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Summary 

The aim of this research has been to draw attention to the extent to which the 

Second World War has exerted a major influence over the lives of Polish emigres 

living in Britain. Memories of war trauma, loss of homeland, families and friends, 

and the struggle to adapt and cope in an alien environment, when most Poles longed 

to return to Poland, has affected everyday lives from the initial period of settlement 

until the present day. 

This thesis is an exercise in oral history. The life stories of Polish emigres, collected 

using oral methods, are the focus of this study, and the narratives reveal that 

processes of remembering have influenced attitudes and shaped identities. These 

memories, supported here by definitive archival studies of other scholars, contribute 

to our understanding of historical and sociological issues regarding the settlement of 
Poles in Britain. Further, in the context of mental health, oral testimonies emphasise 

the especial problems that are affecting many Polish emigres. 

A particular problem amongst ageing Polish emigres is that of feeling like a 
foreigner again in later life, since their language skills have tended to deteriorate at 

the same time as age-related immobility has increased. Hence, many emigres have 

become withdrawn from British society; isolated in their homes, with traumatic 

memories. 

Perceptions of difference have also emerged as important to the Polish experience of 
living in Britain. Generally, Poles have reported that a cultural distinction has not 
been made between themselves, as white Europeans, and white British people, 

which in certain circumstances has been detrimental to their health and welfare. 
Later Polish migrants, and many of the `second generation', have also found the 

Polish community to be dominated by first generation culture, which has prevented 
them from developing a strong sense of belonging to it. As a consequence, with only 

a minority of younger people interested in maintaining Polish organisations, the 
future of the Polish community in Britain looks uncertain. 
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1.1 "Forget? No, I never". 1 

It is true that a lot of Poles did suffer when they were younger, the effects of war and 
imprisonment, two years of starvation in Siberia or other camps. You shake it off but I 

think sometimes you push it under the carpet and when you get older or you retire, it 

comes out, you reminisce about it .2 

The extent to which the Second World War has impacted upon Polish emigres cannot 
be understated. It is the defining event of their lives. The war tore them away from 

their homes and families, made them witnesses and recipients of atrocity and, 

ultimately, compelled them to live out their lives away from their homeland. For the 

vast majority of Polish emigres in Britain, the traumatic experiences and painful 
losses of the past significantly impact on the present, and have remained prominent in 

memories throughout half a century of settlement. 

Whilst Poland was on the `winning side' at the end of the Second World War, the 

Poles who found themselves in Britain in 1945 had little to celebrate. Collectively, 

they had experienced the horrors of the Nazi and Soviet regimes, lost relatives and 

friends through death and displacement, lost their homes and their aspirations for the 

future, and ultimately, they were `exiled' in an alien environment where they had to 

begin rebuilding their lives: Whilst Britain celebrated, Poles asked, "what victory". 3 

Previous research into the settlement of Poles in Britain has generally focused on 

historical and sociological circumstances relative to their migration in the 1940s, and 

conspicuous amongst this body of work are the definitive publications of Keith 

Sword. 4 The current study does not take the route of re-evaluating Sword's research, 

rather, it aims to increase our understanding of the historical and social circumstances 

of Poles in Britain by presenting oral history gathered during this research; it presents 

contributions that cast light on individual perceptions of war, the reception of Poles 

into British society and their responses to the situations they encountered. A strong 

1 Interview with Mr R (Fenton, Lincs. ), 6 September 1998, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 37, p7. 
2 Interview with Mr Z (Sheffield), 5 December 1997, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 17, p5. 
3 Personal communication with Polish ex-servicemen in Sheffield, 8 May 1995. This date marked the 
fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War in Europe and the comment was prompted by 
the indifference of Polish emigres to the celebrations and commemorations of that time. 
4 K. Sword, The Formation of the Polish Community in Great Britain 1939-1950, (London, 1989), and 
Identity in Flux: The Polish Community in Britain, (London, 1996). 
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motivation for this work has been a continued high incidence of mental health 

difficulty amongst Polish emigres who settled in Britain as a result of the war. Hence, 

a significant objective has also been to highlight problems and issues that are likely 

contributors to this unhappy situation. Consequently, the way that the past is 

remembered is central, since it is believed that the development of lifestory narratives 

can help the tellers come to terms with traumatic life events. s 

This thesis is organised around the recollections of Polish emigres. Interviewees have 

included former servicemen and women, displaced persons, concentration camp 

prisoners, Underground Army members, survivors of the Government-in-Exile and 
dependants, and, on the `caring' side, psychiatrists, social workers, priests and care 

assistants. Of the interviews conducted amongst first generation Poles, fifty five per 

cent were with men and forty five per cent were with women. In total, fifty one 
interviews were conducted for this study, many from Yorkshire, but research has also 

extended to Aberdeenshire, Gwynedd, Derbyshire, Lincolnshire, Bedfordshire, 

Berkshire, Greater London, Kent and Surrey. Research has also benefited from the 

oral history archive produced by the Bradford Heritage Recording Unit. 6 

The vast majority of interviewees have described themselves as Polish Catholic, 

whilst a small minority did not state their religion, or declared themselves `non- 

believers'. No interviews have knowingly been conducted with Poles of Jewish 

background who arrived in the 1940s since they have tended to develop separate 

community structures. 

It should be noted that due to the occasionally sensitive nature of the subjects raised, 
interviewees have at times requested that recording equipment be turned off. On these 

occasions notes were taken and views are represented in this thesis in a manner which 

the author believes has retained the intended meaning. Where possible, published and 

unpublished material has been provided that reflects the opinions expressed. 
Regarding the identification of interviewees, most did not object to their name being 

attached to their contributions. However, the author has chosen not to reveal identities 

s Particularly the work of N. Hunt and I. Robbins, "Telling Stories of the War: Ageing Veterans Coping 
With Their Memories Through Narrative", in Oral History, Autumn 1998, Vol. 26, No 2, pp57-64. 6 The Bradford Heritage Recording Unit (BHRU) was set up jointly by the M. S. C and Bradford 
Council (Museums and Libraries Divisions) in September 1983. Tapes and transcripts of interviews are 
archived in the Local Studies Department of Bradford Central Library. 
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as in the event of changed personal circumstances, interviewees may wish to revise 

their decision. Nevertheless, during the process of working with emigres on 

representation it was pointed out that, whilst the argument for anonymity was 

understood, individuals would like to be able to identify their own oral contributions. 

Hence, footnote references refer to interviewees by abbreviation, e. g. Mrs Sk. 

Locations of interviews are given in brackets, e. g. (Sheffield). 

Agreeing on a collective word to describe Poles in Britain has proved emotive. Some 

writers have described first generation Poles as migrants and refugees, but these 

descriptions have been shunned by most participants involved with this study. Their 

preferred term is `exile', or 'political exile', since after the war they firmly believed 

that return to Poland would compromise their Government-in-Exile's opposition to 

the Soviet regime, and place their own freedom and safety in jeopardy; a situation 

that is fully acknowledged here. During discussion of Poles as exiles, one 
interviewee, an ex-officer, commented: "Emigre or emigrants can be voluntary or 

probably forced to leave the country through economic reasons... exile is definitely 

somebody who is chased out". 7 

However, this study has opted to use the word emigre since its meaning can be more 

widely interpreted. Motives offered for remaining in Britain during research have not 

been exclusively political; the opportunity to raise social and economic positions was, 
for some, a consideration. A Pole in Bradford stressed: "I came of my own free will, 

and I was equally free to go whenever I wanted". 8 Additionally, as the years passed 

and emigre lives became increasingly dominated by work and family, support for 

exile politics was generally less fervent, prompting Mieroszewski to write in 1961 

that emigres had "become entirely reconciled to `holiday Poland"'. " Hence, as 

`emigre' envelops differing experiences, it has been considered a more apt term of 

reference. 
* 

This introductory chapter continues with a brief historical background to Polish 

migration to Britain, as a result of the Second World War, and outlines the impact of 
trauma and unwilling resettlement on emigres. Since research has been conducted 

7 Interview with Mr Z (Sheffield), 8 June 1998, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 29, p4. 8 BHRU: B0050/02/22. 
9 J. Mieroszewski, "Rozwazania emigracyjne", in Kultura, (Paris, 1961), p100. Reproduced in Sword, 
op. cit., 1996, pp4445. 
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using oral history, there follows an exploration of previous oral history and 
reminiscence work with Polish emigres, and discussion of the use of oral history in 

exhibitions. 

The methodological process is the focus of Chapter Two, with subjectivity, the 

interviewer/interviewee relationship and representation amongst the issues discussed. 

Chapters three, four and five present the experiences and opinions of emigres and 

span the years from the start of the Second World War to the present day. These 

central chapters are each structured in two parts which juxtapose definitive work with 

oral history. The work of Norman Davies on the Second World War in Poland is 

followed by emigre memories of the same period; Keith Sword's work of the period 
1945 to 1996 is set beside accounts of lives as they were rebuilt in Britain; and the 

research of various commentators on Polish emigres and mental health issues is 

assessed alongside the testimony of contributors to this study. 

To conclude, Chapter Six reflects on issues raised in this thesis and highlights areas 

that it has not been possible to address, but which could be considered as future 

research possibilities. Whilst the opinions and the experiences of the `second 

generation' have not been the focus of this study, a number of people from this group 

expressed interest in the current research and made contributions to it. Therefore, 

issues pertinent to the children of emigres are represented, followed by a 

consideration of the future of the Polish community. 

