arrival in Canada. For all of Warsaw’s protests, the Canadian Government refused to turn over the children. After a few final diplomatic sallies, Warsaw gave up and the children turned their attention to building lives in Canada.

Their journey from Poland to Canada, via Africa, was a complicated one, that began in February 1940, with four waves of mass deportations of Poles from Soviet-occupied eastern Poland deep into the interior of the U.S.S.R. (Poland had been divided between Germany and the U.S.S.R. in 1939, under the terms of the Ribbentrop-Molotov, or Nazi-Soviet, Pact.) By the spring of 1942, as part of the creation of a Polish Army from among the deported Poles and Polish prisoners of war, these children and what was left of their families were among tens of thousands who moved into Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, and then on to Iran (then Persia). The mortality rate over the preceding two years had been horrifically high and by the time the Poles arrived in Iran there were many orphans and “unaccompanied children,” children separated from their parents. The Polish forces were soon moved out to Palestine and other places, to fight alongside the British troops; just as quickly the Polish civilians that had been left behind in Iran fanned out across the British Commonwealth and beyond, to refugee camps. With them went the orphans. By 1948, a number of them had collected in Tengeru, which had a large orphanage. In 1949, those children were moved to Canada. It was an amazing journey, even when it is laid out so baldly. But the true power of their story and of their survival is in the details.

That experience created a bond between the children of Tengeru, that still ties them tightly together to this day, a bond that stretches across the breadth of Canada, a result of their shared experiences. Bereft of parents, taught by harsh experience at an early age to distrust all authority, these children turned to each other for support. When asked how it was that they did survive, the answer is very matter-of-fact. “You did what you had to do. What else could you do?” Whether it was God’s will, luck, skill, or sheer bloody-minded determination, none can say with certainty. But survive they did, in spite of all odds.



1 | Deportation to the East
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The night of February 10, 1940, was bitterly cold in Poland. In the small, dark hours of that morning, all along the Soviet side of the frontier that had divided Poland into two occupation zones — German and Soviet — teams from the NKVD (the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, an early Soviet police force) pounded on the doors of tens of thousands of homes, forcing their way in. Men, women, and children, still groggy from sleep, were dragged from their beds at gunpoint and stood against the walls of their kitchen, while the Soviet security personnel searched their homes, ostensibly looking for weapons. The inhabitants were told brusquely that they had anywhere from fifteen minutes to two hours, depending on the whim of the officer in charge, to pack up their belongings and get ready to leave.1

Only a few months before, the Soviet Union and Germany had divided the nation of Poland between them. On September 1, 1939, the German forces, one million strong, had poured over the German-Polish border, pushing back the desperately under-equipped and ill-prepared Polish forces. It was a hopeless battle. Poland was doomed when its two erstwhile allies, Britain and France, proved unable and unwilling to engage militarily with Nazi Germany, even after declaring war on September 3. When the Soviet Union invaded from the east on September 17, 1939, the Poles, both civilians and government, were nonplussed. No one knew why they were invading. Initially, many believed that they were coming to Poland’s aid. The reason offered to the Polish ambassador in Moscow was that the Polish Government had disintegrated, and the U.S.S.R. needed to move in order to protect the life and property of the peoples of Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia.2 The real reason was that the Soviet Union was moving to seize eastern Poland as its own.

At this point, no one knew of the now-infamous secret protocol of the Nazi-Soviet (Ribbentrop-Molotov) Pact signed between the U.S.S.R. and Germany. The pact itself was a non-aggression pact, in which each signatory had agreed to remain neutral if either became involved in a war with another nation. That much was made public. However, in a secret clause the two countries had also agreed to divide Poland between themselves. This, plus a part of Romania and Lithuania, was the price that Germany was willing to pay to the Soviet Union for non-interference in Germany’s pending invasion of Poland. Thus, no one anticipated the Soviet invasion and the Polish forces were completely unprepared for a war on that front. On September 17, the Soviets were able to roll forward almost unimpeded.3 In the face of the two invasions, the Polish Government decided it had no choice but to flee the country and on September 18, the president of Poland and other senior government officials fled to Romania, en route to Paris, where the government would reconstitute itself.

In the Soviet occupation zone the Soviet forces moved quickly to establish control over the territory. Soviet military occupation administrations were put in place, but soon replaced by the NKVD. Elections were held on October 22, to form new People’s Assemblies for Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia. These new assemblies were just puppets that immediately petitioned the U.S.S.R. to be incorporated into the Ukrainian and Belorussian Soviet Socialist Republics. On November 1 and 2, respectively, the Supreme Soviet of the U.S.S.R. agreed, effectively absorbing them into the U.S.S.R. Soviet administration, and political structures were implemented; Soviet laws became the law of the land. On November 29, a decree was passed granting Soviet citizenship to all permanent residents of these provinces. It came with an obligation for all young men of a certain age in the region to serve in the Red Army.4 The Soviets’ immediate sovietization of the newly acquired territories, which meant the nationalization of industry, the socialization of trade, and the collectivization of farms.5

Soviet occupation policy was also about pacifying the territories and eliminating all anti-Soviet elements. The first targets of the Soviets were the Polish prisoners of war captured by the Red Army in the military campaign of September 1939. The number captured is the subject of some debate, but ranged from 180,000 to 240,000.6 Many of the younger troops were released and allowed to go home, not being considered dangerous. However, the officer corps was imprisoned and there were some one hundred prisoner of war camps established in both the former Polish and the Soviet Ukraine. There, the prisoners were used for heavy physical labour — construction, quarrying, logging. When the Germans attacked the Soviet Union in June 1941, these prisoners were quickly moved deeper into the U.S.S.R., under harsh and brutal conditions, where they were used again for heavy physical labour.7

As early as the fall of 1939, there were also massive waves of arrests of political, economic, and social leaders.8 The purpose was to decapitate any possible resistance to Soviet rule by arresting its potential leadership. By the second half of October 1939, what had begun as individual arrests had swollen into massive roundups of all who were deemed a threat. Army officers who had evaded capture, landowners, businessmen, employers, policemen, members of the judiciary and court officials, local government officials, and anyone who resisted Soviet rule were considered dangerous. Anyone who had been a member of the political, trade union, or military elites was also a target.9 However, these arrests were mere harbingers of more organized deportations that came in 1940 and 1941.

An estimated 320,000 to 980,000 Polish civilians were transported from their homes in four waves of deportations, between February 1940 and June 1941 (the exact number is a subject of considerable debate among historians).10 These four deportations were carefully orchestrated exercises. The first, directed primarily against the osadniks, military settlers, and the Forestry Service, but also including civil servants, local government officials, court officials, and policemen, happened during the night of February 10.11 The osadniks were Poles from western Poland who had served in the Polish army during the Polish-Soviet war of 1920–21. In return for their service, they had been granted free plots of land in the eastern part of the state. Their presence was as much about Polonizing and policing that part of the country as it was about working the land. The osadniks soon filled the ranks of the local administration. For these reasons, they were deeply resented by the Ukrainian and Belorussian populations already living there. From the beginning of the Soviet occupation, these people had been the target of a heated propaganda campaign, labelling them as “enemies of the Soviet system.”12

In the weeks leading up to February 10, the NKVD carefully compiled lists of who was to be deported, and constructed detailed plans for implementing the operations, including the complex logistical challenges of transporting at least 140,000 into the interior of the U.S.S.R. The osadniks were to be deported simultaneously, on a single day selected by the NKVD. It was not to be just the settlers, but also their families, for according to the Stalinist understanding of criminality, the individual was the product of his environment (i.e., his family). Thus, to weed out the “criminal” element, it was necessary to remove the entire family in which that criminality had flourished. Parents, wives, children, brothers, and sisters were all culpable in an individual’s guilt, and the closer they lived in proximity to one another, the more invidious the threat to Soviet rule.13 In the bitter cold of the early morning on February 10, 1940, the osadniks were rounded up and shipped into the deep interior of the U.S.S.R. — as far north as Arkhangelsk in the Arctic Circle, and Vologda, Irkutsk, and Novosibirsk in the east — a voyage that would take weeks. Some POWs and prisoners were sent as far as the Kolyma region in the far eastern reaches of the U.S.S.R.14

The second deportation’s target was the families of those previously arrested or who had been taken as prisoners of war, as well as any anti-Soviet elements missed in the first deportation. These people were taken during the night of April 13, 1940, and mostly shipped to Kazakhstan, deep in the heart of Central Asia. At least 61,000 people, mostly women and children, were shipped out by cattle car. The third and fourth deportations were a smaller scale. On June 29, the third deportation numbered at least 61,000 more, and focused primarily on refugees in the former eastern Poland who had fled from western Poland in the face of the German invasion, including a large number of Jews. The final deportation, in June 1941, drew largely from the freshly annexed Baltic Republics and involved a minimum of forty thousand people. This transport was probably smaller than the others because it was interrupted by the German invasion of the U.S.S.R. that began on June 22, 1941. In the cases of the third and fourth deportations the transports scattered their cargo across the interior of Russia.15

The orders for the first deportation were issued by Lavrenti Beria, head of the NKVD, on December 29, 1939, just a few weeks before it would happen. The instructions for the handling of the deportees were thorough. They were to be allowed to take with them “clothes, linen, footwear, bedclothes, tablewear, tea and kitchen utensils, food provisions, household and domestic tools, an unlimited amount of money, domestic valuables,” all to be packed into a trunk that could, in the final count, weigh up to five hundred kilograms.16 The reality was starkly different and much less generous.

