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            Foreword
            

         
 
         For a number of years before he retired in 1980, the University of Bradford had, as a member of its security team, a conscientious and likeable man of Polish origin known to everyone as Michael. I knew him well in my role as Pro-Chancellor of the University and now, some years later, I have come to know him differently and better through his writings.
         
 
         Michael called to see me at my home to ask if I would read the book he had written in retirement about his early life and about which he spoke with much sincerity and conviction. It tells a story which is gripping in its sense of determination and it informs the reader about facts which I recall, through having served with Polish officers and troops during the Second World War in Scotland, Palestine and Italy.
         
 
         I have heard many stories of escapes and of valour but this one by Michael surpasses all others. It is an enthralling account that will teach its readers a great deal. If its writer believes, as he says, that he owes this country gratitude, he showed it adequately by his work at the University. He was part of a very good team but I doubt if any of them really knew what he had undergone in his early years. I commend this story to the readers.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A.J. Thayre, CBE, Hon D. Litt, DL 
 Pro-Chancellor of the University of Bradford 
 Former Chief General Manager and 
 Director of the Halifax Building Society 
 Former Lieutenant-Colonel, the Highland Light Infantry.
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            Introduction
            

         
 
         Michael Krupa lives in a village near the city of Bradford in West Yorkshire. Bradford is home to thousands of people like him of Polish and other East European descent. Many of the Poles among them were forced from their homes during the Second World War by the Soviet authorities, deported to the Soviet Union, eventually released under the terms of an ‘amnesty’ concluded between Stalin and the Polish Government-in-Exile in London and finally allowed to leave for Persia. Many of the males joined the Polish military forces in North Africa or Great Britain and took a courageous part in the liberation of the European continent from the Nazis.
         
 
         After the war most of them settled in Britain and were joined by others from camps in Germany. Women and children who had spent the war in parts of the British Empire away from the fighting were also brought to Britain at this time. The worsted textile industry of the Bradford area offered a ready means of employment at a time when many occupations were closed to them.
         
 
         Although there was a common pattern to the experiences of many of the refugees from the Soviet and Nazi dictatorships, there are many variations in detail and each person has his or her own distinctive story to tell. For most of them there is enough experience of terror, hardship, semi-starvation, brutality, fear and loss compressed into a few years to last a lifetime.
         
 
         Michael Krupa’s story falls outside the common patterns, however. He was not part of the four mass deportations of Poles to the Soviet Union in 1940 and 1941. He was not part of the ‘amnesty’ agreed between the Soviet and Polish authorities in July 1941. He did not get out via Persia. As an alleged German spy, he was subjected to brutality and torture in Moscow’s infamous Lubianka prison. As an ex-Jesuit monk, he had the spiritual strength to survive the monstrous treatment meted out to him and other prisoners. His is a rare example of a man who escaped not from one, but from two closed societies, the Jesuit Order and the Soviets. It is not surprising that freedom is the dominant motif of this book.
         
 
         In many respects, of course, Krupa’s account of his experiences in Stalin’s Soviet Union epitomises that of millions of others whose lives were destroyed by the prisons and labour camps of the NKVD or its successor, the KGB. The fate of these wretched victims of a barbarous system was once shrouded in mystery. Now, however, the few early accounts have been supplemented by a steady stream of memoirs from those who rather miraculously survived their incarceration. The greatest debt both of the survivors and of posterity is owed to Alexander Solzhenitsyn whose work The  Gulag  Archipelago  used the testimony of thousands of fellow-victims of the camps to build up an exhaustive account and indictment of the Soviet penal system. The Soviets created nothing less than an organisation for the mass production of terror and punishment which preceded that of the Nazis and lasted much longer.
         
 
         Why publish yet another account of  these events? There are, in my view, several compelling reasons for doing so. The first is that Krupa was born in Poland and, unlike most Russians who entered the camps, had experience of a relatively free society between the wars. This provides him with a rather different perspective on Soviet organs of repression from that of many Russians and a greater, if unreasonable, confidence that he might escape and survive. Secondly, this book is not only about Soviet camps and prisons, though it provides additional evidence about them. It is about the contrast between oppression and freedom, about a young Polish man’s obsessive determination to be free from the slavery of oppressive institutions, first from the Jesuit order, then from the Soviets. The experience of the first, it may be said, strengthened him in his confrontation with the second.
         
 
         Again, for Michael Krupa, almost uniquely, the camps were not the literal and metaphorical terminus at the end of the line, as they were for most inmates, but a station en  route  during an epic journey of thousands of miles from southern Poland to Afghanistan through the heart of Stalin’s Russia during the Second World War. Of course, other Poles and other Russians were released from camps under ‘amnesty’, either after the signing of the Polish–Soviet agreement in July 1941, or after Stalin’s death in 1953. As an alleged spy, Krupa was not eligible. Unlike them he escaped; unlike most other escapees he survived. This was a remarkable feat and deserves to be recorded. From my own experience of interviewing many Poles in Britain, I know that Michael Krupa’s story is out of the ordinary and parallels only in part the general experiences of Polish deportees.
         
 
         His account of these events, furthermore, is not a sober, understated resumé, nor is it an extended reflection on the nature of the Soviet system. It is, by contrast, an adventure story which carries the reader along from one ‘tight corner’ to another, from one grim experience to the next, leaving us marvelling at the capacity of the human spirit to survive in terrible adversity. Unlike most adventure stories, however, this is not fiction; indeed in some respects it is stranger than fiction. This is the story of one man who beat the system against overwhelming odds, in the full awareness that the system would have devoured him if he had made a mistake. Its fascination lies in the contest between a lone figure and one of the most effective punitive machines ever devised by man.
         