Lack of awareness of difference is emphasised since this has proved damaging to 

both first generation Poles, their offspring and Polish migrants who arrived in later 

decades. There has been a tendency for Poles to be treated `like the British' in their 

dealings with local authority agencies, as they are white Europeans, and in certain 

circumstances this ignorance of cultural diversity has had a damaging effect on their 

health and welfare. The reluctance of the Polish first generation to embrace 

alternative perspectives of Polish culture can also be viewed as not taking into 

account the importance of difference. As a result, later Polish migrants, and many of 

the `second generation', have not developed a strong sense of belonging to the 

community. Therefore, as the ageing first generation gradually retire from their 

official community positions, there are few younger individuals willing to undertake 
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the responsibilities of maintaining Polish organisations and their clubs. The effect of 
this situation is that social networks that have supported Polish emigres for over half 

a decade are ceasing to exist. 

1.2 An introduction to Polish emigre history 

The majority of Poles initially expected their stay in Britain to be temporary, 

believing that they would return home once the Soviet government in Poland had 

been removed. However, at the Yalta peace conference in February 1945, lengthy 

discussion of Poland's future resulted in allied legitimation of the Soviet regime; an 

act which came as a devastating blow to tens of thousands of Poles who fought for 

Poland's freedom in the war, and then found themselves exiled in Britain. 

For the majority, return to Soviet Poland was not a realistic course of action. 

Repatriation assistance was offered by the British government to Polish forces, but 

this was not a viable option for many as, apart from an unwillingness to accept the 

new administration in Poland, many believed they risked being accused of anti-Soviet 

activity should they return. Apprehensions regarding the new Communist regime's 
integrity were heightened by first hand experience of Stalinism and the belief that the 

Soviets were responsible for the slaughter of thousands of Polish officers, whose 
bodies were found in the Katyn forest in 1943. Around seventy five percent of Poles 

who came to Britain had been arrested in 1940 as suspected ̀ anti-Soviets' and 

deported with their families to inhospitable regions of Siberia and Kazakhstan; of 

almost one million Polish deportees, over half died in Soviet labour camps. In 1941, 

following the German invasion of the Soviet Union that brought the Soviets into the 

allied fold, Poles were offered an amnesty to free them to fight. Yet, the release 

generally amounted to just the opening of gates. Welfare assistance for the deportees 

was initially absent and when aid reached them in Spring 1942, it lasted for only a 
few months. 1° Onerous journeys south to join Polish military units had to be 

undertaken with insufficient financial means and during these journeys, hunger and 

exhaustion took their toll. Epidemics, previously kept in abeyance by freezing 

conditions, rampaged in warmer climes and deaths continued. 

lo Z. S Siemaszko, "The Mass Deportations of the Polish Population to the USSR, 1940-1941", in 
K. Sword (ed. ), The Soviet Takeover of the Polish Eastern Provinces, 1939-41, (London, 1991), p231. 
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Initially, labour camp evacuees headed for Polish military reception camps in 

southern Soviet regions, organised with British support. Strategic considerations and 
difficult camp conditions, exacerbated by typhus, dysentery and malaria, prompted a 

transfer to Persia in 1942. Able men and women were mobilised into the military, 

whilst the young, the old, the sick and those with dependants were transferred to 

civilian camps, mainly in India and Africa. At the end of the war, those under British 

jurisdiction were able to travel to Britain. 

Totalitarianism in Poland after September 1939 had two faces; Soviets in the east and 
Nazis in the west. In Nazi-occupied areas Poles were subjected to `Germanisation' 

which aimed to instil `German identity' within the occupied territories. For many 

men, this meant forced recruitment into the German military. Poles not considered 

suitable for Germanisation faced deportation to Germany as slave labour. 

Fewer Poles from German-occupied areas arrived in Britain after the war largely 

because they were unable to travel to and join Polish military units. Exceptions were 

those who were compelled to join the German army and later managed to transfer to a 

Polish unit, often after their capture. A further speculative explanation for Britain's 

reception of fewer Poles from former Nazi regions is that having experienced German 

tyranny they were less afraid of returning to the Stalinist regime" - `the more 

Communist, the more anti-German'. 12 The offer of repatriation might have seemed 

more attractive to those who thought nothing could be worse than the Nazi regime. 

During the war, the Polish population was decimated. More than six million Poles 

were killed, of whom almost three million were Jewish. 13 Military victory in 1945 

brought little comfort for the survivors due to Poland's continued Soviet occupation, 

and whilst Polish service men and women waited anxiously in Britain for a political 

solution, if the need arose, they were prepared to go to war again: "Everybody here 

was expecting that there will be a third war and Poland would be liberated from the 

11 L. Olsson, referring to Poles repatriated from Sweden in, On the Threshold of the People's Home of 
Sweden: A labor perspective of Baltic refugees and relieved Polish concentration camp prisoners in 
Sweden at the end of World War II (New York, 1997). 
12 R. Sikorski, The Polish House: An Intimate History of Poland (London, 1997), p124. Also, fighting 
the Nazis by allying with your enemy's enemy was described in W. Lotnik and J. Preece, Nine Lives: 
Ethnic conflict in the Polish-Ukrainian borderlands, (London, 1999). 
13 "The Polish Republic was reduced by 6,028,000. Of these, some 2.9 million were Polish Jews. " 
N. Davies, God's Playground: A History of Poland, (Oxford, 1981), p463. 
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Russian occupation". 14 However, the allied governments had no desire to engage in 

further hostilities and tens of thousands of Poles were left bitter and disillusioned. 

1.3 Estimates of the size of the Polish population in Britain 

The various routes by which Poles arrived in Britain complicates attempts to calculate 

the number that eventually settled here, and Hanson warns of anomalies that hamper 

calculation of the size of the post-war Polish population. For example, census figures 

after the war are unreliable as they include Ukrainians claiming pre-1939 Polish 

nationality to avoid repatriation to the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, Hanson concludes 

that after the Second World War over 150,000 Poles settled permanently in England 

and Wales, with a further 7-8,000 in Scotland, the majority of whom were Roman 

Catholic. 15 

Amongst this heterogeneous group of men, women and children were service 

personnel, Government-in-Exile officials and their dependants, displaced persons, 

concentration camp survivors and Underground Army members. Their pre-war 

backgrounds spanned the social stratum and included in this research are individuals 

who, prior to 1939, were peasants, intelligentsia, business people, electricians, 

farmers and army and airforce recruits, plus a lawyer, a teacher and a musician. Those 

who were children before the war have reported varying experiences of education 

ranging from elementary peasant schooling to attendance at prestigious and expensive 

private schools. 16 

Referring to a Home Office source, Jerzy Zubrzycki stated that in December 1951, 

there were 135,770 aliens registered as Polish Nationals in Great Britain. " The 1961 

census recorded a similar figure, stating that 134,989 people of Polish birth were 

living in England, Wales and Scotland. 18 By 1971, this number had been reduced to 

14 Interview, 4 December 1999, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 46, p14. Request for name to be 

withheld. 
is J. Hanson, "Sympathy, Antipathy, Hostility: British attitudes to non-repatriable Poles and Ukrainians 

after the Second World War and to the Hungarian refugees of 1956", PhD thesis, Department of 
History, University of Sheffield, June 1995, ppl 18-119. 
16 Tapes and transcripts in possession of M. Winslow. 
17 J. Zubrzycki, Polish Immigrants in Britain. A Study of Adjustment, (The Hague, 1956), p63. 
18 Census 1961 England and Wales: Birthplace and Nationality. Education. Socio-economic group. 
Usual residence. HMSO, London, 1964. Also, Census 1961 Scotland: Birthplace and Nationality, 
Vol. 5, HMSO, Edinburgh, 1966, p4. 
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110,925,19 and census statistics for 1981 revealed a further fall, to 93,369.20 The most 

recent figures available, for 1991, recorded 73,738 Polish-born residents of Great 

Britain. 21 The steady decline in numbers can be attributed to deaths amongst first 

generation Poles, who form the majority of the Polish population in Britain. 

1.4 Some problems of settlement 

Since the arrival of the Polish emigre population in Britain, they have suffered a 
disproportionately high incidence of mental difficulty. Mental illness amongst Poles 

was four times higher than the English born population in 1956; 22 in 1971, the Polish 

Ex-Combatants Association wrote of its concern that mental illness was exceptionally 

high amongst its members; 23 and in 1995 the British Medical Association 

acknowledged that Polish immigrants were especially vulnerable to mental- 

breakdown. 24 

The relationship between migration and mental illness has received much attention 
from researchers, although a considerable amount focuses on the difficulties of West 

r 

Indians and Asians. However, a few studies have been concerned with Polish mental 

health and they support the view that problems amongst Polish emigres are 

significant. 

In the early days of settlement many Poles were admitted into psychiatric care, their 

problems having much to do with war trauma, bitterness at being exiled and an 

inability to settle and cope in their new environment. Hostility to foreign labour was 

an additional cause of stress, and problems occurred amongst well-educated emigres 

who found themselves deskilled in their employment due to the language barrier and 

unrecognised qualifications. 