Sophia Wakulczyk was ten years old on February 10, when the NKVD burst into her home. She recalls that it was very early in the morning, perhaps around 3:00 a.m. Her father had worked as a policeman when he was younger, then as mayor of their small village, and finally for the Forestry Service. He was clearly someone who would be considered a threat by the Soviets. She remembers that the NKVD put her father in one corner of the room and her mother in the other, both at gunpoint. The soldiers told them that the whole family was leaving, and that they could not take anything with them except what they could carry. They were ordered to dress and get ready to go to the train station. Sophia, her parents, and her two younger brothers were put on a sleigh and delivered to the train station in Pinsk, about seven kilometres away. Her mother was six months pregnant at the time. There they were loaded onto cattle cars and shipped to Arkhangelsk, a voyage of several weeks.17

Helena Koscielniak was only three, but even she remembers that night — the terror and the bitter cold. Helena’s father was a farmer, prosperous for the area. Helena’s older sister Stella recalls that they had two beautiful horses, three cows, chickens, and a dog — the family pet. Helena’s sisters told her that three soldiers walked into their house the night of February 10, and told the whole family to line up against the wall and not move. They then told the girls’ father, Konstantyn, to get the sleigh and horse ready, and told their mother to collect whatever the family would need — warm clothes and a bit of food, but not too much, just whatever they could carry. Within a half hour, Stella remembers, the family was loaded in the sleigh, the dog howling. At the last minute, Konstantyn returned to the house and grabbed a half sack of flour and a feather quilt, which he put over his three daughters and wife who were already in the sleigh. Stella was quite distressed at having to leave her dog behind, with no one to look after it. The Soviets moved them to a nearby train station where, like Sophia’s family, they were packed onto cattle cars.18

Kazimiera Mazur was nine on February 10, 1940, when, at six o’clock in the morning, the Russians came through their door. “Get up, dress yourself! You are going!” They were only allowed to take whatever they could carry — a little bit of food, clothes. The rest had to be left behind. Kazimiera, her father, her mother (who was two or three months pregnant), and five siblings were taken by sleigh and crammed into cattle cars at the nearest rail station.19

Janina Kusa, born in 1927, was the fifth of ten children. Her father, Jan, was disturbed enough by the increased activity in the area to have taken two of her younger sisters, Cecylia and Stanislawa, to their grandmother in Lvov on February 9. Fortunately, the oldest, Maria, had already finished school and had started teaching in a small village near the German-Polish border in September 1939. That meant one less child for him to worry about. Jan had only just returned from Lvov on the evening of February 9, and Janina recalls him telling her mother that he was very worried about the increased traffic he saw at the train station. There were too many soldiers around, and they were armed to the teeth, he said. He’d seen a whole train packed with Soviet military personnel. It didn’t look good. If war did come, moving his remaining family of seven children westward was going to be a challenge. He had finally lain down to get some sleep at about midnight, but within hours the NKVD was pounding on the door. The immediate assumption was that they were coming for him because of his trip to Lvov, but the NKVD soon made it clear that the whole family was under arrest.

Janina’s older brother, Ludwik, managed to escape. While the family was packing, he went to the outhouse behind the barn and just kept on walking. In the confusion of the remaining six children, he wasn’t missed by the Soviets, nor by his parents immediately. When his father finally noticed, he kept quiet. Ludwik managed to get to the next village where the family had Ukrainian friends. They provided him with clothes, because he had escaped in only his pyjamas, and a bit of money. He eventually made it to his grandmother’s home in Lvov, where he joined the Polish resistance.

Meanwhile, Janina’s parents got the remaining children dressed and grabbed some food, and a few other things. Interestingly, among the things that Janina’s mother packed were her wedding dress, some small rugs, and a small brass icon of the Virgin Mary. Her father put on his fur coat. In a couple of hours, the Kusa family was gone. Janina would never see her home again.20

Al Kunicki was very young when the NKVD came; four years old and the youngest of six (four sisters, one brother, and himself). However, he knows the family’s story. By February 10, the Kunicki children were already parentless. His mother, Anastazja, had died in 1938. In 1940, some time before the deportation, his father, Filip, had been arrested. Filip had been in the Austrian army during the First World War, and in the Polish Army during the 1920s. He had been granted land in eastern Poland for his service in the Polish forces, and had become a farmer there. He was also a policeman. The combination made him an obvious target for the suspicious Soviets. Filip’s arrest had left Al’s two older sisters, Aleksandra and Antonina, aged nineteen and eighteen, in charge of the family.

Al’s memories of that night are vague and based on family lore, but when the Russians arrived it was just him and his sisters at home. As the Russians surrounded the house, one sister, Jozefa, slipped out a window and ran to the orchard, tripping over a pile of mud in the process. She managed to escape to one of the neighbouring villages, where one of her mother’s sisters hid her. The aunt had married a Ukrainian, so her family escaped the raids that night. Al’s brother, Jan, later tried to find them in the Soviet Union, but to no avail. Al and his three remaining sisters, Aleksandra, Antonina, and Stanislawa, were sent to Siberia.21

Stan Studzinski was the same age as Al Kunicki at the time, and his recollections are thin, but he does know that when the Russians arrived on February 10, his father had already fled. He had also been granted land for serving in the Polish Army in the 1920s, which marked him as a potential threat to the Soviet occupiers. When the NKVD gathered up Stan’s family and took them to the train station that night, it was just him, his mother, and the rest of his brothers and sisters. Stan’s father remained in Poland.22

Michal Bortkiewicz was born in 1934, so he was six years old when the Russians rounded up his family and sent them into the Russian interior. His father, Bronislaw, was a prosperous farmer, having been granted land in eastern Poland. He had been an officer in the Russian Army at the time of the Russian Revolution, and had also been in the White Russian forces and blown up some Bolshevik officers. He was granted the land as one of the osadnicy.

The family lore holds that when Michal’s father arrived in eastern Poland all he had was an axe and a rooster. Within a decade he had built himself a very prosperous farm. It was a combination of fields, a woodlot, and an orchard with twenty cherry and two apple trees, as well as livestock. Michal’s life was idyllic for a young boy. There was a sauna in the back where men from the neighbourhood would gather and “booze it up” with his father, to use his words; his father took him trapping rabbits in the forest; they had beautiful horses. Working the land was deeply satisfying for Michal, even at a young age.

But all of that came to a crashing end on February 10, when the Russians arrived in the middle of the night. Initially, everyone in the family believed that they were there to arrest their father. This was not the first time the Soviets had come in search of him — they had tried several times before. Every other time he had slipped over the border into Lithuania. This time, however, he was at home.

The house had a front vestibule, which was unlit of course, since there was no electricity. When Michal’s father opened the front door, the NKVD charged past him into the house proper, not seeing him in the dark. Believing that he was the only target for arrest that night, his father took advantage of the confusion of the moment to slip out the door and flee to Lithuania, not realizing that his whole family was about to be arrested and deported. The NKVD didn’t realize they had missed Michal’s father. They ordered his mother, Kazimiera, to dress the children and pack up. When she asked where they were being taken, the NKVD were vague. So she packed some clothes, some food, and other bits and pieces, and the family was put on the sleigh and taken to the train station.

In the midst of the chaos, Michal’s older brother, Stanislaw, stepped outside. One Russian soldier had been left to guard the door, but when he saw the brother put on skis and disappear, he ignored it. An NKVD officer noticed something was amiss, but when he asked the guard what was going on, the guard replied, “Nothing.” Michal suspects that he didn’t want to shoot the boy. Stanislaw fled to the neighbours, but left when they challenged him. He found friends in the village who hid him, despite the Soviet threats to burn down the village if he wasn’t turned over. He remained there for the duration of the war, working for some farmers. After the war, he rejoined his father, who had returned to Poland. Meanwhile, Michal and Stanislaw’s mother, with four children ranging in age from four to twelve, was loaded on a train for Siberia.23

The operation was carefully planned in such a way as to minimize panic and resistance. That was the reason for the home invasions in the middle of the night and the very limited amount of time to dress and pack before being taken away. The element of surprise, combined with the bleariness of being jolted awake and the terror of being held at gunpoint, induced both terror and passivity in the victims.24 The scale of the operation, although not immediately apparent, was also intended to destroy any seeds of resistance in the remaining population, as well as deny leadership to any potential resistance.

No one had any idea where they were being sent or for how long. The NKVD teams, when asked, were either vague or lied outright, often saying that they were being moved to Germany (i.e., the parts of the former Polish Republic now controlled by Germany) or neighbouring districts.25 People were told to pack only enough food for a few days. As Krzysztofa Michniak recalls, when her family was deported on April 13, 1940, the NKVD continually edited what her mother was packing in the brief time she was given.

They said, “You don’t need this, you don’t need that. Because in Russia you will have everything.” And they said, “You should know how the other people are living. Because you have too much of everything here. You’re not supposed to [have so much].” And always you heard this “bourgeois, bourgeois, bourgeois”!

Although she was ten years old, Krzysztofa was not able to help her mother because the terror of the moment had reduced her to tears. So much so that she was not even able to dress herself.26

The pressure of having to pack literally with only a moment’s notice, at gunpoint, not knowing where you were going or for how long, made it almost impossible to decide what to take with any kind of logic. Dealing with terrified, crying children at the same time, with your husband unable to help — as he was pinned to the wall or in the corner — must have made the situation even more hellish for the women of the family, who had to bear the brunt of the organizing and packing, of spontaneously reducing their lives to whatever they could carry. To be torn from their homes, with no warning and no time, and then dragged out and onto sleighs in the dark hours of the early morning, not knowing where they were being taken or for how long, was traumatizing.