 
         However, Krupa is not superman. He is very human in his vulnerability and weakness; he made one major mistake and, like everyone else in such circumstances, was about to pay for it with his life. But at this point he enjoyed a tremendous stroke of good fortune and miraculously survived, avoiding the ‘shallow grave in Siberia’ to which his body should have been consigned.
         
 
         However, if Krupa’s work may, in some respects, be described as a thriller, it is not one that can be ‘enjoyed’ in a superficial way. One becomes engaged with his humanity and admires the qualities of mind and character which enabled him to survive against overwhelming odds. He would be the first to admit, however, that luck, as well as good judgement and courage, were on his side, not once but on several occasions.
         
 
         For those already well-informed about this period of history there is yet another reason, in my view, for reading this book. In the case of the genocide perpetrated by Hitler and his minions in Germany, there is already an attempt either to deny what happened or to ‘revise’ interpretations of it. No doubt, in due course, a similar revisionism will be advanced regarding what in Soviet-speak would be called the ‘elimination of counter-revolutionary elements’. This book contributes one more piece of evidence to the case for the prosecution, reminding us once again of the evil at the heart of the Soviet system.
         
 
         As a result of his escape from the Gulag, Krupa travelled through provincial Russia in the guise of an ordinary Russian working man. This was a rare experience for a foreigner and his description of it provides some interesting vignettes of life in Stalin’s Russia in wartime. Few non-Russians have been able to write about life on the trains, in the stations and in the towns of the Soviet Union in the period of crisis after Hitler’s attack in the summer of 1941. Here was a man on the run who saw things which official visitors from abroad were not permitted to see and who has described them faithfully.
         
 
         The reader who is unfamiliar with this period of history in Eastern Europe may welcome a few words on the historical background to the events described here. The Poland in which Krupa was born was a new state created at the end of the First World War out of territory previously part of the three empires of Tsarist Russia, Austria-Hungary and Germany. Welding these hitherto separate areas together into a unified administrative and economic system was a major task. External boundaries were disputed and Poland felt the hostility of the great powers on her western and eastern borders, Germany and the Soviet Union. The post-war economic depression and its successor after the Great Crash of 1929 inhibited Polish economic development. Before the Second World War, Poland was still overwhelmingly an agrarian society attempting to cross the threshold into industrialisation. And it was poor. Michael Krupa was born into a poor family, like so many others scraping a living from the land and from petty trading. To provide for one’s children was a major preoccupation of parents at a time when the population was rising rapidly. Clever sons might escape the lot of their parents if they could enter the Church, which provided an outlet for their talents and a source of pride and honour to the family. This was Michael Krupa’s destiny which, ultimately, he repudiated.
         
 
         Finding himself in the Polish army, he was then caught up in the German attack on Poland on 1 September, 1939. Hitler had prepared the way to achieve his long-held ambition of German dominance of the Slav lands of Central and Eastern Europe by his destruction of Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939. His next step of incorporating Polish territory in the German Reich  was on the face of it less straightforward in the light of British and French support for the Polish government. However, he was able to neutralise the possibility of intervention by Stalin, in the event of a German attack on Poland, by concluding, to general surprise, a nonaggression pact with Moscow on 23 August 1939. With his hands free, Hitler was able to launch an attack on Poland on 1 September which was quickly successful despite brave resistance put up by the outgunned Polish forces. The lack of investment in the tools of modern warfare on the part of the Poles made their heroism unavailing. Krupa’s account of the Polish cavalry equipped with sabres, and with severely limited issues of ammunition for their rifles, is stark confirmation of the backwardness of the Polish army at the time, of the outdated thinking of the High Command and of the low level of economic development.
         
 
         Under a secret clause of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, the Germans and Soviets agreed to carve up Poland and the Baltic states between them. When it became clear to Moscow that Hitler was near to victory over the Poles, Soviet forces crossed the Polish border from the east on 17 September 1939 and incorporated the Polish eastern provinces in the Soviet Union. This cut off the Polish army from further retreat, convinced the Polish government that the game was up and quickly disillusioned those Poles who hoped that the Soviets were entering as defenders and liberators.
         
 
         In the next two years, four massive deportations of Poles from the former eastern provinces took place. In all, perhaps one and a half million people experienced this fate. In addition some 181,000 Polish soldiers and about 15,000 officers were taken prisoner by the Red Army in 1939, the overwhelming majority of whom were imprisoned in camps. Notoriously, most of the officers were executed shortly afterwards and buried in mass graves at Katyn and elsewhere.
         
 
         The mass deportations were not preceded by arrests and trials. Instead, most of the victims were awoken in the middle of the night, given a short time to pack food and clothing and then taken to the nearest trains where they were loaded into freight trucks for the journey east, either to the penal (or corrective labour) camps or to ‘areas of compulsory residence’ in the case of family groups, women and children, and elderly people. These ‘areas’ were in remote outposts, far from railway lines and towns. Deportees commonly lived in crude wooden barracks under NKVD control and performed heavy outdoor work in extreme climatic conditions. Some deportees were sent to collective or state farms in Kazakhstan where the battle for survival was equally intense.
         