Further difficulties developed as Poles grew older, with isolation becoming a 

significant problem. Isolation amongst ageing Polish emigres can reach beyond the 

19 Census 1971: Great Britain: Country of Birth Tables, HMSO, London, 1974, p26. 
20 Census 1981: Country of Birth. Great Britain, HMSO, London, 1983, p3. 
21 1991 Census: Ethnic Group and Country of Birth. Great Britain. Vol. 1, HMSO, London, 1993, p26. 22 Zubrzycki op cit., 1956, pp186-187. 
23 The Polish Ex-Combatants Association, The Poles in Great Britain 1971, (London, 1971), p6. 
24 British Medical Association, Multicultural Health Care: Current Practice and Future Policy in 
Medical Education, (London, 1995), p12. 
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immobilising effects of disability, it can be cultural and linguistic also, which adds an 

extra dimension to the usual problems of ageing. Cultural isolation can be due to 

severed contact with Polish companions, for whatever reason, whilst linguistic 

isolation might have come about through losing touch with Polish friends and the 

adoption of a British lifestyle, with the resultant loss of opportunities to talk in Polish. 

Learned languages have a habit of diminishing as the Polish emigre gets older and 

even the most expert English speakers have complained of deteriorating language 

skills, which is more than a nuisance or an embarrassment, it heightens feelings of 
being a foreigner, growing old in a country that is becoming alien all over again. Loss 

of language makes hard work of everyday life and, further, with a reduced English 

voice, there is a pressing need to communicate in Polish. Where people have stayed in 

contact with Polish organisations their language needs can be met; however, there can 
be unhappy consequences where contact has been lost. 

Reminiscence, a familiar process of ageing, can also have embittering consequences. 

Poles remember being taken from their beds by armed police; horrific deportations 

into slave labour; empty stomachs; witnessing and experiencing atrocities, lost family 

and friends and ultimately, the allied `betrayal' that brought about their exile. Happier 

memories can be overshadowed by a need to make sense of past events. 

To combat the negative effects of these distressing memories, there is therapeutic 

value to be gained from talking in Polish with someone who has lived through the 

same events. However, not all Polish emigres have access to an empathetic Polish ear. 

There are also people who have never spoken about their painful experiences and 

probably. never will. In other situations, non-Polish partners might be unsupportive 

should their spouse want to renew their acquaintance with their polish cultural 

background. Immobility further prevents older Poles from meeting together and there 

are few local authorities that provide transport to Polish centres. Therefore, whilst 

professional opinion supports talking, this apparently uncomplicated therapy is not 

always an option. 
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1.5 Considering oral history and reminiscence work with Polish emigres 

The traumatic history of the Polish emigre population has prompted the writing of 

numerous Polish language biographies and broader historical publications. 25 Much 

less is available to the English-speaking reader, although in recent years there has 

been a noticeable increase in English language lifestory publications, motivated by a 

will to inform a broader English-speaking audience who generally know little of the 

reasons for Polish settlement in Britain. Additionally, many `children' born to 

emigres are not Polish speakers and there is an increasing demand for historical 

information from this group. 

Even so, the Polish minority has attracted little attention from academics, which 
Sword attributes to it being a "white and therefore largely invisible community", who 
have deliberately maintained a low profile. 26 Aside from Sword's work, most 

academic studies have been written by Poles themselves and the first of these was by 

the political exile, Jerzy Zubrzycki, whose Polish Immigrants in Britain, was 

published in 1956.27 In the early 1960s, Czaykowski and Sulik, younger members of 

the post-war settlement, produced Polacy w Wielkiej Brytanii (Poles in Great 

Britain), 28 which Sword has described as a `Defoe-like' tour of the major Polish 

centres of settlement in Britain. 29 During the 1960s and 1970s, Sheila Patterson, a 

Polish-speaking anthropologist who worked for the Polish Ministry of Information 

during the war, also made a significant contribution to work on Poles by producing a 

number of essays on the Polish community. 30 

Since this early period, much work has been in the form of university dissertations 

and theses. Doctoral theses include those of J. Coutouvidis on the Polish Government- 
in-Exile (1975); K. Sword on ethnic identity and Polish emigres (1983); A. Zebrowska, 

"As stocked in the in-house libraries of Polish clubs nationally. The library at the Polish Cultural 
Centre in Hammersmith also holds the largest Polish language publication collection outside Poland. 
26 Sword op. cit., 1996, p15. 
27 Zubrrycki op. cit., 1956. 
28 B. Czaykowski and B. Sulik, Polacy w Wielkiej Brytanii, (Paris, 1961). 
29 Sword op. cit., 1996, pp15-16. 
30 Work by S. Patterson: "The Polish Exile Community in Britain", in The Polish Review, Vol. VI, No. 3, 
1961; "Polish London", in R. Glass et al (eds. ), London: Aspects of Change, (London, 1964); 
Immigrants in Industry, (Oxford, 1968), "Immigrants and Minority Groups in British Society", in 
S. Abbott (ed. ), The Prevention of Racial Discrimination in Britain, (Oxford, 1971); "The Poles: An 
Exile Community in Britain", in J. Watson (ed. ), Between Two Cultures: Migrants and Minorities in 
Britain, (Oxford, 1977). 
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on second-generation Poles (1986); T. Kernberg on Poles in Scotland (1990); J. Gula 

on the Roman Catholic church and the Polish community (1992); and J. Hanson on 

British attitudes to post-war European migrants (1995). Additionally, B. Krawczyk 

produced an M. Ed. study of a Polish Saturday School (1988) and M. Demunck gained 

an M. Phil. for a biographical study of a Polish exile (1990). 31 

Whilst English language studies on Polish emigres are few, oral history projects are 

even fewer. However, Poles have not been neglected by oral historians since, in 

keeping with other minority groups who have gained a voice through oral history, 

Poles have participated in studies. 

A significant oral history project was begun by the Bradford Heritage Recording Unit 

(BHRU) in 1983, and was set up jointly by the Manpower Services Commission and 

Bradford Council (Museums and Libraries Divisions). As a community history 

undertaking, the initial intention of this project was to examine the experiences and 

feelings of the entire immigrant community in the city. However, it was quickly 

realised that whilst previous studies had been made of Asian, West Indian and Irish 

immigration, there had been no attempt to produce an oral history survey of Middle 

and Eastern European immigration in a British city. 32 

Hence, the study concentrated on the four largest European immigrant communities 
in Bradford; the Poles (4,000), the Ukrainians (3,700), the Italians (1,500) and the 

Yugoslavs (1,200). 33 The project aimed to focus on immigrant communities in the 

years since their arrival in the city, and interviews were conducted with first and 

second generation members. However, as also noted during the current study, it is the 

period before settlement that most impacted on lives, and Perks describes a tendency 

for interviewees to over-concentrate on childhood and pre-war years. Whilst 

identification with the home country varied amongst interviewees, the keynote for all 

the BHRU interviews was identified as being a perception of `not quite belonging'; a 

position undermining the, "received wisdom that European migrants have generally 
been assimilated into British society". 34 

31 See bibliography for complete references. 
32 RPerks, "`A Feeling of Not Belonging': Interviewing European immigrants in Bradford", in Oral 
History Journal, Vol. 12, No. 2, Autumn 1984, p64. ff Journal, 

pp64-67. Population figures are estimates. 
34 Ibid., p67. 
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It was noted by Colin Holmes that previous research on people of Afro-Caribbean 

descent and Asians from the Indian sub-continent has generally focused on the extent 

to which they have been tolerated in British society, and far less attention has been 

paid to other issues relating to their settlement. 35 In contrast, the historical 

background of Poles in Britain has been documented, principally by Keith Sword and 

Norman Davies, but the extent to which they have been tolerated has largely been 

neglected. Indeed, a common misapprehension has been that Poles are `like the 

British', and therefore apparently immune to intolerance. On this premise, thoughts 

that Poles might also have experienced racism and discrimination tend to have been 

sidelined. Oral history has, however, challenged the assumption that Poles are 

immune to racial hostility. 

During the late 1980s, the Kirklees Sound Archive recorded the experiences of thirty 

five first and second generation local residents of Polish origin, as part of a wider oral 

history project in West Yorkshire. Interviews conducted with first generation 

interviewees recalled life in pre-war Poland, and their experiences of war and 

settlement in Britain. Andrew Nocon's involvement with the recorded archive, at a 

later date, which was motivated by his Polish parentage and a desire to learn about the 

experiences of their generation, was reported in Oral History (1996) in an article 

which contested the idea that Poles had been welcomed into British society. Nocon 

revealed that in areas where Poles settled after the war a willingness to accept the 

newcomers did not always exist; "... the interviews provide a number of examples of 

racist intolerance, discrimination, hostility and abuse, at both an institutional and an 

individual level". 36 Certainly, the experiences of white Europeans are different from 

those of black people in Britain, however, as Nocon concluded: "... skin colour is only 

one way of defining 'outsiders'. -)937 

An oral history project initiated by the Hammersmith and Fulham based Polish 
Reminiscence Group in 1988 resulted in a publication presenting the testimonies of 
five first generation emigres: Passport to Exile: The Polish Way to London. Printed in 

both English and Polish, the book aimed to inform readers of the reasons why a 
35 C. Holmes, A Tolerant Country?: Immigrants and Minorities in Britain, (London, 1991), p2. 
36 A. Nocon, "A Reluctant Welcome: Poles in Britain in the 1940s", in Oral History, Vol. 1, No. 24, 
Spring 1996, p86. 
3' Ibid. 
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sizeable Polish population existed in London. Additionally, the producers wanted to 