Yet this was only the beginning of the nightmarish journey. The trains onto which they were put were not passenger trains, but baggage or cattle cars, fitted out with crude plank bunk beds along the wall, sometimes with a small pot-bellied stove in the middle, and a hole cut in the floor in a corner that would serve as toilet. Sometimes there was something to burn in the stove, sometimes there was not. What few windows there were were boarded up, or had bars over them. Once the passengers were on board, the doors were locked from the outside and no one was allowed off the train or near it, at least not until it had crossed into Soviet territory. The transports could number some sixty cars, with up to fifty or sixty people jammed into each one. In many instances the trains sat in the rail stations for a couple of days before departing. Relatives and friends who had not been arrested and imprisoned tried to take their loved ones food and supplies while the cars sat on the sidings, but to no avail. The Soviet guards refused to allow them to approach.27

The voyages east lasted two to four weeks, and the deportees were scattered across the Russian interior. The travelling conditions were inhumane. For those transported in the winter months the piercing cold generated its own mortality rate among the very young and very old, who all too easily and inevitably froze to death. Many others died of starvation en route, because the rations provided by the Soviets were few and far between, and grossly inadequate when they were available, nor was there enough water. Helena Koscielniak’s sister, Stella, explained to her what had happened to her family. Maybe once a day the guards on the train would throw a handful of old bread in, but you had to be close to the door or window when that happened, because there was never enough to go around. Helena recalls begging her father for bread, because she was hungry. Her father ultimately died on that trip, probably from starvation. He had been ill before, with lung problems, but on the train he always gave his portion of bread to his children. Without food or water, he died within a week or two. When it was discovered that he had died, Stella reported, “The train didn’t even stop. They just opened the door and threw out the body. And there were a lot of bodies being thrown off that train.”28

Krzysztofa Michniak’s trip in April 1940 was no easier. A month long, the journey was a struggle to survive in horrific conditions. What shines through in Krzysztofa’s recollections, and in the others’, is how deeply degrading those conditions were. The lack of even the most elemental privacy — with a hole in the floor of the car serving as toilet; the way in which families were crammed together, literally on top of each other, twenty-four hours a day; the lack of any opportunity to practise even the most basic hygiene — all sapped the deportees both physically and emotionally. At the month’s end, she recalled, the transport stopped in Novosibirsk and there, finally, they had a bath.

It was a beautiful building! Everything, because [it was likely built] when the Tsar was alive, probably it was for the army or something, because there was lots of marble, lots of showers, and hot water. But all the clothes you had, you were supposed to leave there, because they had to put a special disinfectant [i.e., treat them for bugs and lice]. Because the whole month you didn’t have a bath! Not much water to wash, you know. And in that huge hall, people were naked. Everybody! Nobody mentioned this, but [that was] the way it was. Grownups and children together. Imagine that! All the women, they were holding children like that [in front of them, protecting them]. Because I remember my mother. It was shocking for us. She didn’t know what to say, what to do. And she was holding herself. It was terrible. And after the bath, we went back to our car, to the train.29

Some had had enough foresight to grab some food when they had packed that fateful night. Janina Kusa remembers the only thing that kept her family of eight alive was the little bit of flour they had brought with them, because the guards on her train only gave them bread periodically, and hot water.30 Water shortages were a serious problem on the transports. Krzysztofa Michniak shuddered to think of the pail of water that was sometimes given to the car. Half of it would be filled with mud. Her family of five would get one cup of water to share, and everyone would get just one sip from the cup.31 Michal Bortkiewicz recalls trying to break ice from the door of the train car in an attempt to get something to drink.32 Once the Polish-Soviet border was crossed, the tight controls over the Polish deportees eased a bit. On occasion, the trains stopped and allowed the deportees to disembark in order to stretch and, most importantly, search for food. This could have dire consequences for families, however, as the train could and did start moving again without warning, leaving people behind.33 This is what happened to Helena Koscielniak and her two sisters. Her mother and her older brother, Albin, had disembarked at a Russian rail station where they had stopped briefly, in search of food. Before they returned, the train pulled out of the station with the three sisters on board. They never saw either their mother or brother again. The oldest sister, Katie, was ten years old.34 In this way, with a chance decision, families were irrevocably broken apart and in an instant children were forced to assume adult responsibilities.

The first wave of deportations was sent deep into the Russian interior, to the north and to the east — Arkhangelsk, Irkutsk, Sverdlovsk, Novosibirsk, Komi. The second deportation was, for the most part, sent into northern Kazakhstan, although Krzysztofa Michniak’s April 1940 transport ended up near Novosibirsk. However, it was not long before she was moved to Semipalatinsk.35 The children who would end up in Tengeru followed these routes. What faced them at the end of their journey was daunting. Sophia Wakulczyk’s family ended up in Arkhangelsk, where they were put into a small barrack, perhaps twenty feet by twenty feet, which they shared with three other families. The only furnishings were four plank platforms that served as beds, one for each family. Her parents were put to work as forced labour in brickworks, manufacturing bricks by hand, and the children were put in school. Sophia’s younger brothers were put in kindergarten and Sophia herself was put in grade one, because she didn’t know any Russian. There, they were taught Russian and indoctrinated in Communism. In Sophia’s words,

… [T]he schools were not too bad, but they tried to get us to tell whatever your parents were saying. So I said to my Mom and Dad, “I’m supposed to tell at school what you are talking about.” And my father was just livid! He said, “Don’t ever say anything!” Because they could imprison or separate us. So that was that for two and a half years.36

Kazimiera Mazur and her family were taken deep into the forests of Siberia. Although she doesn’t know exactly where they were, she describes it as hopelessly remote and isolated. When the Mazur family arrived at their destination, it was basically a clearing in the forest, with a large barrack in the middle that looked very much like those in the Nazi concentration camps. Twenty-three families were crammed into the open hall, with one little stove for cooking and heat. That spring the men in the barrack organized themselves and constructed walls in order to give each family its own room, small but private. Her father and her oldest brother were put to work in the forest, logging with hand tools — hard and dangerous work. Because there were six children her mother stayed in the barrack to tend them. There was no medical care provided and one of Kazimiera’s sisters died of polio. They lived there for nearly two years.37

Janina Kusa and her family were sent to Novosibirsk, in Central Asia. After weeks on the train the deportees were unloaded, put on sleds, and taken through the woods and deep snow to a spot far into the forest, where they were housed in barracks similar to the one in which the Mazurs lived. Some families continued on to a village, but the Kusas stayed at the barracks. Within a day or two of their arrival, the Russian commandants of the camp came and ordered her father and two oldest brothers, along with the rest of the “able-bodied” adults, including pregnant women, to go work in the forest, cutting trees. After a few months, her father was shifted to caring for the horses, although her brothers continued to work as woodcutters. Like Kazimiera’s mother, Janina’s mother stayed in the barracks in order to mind the remaining children.38

It was a hard life. Families were crammed into roughly constructed, ill-heated barracks, with just a few square metres for each. The barracks were infested with cockroaches that crawled thick on the walls. Michal Bortkiewicz remembers that every year, the Soviet authorities came into the barracks and sprayed a poison to kill the cockroaches. As he described it,

The cockroaches just fell down and they shovelled them away. They ate you alive at night! It was so bad in those barracks. I don’t know how many times they came to put down this poison and picked up the dead cockroaches.39

Rations were determined brutally and were very limited, perhaps two or three hundred grams of bread twice a day, and watery soup. It was a fundamental Bolshevik principle that everyone worked and those who did not, didn’t eat. The rule was made clear to the Poles upon their arrival in the camps. Those who worked got bread. Those who did not work didn’t. The same principle applied to the Soviet labour force, which had, by this time, become quite militarized in its management. By 1930, Stalin’s drive to modernize and industrialize the U.S.S.R. had resulted in a drastic labor shortage, which had necessitated the enactment of severely restrictive and militaristic measures to ensure the nation’s productivity, including longer workweeks, restrictions imposed on workers’ ability to move between jobs, and severe punishments for breaches of discipline, including tardiness and absenteeism. The Polish deportees were a much-needed source of labour for the Soviet industrial machine. The increasingly brutal labour management practices were merely carried over to, and exaggerated in, the forced labour camps, prisons, and work battalions formed with the Polish deportees.40

The work was hard, physical labour. All persons aged sixteen or older were expected to work, both men and women. In fact, that age limit was often lowered to fifteen, fourteen, and even twelve. In some instances children as young as ten were assigned compulsory labour. In the forests the labour was logging. In Kazakhstan, it was agriculture. The deportees were put to work planting and harvesting potatoes, picking vegetables, grains, and cotton, clearing and weeding fields, and herding and tending livestock. They were also used in major construction development projects, as well as heavy industries, such as brickmaking, quarrying, mining, factory work, and on farms or digging ditches. Payment generally took the form of food rations, although some deportees were occasionally paid a few rubles a month. The size of the food ration was determined by the worker’s quota, but the quotas were set impossibly high. Failure to meet quota meant reduced rations and often additional punishment. To compound the situation, few deportees remained in one spot for long. They were moved between camps based on the seasons, the requirements of the central economic plan, or the whims of the local authorities. A few women chose not to work, but remained in the barracks to look after their children. If they could do this, it was because their husbands and older sons made it possible, if just barely. These were usually mothers of large families, like Kazimiera Mazur’s mother, with six children, and Janina Kusa’s mother. It was an enormous sacrifice and risk to take, trading their labor, and the food ration the mother could earn, for the preservation of the traditional family model that was the ideal in pre-war Poland. On the other hand, there was the very real and vexing problem of who would look after the children if both parents worked. If there wasn’t a child old enough to take charge there didn’t seem to be an option. More commonly, everyone in the family who could, worked. For those women who did not have their husbands with them, there was no choice. They had to work in order to feed their children.41

In this system it was impossible to survive on the rations received, even if one did work. For those who didn’t, such as children and those mothers able to remain in the barracks to look after their children, the situation was much more grave, for they could expect no support from the state.42 Resourcefulness and determination were needed to survive in those circumstances. Everyone had to contribute. One of the primary tasks of those too young, or unable, to work was to scavenge, beg, and steal extra food wherever and whenever possible. The younger children were sent into the forest to pick berries and mushrooms when in season.43 If the family had anything it could trade for food, there was the possibility of bartering with the local Russians, although they had little enough of their own. Janina Kusa’s mother, who had brought her wedding gown with her from Poland, trekked into the nearest village and traded it for a bit of food. Some planted small gardens in the midst of the forest, wherever a clear patch of ground could be cultivated. The Kusa family did that, in a clearing about one mile from the barracks. Unfortunately, it was a contest with the animals of the forest as to who would get the vegetables first. However, they did manage to harvest six small bags of potatoes, grown by carefully cultivating the eyes from potatoes they had been eating and planting them as seeds.44

Michal Bortkiewicz climbed trees to raid crows’ nests for new hatchlings that his mother made into crow soup.45 Those who still had family back in Poland sometimes received parcels from their relatives. Janina’s grandmother in Lvov sent a parcel of flour, which helped enormously.46 Others received parcels of goods, especially clothing, that could be bartered.47