 
         Many Poles, however, were first arrested and sentenced before being committed to the penal camps. Krupa was in this category, a ‘political’, who was convicted under Article 58 of the Soviet Criminal Code. This article contained  14 points, covering all forms of counter-revolution as defined by the code. Paragraph 6 concerned Krupa’s alleged offence, i.e. suspected spying. The sentence for a person convicted under this code was usually eight years in corrective labour camps and this could be renewed on expiry. Krupa received ten years with a recommendation that he stay in exile in Siberia for the rest of his life.
         
 
         Unlike most Poles though, Krupa was not sentenced in a local prison but was taken to the Lubianka owing to the severity of his alleged offence. His description of this prison is valuable for being rare, and complements that of his compatriot, Alexander Wat. Once sentenced, Krupa entered what Solzhenitsyn termed the process of social prophylaxis, namely the removal from society of harmful elements and their dispersal into the camps of the Gulag.
         
 
         Most of these camps were in remote areas and experienced great extremes of climate. Concentrations of camps were to be found around Archangel on the White Sea, the Komi Republic to the east, along the railway line from Vologda north of Moscow, eastwards to Kirov and north to the Pechora river. There were numerous camps in eastern Siberia and along the Kolyma river. It was to the Pechora network that Krupa was despatched. Each camp was enclosed by barbed wire, patrolled by armed guards and observed by sentries in look-out towers. It was almost impossible to escape or, if an escape were effected, to remain uncaptured. The work norms were so heavy and the food rations so low that prisoners were unable to maintain their strength for long. Mortality was high and few prisoners survived beyond one or two winters. Krupa himself would have suffered this fate had he remained in the camp, as he himself recognised.
         
 
         When the German forces attacked the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941 the British acted as brokers of an agreement between the Polish Government-in-Exile and the Soviet Union, under which Poles were to be released from the camps and permitted to assemble in designated areas. Krupa was not eligible since he was a political. But though he was denied release, the new war situation created the opportunity for him to get outside the camp, as he himself describes. The rest is his own personal story, which falls outside all the conventional categories.
         
 
         What, in the final analysis, helped him to survive? Luck and youth, it is true, were on his side, but equally important in my view were qualities of mind and character which were partly innate and partly developed by his education. Time and again, he urges calmness and self-restraint on himself. He learned early to keep control of his tongue if he wished to avoid savage retribution from the camp authorities. His Jesuit training in meditation provided him with the mental and spiritual resources to confront danger with resolve and quiet determination. His language skills, notably his fluent Russian, were indispensable for his escape. This knowledge enabled him not only to converse without detection (except in one case) but also to read newspapers from time to time which kept him up to date with the course of the war and alerted him to keep away from certain areas. He often refers to his photographic memory, which was particularly valuable when he had to remember the details of maps.
         
 
         All these qualities might have been of no account, had it not been for the German attack on the Soviet Union. This created abnormal conditions which first of all provided Krupa with the opportunity to leave the camp for work outside and secondly released him into a world where millions of Russians were on the move in face of the German advance. Almost everywhere he went, the trains and stations were massively overcrowded, permitting him a degree of anonymity which would have been impossible in peacetime. By contrast, when he reached one station which was almost deserted, he was afraid to get off the train for fear of arousing suspicion.
         
 
         This book makes a noteworthy contribution to the literature on the Polish experience of Stalin’s Russia during the Second World War. It is an extended statement on the preciousness of freedom and the horrors of slavery. It is anti-Soviet but not anti-Russian. This is best exemplified by Michael Krupa’s tender evocation of the goodness of two ordinary Russians who saved his life. Their Christian faith and practice not only sustained them through their own despair but encouraged them to risk their lives for a stranger. Dimitriev and Irena deserve to be remembered.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Thomas Lane 
 Department of European Studies 
 University of Bradford 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
 
            Polish  Highlander
            

         
 
         In south-west Poland, near the ancient Polish capital of Kraków, on the road running from Wadowice to Myslenice and then further south to the Tatra Mountains and beautiful Zakopane, lay a small Polish village called Rudnik. Its peasant population numbered no more than a thousand.
         
 
         Each peasant household had a small piece of land which stretched out towards nearby Dalin, a mountain completely covered with birch, pine and fir trees. Wild mushrooms grew there in abundance, and on its lower woodland slopes during the summer months spread a carpet of bilberries, raspberries and blackberries.
         
 
         In the warm mountain climate the peasants tended their gardens, nurturing their aged apple, plum and pear trees which had outlived many generations. The villagers were self-sufficient, most of them owning a few cows, hens and goats. The richer ones fattened up pigs and every family possessed a horse and a hay cart.
         
 
         Although the major occupation of the peasant householders was the cultivation of their land, practically every highlander was also a born carpenter or builder. Each had built his own house on the land left him by his father. The houses were simply constructed. The foundations were large flatstones cemented together, and the walls were built from the logs of fir trees firmly fitted to one another. The insides of the walls were covered with large wooden planks, smoothly planed and then varnished. The roofs were made of straw and wooden shingles.
         
 
         Accommodation was sparse. There were usually two rooms, one a large living kitchen with a huge primitive stove, a big pine table well-scrubbed each day (the focal point of all household activities), and a set of wooden benches pulled up close to the stove on cold winter nights. Two or three large wooden pallets filled with straw and covered with large, soft, feather eiderdowns served as beds for the children of the family.
         
 
         The second room doubled as a ‘best room’ during the day and a bedroom for the husband and wife at night. The wooden walls were hung with pictures of the Blessed Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ since most of the peasants were deeply religious and family prayers were said each night before the children went to bed.
         
 
         The highlanders not only built their own houses but also decorated them with highland sculptures, some of which are still evident today in the ancient villages scattered at the foot of the mountains. The villagers also made their own musical instruments from the yew trees, which grew in abundance on the lower mountain slopes. Music-making and dancing were their only entertainments.
         