"... escape from certain well established stereotypes... " by printing individual 

experiences of leaving Poland, rather then opting for stories that are often considered 

"representative". 38 The first- contributor came to Britain in 1940 as a boy of sixteen 

and joined the Polish Air Force; the second woman took refugee status in Paris in 

1948 after being pressed to return to Communist Poland; the third arrived via Sweden 

and joined the Polish ATS; the fourth woman joined the Polish forces in Russia and 

travelled through Iran, Iraq, Palestine, Egypt, Italy before arriving in Britain in 1946; 

and the final contributor was captured by the Soviets and joined the Polish Army in 

1944 after a term in a camp in Lithuania. 39 

The Polish Reminiscence Group published a further book in 1989, based on extracts 

from the accounts of five Poles: Travelling Light: Poles on Foreign Soil. This second 

publication recounted experiences after leaving Poland, and illustrated settlement 

problems. The book's Polish contributors told of their struggles with a different 

language and culture, and of their efforts to find accommodation and tolerable 

employment. The account given by `Rex', who settled in West London, is 

representative of the experiences of many emigres who participated in the current 

research: 4° 

Victoria Station holds different memories for different people. To me it is the place 

where I realised that after twelve years in the air force (Polish, French and Royal Air 

Force) I was now a civilian in a brand new demob suit... all thoughts were running 

through my mind. I had hundreds of friends, some were dead and others had to go 

their own way, perhaps feeling the same loneliness as I did... First was a visit to my 

future employer in Earls Court who had to sign one of my documents... A police 

station had to be notified of my presence in London... I looked for a bedsit... some 

adverts in shop windows clearly stated "Room to let but Irish and Polish need not 

apply� 41 

38 Ethnic Communities Oral History Project, Passport to Exile: The Polish Way to London, (London, 
1988). 
39 Ibid. 

°° S. Kyriacou and the Polish Reminiscence Group, Travelling Light: Poles on Foreign Soil, (London, 
1989). 
41 Ibid, p3. 
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The work of reminiscence groups enables power of interpretation to be retained by 

the `tellers'. By placing their memories on paper themselves, the Polish Reminiscence 

Group were able to narrate, "our own stories in our own words". 42 Oral historians are 

aware of the responsibilities of their role in terms of representation, and with this in 

mind, many share their working processes with interviewees. Nevertheless, in the 

final instance, it is the interviewer who determines the interpretation and who selects 

extracts that will represent the interviewee. Whilst most oral historians work with 

skill and sensitivity, the nature of their work places them in a position of power in 

relation to the memories of others. Oral history produced by reminiscence groups 
keeps history with those who possess the memories, enabling them to tell their stories 

unimpeded by the interpretation of others. The importance of this activity has been 

recognised during research for this study and, to digress, its value should be 

addressed. 

Jane Mace and Jane Lawrence wrote of the strengths of reminiscence group work in 

contrast to the oral history interview. Group reminiscence enables participants to re- 

evaluate their memories over a period of time; feelings that re-surface when telling a 

story from years ago can be re-examined and mulled over and after a period of 

reflection the story can be told again in a different way. Additionally, in reminiscence 

groups, the experiences of others can be taken into account and new interpretations 

assigned to events in the past. Participants also have control over what happens to 

their stories and, if published, they share in the power of editing. 43 

Joanna Bornat asserts that many people feel the need to explore their own life-story as 

they get older and perhaps draw meaning from it, which might be understood as an 

attempt to come to terms with their own shortcomings and failings. Interrelated is the 

capacity of reminiscence to reinforce identity, particularly when people are trying to 

maintain, "a sense of who they are amidst life circumstances which have changed out 

of all recognition". The possession of a life-story is important, writes Bomat, and can 

often be seen as a whole entity with major themes that can be refined or elaborated 

on. Indeed, she argues that the creation of a life-story which not only makes sense of 

42 Ethnic Communities Oral History Project, op cit, 1988. 
43 J. Lawrence and J. Mace, Remembering in Groups: Ideas from reminiscence and literacy work, 
(Essex, 1992), ppl2-13. 
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the person, but also communicates its meaning to a wider audience, is one of the 

essential tasks of ageing. 44 

In the experience of the current research, Polish emigres are especially in need of a 

life-story that gives meaning to their lives. When Poles look back from the vantage 

point of old age at traumatic events involving violence, deprivation and loss, the 

upshot of which was resettlement in a foreign country rather than return to an 

independent homeland, they are not always able to make sense of the past; a situation 

that has prompted comments during research such as: "Waste of my life". 45 This can 

be a particular problem when emigres are isolated, since they are unable to mull over 

the past with others. Hence, a further positive aspect of reminiscence groups is their 

social potential. 

During the course of research, there was a growing awareness that a number of 

interviewees had written about their experiences, or were in the process of doing so. 

These personal projects were mostly discovered by chance. For example, during one 

interview with an ex-officer, in which he talked about deportation to a Soviet labour 

camp, the author asked if he could recall the name of the camp. "One moment", he 

said, "I have it written down". He then searched through a cupboard full 
, of papers 

and returned with several files: 

Look, my memoirs are too big. I wrote than because my daughter told me, `I want you 

to write memoirs'. I said, `why? '. `Because my great-grand children must know you 

were at Monte Cassino'. And she wants to have some memoirs about my life, and this 

is some from them. First part is in Russia, because I was taken by Russians, and second 

and third part is war against the Germans. It is in English, but I don't think it would be 

useful because it is too big, one hundred and twenty five pages... 
When did you do this? 

Mostly when I retired 46 

The daughter of an emigre who experienced deportation to Siberia at the age of 
fourteen, also described her mother's compulsion to write about her experiences of 

44 J. Bornat, "Introduction", in J. Bornat (ed. ), Reminiscence Reviewed: Perspectives, Evaluations, 
Achievements, (Buckingham, 1994), pp8-9. 
41 Interview with Mr Mj (Sheffield), 25 September 1997, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 8, p8. 

Interview with Dr L (Chislehurst), 26 September 1998, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 38, p1. 
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near starvation and rape, and the death of her parents and sister. Periodically, over 

many years, this woman had been admitted into psychiatric care and her daughter 

believed that her problems stemmed from trying to block out events that are too 

terrible to remember: "Things happened that play on her mind and they take their 

toll... she wants to write as a way of healing". 47 

Malgorzata Kmita, a Polish psychologist, offered the opinion that life history writing 

can have cathartic significance. 48 The process of gathering memories for publication, 

and then producing a book, can also reap positive rewards in terms of raising skill 

levels and confidence amongst group members. The stream of published work from 

reminiscence groups and people who act as their facilitators is viewed by Patricia 

Duffin as a powerful expression of "people engaging afresh with their lives", who 

want to tell their stories in their own words, rather than those of others. 49 

Rather than re-engaging with their lives, a group of Poles in London offered a 

different motive for contributing their memories of Soviet deportation to a study by 

Jagna Wright. Their motive was their need to bear witness. Wright believes that the 

memories of survivors were repressed for the sake of post-war political expediency, 

that the stories of Poles deported to the Soviet Union as slave labour, told by emigres 

in Britain, were an embarrassment once the Soviets were "friends". Hence, with no 

experience of film making, Wright spent five years working on an ambitious project 

recording survivors' stories, and presented them as a documentary that received a 

public cinema screening in London in March 2000.50 

Reminiscence work amongst Poles, such as that of the Polish Reminiscence Group 

and Jagna Wright's documentary are, nevertheless, rare. It is likely that a significant 

reason for this situation is that there are inherent difficulties involved in encouraging 

reminiscence amongst Polish emigres. The memories of Poles are particularly 
traumatic and require the presence of a skilled Polish-speaking facilitator with a good 
knowledge of Polish history, and an awareness of problems that face ageing emigres. 

47 Personal communication with Ms L (Sheffield), 15 February 1995. 
48 Personal communication with M. Kmita, 12 February 1998. 
49 P. Dufin, "Turning talking into writing", in J. Bornat (ed. ), Reminiscence Reviewed. Perspectives, 
Evaluations, Achievements, (Buckingham, 1994), p116. 
so M . Brad; "The forgotten children of Poland's past", in The Monday Review section of The 
independe it, 3 April 2000, p7. 
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Their memories are of families torn apart by forced deportations, displacement and 
death, and of witnessing and experiencing Nazi and Soviet perpetrated atrocities. 
Making sense of the past is not always possible given these circumstances. 

Bogusia Temple's oral history work with Poles discerned that, in addition to making 

sense of the past, there was also a need to find a sense of 'self'. Temple wrote that her 

respondents' sense of who they were and what they were was tied to their journey 

from another country. Indeed, it was noted that the journey was frequently the main 
focus of the interviewee's dialogue, being physical in that routes to Britain were long 

and arduous, but also metaphysical in the sense that `journeys' to find a sense of `self 

have lasted a lifetimes' 

Journeys were also highlighted as central to life story narratives by Tatiana Sceglova 

and Vieda Skultans. Sceglova recorded the experiences of Poles and other 

nationalities exiled by the Soviets to Altai in Siberia, and who remain there to this 

day. She noted that across different national backgrounds, memories focused on 

deportation by train, the difficulties of the journey and coming to terms with their 

new environment. 52 Skultans also discovered during her research in Latvia that the 

journey of Latvians into Soviet captivity were central to their lifestories. Memories of 
deportation were regarded as defining post-Soviet Latvian identity, and recollections 

of the cattle wagons used to transport people eastwards are described as symbolising 
human experience. S3 Similarly, during the current research, accounts of deportation 

journeys to Soviet labour camps and the conditions experienced, have dominated 

many interviews, as have slave labour deportations to Germany and the journeys of 
Poles arrested after the Warsaw Rising. 