To a person, each of the individuals interviewed testified that the Russians were good people and that it was the Soviet system that was so horrible. Sophia Wakulczyk remembers that her youngest brother, Adam, was born in Siberia and quickly starved to death, as there was no food for the baby and her mother could not breastfeed him. A Russian woman with a goat, at great risk to herself, sneaked milk to Sophia’s mother in a vain attempt to save Adam. While the baby soon died, Sophia still remembers the Russian woman’s generosity.48 There was never enough, and hunger was an unrelenting enemy. Stanley Paluch remembers that his eternal prayer while in Siberia was that God would allow him to eat his fill. After that, he would be content to die.49

In the winter, the shortage of fuel was as serious a problem as the shortage of food, for the temperatures habitually plunged down to between -30 and -40°C. In the forests, fuel was less of a concern because of the abundance of wood. For those sent to the Siberian steppes, where there were no trees, finding fuel for both heating and cooking was a constant challenge. All that was available to burn was scrub brush and manure. Collecting fuel was a task that often fell to the children. Krzysztofa Michniak and her older sister scoured the steppes for manure, which they would bring back to their hut, mix with straw, and dry into cakes of fuel.50

Yet, in the midst of these unremittingly harsh conditions, the children did find occasional moments to play. When asked about Siberia, Michal Bortkiewicz, who as a boy knew no fear and lived for the moment, recalls one winter’s day when he and a bunch of the other boys in the camp took one of the huge sleds used to move wood and pulled it to the top of a hill. They all piled onto it and launched themselves on the enormous makeshift toboggan. “And then we were flying and everybody was jumping off! And I didn’t jump! And I ended up on some roof! They had to dig me out of the snow!” However, this was an exceptional moment in a life that was almost unremittingly cruel. Michal reports that he spent most of the time in the hospital, unable to walk, unable to crawl, with bloody diarrhea, likely the result of either dysentery or typhoid fever.51

As a result of these terribly harsh conditions, the mortality rate in the camps, as well as the incidence of disease and malnutrition, was high. The very young and the very old were the most vulnerable. Janina Kusa’s youngest sister died within months of arriving in Siberia.52 Marian Kacpura’s father had died on the trip to Siberia, and his mother died very soon after.53 Sophie Matusiewicz, who had been shipped with her family to Irkutsk in February 1940, lost her youngest sister, born just months before the deportation. The infant girl died within a couple of weeks of reaching Irkutsk, for lack of milk. Her father died soon after, leaving her mother to look after five children — Sophie, her two sisters, and her two brothers.54 Kazimiera Mazur lost one of her sisters to polio in Siberia.55 Sophia Wakulczyk’s mother gave birth to her brother Adam in Russia, who soon starved to death.56 Helena Koscielniak lost her infant sister, Emilia.57

For the women in the forced labour camps, especially those who were single or who found themselves without their husbands — either because they escaped deportation, died on the way, or were somehow separated in the confusion of the transport — there were other risks as well. These forced labour camps were run by the NKVD and the inhabitants had no rights; they were prisoners. Women, especially (but not exclusively) those without men to protect them, were vulnerable to sexual predators. Krzysztofa Michniak explained that it was in the camps that she learned gwalt, the Polish word for rape.

And there is one Russian man who is watching them, how they work. Work faster, do this and do this and…. But when we were, in the evening, all in bed, he used to come to [our] room! And I had a bad feeling about him. From the beginning, I saw, from the moment I saw him. Each time [he] approached, I had my eyes open and I’d lift my head and he couldn’t stand this. And I don’t know how many times he came there. How many nights. And he couldn’t stand it. So he hired a young man to kill me. Yes. And my mother was … she sent us for a letter or something and we needed special permission, and we [got] special permission. [But that meant] he knew I would be going there with my sister, my older sister! And we were walking and I said to my sister … that man was maybe a quarter-mile from us, so he couldn’t hear me when I was talking to my sister. I didn’t talk loud. And I said, “I’m afraid of that man. He’s going to do something to me.”

And she said, “Oh no, just relax and talk and smile, and nothing is going to happen.” 

And I said, “You will see. He will do something.” And when he was closer to us, and suddenly he was walking, was facing me. And when he was maybe that far, he took the knife. Then I screamed … and I ran back to the camp. I don’t know how. I am a very, very bad runner. I don’t know how this happened. I always said, “God is always helping me.” And I ran back to the camp and I was screaming like crazy.

My mother was standing in line to buy bread. When she saw me, she came to me. She asked me, “What happened?” My older sister, she was a very good runner, [yet] she was behind me! And he didn’t even run after her. He didn’t want to kill her, only … me! And I wasn’t able to talk probably for two days you see, and my sister said what happened.

Okay, so, during [another] night it was so hot that we weren’t able to sleep in the barracks, so everybody was sleeping outside. When we were sleeping outside, that young man came again. He tried to kill me during the night. I was beside my mother. My mother caught the knife just in time. It was so close. So twice I [almost] had, that close, a knife through the heart … because, I knew that my mother was raped, because when that man from work called her to his office … I was, the first time, [pounding on] his door and screaming, “Let Mother out!”

Mother said, “It’s nothing.” Later, when she came out, she said, “Everything’s fine, nothing happened.”

I didn’t know what means “rape”, but that word was with me always. We call it in Polish, gwalt. So I heard a woman say “Gwalt” and my mother said, “Quiet.”58



And then in 1941, came the amnesty.

While the Soviet Union was occupied establishing control in eastern Poland, after seizing the territory in September 1939, the Polish Government had fled westward, first to France. By September 30, it had reconstituted itself there, carefully ensuring that in the process it remained constitutional, and thus the legitimate government of Poland in the eyes of the Poles and, perhaps as important, in the eyes of the world. Wladyslaw Raczkiewicz was appointed president of Poland and, soon after, General Wladyslaw Sikorski was made prime minister and commander of the Polish Army in France. One of the first tasks the exiled government set itself was to construct an army, beginning with one division, headed by a Polish general. They would fight under the French High Command. The message was put out that any Polish soldiers or officers who could manage, should attempt to get to France.

However, the government’s haven in France was short-lived; France fell devastatingly quickly to the Germans in June 1940. By June 14, Paris had been taken and the chief concern of the Polish Government was its own evacuation, as well as the evacuation of its armed forces.59 By June 21, 1940, the Polish Government had re-established itself in London, England, the guest of the British Government and financially dependent upon British loans to operate.60

The situation there was a bit precarious for the fledgling government. While it had been recognized as the legitimate government of Poland, the fall of France and the mad scramble to get to England had undermined the fragile peace that had been constructed between the various Polish political factions within the new Government-in-Exile. Furthermore, although it was acknowledged as the true government of Poland, that didn’t garner it much in the way of influence with the major powers shaping events on the continent. The Polish Government was in quite a weak bargaining position and unable to exert much pressure on its allies, upon whom it was completely dependent.61 For the next year Sikorski devoted his efforts to cultivating Poland’s relationship with Britain, establishing Poland’s diplomatic presence internationally, and rebuilding the Polish forces on British soil.62

Circumstances changed dramatically on June 22, 1941, when Germany invaded the U.S.S.R., sending over three million men pouring over a front line some three thousand kilometres long, stretching from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea. Stalin had refused to believe his own military intelligence, which had warned him that the Germans were preparing for an attack. The borders of the Soviet Union were quickly overrun and the Soviets forced into retreat. By mid-July, the German forces had taken the Baltic Republics, Smolensk, and Kiev, and were only 320 kilometres from Moscow. On the day of the invasion, Winston Churchill, the prime minister of Great Britain, had gone on the radio and pledged unconditional support to the Soviet Union. The next day, perhaps even more controversially — at least within Polish exile circles — Sikorski also took to the airwaves to speak to the Polish nation about the new situation and to send a message to Moscow. It was surprisingly conciliatory. In the speech, he argued that the invasion negated the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of August 1939, which logically meant that both Poland and the U.S.S.R. had returned to their pre-war positions and to the 1921 border. He also suggested that this might be the time for Moscow to release the thousands of Polish prisoners currently in Soviet prisons. It was an invitation to a rapprochement between the two states. The British Government was mightily pleased with the overtures; they were keen to have Poland reconcile with their newfound ally. Many members of the Polish Government were less enthusiastic, being justifiably suspicious of the U.S.S.R. Within a few days the Soviet Union responded with cautious interest.63

The next five weeks were a whirlwind of diplomatic activity, with Britain acting as broker between the Polish and Soviet Governments. Several issues were serious sticking points, one being the Polish-Russian border. Sikorski wanted formal recognition from the U.S.S.R. that the boundary between the two countries was the one determined in the Treaty of Riga. The U.S.S.R. refused to acknowledge that and instead suggested that an independent national Polish State should be established, with borders corresponding to ethnographic Poland. This, Sikorski would not accept. However, rather than let the issue of frontiers sink the negotiations, and well aware that not only was the British Government very keen to see some kind of Polish-Soviet agreement, but also that there were thousands upon thousands of Poles in Soviet prisons and labour camps whose futures hung in the balance, he proposed that the question of frontiers be put aside for the moment. It was a proposal that did not sit well with many in the Polish Government, but it is one that was amenable to Moscow and the British. On July 30, 1940, the Polish-Soviet Agreement was concluded, over the protests and resignations of three Polish cabinet ministers, and in spite of the Polish president’s refusal to sign. Instead, Prime Minister Sikorski signed on behalf of the Polish Government. The Agreement stated that the 1939 Pact between the U.S.S.R. and Germany, relative to the territorial changes in Poland, had lost their validity, and that diplomatic relations between Poland and the U.S.S.R. would be restored immediately. Both governments agreed to “render one another aid and support of all kinds in the present war against Hitlerite Germany” and, significantly, the U.S.S.R. agreed to allow the formation on its territory of a Polish Army, under a commander appointed by the Government of the Republic of Poland. It would, however, be subordinated in operational matters to the Supreme Command of the U.S.S.R. Further details as to its command structure, organization, and employment were to be worked out in a subsequent agreement. Importantly, in a protocol attached to the Agreement, it was declared that:

As soon as diplomatic relations are re-established the Government of the Union of the Soviet Socialist Republics will grant amnesty to all Polish citizens who are at present deprived of their freedom on the territory of the USSR either as prisoners of war or on other adequate grounds.64

While the language stung, for it implied that the Soviet Union had both the right and justification for the internments, the end result, the liberation of Polish citizens, made swallowing one’s pride worthwhile, or so argued Sikorski.65 As well, to have refused might easily have incurred the loss of British support, as the British were keen to see the two countries reconciled.66 The pledge to resurrect the Polish Army, combined with the amnesty granted in the protocol (which the Soviets finally issued on August 12, 194167), would have a profound impact on the Polish soldiers and civilians who had been deported earlier that year and buried deep in the interior of the U.S.S.R..