 
         On Sundays, Polish highlanders dressed up smartly to attend church. The men wore light woollen trousers decorated with a red cord along both sides of the leg. The side pockets were embroidered with a picture of a thistle. Light leather sandals were fastened to their ankles with strong goat-skin straps. Each man wore a white flaxen shirt and a hat decorated with white beads sewn on to the brim. However, the most important part of this Sunday dress was the so-called clupaga  which served both as an axe and a walking stick. Its shaft was made from the wood of the hazelnut tree and its head was beaten into shape from heavy metal. On weekdays peasants used it as a support when climbing the rugged mountain slopes. On Sundays and festivals, however, it was carried as an ornament in the highlanders’ dance celebrations, representing their unity against their enemies.
         
 
         On these days, too, peasant women also dressed in style, in colourful embroidered skirts and white embroidered blouses, with soft boots laced up to the knees and their long, thick hair held in place by a woollen travelling scarf. Every Sunday the family’s horse would be washed and groomed and the cart polished. The family would then travel in it to church to pray to God for peace and prosperity.
         
 
         It was in this wonderful little village that I was born over seventy years ago, to a Polish father and an Austrian mother. My father was a manager of a small agricultural shop, supplying the villagers with utility goods like paraffin, candles (there was no electricity or gas in the village), sugar, matches and cigarettes. The barter system applied to all transactions since money was scarce and sometimes non-existent. Eggs, butter, cheese and fruit would be brought to the shop and exchanged for paraffin, sugar or, if the price was right, cigarettes. Once the deals were completed, my father trundled his cart laden with fresh produce to Kraków market where he would stay until the very last egg was sold, buying fresh provisions out of the profits. Bartering would start again the following day.
         
 
         In many ways this was a hard and demanding life. Nevertheless the highlanders were free to travel from village to village, from the countryside to the town, and from one country to another. They were free to go to church, to enjoy their drinking, dancing and music-making, and to speak openly of their lives and loves.
         
 
         Rudnik boasted one elementary school and here I took my first steps in education. My brother Wladek was two years older than me but I caught up fast and soon we were in the same class. I was good at maths, reading and writing but not so good at obeying school rules. I was always being punished by the teachers for fighting and trouble-making. Punishment was either a smack on the hand with a ruler or detention after school.
         
 
         When I was about seven, I was doing one of my frequent spells of detention in the schoolmaster’s study. The door was locked and I was under instructions to finish some work. Being bored I opened the window, perched on the window sill and dropped into the schoolmaster’s vegetable plot. Making sure no one had seen me, I raced off home where, needless to say, I had to suffer a good thrashing from my father. The schoolmaster was so grateful that I had not broken my neck in the escape that he refrained from detaining me for several weeks.
         
 
         Looking back, I remember always being good at jumping. My brother Wladek and I used to play in the barn when father was away at the market. We would dare each other to jump out of the barn window and into the hay, a distance of about eight metres. While Wladek was always apprehensive, I would rush headlong out of the window, tumbling feet first into the soft hay, laughing and shouting all the way down. Later in my high school days I became high school champion at skiing, jumping 40 metres in the ski jump event. This fearless quality stayed with me throughout my life and is probably the reason why I am still alive to tell this story.
         
 
         At high school in Sulkowice, I settled down to work. Natural history was my favourite subject. The forests, the smell of the pine woods, the streams cascading down the mountainsides, the birds and wild flowers all held my deepest attention. But, most of all, I fell hopelessly in love with the mountains, spending my summer vacations climbing the twisting mountain paths, armed only with my clupaga,  and swimming in the cool mountain pools. My winter vacations I spent skiing down the snowy mountain slopes. Here, in this tiny mountain village, I spent some of the happiest days of my life.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter Two
 
            Jesuits
            

         

         In Poland religion was of the highest importance, and to have a priest in the family was considered to be a great honour, particularly when the family was large, as ours was. I had six brothers and two sisters. During my final years at high school, my parents had been mapping out my adult life, unbeknownst to me. They had consulted the parish priest, who, considering my excellent school progress, concluded that I would be a good candidate for the priesthood. My parents had hinted at their ambitions for me over the years but my responses had been ambivalent. Failing to give a definite ‘No’ added fuel to the fire and roused their expectations.
         

         During my last six months at high school, I arrived home one night to be greeted by my parents, the parish priest, and a physically large, devout-looking but rather forbidding man, who seemed to look down on me. He turned out to be the head of the Jesuit Seminary at Nowy Sacz.
         

         My future was decided that evening during an informal discussion. I had a great thirst for knowledge and did not want to spend the rest of my lite in Rudnik. Moreover, I was tempted by the promises of skiing in winter and tennis in summer, and living in the idyllic Nowy Sacz, on the banks of the river Dunajec. In addition, it was classed as a great honour to be accepted at the seminary even though my parents had to pay a considerable sum of money for the privilege. At that point I was too young to understand the personal sacrifice involved in becoming a priest or the implications of the Jesuit life. I had never thought of girls and the so-called facts of life had never been discussed at home.
         