It could be suggested that a collective will to remember might be influencing 

reflection towards certain aspects of the past. However, as oral testimony from 
disparate groups of people follow similar patterns, it might be supposed that attention 
becomes focused on these events because they were responsible for dramatically 

sl B . Temple, "Telling Tales: Accounts and selves in the journeys of British Poles", in Oral History, 
Vol. 23, No. 2, Autumn 1995, p60. 
52 T. Sceglova presented her research paper, "The Development of Oral History in Altai", at the 
European Social Science History Conference, Amsterdam, 5-7 March 1998. 
53 V. Skultans, "Remembering Time and Place: A case study in Latvian narrative", in Oral History, 
Spring 1998, Vol. 26, No. 1, pp65-57. 
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altering the course of lives. Additionally, these journeys involved fear and 

uncertainty, and since research has suggested that highly negative emotional events 

are well retained in memory, this could further explain why preference is given to 

these periods. 54 

1.6 Exhibiting oral history 

During the current research, efforts have been made to combine the academic 
interests of the researcher with the desire of the researched to be involved in the 

representation of their own history. In this respect, the production of an exhibition 

provided an opportunity to meet this challenge. 

The use of oral history in exhibitions has grown in popularity in recent years due to 

its accessible format and the ability of the medium to relate to its audience, and the 

value of this method of presentation became apparent during the current study. In 

1999, and again in 2000/2001, in collaboration with BHRU, a large selection of 

extracts from the author's research were presented in a unique exhibition produced by 

Tim Smith and Michelle Winslow: `Keeping the Faith: The Polish Community in 

Britain'. 55 The oral history and photographic format of the exhibition enabled the 

themes of war, coming to Britain, initial settlement, consolidation of lives in Britain, 

and ageing in a second homeland, to be addressed from the perspective of personal 

experience. That Polish history is presented in English by Poles accounts for the 

exhibition's uniqueness. 

An especial value of the exhibition, and of the accompanying publication, 56 was that 

it enabled interviewees, contributors to the current research, to become involved in 

the representation of their own history. However, there is a also a danger that 

narrations might reinforce a narrow representation of a community's culture and 
history, with the oral historian playing an active role in this process. As Anette Day 

warned, interviewees do not necessarily talk about themselves alone, they can 

54 S. Christianson, "Emotional stress and eyewitness memory: A critical review", in Psychological 
Bulletin, 1992, Vol. 112, No. 2, pp284-309. 
ss Oral history and photographic exhibition produced by T. Smith and M. Winslow, "Keeping the Faith: 
The Polish Community in Britain', launched at Bradford Industrial Museum, July-September 1999 and 
exhibited at City Museum, Sheffield, November-February, 2000/01. For a selection of photographs 
from the exhibition, see chapter title pages. 
56 T. Smith and M. Winslow, Keeping the Faith: The Polish Community in Britain ", (Bradford, 2000). 
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become representatives of their particular communities, and thereby a `collective 

myth, 57 

Nevertheless, to identify the element of myth in oral sources is not to say that we are 

working with memories of a false past. Raphael Samuel and Paul Thompson asserted 

that not only does myth lie behind all historical evidence, it is rooted in real 

experience: "... both growing from it, and helping to shape its perception". 58 Day 

further explained that a constructed historical representation of the past can play a 

positive role, in that it can enable a community to, "make sense of, to come to terms 

with, perhaps even to make palatable, and certainly to express feelings about past 
59 events and experiences. 

Collective narratives can undoubtedly have a political purpose, and in this sense, 
Polish ̀ community' history, as recounted in Polish homes, schools, churches, social 

clubs and numerous Polish publications, has embodied the raison d'etre of the 

community. It has explained events that prevented the return of Poles to Poland and, 

crucially, it succeeded in providing a unified Polish emigre voice against the 

communist regime in Poland. The collective community narrative has been central to 

the struggle to free Poland from Soviet domination, and given Poland's long history 

of occupation until 1918, followed by re-occupation in 1939, it was, and still is, 

loaded with historical symbolism. 

Whilst accepting that collective versions of the past are beneficial in one sense, in 

another sense, their potential for exclusivity can have negative implications. Hence, 

the oral history included in `Keeping the Faith', both exhibition and book, aimed to 

broaden the community narrative by highlighting issues that are often extra to it, 

including the experience of a sizeable group of emigres who fought with the German 

forces during the war. A significant inclusion was the fate of Jewish Poles who were 

rounded up in ghettos and destined for death camps in wartime Poland, although it 

should be stressed that a number of interviewees contributed harrowing eye-witness 

memories of atrocities perpetrated on Jewish Poles. Also addressed were issues 

'7 A. Day, "Listening Galleries: Putting oral history on display", in Oral History, Vol. 27, No. 1, Spring 
1999, p92. 
58 RSamuel and P. Thompson (eds. ), "Introduction, " in RSamuel and P. Thompson, The Myths We Live 
Bey, (London, 1990), p6. 
5 Day op. cit., 1999, p92. 
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surrounding the impact of living through such a terrible period of history, such as 
fear, loss and bitterness. 

A comprehensive representation of an emigre `community' is probably an impossible 

task. Yet, with due care, efforts can be made to address the complexities involved in 

representation. During the compilation of `Keeping the Faith', interviewees were 

asked their opinion of the proposed content of the exhibition and issues were debated 

with them; a process that brought to light various concerns, including the prospect 

that Poles might be stereotyped as pre-war peasants, or that an impression of Poles as 

"sufferers or martyrs" might be conveyed. 6° 

Interest in the exhibition, publication and the current research has been encouraged by 

a consensus amongst first and `second generation' Poles that the history of Polish 

emigres should be recorded. However, how and why histories are recorded is an issue 

demanding attention and it will be interesting to observe future oral history projects 

as they seek to represent communities. 
* 

Having discussed the work of other oral history and reminiscence projects, and 

touched on the author's involvement in exhibition presentation, consideration of 
issues that have impacted on the development of this study follows. Amongst other 

considerations, issues of representation have been at the heart of the present study. 

Indeed, it took careful deliberation of the dynamic between interviewer and 

interviewee to bring this study to fruition. 

60 Interview with Mr Z (Sheffield), 8 June 1998, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 29, p8. 
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Chapter Two 

Methods of research 

Photograph: T. Smith. 
Source: T. Smith and M. Winslow, Keeping the Faith: The Polish Community in Britain, 
(Bradford, 2000), p126. 

A woman who lives in Antokol, a home for Poles in 
Chislehurst, Kent, with a photograph of herself and friends 
taken in the Middle East during the Second World War. 

- 
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2.1 Part one: Methodological considerations 

Oral history presents the historian with a unique opportunity of being able to engage 

in history with the living. During research, recording the life histories of Polish 

emigres in Britain has enabled further insight into their past, and has brought to light 

issues that have influenced their experience of settlement. Nevertheless, working with 
lifestories, and with those who give them, demands consideration of critiques of oral 

history and of issues such as representation of subjects, subjectivity in accounts and 

the interviewer/interviewee relationship. Part one of this chapter considers these 

methodological concerns. Part two presents the development of the research 

chronologically, beginning with the origins of work as a BA dissertation, through to 

the final stages of doctoral study. 

The recording of oral history has a number of positive implications, of which perhaps 

the most commonly understood is that it gives a voice to groups who would otherwise 

be `hidden from history'. In this respect, ethnic minority organisations have utilised 

oral history to communicate their historical, cultural and social uniqueness in British 

society. Oral history has proved particularly appropriate to the current study since 

Poles in Britain are a minority group whose history is relatively unknown to the wider 

population. In addition, as highlighted by Kendall, memory and meaning are central 

to most psychological theories of the aetiology of psychiatric disorder. ' Hence, 

narratives not only shed light on neglected histories but enable information to be 

amassed about the "whole person", aiding understanding of migration related 

problems and issues. Indeed, Graham Smith and Joanna Bornat have argued that there 

is a place for the use and development of life history methods, including oral history, 

in general medical practice, since it recognises the interconnectiveness of people's 
lives. 2 

Nevertheless, oral history has long been the subject of debate since not all historians 

are sympathetic towards this approach to research. The counter-argument questions 

whether oral sources can be believed and criticisms aimed at oral history involve 

1 RE Kendall, "The nature of psychiatric disorders", in Heller, Reynolds, Gomm, Muston, Pattison 
(eds. ), Mental Health Matters: A Reader, (London, 1996), pp21-22. 