Diplomatic channels were quickly established between the two nations. Sikorski appointed Professor Stanislaw Kot as Ambassador to the U.S.S.R. and selected General Wladyslaw Anders to lead the new Polish Army. Anders was, at that point, in the Lubyanka prison in Moscow. On August 6, General Zygmunt Bohusz-Szyszko, as head of the Polish military mission to the U.S.S.R., arrived in Moscow to begin the negotiations for the Polish-Soviet military agreement which would govern the shape of the new Polish Army. By this time, the U.S.S.R. was under considerable pressure from the Nazi invasion and wished to see the Polish forces mobilized as quickly as possible. Negotiations proceeded quickly and the accord was signed on August 14. General Anders, newly released from prison, was informed of his newfound office and, on September 10, was moved to his new headquarters in Buzuluk, in the western foothills of the Ural Mountains, north of the Kazakhstan border. His task was to bring together the Poles scattered across Russia and create an army.

This army was to be organized as quickly as possible. Although it would fall under the Soviet High Command, it would constitute a part of the military forces of the sovereign Polish Republic, its troops would be subject to Polish military law and regulations, and at the war’s end, it would return to Poland, at least according to the accord. Once the troops were properly trained and equipped, it would be used against Germany, in conjunction with the Soviet forces and those of other allies. The U.S.S.R. pledged in the first instance to provide it with the necessary equipment, uniforms, armaments and supplies, including foodstuffs, to the extent possible, and then the Polish Government was obliged to make up the shortfall. Moscow agreed to provide rations for thirty thousand men, roughly the equivalent of two divisions and one reserve regiment.68 Nothing smaller than a division was to be fielded at any time and only under direct Polish command. To facilitate communications, a Polish military liaison mission was attached to the Supreme Command of the Red Army and a similar Soviet mission was sent to the Polish High Command based in London. The Soviets’ expectation (laughable in hindsight) was that the army would be in the field by October 1, 1941.69

The Soviet authorities finally issued the amnesty and called for volunteers for the army in late August, but the recruitment took much more time than originally anticipated. In many corners of the U.S.S.R., the Poles didn’t hear about it for several weeks or even longer, as it was the NKVD who had to pass on the information. Sometimes they did, sometimes they did not. Some volunteers had begun gathering in Moscow, but by mid-September, Buzuluk became both the Polish military headquarters and a collection point, with the newly forming 5th Infantry Division located in Tatishchevo and the newly forming 6th Infantry Division and the reserve regiment in Totskoye. It was an inhospitable and forbidding location. Buzuluk and Totskoye, forty kilometres apart, were located at the point where the Central Asian steppes met the East European plain. The climate is continental in that part of the world and, in the winter, temperatures dip to -50°C and lower. Tatishchevo is located almost five hundred kilometres from Buzuluk, a trip that took up to eleven days then, given the deplorable transportation system and roads in the region, and the climate is no more hospitable than the roads were.70 Buzuluk, as Anders described it in his memoirs, was a small, impoverished village in the middle of nowhere. None of the other sites were any better — there were no accommodations for the troops, let alone food, equipment, communication links, or even adequate transportation. In Totskoye, the troops lived in canvas tents in the forest. While the troops’ morale was high, their physical condition after a year or more in Soviet prisons and forced labour camps was alarmingly poor. Most were emaciated from semi-starvation and in rags, without shirts or boots, in spite of the harsh winter. Lice- and disease-ridden, these were not men who could be considered in any way ready to be put in the field in just a matter of weeks. It was not an auspicious beginning, nor did it bode well in terms of Soviet support for the army.71

In fairness, this came at the nadir for the Soviet Union in the war against Germany. In the German advance during the spring of 1941, the Soviet army had been smashed. The air force had been largely destroyed. By the end of August, the Germans had captured 1.5 million Soviet prisoners of war. On June 22, martial law had been declared throughout the U.S.S.R.. A labour conscription law was issued requiring all men aged eighteen to forty-five, and all women aged eighteen to forty to work eight hours a day constructing defences. By June 26, the working day had been extended three hours and all leave and holidays were suspended. Stalin also ruthlessly purged the officer corps of those deemed responsible for the collapse on the front. On July 3, Stalin called on the population as a whole to mobilize against the invader. At the same time, a mammoth effort was made to move, literally, the entire Soviet industrial economy east. Within two days of the German attack, a Committee of Evacuation was established, responsible for orchestrating the dismantling of whole factories and shipping them to Siberia, the Urals or Kazakhstan, wholesale. Whenever possible, the train carrying the factory also carried its labour force. In the second half of 1941, some twenty-five hundred enterprises were moved. When a train arrived at their destination, the workers would boil off the train and instantly begin reassembling their factory. They were often set up in barren fields, with no amenities, little or no housing, nothing but what they brought with them. Some twenty-five million workers followed these factories into the interior, with families in tow. It was a herculean task, especially at a time of war, and one that threatened to overwhelm the transport and support systems of the country. There were drastic shortages of everything — food, clothing, transportation, fuel, weapons — even for the Soviet troops and civilians. The Soviet Union had also suffered the loss of its breadbasket (the Ukraine) and a significant part of its labour force. And in spite of the troops’ tenacity and the mobilization of the citizenry, they were not yet able to stem the German flood. By July 21, Moscow was being bombed. By September 26, Leningrad was under siege, almost surrounded by German forces. By October 30, the Germans were within fifty kilometres of Moscow. The German advance would not lose steam until December 1941, and the U.S.S.R. did not begin to turn the tide until the spring of 1942. It was a brutal war and one which, at that point, the Soviet Union was losing.72 Needless to say, during the winter of 1941–42 there was little extra to spare for the Poles.

Meanwhile, word gradually reached the Poles that the Polish Army was forming. Information was sparse, but everyone knew that the army was gathering somewhere to the south. By December 1941, between thirty-seven thousand and forty thousand Polish troops73 (the exact number is a matter of debate) had enrolled in the army, far in excess of the thirty thousand men that the U.S.S.R. had agreed to supply. By this time it was clear the Soviet Union was unable and/or unwilling to adequately supply even thirty thousand Polish troops. Nor did it appear that the amnesty was being applied as it was supposed to be. Thousands of Polish citizens were not being allowed to leave the camps. Rumours suggested it was the strongest and most capable who were being kept. Many local Soviet authorities were apparently reluctant to lose their labour force, and either failed to tell their camp inmates of the amnesty or made it exceedingly difficult to leave.74 Many Poles, especially army officers, had simply gone missing. On November 6, Anders was informed by the Soviet High Command that the total size of his army would be limited to the original August number of thirty thousand. Any troops in excess of that would have to be supplied by the Polish Government.75 Meanwhile, tensions were mounting between the Poles, who were frustrated with the lack of support and with the obstacles put in the way of Polish recruitment by the Soviets, and the Soviets, who were increasingly frustrated by the Poles’ failure to mobilize. Anders refused to let his men go into battle until they were properly trained and physically fit. He also refused to allow his men to be dispersed among the Soviet forces, insisting that the Polish Army, when it mobilized, would do so as a unit.76

Anders grew increasingly alarmed as the winter set in. His men remained in canvas tents, in temperatures dropping as low as -50°C, and in the midst of howling blizzards. To make matters even more complicated, at the same time as the troops were emerging from the prison and camp system, so too were thousands of civilians — women, children, the elderly — determined to seize what was seen as perhaps their one chance to escape Russia and the threat of another brutally harsh winter at the tender mercies of the NKVD. In desperation, Anders appealed to Sikorski and Stalin for aid. In December 1941, Sikorski flew to Russia and met with Stalin. The result of that meeting was a reaffirmation of the Poles’ commitment to fight alongside the Soviet Union, but also an agreement from Stalin that the Polish Army could expand to a total of six divisions, or ninety-six thousand men (although he committed to supplying only one additional division); that it would move further south into Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan; and that the U.S.S.R. would loan the Polish Government one million rubles with which it could assist the Polish civilians who were on the move.77 As soon as the weather permitted, Anders began moving his men southward.

The new headquarters for the Polish forces was Jangijul in Uzbekistan, near Tashkent and on the border with Kazakhstan. In the end, the transfer was a disaster. By all accounts, conditions were even worse in Central Asia. The climate in the winter was almost as bitter as where they had come from. In the summer it was impossibly hot and humid. The area was swampy and a breeding ground for mosquitoes, adding malaria to the list of illnesses plaguing the troops. Food supplies, housing, equipment, and clothing were all in extremely short supply. The troops lived in tents and mud huts; their rations were at a starvation level. The forces were ravaged with typhoid, malaria, dysentery, and typhus, along with other diseases resulting from malnutrition and an inhospitable environment. Thousands fell ill. Estimates were that by February 1942, almost 40 percent of the Polish forces were ill, with some units reaching 73.5 percent. To make matters worse, the troops were scattered over a huge area, some nine hundred kilometres wide, with only one single-track railway traversing it, making communications between units impossible. By this time, General Anders came to see his mission as being more about saving lives than constructing an army.78 The notion of evacuating the troops to British-controlled Persia, now Iran, was tentatively floated.