         At the seminary, discipline was much stricter than in the high school and the educational demands were greater than in an ordinary college. Studying and the reading of books selected and approved by the Jesuits took priority. Recreational activity such as chess, tennis and skiing was only permitted for two hours a day, usually during the early evening. I had no difficulty studying languages, Latin, Greek and German coming easily to me. In fact, while other students pored over their books, I became bored, having long since realised that I had a photographic memory and was able to absorb facts very easily. Boredom rekindled my urge to abscond. Often, instead of going to class, I would sneak off down to the river and spend the afternoon swimming in the cool waters of the Dunajec. On my return I would be called into the prefects’ study and warned about my misdemeanours. These warnings having no effect, I was eventually deprived of my freedom. I was denied any leisure time and had to report to the study after every lesson for the rest of the school term.
         

         I studied at the seminary for four years, returning to Rudnik only during the vacations. My brothers and sisters were making more demands on the family income and money was scarce. I found myself being pressurised to enter the monastery, even though I felt I had no vocation. The Jesuit fathers knew about my indecision and were very patient, hoping that a little pressure from my parents would persuade me to join them. Most students in the seminary took the vows as a matter of course. Although I had excelled at my studies, mainly to satisfy my parents’ wishes, I was full of life and could see no reason why I should be forced into joining the monastery. However, the Jesuits knew how to handle hot-headed students and slowly but surely, with their powerful but gentle methods of persuasion, they began to turn my thoughts towards a life of serving God. They forced me to think about the work of God, and the honour bestowed on me and my family if I answered the call and gave myself up to the Lord. There would be no worries about money, food, clothing and accommodation. Most important of all, I should be guaranteed Eternal Salvation.
         

         These prospects began to look more attractive as time passed, especially for a young man who had not had any experience of the opposite sex. During the four-year period of study, the students went through a process of elimination and only the best were allowed to stay on and enter the Jesuit Order. At the start of my last term, my parents received a letter confirming that I had won my place.
         

         I was at the crossroads of my life. My father sent me on holiday to Zakopane, high in the Tatra mountains, and there I debated the issue. To refuse the opportunity to serve God would be a grave disappointment to my parents who had worked hard to educate me and had set their hopes on having a priest in the family. Surely it was my duty to repay them. Although I knew I had no vocation, simple curiosity, a spirit of adventure and the thought of entering into the unknown all played their part in helping me to come to a decision. On my return from Zakopane, I travelled with my mother to Kalwaria, a shrine to the Holy Mary in the Benedictine monastery there and a place which thousands of pilgrims visited each year to pray for guidance. I knelt at the shrine, losing myself in prayer, my mind and body numb. It seemed that God wanted me to become a monk. He had led me to the shrine and had helped me to make my decision. I returned to my mother, kissed her hand and told her I had decided to enter the Jesuit monastery. We returned home to find that my father had already filled in the appropriate forms in anticipation of my answer. Two months passed before I received my acceptance.
         

         In my new status as aspirant I would be on three months’ probation, after which I could be accepted as a novice. Two more years of study would qualify me to take my perpetual vows. If I chose I could resign at that stage. However, once the vows were taken, I would have to live behind the monastery walls for the rest of my life. I read and re-read the letter but its true implications were lost on me, overridden by my sense of adventure and my impending journey into the unknown. 
         

         The next two weeks were hectic and emotional. My mother spent hours labelling all my belongings with my name and the number 22, which was my personal monastery number. As I said farewell to all my friends and relatives, they embraced me and spoke of the honour bestowed on our family by my acceptance into the Jesuit Order. With my belongings packed into two suitcases, my parents took me, in our cart, to the railway station. Here, on the platform, with tears streaming down my face, I kissed my mother and father goodbye and thanked them for all the sacrifices they had made for me.
         

         I was soon on my way to Stara Wies in the south of Poland to start a new life, giving up my body and soul to the Jesuits, another inexperienced youth willing to become an obedient servant, ready to follow every instruction and resigned to living a life of chastity.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
 
            Life  in  the  Monastery
            

         
 
         Life behind the monastery walls was nothing like I had anticipated. The first three months were spent under the careful eye of a specially appointed ascetic spiritual father. He assessed my character, giving me menial tasks to perform, like cleaning toilets and washing and polishing floors. Sometimes, after a full morning’s work, I would return from lunch to find water emptied all over my polished floor. I was expected to dry and polish the floor again without a word. I gritted my teeth and pretended that nothing could break my patience and obedience. I convinced them. Three months to the day after my arrival, I received my Jesuit tunic and was accepted into the noviciate.
         
 
         The life of the novice was one of unvarying routine. At five o’clock in the morning, to the sound of the monastery bell, I got up and went to the assembly rooms for one hour’s meditation, the points of the meditation having been provided by the spiritual father the previous evening. Mass and Holy Communion followed. After this we were allowed to eat. Four hours’ solid study came next, and then lunch. We were then allowed one hour’s recreation, which we usually spent playing chess or table tennis. Somewhat refreshed, we then attended to the general duties or chores that had been assigned to us. Our academic day ended with two hours of reading, bible studies, Latin and ascetic books. During the evening the Master of Novices would issue his instructions for the following morning’s meditation. We ended the day with long religious debates which lasted until the sound of the monastery bell summoned us to our beds. 
         