G. Smith and J. Bornat, "Oral history, biography, life history: broadening the evidence", in The British 
Journal of General Practice, September 1999, p771. 
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issues of hindsight in recollection and selectivity of memory. Smith noted that oral 

history has developed as a result of addressing these problems, with difficult issues 

becoming central methodological interests and strategies developed which turn 

apparent weaknesses into strengths. 3 

Oral historians do not claim that their work is `historical truth'. Alessandro Portelli 

stated, "oral sources are credible but with a different credibility"; their importance lies 

in departure from fact, "as imagination, symbolism and desire". The historical 

significance of oral history does not lie in its ability to preserve the past, but in its 

capacity to convey the changes wrought by memory; changes which reveal the 

narrators' effort to "make sense of the past and to give a form to their lives... " 4 

Nor are memories greatly removed from other sources, which are also socially 

created and recreated. Elizabeth Tonkin reminds us that no accounts, oral or written, 

are without the teller's point of view and that, with both sources, the reader cannot 

avoid making judgements as to how authoritative the account is. 5 

Oral historians accept that memories are composed, structured and restructured to 

support identities. Alistair Thomson acknowledged: "We compose our memories so 

that they will fit with what is publicly acceptable, or, if we have been excluded from 

general public acceptance, we seek out particular publics which affirm our identities 

and the way we want to remember our lives"6 Selective memory enables us to feel 

comfortable with who we are, and the way we project `who we are' to others. 

This previous point is extremely pertinent to the current research, which highlights 

that ordering thoughts into a comfortable narrative, involving a process of deselecting 

more difficult memories, can help individuals to come to terms with the past. 

Additionally, that many interviews have tended to recount similar historical narratives 

suggests that the ̀ community' account is also selective in what it actively remembers. 

Equally, it is argued here that a shared narrative can have positive psychological 

3 G. Smith, "Oral history and the historian: in praise of hindsight and selective memories". Newsletter 
for students and staff of Open University course DA301, No. 1,1998, pp8-11. 
° A. Portelli, "What makes oral history different", in R. Perks and A. Thomson (eds. ), The Oral History 
Reader, (London, 1998), pp68-69. 
s E. Tonkin, Narrating Our Pasts: The social construction of oral history, (Cambridge, 1995), p114. 
6 A. Thomson, "Putting popular memory theory into practice in Australia", in Perks and Thomson op. 
cit., 1998, p301. 
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connotations since, in addition to promoting political unity during the years of 

opposition to Poland's Soviet government, it has explained why Poles were unable to 

return to their homeland after the war. 

Whilst the framework of a shared past has been evident in many interviews, the story 

of the individual has dominated accounts during research. Indeed, on one occasion an 
interviewee revealed that he had been conscripted into the German army during the 

war, therefore, his past did not fit with the shared narrative at all. 7 Regarding 

community narratives, Schrager commented on the symbolism of `I' and `we' in 

narratives; the former standing for the one doing the talking and the latter designating 

the speaker's membership of a group. 8 During this research, ̀ I' has been prevalent. 

2.2 Motivations for taking part in oral history research 

As eye witness accounts of occupation, war and unwilling migration, the oral 

recollections central to this research are historically important in their own right. Yet, 

as the ageing emigre generation diminishes, those who can relate first hand 

experience become fewer. In this respect, the participation of many interviewees in 

this study has been motivated by a recognition that their history must be recorded, 

whilst there are people who can still remember it: 

In ten, fifteen, thirty years, there will be second and third generations of Poles. They'll 

probably have heard old stories from parents or grandparents, but it's not the same. 
When you speak to me you get the information from the horse's mouth, so to speak. 9 

Implicit in acts of recording histories has been a will to remember horror and 
injustice. As a journalist with The Independent noted following her interview with 

survivors of Soviet deportation: "Gaining their rightful place in the history books is 

all the justice they crave". 10 Indeed, one man specifically asked for the inclusion in 

this thesis of an act of atrocity that he witnessed, as since the war he has searched in 

vain for some written record of it: 

7 See pages 37 and 78 for further discussion of this interview. 
8 Schrager in Perks and Thomson op. cit., 1998, pp297-298. 

Interview with Mr Z (Sheffield), 8 June 1998, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 29, p3. lo M. Braid, "The forgotten children of Poland's past", in The Monday Review section of The 
Independent, 3 April 2000, p7. 
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I reading maybe twenty, thirty books, in English language, by some Jewish people. Not 

one book mention this. That beats me, why they not mention this? " 

Plus, it has been stated that memories should be recorded in order that future 

generations might learn from history: 

I think Germany will be dominating whole Europe and dictating everybody. I worry 
because although German Kohl is still in power as Prime Minister, if one of the Nazis 

come, there will be problem. I think it is a nation which like to dictate to everybody 

else. They want to be dominating every other country. That's what I'm worrying, 
12 having experience... 

For the majority of Poles in Britain, Polish history is also more than a record of the 

past - it is central to their identity. This was aptly illustrated by the Polish Pontiff, 

Pope John Paul II, in an address to the emigre community in 1982: 

Those who [came] here within the framework of wartime events were not emigrants. 
They were Poland, torn from her own frontiers, from her own battlefields, Poland 

reawakened barely twenty years earlier, to an independent existence, Poland, which 

was rapidly being rebuilt after age-old destruction and wounds, Poland in fact which 

they tried once again to divide as in the eighteenth century, imposing on her a horrible 

and murderous war with the dominating forces of the invaders. That is how it is. What 

today we have become accustomed to calling `Poland in Britain' was formed as the 

very backbone of Poland, fighting for the sacred cause of her independence, fighting 

once again in accordance with the watchword `for our liberty and yours'... What I am 

saying flows from a living sense of history. 13 

Just as Poles in the nineteenth century struggled to maintain their culture and 
language in partitioned Poland, modem day emigres endeavour to sustain this 

cornerstone of `Polish identity'. However, as first generation numbers decline, their 

culture, religion and language are increasingly under threat. Whilst the schooling of 

subsequent British born generations in Polish history has been, and remains, a key 

11 Interview with Mr R, 6 September 1998, recorded by M Winslow, Tape 37, p2. See page 82 for 
interviewee's account. 
12 Interview, 14 May 1998, recorded by M Winslow, Tape 26, p6. Request for name to be withheld. 13 Extract from an address given by Pope John Paul II at Crystal Place in 1982. Reproduced in 
T. Modelski, The Polish Contribution to the Ultimate Allied Victory, (Worthing, 1988), pp260-261. 
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community activity, children of Polish origin are influenced more by their day-to-day 

non-Polish environment. The gradual loss of first generation culture to the 

"inevitability of assimilation", 14 has provided further motivation for participation in 

this research since first generation interviewees are acutely aware that their memories 

of a bygone ̀ traditional Polishness' are dying with them. 

2.3 The interviewer/interviewee relationship 

On many occasions, usually before an interview has begun, an explanation for the 

author's involvement in Polish emigre history have been sought. In this respect, a 

question that has nearly always been asked is whether the author has Polish family 

background, to which the answer is ̀ no'. Motivations for involvement in this research 
have included an interest in migration history and oral history, and a discovery that 

members of the Polish emigre population in Britain have suffered a 
disproportionately high incidence of mental illness since their arrival in the 1940s. 

The author's lack of Polish background has generated interest on many occasions 

and, conceivably, might have caused some suspicion. Perks, for example, experienced 

suspicion of his motives for interviewing when interviewing Eastern Europeans in 

Bradford, and reported that it was an obstacle affecting the project. He attributed the 

problem to a fear of authority born of a tradition of subjugation by authorities in their 

homeland, which was exacerbated by British Intelligence screening at the end of the 

war. 15 Perks had to offer continual reassurance that his research was not connected 

with the local authority and, likewise, the motives of this study had to be outlined on 

several occasions. Nevertheless, Perks probably experienced more suspicion than has 

been evident during the current research since he was working in the early 1980s, 

when the Soviet system was intact and emigres were more cautious about what they 

revealed to outsiders. 

Interviewee interest in the author's background prompted a reflection of the interview 

relationship, and the effect that the lack of Polish background might have on it. The 

many Polish history lessons received before recording equipment has been switched 

'4 K. Sword, Identity in Flux: The Polish Community in Britain, (London, 1996), p225. is KPerks, "A feeling of not belonging': Interviewing European immigrants in Bradford", in Oral 
History Journal, Vol. 12, No. 2, Autumn 1984, p65. 
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on almost certainly owe much to the interviewer's position as an `outsider'. Far from 

being tedious, this has been interesting. Explanations started before an interview have 

often continued during it, and historical `scene setting' for the benefit of the 

interviewer has encouraged interviewees to reflect on the past and their part in it. 

With an interviewer thought to be more inculcated in Polish emigre culture and 

history, such clarification might not be deemed necessary. As Akemi Kikumura found 

when conducting `insider' life history with her mother, "the life history participant 

often assumes that you already know about past events and do not need to be told". 16 

A particular perception of the interviewer based on nationality is just one of many 

influences that might affect the outcome of an interview. The relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee can be shaped by responses to other factors, such as 

gender, age, perceived social and professional status, and assumed life experience. 

Interviewees adjust their testimonies in accordance with their perceptions of the 

person facing them in the interview, taking into consideration whether information 

might upset, offend, provoke, or be `unsuitable' in some other way. 