To compound an already dire situation, the Soviet Union was working on the assumption that, with the amnesty, the Poles now had their own government to look after them, so the U.S.S.R. no longer had to do so. Abruptly, the Poles, both troops and civilians, found themselves “free” or, more accurately, left to their own devices. Some coming out of the prisons and labour camps were given a miniscule travel allowance to tide them over on their journey to Anders’ army, based on an estimate of how long it would take them to get to their destination. Many were simply informed that if they wished to leave the camps, they were free to do so (with the notable constraint that they were not allowed to leave Russia). However, they had to finance and arrange their own way to the recruitment centres. This meant selling their remaining possessions in order to purchase train tickets south, or begging for the money from the Polish Embassy — provided they could make contact.79

The voyage southwards was one of chaos. There was no overall plan for the movement of the Poles and no one had expected the mass exodus, so no one was prepared for the sheer numbers. The trip was an arduous one, in the dead of the winter. In some ways it was even harder than the original deportation, because of the weakened state of the people. The Poles were simply released from the camps with travel documents and left to find their own way south. In many cases, fathers and brothers left their families behind while they sought out the army.

L.P.’s father was one such man. His logic was brutally simple. As he explained to his wife and his son, if they all remained in the camp they were all going to die. The Soviets were giving each of them two hundred grams of bread a day and very little else. They could not live on that. However, if he could sneak out of the camp no one would know that he was gone, so his two hundred grams daily could be divided among his wife and children — with luck, keeping them alive. So he and another man stole away one night and joined the army. L.P.’s mother took that bread and, each day, dried the ration and put it carefully aside against the day when the family would really need it. Ultimately, that bread and the blueberries the family picked during the summer of 1942, as well as whatever they could steal, would get the children to Uzbekistan, although not their mother, who died of starvation on the trek south. In one notable instance, L.P.’s sister was caught stealing sugar from a railcar. She saw someone helping themselves to something out of a railcar, standing on a siding, and went to investigate. When she discovered it was sugar they were stealing, she used her headscarf to take some for her family. As she was walking away, the makeshift rucksack flung over her shoulder, an NKVD officer saw her and arrested her. When he took her to the police station, she thought she was doomed. The NKVD chief screamed at her for stealing and told his officer to take the sack in the back room to see what was in it. When the officer and his chief returned to the room where she was waiting, they handed her the sack, now only half full of sugar, and brusquely told her to get back to the train.80

Families found themselves breaking apart under the dire need to keep moving south. Stan Studzinski was only five years old in 1942, travelling southward with his mother, uncle, three sisters, and two brothers. It was a desperate trip, with no food and no chance at finding any. Somewhere on that journey, Stan’s uncle died. As he recalled, still shaken after all these years, the train didn’t even slow down. They merely opened the door of the car and threw his uncle’s body out into the snowbanks along the railway tracks. Somewhere along the way his other two brothers also died, something he only vaguely remembers. Stan himself was desperately sick, dying of starvation. At one stop, his mother got off the train with him and put him in a hospital. She told him to remember that he was five years old and then left; he wouldn’t see his mother again until he visited Poland in the 1970s.81 Stan Paluch also lost his oldest brother on the journey south.82

In many cases, the Polish civilians moving southwards were directed to kolkhozes (collective farms), rather than to the army recruitment centres, although they had been brought into the large catchment area for the Polish forces. The situation was dire. Now that the Soviet authorities had washed their hands of them they had no means to support themselves, and the Polish Army was even less able to provide them with the basic necessities of life. Many found, to their dismay, that moving south was perhaps the worst decision they could have made. Because they were “free,” they were given nothing. There was no work, no housing, no food, and this part of Russia seemed even more impoverished than the north. Those who arrived first were sometimes lucky enough to get rudimentary housing — shacks made of mud, without windows or stoves. Others were less fortunate. Michal Bortkiewicz laughs wryly when he describes his family as living in a manger, because they lived with the farmer’s livestock. His mother threw a pile of hay in the corner of the stable and that was where they slept.83 Sophia Wakulczyk’s family didn’t even have that. When they arrived in Uzbekistan, her father dug a hole in the ground, made a roof, and that was where they lived.84 A large number ended up working on kolkhozes picking cotton, onions, vegetables, harvesting grain or hay, weeding fields, or herding sheep or cattle. They were paid in food, and not much of that. This time, the whole family worked, even the very young.85 What little they had left that was worth selling was sold for food. Michal Bortkiewicz’ mother finally parted with the sheepskin jackets that she had carried from Poland, sending her two sons to the market to sell them and buy some sugar, flour, and salt.86 Janina Kusa’s mother traded her small brass icon of the Virgin Mary for a small bucket of green potatoes.87 Theft was not uncommon. If something useful or edible could be taken, it would be.88 It was still not enough, and to use the words of many interviewed, in Central Asia, “people were dying like flies.”

As a result of the already compromised state of the Poles’ health, combined with the abysmal conditions in Central Asia, the mortality rate climbed. Not only were people dying of starvation but, like the troops, they were also dying of malaria, dysentery, diphtheria, typhoid fever, and typhus. Orphaned children were becoming increasingly numerous, a problem that the Polish forces were keenly aware of. One of the tasks that the army took upon itself was to gather and care for the growing number of orphans. The armed forces had always been watching out for abandoned and orphaned children, but in Central Asia, in centres such as Tashkent and Semipalatinsk, and in smaller places, they organized army-sponsored orphanages. Life for children without guardians was particularly brutal, one in which they soon learned to fend for themselves or they didn’t survive.

Stanley Paluch’s story is a haunting one and all too common. When his family was deported from Siberia, it was his parents and six children, including him — three sisters and three brothers. By the time they arrived in Siberia, his oldest brother had already died. Two of his sisters died soon after the family moved to Uzbekistan, where his father left the family to join the army, arguing that it would be easier to get them out of Russia if he was in the army. Then his younger brother fell ill and went into the hospital, leaving Stan, his youngest sister, and his mother.

One day his mother went to visit his brother in the hospital. When she left, she told Stan, ten years old and now the oldest child in the family, that if she didn’t return in two days, he was to take his three-year-old sister, Bronislawa, and go to the orphanage in Tashkent, forty kilometres away. They waited two days in the hut, but his mother never came back. After two days, Stan, now the adult of the family and caregiver for his sole remaining sister, set out with her to find the orphanage. Today he doesn’t remember much of the trip, except stopping at a rudimentary soup kitchen to get something to eat; a place where, if you waited, you might get a scrap. When no one was looking, he tried to steal something for Bronislawa. Some man caught him and threw him out the window. He had no idea where he was going, but by asking directions he eventually found the orphanage.89

After losing one sister, Jadwaga, in Siberia, Michal Bortkiewicz and his older brother, Piotr, lost their remaining sister and then their mother in Uzbekistan. He and his brother buried them in the local Uzbek cemetery, where they decorated their mother’s grave with a little stone heart and arrow, and the Polish eagle. How they survived without their mother is impossible to say. Michal remembers walking beside the river behind the local bazaar one day, where they threw the garbage. He saw a little chunk of bread floating in the water and, without thinking, jumped in the river to get it. His brother pulled him out as the bread disintegrated in his hands. Soon after that, they were put in a small orphanage.90

Sophia Wakulczyk’s mother died of starvation in Uzbekistan, and her father was arrested, for what reason she still doesn’t know. So at age twelve, Sophia was left in charge of her two younger brothers. They were soon brought to the orphanage in Tashkent.91

Sophie Matusiewicz’s route to the orphanage in Bukhara was more circuitous, and reflects the important role played by chance in the way in which these children’s lives unfolded. Her family, reduced from her parents and six children to just her mother and five children by the time they got to Uzbekistan, was soon further decimated. Upon getting to the south, Sophie’s oldest brother left to join the army. Then her mother and both her sisters contracted typhoid fever and were taken to the hospital, leaving Sophie, aged nine, to care for her younger brother. She soon also got sick and had to go into the hospital, leaving her younger brother to fend for himself. She never found out what happened to him. When Sophie got to the hospital she actually saw her mother, but it was only a matter of days before a woman there told her that her mother had died. When the staff at the hospital asked her where her family was, she told them truthfully that she had no idea. They didn’t know what to do with her, so they made up a mattress in the corridor of the hospital for her and there she stayed. She lived in the hospital for a while, until one day she heard two men speaking Polish. She started talking to them and one of the men asked her what she was doing there. When she explained her situation, he asked her if she would like to go to a Polish orphanage. She said yes, not having anywhere else to go. The next day he came and collected her, and took her to the orphanage.

Later, at the orphanage, a girl approached Sophie and said, “You know, you look like my sister.” They started to talk and compare notes — things like their father’s name and other family details — and concluded that they must be sisters. (What is dismaying is how quickly the children forgot what their siblings looked like.) The girl then told Sophie of her other sister, who was also in the orphanage. The reunion was not to last long, however. After a short while, both of the sisters became ill and they were taken back to the hospital. Sophie never saw them again. But at least now that she was in the orphanage she was getting something to eat.92

Other children, like Helena Koscielniak and her sisters, were found in Russian orphanages, having been put there after being separated from their parents or, as was Helena’s case, because of their parents’ death. That was also the case for Krzysztofa Michniak. At the end of 1940, she was still in the care of her mother and grandmother, but the living conditions and starvation rations they were receiving gradually wore them down. In January 1941, her mother died, likely of starvation, leaving only her grandmother to care for the three sisters. They were occasionally receiving parcels from Poland, which was, as Krzysztofa put it, “the way they existed.” But they were literally starving to death, especially she and her grandmother. One day in March or April, in the most tragically banal way, her grandmother died, walking to the washroom. Krzysztofa ran screaming for her sister and then fainted in shock. By the time she came to, her grandmother’s body had been laid out on the bed, dressed for interment. In May, she and her sisters were finally taken to a Russian orphanage in Semipalatinsk. There, Krzysztofa and her older sister, Felicia, were separated from their younger sister. She remembers that day clearly. It was just after the midday meal, when all the children were sent upstairs for a rest. Someone called her youngest sister downstairs. Krzysztofa had a bad feeling, and said to Felicia, “Maybe she’s not coming back.” Felicia dismissed her concerns, but Krzysztofa, restless, watched through the window. Suddenly she saw her youngest sister being taken to a car and she screamed out, “No! They are taking her away!” The two sisters raced downstairs and outside, screaming, in time to catch her at the gate to the yard. They had just enough time to say goodbye.