 
         The Novice Master was my spiritual and moral adviser. It was my responsibility to open my heart to him, to discuss my problems and temptations and to ask his advice on anything that was worrying me. I found I could not be sincere with him, especially when he suggested different bodily punishments for my temptations. Sexual temptations were dealt with by flagellation. The flagella, or whip, made of five leather thongs fastened together and knotted at the end, was drawn across your back while you recited the psalm De  profundis  clamavi.  Sometimes, during the recreation periods, the Novice Master would enter the room unexpectedly, calling all the students present to a debate. One poor fellow would be singled out as needing spiritual help. He would kneel before the Master, kiss the floor and recite Carissimi  Patres  et  Fratres  Peto  Eleumusinam  Spiritualem, meaning ‘Dearest fathers and brothers, give me spiritual help’. The student, still kneeling, would be interrogated about his sins as if in a court of law. Admitted misdemeanours would receive a penalty. Light punishment meant cleaning out the toilets and kitchen during the recreation period. Heavy punishment involved lying prostrate on the hard floor, legs together and arms outstretched for one hour. Any movement at all would mean that the prostration would have to resume the following day, and every day until the whole hour had been spent totally immobile.
         
 
         It was a strict, hard life. Students were bullied and punished for trivial offences and many left the monastery before their noviciate was completed and they had to take the perpetual vows of obedience, chastity and poverty. I was stubborn and not the type to give in to harassment. I had a strong will which seemed to grow stronger with the treatment I received.
         
 
         As the date of my perpetual vows drew near, my mind was once more in a turmoil. During the probationary period we were constantly reminded about God’s severity, and how sinning against God would mean eternal banishment. This rigorous doctrine was never tempered by mention of the love and mercy of the Almighty. We, the chosen few, would attain eternal salvation only if we believed in God’s severity and became totally submissive to His will. Passing through the gates of heaven was like getting through the eye of the proverbial needle. It was naturally with some trepidation that I finally agreed to take my vows.
         
 
         Yet, having done so, I found myself in a whole new world with much more freedom. I was sent, with a handful of other students who had survived the noviciate, to the Jesuit Scholasticat on the River Pina in eastern Poland. This was the first time I had been outside the walls for two years. There was an immediate improvement: the atmosphere was more relaxed, the educational standards improved, leisure time became more abundant. The past two years had been thoroughly depressing and I looked forward to life in the Scholasticat with great anticipation. Unfortunately for me, there were temptations on every side.
         
 
         For example, sailing was permitted on the stretch of the Pina near the monastery walls. Beautiful girls swam in the cool waters and sunbathed on the river bank. Older, more mature students acted as our guardians, teaching us to ‘observe the modesty of our eyes’. But though I tried to avert my eyes, curiosity prevailed and for the first time in my life I felt the stirring of desire awaken in my body. Needless to say I was still a virgin and my sex education had been nil. I had never thought about the opposite sex, being too absorbed in my education and spiritual welfare. My life in the monastery had indoctrinated me into fighting all temptations. But now doubts started to assail me. Had God created me to be a kind of mechanical robot, devoid of all sexual feelings? Though I had taken my vows, my body had not changed and I was still the same person beneath my monk’s habit. For the first time I began to question the vow of chastity.
         
 
         My constant thoughts on this subject caused my studies to suffer and progress came to a halt. My nights were spent dreaming about the beautiful girls on the banks of the Pina. No longer naive about sexual matters, I transported myself into their bedrooms and invariably woke the following mornings having had a ‘wet dream’. This was classed as a heavy sin which I had to confess before taking Holy Communion each morning. This, my one and only sin, was confessed most mornings on a regular basis. Normal confessions are private and confidential but in a monastery this convention is not observed.
         
 
         Eventually I was summoned to the office for an interview with my Spiritual Father who degraded me, called me unclean and unholy and accused me of being worse than an animal and unfit to wear the monk’s robe. I was ordered to kneel before the cross for twelve hours and to pray to God to purify my thoughts. This had the opposite effect to the one intended, adding fuel to the fire. My thoughts began, almost inexorably, to turn away from the Church.
         
 
         Over the next few months I worked out what I thought was a logical philosophy. Surely, according to religion, God created me in His own image, designing my body for a purpose. Not to use my body for that purpose was contrary to nature and automatically against the will of the Creator. I was surrounded by people who claimed to love God but at the same time rejected the most essential element of His creation, without which the human race could not continue to exist. I felt that the rule of celibacy was created by a generation of monks who wished to keep an upper hand over their subordinates. I was aware that other Christian churches did not maintain the rule of celibacy, allowing their members to use their bodies in the way that God intended. In my studies of the scriptures I tried, unsuccessfully, to find passages supporting the Jesuits’ interpretation of their doctrine.
         
 
         Having arranged an interview with my superiors, I put forward my views. Unfortunately my logical philosophy clashed with the teachings of the Church. It was, I was told, a grave sin to even think about the opposite sex and to engage in any sexual activity meant condemnation by the Creator to eternal torment. I was advised to think again, whilst being assured that many students went through a period of ‘unrest’. I was reminded of my vows and of my promise to sacrifice my normal life for God. These words stayed with me through my entire life. More than anything in the world I wanted to be relieved of my vows and to resume a normal life. A kind of claustrophobia took possession of me. I felt like a trapped animal. The only answer, said my superiors, was prayer. On the contrary, I came to the conclusion that God could not be wrong. Since I had followed his scriptures, I was not wrong either.
         
 
         It was at this time that I started to look for a substitute. I began to feel desire when I was with one of my fellow students. He was angelic, rather womanly in his mannerisms. I would watch him undress by the river, following him with my eyes as he swam in the cool waters. Sometimes I would touch him accidently as we both swam. For a time I was happy in my fantasy. I did not reveal my feelings for fear of being rebuffed. If he had responded to my loving gazes my life would have been totally changed and I would have become a homosexual.
         