That different interviewers secure different results adds to the richness of oral history 

and offers the possibility of never exhausting an interviewee's memory. Portelli wrote 
that, "no matter what their personal histories and beliefs may be, historians and 
`sources' are hardly ever on the same ̀ side"' - the confrontation of different 

partialities, he continues, makes oral history interesting. '7 

2.4 Second language interviewing 

Associated with the author not having a Polish background is the issue of 

interviewing in the interviewee's second language - and there is an argument for first 

language interviewing. Whilst conducting oral history amongst Eastern Europeans, 

Perks found that some first generation Ukrainians refused to be interviewed in 

anything other than their first language as they felt their poor knowledge of English 

limited self-expression. '8 However, an unwillingness to be interviewed due to 

16 AKikumura, "Family life histories: A collaborative venture", in Perks and Thomson op. cit., 1998, 
pp142-144. 11APortelli, "What makes oral history different", Ibid., p73. 
i8 Perks op. cit., 1984, p65. 
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language considerations has not been communicated during the current research. The 

majority of contributors have played an active part in British society for over half a 

century and are confident English speakers. 

To a great extent, difficulties regarding learning English were experienced by older 

generations of emigres, most of whom are no longer living. In contrast, those who 

were younger when they arrived in Britain generally absorbed the language more 

easily. It is this generation who have mostly contributed to research. Nevertheless, the 

ageing process impacts on learned language skills and many interviewees have 

complained that they forget words more frequently than when they were younger. In 

this respect, English language ability has varied. Many interviews have been detailed 

and expressive, whilst others have been more laboured - but this problem can also be 

a characteristic of interviews with native English speakers. 

An argument for conducting interviews in English has been expressed repeatedly by 

Polish emigres since little has been written about Polish emigre history in their 

adopted language, and as their numbers decrease there is a desire to record stories for 

wider public consumption. Tadeusz Modelski reinforced this view in his English 

account of the contribution of Poles during the Second World War, and included this 

response to his work: 

Dear Sir, I have wished for a long time that someone who has more energy than I 

would account for our Polish effort in the last war and publish it in the English 

language... To write a book in English is especially a valuable enterprise... 19 

This research has also highlighted that statutory health and welfare bodies generally 
know very little of the background to Polish migration; a situation that adversely 

affects the care of emigres who are often assumed, mistakenly, to be `like the 

English'. Assumptions made on the basis of Poles being white and European do little 

to improve their experience of health and welfare services as they age. That their 

culture and history impacts on their ageing experience generally goes 

unacknowledged, and can have serious implications. Hence, whilst this oral history 

study acknowledges that second language interviewing can pose problems, in this 

19 Modelski op. cit., 1988, p271. 
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instance, it is believed that its negative implications are offset by the positive 
outcomes. 

2.5 Transcription 

During interviews, face to face communication enables body language and voice 
intonation to enrich understanding of its meaning. Hence, it has been important in this 

study to transcribe an interview as soon afterwards as has been reasonably possible, 

whilst the author's memory of it is fresh and significant non-verbal communication 

can be recalled and recorded. Transcriptions of Polish emigre testimony have been 

made in full and remain faithful to original speech. However, minor editing of 

extracts used in this thesis has occasionally been necessary in the interests of brevity, 

or because grammar and sentence structure were particularly confusing. 

On occasions where interviewees have asked to see transcripts of their interviews, 

they have usually requested that extracts of speech be ̀ tidied up' before use. Only one 

person was so unhappy with his transcript that he withdrew reproduction permission 

completely. However, through consultation with the interviewee this problem was 

overcome, to a great extent. Edited versions of extracts were shown to him in order to 

verify that their original meaning had been retained, enabling important memories to 

be released. 
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2.6 Part two: The research project 

The current research into problems and issues of Polish settlement began in 1995, as 

an undergraduate dissertation, 20 and as a novice oral historian the author faced the 

daunting task (as it was at the time) of securing interviews. A research trip to a Polish 

peoples' residential and nursing home for ageing and infirm emigres in Penrhos, 

North Wales, was productive in this respect. Additionally, socialising in Sheffield's 

Polish Catholic and Ex-Serviceman's clubs provided genial opportunities to meet 

their members. 21 A questionnaire designed to establish a profile of the Polish 

community aided interaction and interviews were obtained from this inquiry since 

respondents were asked to indicate their willingness, or otherwise, to be involved in 

further research. Fifty percent of the respondents (ten people) consented, but time 

constraints resulted in five being approached at the time. 

Transcripts of these early interviews have been revisited during the writing of this 

thesis and it has been interesting to note that, with hindsight, it is likely that 

interviewees responded generously to the interviewer's relatively recent arrival to 

Polish history. Explanations of certain events were unusually careful and detailed, so 

much so that extracts from the first interview were used in the exhibition and book, 

`Keeping the Faith: The Polish Community in Britain'. 22 

After this early research, work continued as a PhD study. Since the author was 

already a familiar figure in the Polish clubs of Sheffield, approaching potential 
interviewees was not a particular problem. Further, attendance at a Polish language 

class held in the Ex-Serviceman's club helped with the process of becoming accepted. 
The author's language proficiency never attained an appropriate standard for 

interviewing, nevertheless, knowledge of basic Polish showed respect for first 

generation interviewees. Polish classes also brought the author into social contact 

with `second generation' students, many of whom attended as they regretted not 

20 M. Winslow, "`Scarred for Life': The effect of war trauma upon an ageing Polish population", 
Department of Historical and Critical Studies, Sheffield Hallam University, 1995. 
21 M. Winslow's British grandfather, H. J. Potter, frequented the Polish Catholic Centre due to his 
friendship with members of the club. His introductions made possible a speedier entree than would 
otherwise have been likely, and enabled Polish members to identify the author's background. 
22 For discussion of this exhibition see pages 19 and 38. 
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learning Polish as children. Some of these people became interested in the current 
research and helped to arrange interviews with their parents' generation. 

The first year of interviewing generated a growing archive of oral material, most of 

which centred on deportation, labour camp experience and the Polish Forces. 

However, very little was disclosed of how people felt about their losses and 

unwelcome emigration. A second trip to Penrhos affirmed that mental health 

problems amongst ageing Poles could often be associated with their past, but these 

were not being openly discussed in Polish communities. Allusions to the 

psychological legacy of war by the author during interviews gained little response. 
Even in Penrhos, where problems were confirmed by staff, and were observable, a 
fleeting reference to the psychological impact of the past during conversation with a 

resident prompted the swift response: "Sorry, I am not your problem child! ". 23 

Discussion of this reaction with the `second generation' Polish class students 

produced a consensus of opinion; questions on mental health would be mostly ill- 

received by the first generation. 

This difficult situation was discussed with Jan Niczyperowicz, an Eastern European 

Social Welfare Officer, who acknowledged the problem of stigma in a brief report on 

the social difficulties of his clients. His understanding was that mental illness could 
be considered as a weakness, and that shame caused many mentally ill and 
handicapped people to be kept at home. 24 Additionally, reference was made to 

religious undertones since illness might be perceived as a sign of guilt, or 
`punishment from God'. 25 At a later stage of research, a Polish voluntary outreach 

worker contributed her opinion of attitudes towards mental illness: 

People have very strange attitudes to mental illness you know. If I go and see 

somebody who is, say, confused in old age, I accept it, it doesn't worry me. But it's 

lack of knowledge, people are afraid of somebody who is slightly different than they 

are... there is an attitude. Some English people are like this, don't you think?... it is 

ignorance, it's lack of knowledge... when people are old and confused it's not 

23 Personal communication with Mrs B (Penrhos, North Wales), 4 April 1996. 
24 For further reference to this issue see page 170. 
2s Personal communication with J. Niczyperowicz, 9 February 1996. Also, J. Niczyperowicz, "The 
Polish Community in Leeds: A social perspective", March 1987, p5. Unpublished report. 
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dangerous, you don't catch it... But we're not really very educated on the whole are 

we? 26 

With concern growing that research might not achieve its objectives, owing to the 

stigma surrounding discussion of the psychological consequences of past trauma, 

consideration was given to alternative areas of exploration. And realising that a 

concern voiced frequently by interviewees at the time was, `our memories are dying 

with us', thoughts were directed towards involving the local Polish community in 

preserving their past. Following deliberation of the extra workload, Polish emigres in 

Sheffield were approached with the idea of producing a community history; a project 

that received the support of the Migration and Ethnicity Research Centre at the 

University of Sheffield. 

On reflection, there have been `landmarks' during research that can be identified as 

significantly influencing outcomes, and embarking on a community history represents 

one such turning point. Discussion of the project with community members, and the 

inclusion of a news item about it in Oral History, which demonstrated that it was not 
`just talk', 27 altered perceptions of the research and the researcher. In the past, both 

Polish centres in Sheffield have been subjected to inquiry by university students on 

several occasions, but the results of these research projects are rarely seen. In 

contrast, the proposed community project offered an opportunity for emigres to 

participate in a study and, crucially, influence the resulting historical and cultural 

representation. 

With two projects in hand, a PhD and a community venture, it was essential to think 

carefully about how oral testimony would be used, and to communicate the same to 

the interviewee. 28 Care was taken to explain to potential interviewees that research 
interests were twofold. One aspect was to record life histories for the community 

project, whilst PhD research might necessitate questions about the impact of the past. 
Clearly, this agenda was too large to be tackled in one interview which led to 

discussion with interviewees of how they felt able to contribute to research, and to an 
increasingly reflexive research method. As work for the community project got 

26 Interview with Mrs Sz (Sheffield), 1 October 1997, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 10, ppl1-12. 27 News item by M. Winslow included in "Current British Work", in Oral History, Vol. 25, No. 2, 
Autumn 1997, p13- 
28 For ethical guidelines see A. Ward, Copyright Ethics and Oral History, (Essex, 1995). 
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underway, efforts were made to conduct interviews in a minimum of two sessions. 
The first interview aimed to record the individual's lifestory, and enabled interviewee 

and interviewer to become more acquainted. Increasing familiarity, coupled with a 
developing sense of trust that contributions were confidential, contributed to a more 

relaxed situation in subsequent interviews. 