The two sisters remained in the orphanage, where they were put into a Communist youth organization and into a Russian school. There, the teachers tried to instill Communist values in them, albeit not very successfully. Krzysztofa found the whole experience bizarre. In the communist youth summer camp to which they were sent they were required to learn Communist songs, and practise marching and gymnastics, while in reality they were consumed with thoughts of food, because they were starving. At least, she said, this kept them busy and kept them from thinking about their hunger. It did not, however, make either her or her sister into a Communist. In school, the one bright spot was learning arithmetic, something her mother had always insisted she should do because she was going to need it. At least she could do that for her mother. Krzysztofa and Felicia remained in that orphanage until January 1942, when the director, an Uzbek, sought them out. He told them that he had Polish soldiers in his office, and they were going to pick them both up the next day and take them to a Polish orphanage. At that point, Krzysztofa broke down in tears. When he asked her why she was crying, she said, “Because our younger sister is in the other orphanage in Semipalatinsk.” He said that she shouldn’t worry, because she was already in the Polish orphanage, waiting for them.93

It did not take long for the Polish military authorities to realize that Central Asia was a death sentence for the tens of thousands of Polish troops and civilians gathered in the catchment area. Although the troops were sharing their paltry rations with the civilians, they were all doomed to starvation under the existing circumstances. The situation became exceedingly desperate on March 10, 1942, when General Kroulov, the Soviet general responsible for provisioning, informed Anders that as of March 20, 1942, the U.S.S.R. would only provide him with rations for 26,000 troops. By that point Anders had some seventy thousand troops in his camp who were not only feeding themselves with their rations, but also their families and dependants. In his mind, he was facing mass starvation. His response was to petition Stalin for relief, but Stalin’s response was distinctly unhelpful. He informed Anders that he had been counting on a shipment of one million tons of wheat from the United States, but had only received one hundred thousand tons, due to the war between Japan and the U.S., which was compromising shipping on the Pacific Ocean. At best, he argued, he could offer thirty thousand rations, but they would be reduced in size.94 At this point, evacuation of the Poles seemed the only solution.

Evacuation was an idea that had been bandied about for several months by the time Anders and Stalin met in mid-March. The resulting agreement was that Stalin would provide reduced rations for 44,000 Polish troops, men who would remain in Russia to fight beside the U.S.S.R. However, recruitment would continue, and any troops above that number would be evacuated to Iran and integrated into the British forces. Stalin himself sketched the evacuation route on the map during the meeting. The Poles would leave through Krasnovodsk, a port on the Caspian Sea, with an alternate route through Ashkhabad and Mashhad pencilled in. On March 19, Anders met with General Zhukov, who had been put in charge of the evacuation, to work out the details. Zhukov announced that the evacuation would be done in two weeks. That day, Anders issued the evacuation order and the first ship left Krasnovodsk on March 24. The British were aware of the decision and, in fact, had supported it. They hoped that these troops could bolster their beleaguered forces in the Middle East. However, while the British were expecting the evacuation, they were not prepared for either the numbers or the speed of the evacuation, nor were they expecting civilians. Instead of getting an army, as Keith Sword has so neatly put it, they were getting a welfare problem.95

The Poles were evacuated in two movements. The first was done quickly, largely between March 25 and April 5, moving a total of 43,858 people mostly to Pahlavi, across the Caspian Sea.96 The second evacuation came in August, after a Polish-Soviet protocol was signed, allowing the remaining Polish troops and their families to leave. The British and the Polish Governments in London pressed Anders to stem the flood of Polish civilians in both instances, but to no avail. Anders fought hard to include civilians in the evacuations, believing that to leave them in Russia would be to condemn them to certain death.97 On August 9, the second trek had begun. Over 69,000 were evacuated in those twenty-two days, including over twenty-five thousand civilians.98 Once they crossed the border they became the formal responsibility of the Polish Delegation, with the considerable assistance of the British Government.

When word of the evacuations reached the Polish civilians there was a flood of people racing to get to Krasnovodsk. The train stations were inundated with people, camping out on platforms and around the stations, waiting for trains. Krasnovodsk itself was swamped with people desperately trying to get on the ships. Not everyone was going to be able to get out, but there didn’t seem much rhyme or reason to who did get on board, other than the orphanages were given priority. Krzysztofa Michniak was in one of the first movements brought out. Her orphanage came through Ashkhabad in Turkmenistan, rather than through Krasnovodsk, and then on to Iran. Because they were among the first out, the orphanage was moved very quickly through the transit camps in Iran, and on to Pakistan, to avoid clogging the camps. They ended up spending some time on a British army base in Quetta, India (now Pakistan), where they had to wait for the monsoon season to end before they could move on. Their ultimate destination was a British refugee camp in northern India, outside a city called Jamnagar.99 Kazimiera Mazur and her younger sister and brother, and Marian Kacpura and his siblings all followed the same route as Krzysztofa.100 Helena Koscielniak and her sisters were brought out through Krasnovodsk to Pahlavi, in Iran — this was the more usual route. Stan Studzinski who had, by that time, been attached to a Polish orphanage, was also on the move southward. So were Sophia Wakulczyk and her brothers, Basel and Konstany; Michal and Piotr Bortkiewicz; Al Kunicki and his sister, Stanislawa; Sophie Matusiewicz; Stan Paluch and his sister, Bronislawa. — all orphans, all part of the mass exodus across the Caspian Sea. Some arrived relatively late to Central Asia and found themselves being moved through to Krasnovodsk very quickly. Such was the case for Stan Paluch, who said that almost as soon as he arrived at the orphanage in Tashkent, he and Bronislawa were on their way to Iran.101

Out of desperation, some parents turned their children over to the Polish orphanages when it appeared clear that they were not going to be able to leave as a family. Such was the case of Janina, Genowefa, and Bronislawa Kusa. When news of the evacuation reached the Kusas, Janina’s father was very ill and in hospital. How he ended up there was revealing: He had tried to enlist in the Polish army, but had been rejected because his arm had been badly wounded in the First World War and hadn’t healed properly. When he returned from the recruitment centre to the kolkhoz where his family was working, he was in despair. He was one of the few men left there and felt the burden of looking after all of the women and children. In a desperate attempt to get some relief, he walked to the Polish Embassy in Tashkent, some one hundred miles away, as Janina remembers it, to beg for food or money. When he got there, he was given some sugar and flour, but within blocks of the embassy, he was robbed. So he returned to the embassy and got some more supplies, although a smaller amount than before. With that he returned to the kolkhoz, where he carefully divided the sugar among the families, after having set aside a portion for the manager of the kolkhoz. With that bit of sugar, the families could barter for potatoes and other food.

Unfortunately, on that trip, he drank some contaminated water and soon after his return, developed dysentery. He was admitted to the makeshift hospital in the area, even though there were no medicines available. At that point he heard about the evacuation and that the orphanages were being shipped out. He was certain that this was going to be their last chance to get out of Russia, but he knew he was not going to be able to get to Tashkent, let alone to Krasnovodsk. So he told his fifteen-year-old son, Wladyslaw, to take his three sisters to the Polish embassy in Tashkent. And he gave him a note in which he explained that he had a son in the army and that he wanted the three girls put in the orphanage and to leave Russia. He told his daughters not to despair, but that as long as he was able to walk, he would follow and find them, so they should go. With that, he sent them to Tashkent with their brother. Bronislawa’s first memory is of saying goodbye to her father through the window of the hospital. Her mother took Janina aside, just before they left, gave her a small, red, feather pillow and told her that it was for the youngest one, Bronislawa. She said, “Take care of her. Take care of the youngest one.” Janina was thirteen and the eldest of the three; Bronislawa was four. The girls were admitted to the orphanage where they were given “new” clothes to replace their rags. Each child in the orphanage wore a blue Polish army shirt. It was long enough to be a dress on Janina and her sisters, which pleased them. They were also given berets to wear and were told to never take them off. It served as a uniform for the children and this way, the orphans could be easily identified in a crowd. Her brother returned to the kolkhoz to help his father and mother, who was sick with asthma. Two weeks later, Janina, Bronislawa, and Genowefa were on the boat for Pahlavi.102

Kazimiera Mazur’s story is similar. Her parents were late in hearing about the amnesty and the formation of the Polish army to the south. As soon as they heard, in the summer of 1942, the family escaped the kolkhoz at night, trekking eighty kilometres to Tashkent. It was a nightmarish journey. Kazimiera’s brother went with her father and they moved too quickly for her. Her legs were not long enough and she didn’t have the strength, given that she was carrying her youngest sister, who was sick, on her back. At one point, when her father was ahead of her and her mother had fallen behind, they were passing a field where an Uzbek was working. He had a knife on his hip and he looked up at Kazimiera and her sister as they passed. Kazimiera panicked, thinking he was going to try to take her sister from her, so she started to run and her sister started to cry. After that, Kazimiera stayed close to her mother, because she couldn’t keep pace with her father.