 
         Eventually my misery became so acute that I thought of throwing myself from the bell tower. But the thought of punishment, if I lived, deterred me. I knew that if I died I would be damned to eternal hell for taking my own life. I abandoned the idea. In desperation one afternoon, I went to see the Magister of Biology, a kindly man of around seventy. I needed someone to give me spiritual stability. I sat with him in his study for two hours pouring out my heart to him while he listened in silence. Eventually he responded.
         
 
         ‘You have a vivid imagination, my son, but you are not alone. Most of us have had difficulties like yours at some time in our lives. God knows about your suffering here on the earth and He will reward you with eternal freedom and peace after your death. Be patient, since these feelings will soon pass. I was well into my third decade before I found peace of mind, but it will come for you as it did for me. Gain your strength in prayer and direct your desires into your studies. I will pray for your guidance.’
         
 
         I kissed his hands, and looked into the eyes of this sad, seventy-year-old   man. I saw myself in the years to come. Did I really want to stay in the monastery for the rest of my life like this man or did I want to break with the Jesuits and start a new life whilst I was still young and strong? I took my decision and sleep came easily that night.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Chapter Four
 
            The  Escape
            

         

         It was a fine spring day the day I decided to leave the monastery. I had weighed up the consequences. Breaking my perpetual vows would mean my excommunication from the Church. My parents, whom I had not seen since that day, now long ago, when they had taken me to the railway station, would be unbearably disappointed. Yet I refused to weaken. I went to the monastery chapel for the last time, and knelt in front of the statue of the Holy Mary to beg her forgiveness. For three solid hours I prayed, my tears flowing freely. My face became puffed and red.
         

         As dawn began to break, I left the chapel and walked along the corridor to my room. The bell had sounded and the dormitories were alive with noise. My seventy-year-old magister was walking towards me. He touched my arm, looked into my eyes, saw my red puffed-up face and in those brief seconds I knew he could read my mind.
         

         ‘May God be with you, my son, whatever you may have decided to do. I will pray for you.’
         

         He released my arm and I was alone, on what would be my last day in the monastery. I dressed at 3 o’clock the next morning, having sat up half the night planning my escape. I thought two hours would give plenty of time to be far away from the monastery gates. The walls were two metres high, with sharp pieces of broken glass cemented into the top. This was not so much to keep the monks in as to keep trespassers from stealing the fruit and vegetables from the monastery gardens. Wearing my monk’s clothing (my civilian clothing had long since gone), I donned my long heavy coat and crept out of the dormitory. In the garden behind the greenhouses the monks stored the ladders which were used during the late summer to collect the fruit from the trees. I used one of these to scale the wall.
         

         Being unfamiliar with the surrounding countryside, I decided that the best plan would be to stick to the railway, which ran from Lwów in the south through Pinsk to Wilno in the north. The cattle trucks were standing in the sidings waiting to be picked up by the goods train that morning. Taking off my monastery gown, my white stiff collar and my broad belt, I hid them underneath the hay in one of the wagons facing south. Putting on my long heavy coat once more, I picked my way across the railway lines to the wagons waiting to go north. Now the deed was done, I panicked. Would my clothes be discovered before the train started its journey? Would they see through my false trail? Had my disappearance been discovered? Were they already searching for me?
         

         I squeezed myself between the bales of hay. It was dawn; soon the engine would arrive, couple up and take me to Wilno to a new life. I now had time to think about my situation. Though every station was a station further away from the Jesuits, I had no clear idea of my destination. I could not go home since the monks would get in touch with my parents as soon as I was reported missing. I had no clothes, no money, no food. Perhaps anyone else in this situation would have given in, and returned with their tail between their legs, asking for forgiveness. But I was determined not to go back. I had made the break. The life of a nomad was more desirable than the life of a monk.
         

         I remembered that I had an uncle in Stolpce, a town on the Polish-Russian border on the River Nemen. He was a sergeant in the army and had strongly objected to my joining the Jesuits, asking my father to consider sending me into the army instead. The train was heading roughly in the right direction. Now, with added enthusiasm, I ventured out of my hiding place each time the train slowed down, hoping to catch a glimpse of the approaching station so as to work out my position. But the darkness and the gentle rocking of the wagon made me lose all sense of direction and time. Eventually the train pulled into Baranovichi. I knew that Stolpce was about 40 miles to the east and this was the best place to leave the train. I waited until it began to pick up speed after leaving the station, and then jumped. My usually springy legs gave way on impact and I rolled over and over down the embankment. For what seemed like hours I lay still, gasping for breath.
         

         The air smelt of pine forests. I stood up to absorb the panoramic view spread out before me. The land was covered with forest as far as the eye could see. The sun was now high in the sky and I was free. This was my true way of life. Nature had called me back to her bosom. I began my journey in an easterly direction along a rutted and stony forest track. Since I had only possessed open-toed sandals in the monastery, my feet were not shod for walking any distance. Soon I was glad to see a peasant cart coming towards me bringing a family returning to Baronovichi from some local market place. This reminded me of happy childhood days and tears welled in my eyes. I beckoned to the family and asked if I was on the right track for Stolpce but they swore at me, made the sign of the cross and hurried away, Looking down at myself, I understood why they had been afraid. My long coat covered in straw (it was May and the temperature was high), the cuts on my feet, and my unkempt hair must have conveyed an impression of wildness and vagrancy.
         