When they arrived in Tashkent, they didn’t know what to do. They had nothing to eat and no way of getting help. It was three days before they got any food. And, even worse, by the time they got to the city, it was already too late for the family to get out. The border was about to close. However, there was one last transport happening and an orphanage was going with it. At the last moment, Kazimiera’s father put her, her younger sister, aged three, and her brother into the orphanage so that at least they could get out. Their train left Jangijul on August 30. They left behind their parents, their oldest sister, who was sick with tuberculosis and couldn’t travel, and an infant age one-and-a-half years — too young to be given to Kazimiera to look after. As her mother put them on the train, she told Kazimiera to never let the three of them get separated and that she was now responsible for her brother and sister.103

Stefan Koslowski was only seven when his mother put him and his younger brother, Henry, on the train bound for Bukhara. When his family was deported from Poland in February 1940, his father had been arrested and taken away, never to be seen again. Stefan, his mother, both his grandparents, and his brother and sister were taken to the interior of Russia. He doesn’t remember much about Russia, but knows that by the time his family had moved to Uzbekistan, his grandfather, grandmother, and his little sister had died. When news of the evacuation came out his mother sent Stefan and Henry to the orphanage in Bukhara, knowing that it was the only way she could get her remaining children out of Russia. One of Stefan’s first memories is of sitting on the train and, for a long, long while, looking back at where they had left, watching, waiting for his mother to join them.104

The trip across the Caspian Sea was hellish. Evacuees were packed into the ships like sardines in a can, with horrific sanitary conditions as a result. While the first evacuation had some semblance of organization and planning, the second evacuation, done in the heat of the summer, was pandemonium. By then the war in the Soviet Union was threatening the Soviet Caucasus in the north and transport was at a premium. Evacuees’ luggage allowances were severely curtailed, there were fewer trains and ships available for moving them, and fewer provisions were made to help them along their journey. The Soviet authorities seemed determined to move out as many Poles as possible, as quickly as possible, with little thought to the conditions under which they were being moved. Janina Kusa recalls the deep heat and the chaos. Krasnovodsk was packed with people and there was little by way of aid offered to them. One of her biggest challenges was getting some water to drink for herself and her sister, Bronislawa. In Krasnovodsk, it was impossible, in spite of the fact that she had fifty rubles with her. When they finally got on the boat, Janina went in search of water. It was a frightening experience for a thirteen-year-old. Carrying a small can for water, she sneaked past a Russian soldier and disappeared into the dark interior of the ship. It was a maze of bridges and catwalks because it was a cargo ship, with water slapping around in the bilge and a huge wheel churning, a bizarre and frightening world. Deep in the hold, she saw the water tap, crept over, and filled the can. The Russian ignored her as she crept past again and made her way back to Bronislawa. As she was crossing the deck, a Polish soldier who was skinny — “like a ghost” — demanded that she give him the water. Janina was torn, but gave him the can. Before he could drink it all, however, another soldier tapped him on the neck and told him to stop. The soldier returned the can, so Bronislawa could have a drink too.

She recalls that many people on the boat were sick with dysentery, and the side of the boat, where a rudimentary toilet was constructed by affixing a plank to the rail, was soon red with their bloody stool. She remembers seeing a mother lying with her daughter, dying in her arms, under the steps for a bit of shade and fanning her daughter’s face. There were deaths on the trip, Bronislawa recalls, with the bodies being slid over the side of the boat, into the water. Bronislawa’s little red pillow was also a casualty of the trip. It got soiled, an inevitable thing. Janina decided it couldn’t be salvaged and so tossed it overboard, much to the consternation of the adults onboard who thought someone was drowning.

It was almost as chaotic on the British side of the sea. Janina Kusa remembers that when they arrived in Pahlavi (and remember that she and her sisters were part of the second evacuation), there didn’t seem to be anyone there to take charge of the orphans. The first night, they were put under rudimentary sunshades and left to sleep in the sand, without blankets, without shelter from the cold. The next day someone came to take them to the camp, where the delousing and medical examinations began.105

Most of the children remember little of Pahlavi. It was an enormous hastily-constructed tent city, right on the beaches of the Caspian Sea. It was intended to be a transit camp, where the evacuees would be isolated, deloused, treated for medical conditions, and restored to sufficiently good health so that they could be moved on to more permanent camps. The most crucial need, it soon became apparent, was for medical care. The evacuees arrived in miserable condition — half-starved, racked with a variety of seriously debilitating and life-threatening diseases. Many of the children had contracted trachoma, a dangerous and easily transmitted disease of the eye that, if untreated, leads to blindness. By all reports, it was rampant among the children, and the treatment was scraping the crust from the interior of the eyelids daily, followed by drops that burned. The treatment took months, if not a couple of years.106 Delousing was also a crucial operation, as the refugees arrived infested with lice. This was typically followed by a medical examination. Marian Kacpura, aged four or five at the time, recalls being told to strip off all his clothes and stand in line, so that the doctor could examine him. His clothes were taken away to be burned and his head had been shaved. Most embarrassing, and the reason he remembers the moment, is that it was a female doctor doing the examination.107

Although most of the children remember little about Pahlavi, several things did stand out. The heat and the sand are mentioned by all. They went swimming in the sea, when they figured out how to get across the hot sands in their bare feet. One group of orphans had one pair of shoes between them, so whoever wanted to go swimming would borrow the communal shoes.108 Another group used a bucket of water, pouring a little bit on the sand just before putting down your foot. With careful rationing, you could make the water last to the sea’s edge.109 They all remember that, upon arrival, they were stripped of all their clothing, which were then thrown on a huge pyre and burned. Then their whole body was shorn. After that, they were scrubbed clean and issued new clothes. Janina Kusa remembers the flowered nightgown she was given as a dress. When she cut the nightgown shorter, it gave her enough fabric for a belt. She still smiles when she recalls it, saying that it looked really nice. For the first time in a long while, she was clean and she felt good about herself.110

And then there was the problem of food. This time, it was not a problem of not having enough food. Rather, it was a problem of having too much. When the children first arrived — and the adults too for that matter — their food intake had to be very carefully managed and monitored. After years of starvation, to be given too much food, especially rich and fatty foods as the British first mistakenly provided, was not only very hard on the evacuees’ digestive systems, but also very dangerous. Eating too much too quickly literally killed. So part of the recovery regimen in Pahlavi was to get the evacuees’ strength back gradually, by slowly building up their systems. The evacuees stayed in Pahlavi from a couple of weeks to a couple of months, depending upon the state of their health and their destination.

As soon as the troops’ health was satisfactory, they were shipped out to join the British forces, mainly in Palestine and the Middle East. The civilian population was a more problematic issue. To begin, the British set up more permanent refugee camps for the Poles in Tehran, four of them in the suburbs, plus a large orphanage camp, and then turned their management over to the Polish Civil Delegation (the Polish Government’s representative body in Iran responsible for the evacuees). Pahlavi always remained a tent city, a temporary way station for the evacuees. However, a sizeable civilian Polish population soon established itself in Tehran’s suburbs and a comprehensive camp system emerged, with a full-blown infrastructure of laundries, kitchens, bakeries, hospitals, schools, carpenters’ shops, boot-repair shops, and seamstresses. In this environment the evacuees soon regained their health.111

The orphans did not remain there for long. Unlike many of the adults and families who remained in Tehran for a year or more, the orphanages were quickly moved on, generally leaving Iran within a matter of weeks. They were sent around the globe, but for the most part they went to India and throughout Africa, where it was thought that they would be safer and better cared for. There were several threats in Tehran: By the summer of 1942, the German forces were driving southward along the German-Soviet war front, in the direction of the Caucusus and thus in the direction of Iran. It was thought that the refugees, especially the children, should be moved out of potential harm’s way. Soviet forces controlled northern Iran and they were hostile to the Polish evacuees. Better to put some distance between them. Finally, supplying the refugees in Tehran must have been difficult and expensive, and it would make more sense financially to move them to areas where they could be more easily supplied.112 The children were sent to refugee camps scattered across the British Commonwealth, especially to India and Africa, with the siblings carefully kept together.

The trip was a blur for most of the children, and uneventful — a steady stream of army barracks, schools, and tents, as they made their way to their destination. However, there were a few for whom it was not such smooth sailing. Stan Paluch and his sister were heading for India, attached to an orphanage run by a woman named Eugenia Grosicka. She had been part of the administration of the orphanage in Tashkent, and Stan and his sister had come out of Russia with her. However, when the group reached Karachi and was about to ship out to Africa, his sister fell ill and had to be hospitalized. The whole group couldn’t wait for her to get better, so Stan chose to stay behind with her. He felt he couldn’t leave her alone in Karachi; she was only five or six years old. Stan stayed in the transit camp in Karachi, and watched three, four, five orphanages pass through on their way to New Zealand, Argentina, or some other far-flung corner of the globe. Because it was a transit camp, there was little in the way of permanent accommodations. Stan eventually ended up bunking in with the British military, eating at their mess, playing soccer with the soldiers, and generally hanging about the camp. The men were very good to him, took him under their wing, and kept an eye on him. One even offered to adopt him and take him back to England, but Stan refused. He could never give up his sister, he declared. When his sister was well enough to travel again, they were attached to a group that joined an orphanage in a refugee camp in Kolhapur, India.113

Kazimiera Mazur had a more traumatizing experience. Just as her group was about to move out to India, her sister, Margie, fell ill with dysentery. She was very sick, but Kazimiera would not let her out of her sight. Her mother had instructed her to never let herself be separated from her sister and brother, and Kazimiera took her responsibilities as the eldest very seriously. However, at some point Kazimiera had to leave her sister to do something, she doesn’t remember what, and that was when the people looking after the orphans took Margie to the hospital. Those in authority promised Kazimiera that her sister would follow her to India when she was better, so she and her younger brother left with the group for India, arriving in Jamnagar on December 8, 1942, (she remembers the date because it was a holy day). Losing her sister was devastating for Kazimiera because she had been told to keep the remnants of the family together. As the oldest, she was responsible for her family. Her brother kept asking for his sister and she was distressed because she didn’t know how to answer him. After four or five months, a truckload of children arrived in Jamnagar from Iran. Kazimiera went to check for her sister, although she didn’t expect her to be on the transport; she had learned not to hope.

But she came with the other group of children. She was standing in that truck … She was looking at me. And I stretched my arms like this, because I knew it was her, I recognized her right away. She had black hair and she’s like my mother, so I recognized her right away. And I took her and I put her down. And she was looking around and she said to me, in Russian, “Take me in your arms because I am tired.” And that is the first moment she remembers … She didn’t remember anything about my mother, about the rest of the family, nothing! That was the first thing that she remembers.

Her sister was four-and-a-half years old.

Most of the memories are patchy, some of the memories are searing. For the children especially, to be ripped first from their homes, and then from their parents and siblings, and to watch them die one after another, was a life-shattering experience. For the eldest child to suddenly become responsible for their younger siblings, at a moment’s notice and when they themselves were still a child, was an overwhelming responsibility; one that many took seriously, with a gravitas and maturity that went far beyond their years. Aged ten, eleven, fourteen, these children cared for the younger as best they could, somehow getting them to safety against all odds. None can explain how it happened or why it was possible. Luck, God’s will, sheer determination and perseverence, ingenuity, cunning — all played a part, they explain, in their survival. Siblings clung to one another, for they were all each other had. With no one else to count on, these children forged a bond, between siblings and eventually between orphans, that would last a lifetime.
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