         By early evening I began to feel despondent. I was tired, hungry (I had not eaten for 24 hours) and my encounter with the family of peasants had deterred me from calling at the small farms nestling on the edge of the forest. My coat was heavy but much more respectable than the underpants and vest I wore underneath. Suddenly I heard the sound of flowing water, music to my ears. In front of me was a rickety wooden bridge over a stream of crystal-clear water. Like a man possessed I flung myself into the coolness, dousing my hair and face, soaking my blistered feet and quenching my thirst. Sourbelly grew on the banks of the stream and I ate lustily, remembering the days I had run home complaining  of stomach ache after eating too much of it. My hunger disappeared and I began to relax. Before fatigue overcame me I tried to pray. I promised to atone for my sins if only I was allowed to survive this ordeal. Before I fell asleep a desperate feeling of loneliness flowed over me. What could I say to my uncle, assuming he still lived in Stolpce? How could I face my mother and father? Could I approach the Jesuits to beg their forgiveness and seek official release from my vows? If they refused I would suffer excommunication and become an outcast. I would have no right to work, no right to marry and above all no right to be buried in consecrated ground.
         

         When dawn came I drank more of the cool water and continued on my way. I walked for miles, knowing that if I stopped I would collapse at the side of the road. Eventually another cart came into view, this time approaching me from the rear. Stepping into the ditch to let it pass, I was surprised to see two soldiers. They reined the horses to a halt and looked me up and down in distaste. Thinking I was a beggar, they jumped off the cart and began to ridicule me. In desperation I mentioned my Uncle Ludwik, asking how many more miles to Stolpce. The baiting stopped. They were unsure of themselves, not knowing what to make of me. They began to ask questions – where had I come from, where was my uncle stationed, why was I dressed like a vagrant? I answered them honestly. They looked at one another. They were heading for Stolpce which was about 10 kilometres away and, if I was who I said I was, they would take me to my uncle.
         

         Conversation was non-stop. The soldiers were curious about the Jesuits and my bid for freedom. Questions came thick and fast. Time passed quickly and soon the forests gave way to fields and farms and I could see houses and a church in the distance. I had arrived in Stolpce. I recognised my uncle’s house as I drew up in the narrow street. My companions were still unsure of me; after all, if I was a vagrant and not the person I claimed to be, they would get into serious trouble for picking up a stranger in the forest. I suggested that I stay in the cart until my uncle was found. 
         

         It was with bated breath that I waited for him to appear. I was unsure of his reaction to seeing his nephew looking like a pauper. My fears were groundless. Rushing towards me, he hugged me to his chest, and quickly made preparations for me to wash, to receive some proper clothes and to be given a good meal in his house. In the evening I told my uncle and aunt the whole story. He was amazed at my adventures but he agreed with my reasons for leaving the monastery, reminding me that he had opposed my father’s decision to persuade me to become a Jesuit. Despite my anxiety, he postponed all decisions until the morning. Before going to bed I hugged him and thanked him for taking me into his house and caring for me.
         

         It was mid-morning before I woke. My uncle had not gone to his duties and was waiting for me when I finally rose. We discussed my problem for over an hour, trying to work out the best solution. Finally he suggested that I write to the Jesuits explaining my reasons for absconding, humbling myself and begging their forgiveness. I should request them to rescind my perpetual vows and plead with them not to have me excommunicated. I should explain that I had not been mature enough to take my vows when I did and I had only done so because I had no wish to embarrass my parents by changing my mind at the last minute, after they had put so much effort and time into sending me to the monastery.
         

         His second suggestion was that I write a long letter to my parents informing them that I was safe and begging their forgiveness. I should acknowledge that I had let them down and that I was ashamed, but nothing on earth would persuade me to return to the monastery life.
         

         The letter I received from my parents filled me with elation. They were relieved that I was safe. They expressed no anger and urged me to return to Rudnik. However, I decided to stay with my uncle until the reply from the monastery arrived, which took well over a month.
         

         The reason for the delay was that the General of the Jesuits, Father Ledochowski, resided in Rome and had to be informed by letter of my behaviour. A council was held and my problems were discussed. They offered to absolve me from my perpetual vows and to take away the threat of excommunication. But first I had to present myself before a panel of Elders who would see me in neighbouring Grodno. This suited me since I felt it would be safer than going back to the monastery.
         

         My legs were trembling as I entered the building owned by the monks, which closely resembled the monastery on the River Pina. The delegation from the Scholasticat had been held up en route and eventually arrived weary from their long journey. They were not amused. Why had I absconded? Was it not obvious that my unreasonable behaviour would cause a scandal? Why had I not approached someone to discuss my problems? The grilling continued for a long time. I was told there were precedents for monks to be released from their vows, but I would have to confess before the ceremony of absolution could be performed. To this I readily agreed and was taken to a small chapel in the grounds where I confessed. My soul purified, I was taken back to the delegation whereupon the absolution was performed. A weight fell from my heart. At last I was free!
         

         I now found it very difficult to look at a member of the opposite sex without exploding with sexual desire, so, for many months, I continued to observe the ‘modesty of my eyes’. My parents were anxious for me to return home and so it was with mixed feelings that I packed my few belongings (almost all gifts of my aunt and uncle) and embarked on my long journey home. But going back in time is never a good idea and after the initial happiness of actually seeing me safe and well, my parents returned to their daily tasks as if nothing had happened. However, I felt uncomfortable. People gave me furtive glances as they passed me in the street and our parish priest was very cool, not looking me in the eye when we happened to meet. Most of my old friends were respectably married with families of their own. I began to feel like a social outcast. I was reluctant to become totally dependent on my father, so I decided to find work in Kraków until I was called up for compulsory army service. I found a job as a gardener and then as a waiter in a large restaurant. I gradually responded to normal life. Suddenly I realised that the ‘modesty of my eyes’ was becoming a thing of the past.
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