A common assumption of an oral history interview is that, whilst interviewees might 

stimulate conversation - "a conversation is not our aim". 29 Nevertheless, Grele 

described how a "conversational narrative" can evolve that takes into account the 

social and psychological relationships between the participants. 30 This approach was 

particularly appropriate during this study as the development of `conversations' in 

interviews enabled the sharing of thoughts and concerns. 

However, the problem remained of how to facilitate discussion about the impact of 

the past on present lives. Since a rapport was growing between the author and a few 

interviewees, it was sensed that a situation was developing whereby it might be 

possible to introduce concerns. However, it was feared that a spoken explanation of 

the mental health problems of Polish emigres, `out of the blue', might suffer from 

awkward delivery or be misunderstood. Therefore, a decision was taken to 

experiment with a brief written explanation that outlined key issues, and ask the 

interviewee their opinion of it. To emphasise that there was no pressure to respond, at 

an appropriate moment during the interview (coffee-time), recording equipment was 

turned off whilst the interviewee read the following: 

The Polish population in Britain have a remarkable collective history, much of which has 

been well documented. Where my research differs from previous work is in its focus 

upon actual life experiences both during and after the Second World War, and on 
distressing aspects which can potentially damage health. Recent work by the British 

Medical Association supported statistics produced in 1981 which showed that Poles in 

Britain had a disproportionately high incidence of mental health problems. The BMA, 

and other medical researchers, have stated that these difficulties are still evident today, 

half a decade after the war. Indeed, a particularly vulnerable time for illness is after 

29 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Oral History Interview Guidelines, (Washington, 
1998), pvii. 
30 R. J. Grele, "Movement Without Aim: Methodological and theoretical problems in oral history", in 
Perks and Thomson op. cit., (London, 1998), p44. 
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retirement when contact with colleagues is lost and individuals reach the stage in life 

where factors such as ill health, bereavement and children leaving home may produce 

stress and further isolation from the familiar life previously known. 

Of course, these problems can affect all ageing people, but Polish emigres have 

additional problems. Learned language has a tendency to fade with age whilst the 

support of an extended family may be absent as relatives died in the war or remained in 

Poland. Further, the slower pace of life in retirement allows time to reflect upon the 

events of a lifetime, but where people become increasingly isolated they are unable to 

share reminiscence with others, and importantly, to do so in their own language. All of 

these issues are then combined with coming to terms with growing old in a country that 

few had expected to grow old in. It is hardly surprising that some people experience 
difficulty in coping. 

* 

Interviewee: Very good Michelle, I agree with you. 31 

The occasion when these words were spoken was the first time an interviewee had 

been invited for an opinion in this way, and his affirmation of the thoughts on paper 

came as a great relief. At last, oral history research was substantiating that `ordinary' 

Poles were affected by a legacy of war, not necessarily to an extent that might require 

medical attention, but enough to have an adverse affect on their quality of life. 

The written prop proved a valuable tool in developing the subject of psychological 
difficulty. Rather than being requested to offer personal experience, the interviewee 

was asked for his or her own opinion, which enabled that person to retain control of 

the discussion. As highlighted by Cybulska, an individual who feels vulnerable in a 

situation is unlikely to engage in candid discussion. 32 

Facilitating a more open and comfortable situation also enabled the interviewer to 

gain experience of discussing disturbing subjects with emigres. Indeed, with 
hindsight, talking about delicate issues was clearly an issue involving the interviewer 

together with the interviewees. As an ex-nurse, the author came to this research with 

experience of engaging in distressing discussions, but with little experience of talking 

31 Interview with Mr Z (Sheffield), 5 December 1997, recorded by M. Winslow, Tape 17, p4. 32 E. Cybulska, "Poles - unsuitable for psychotherapy? ", letter in Psychiatric Bulletin, October, 1993, 
p629. 
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with people who were not compelled to involve themselves in uncomfortable 
dialogue. The decision to write down key issues brought about a situation that was 

less likely to alienate the interviewee, whilst also increasing the interviewer's 

understanding of difficult interview situations. 

The use of the text prop was undoubtedly important in the development of oral 

history interviewing during this research, but only proved necessary for a short period 

of time. Once the problem of how to raise issues of mental health during interviews 

had been tackled, the author gained in confidence and expertise and the subject was 

increasingly raised verbally. It should be noted that the ethical dimension of this 

situation has been taken into account. As discussed by Kathryn Anderson and Dana 

Jack, the researcher should remain aware that the interviewer is there to follow the 

narrator's lead and honour that person's integrity and privacy - "not to intrude into 

33 areas that the narrator has chosen to hold back". 

Increasingly, discussion of mental health during interviews brought new interview 

possibilities since individuals passed on names of people whom they considered 

`more knowledgeable', including professional, voluntary and family carers. This was 

a further significant landmark in research as new contacts contributed a broader 

perspective. It was particularly interesting to find emigres who arrived in the 1980s, 

some who were involved with the Polish community in Britain and some who were 

not, and who were prepared to be critical of it. However, where controversial views 

have been offered, interviewees commonly requested that recording equipment be 

turned off. Notes were taken in this situation. With interviewees aware that their 

opinions might be included in the research, many of them requested anonymity. 

As the research progressed, the objective of the work with Polish emigres was 
increasingly understood and greater trust developed. A trip to Poland, made by the 

author in 1997, provided further assurance of commitment to the work, and generated 
interest amongst interviewees who asked questions about the places visited. One 

outcome of the growing confidence in the study was that an emigre who had been 

interviewed at the start of research requested another interview, saying that his first 

had not been completely truthful. The author's recollection of the first interview was 

33 K. Anderson and D. C. Jack, "Learning to Listen: Interview techniques and analyses", Ibid., p170. 
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that it had been vague to the extent that it was difficult to follow, and focused mostly 

on Poland's distant history. Nevertheless, an arrangement was made to conduct the 

interview in the Ex-Serviceman's club of the interviewee's home town. The aim of 

this interview was to concentrate on the lived experience of the interviewee and, as 

such, it began with his childhood. The interviewee obliged by recalling his school 
days and his apprenticeship as a baker, however, after just ten minutes, his tone 

altered as he began to talk about a television documentary, screened the previous 

night, about the German occupation in Poland: 

Maybe you was looking at a television programme last night, nine o' clock. 
Yes, about the Nazis. 

Well, they didn't show enough what was going on. You see ... they was needing the 

men for the German army. 34 

The interviewee then related his experience of being drafted into the German Army; 

the testimony was extremely moving. Whether the interviewee had intended to recall 

this aspect of past when he asked for another interview, before the prompt of the 

documentary, is unknown. However, that this man was being interviewed about his 

past was not unknown to other club members. Whilst only supposition, the 

impression was gained that there was some apprehension about what might be 

disclosed; the interview was interrupted several times, with the interviewee even 

being called away on more than one occasion to assist with club business. 

It was the interviewee's decision to be interviewed in the Ex-Servicemen's club, and 
his disclosure on tape that he has experienced hostility over the years from his 

compatriots due to his German army past, caused the author to wonder whether the 

consequences of being interviewed on club premises were foreseen by him. 

Nevertheless, the lesson learned from this arrangement was that more attention should 
be paid to the location of interviews. 

As the snowball effect gathered pace, the interview workload grew. That the research 

was also leading towards the production of a community history had not been 

forgotten. Indeed, the author felt a heavy burden of responsibility in respect of 

34 Interview conducted 2 October 1997, recorded by M Winslow. Interviewee requested that further 
details be withheld. See page 78 for further reference to this interview. 
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ensuring that it was produced. Two `second generation' volunteers were keen to help 

in its production and meetings were held with them to determine how the project 

should proceed. One volunteer expressed an interest in becoming involved with 
interviewing, and conducted an interview with her mother, which provided an insight 

into issues of `insider interviewing'. The mother skimmed over wartime events, in 

contrast to many discussions with Poles that had taken place with the author, and did 

not discuss trauma or other negative aspects of her life. A significant strength of the 

mother/daughter interview lay in its disclosure of domestic details. Additionally, the 

dynamics of the discourse were interesting since the memories of mother and 
daughter were in conflict: 

So you actually had to learn that [dressmaking] when you came to England? 

Yes, I've learned everything. I went to shop, to Marks and Spencer, saw a nice dress, I 

looked at it and a woman said to me, `are you going to buy it? '. I said, `no, I'm just 

looking how it's made'. And I went home and made it. I made all your coats, even 

Eric's trousers and even his suit, you know jacket and trousers. 

I remember people complimenting us on our nice dresses when we were at school... 
Those dresses you made out of scraps didn't you? 
NO. I bought materials. Remnants like... 

... Oh that's another thing, I remember that when you first arrived you had to do a lot of 
bartering, didn't you, bargaining and things. Didn't you have to swap things for other 

things? 

No. We did that in Germany. 

You did that in Germany not in England? 

No, we did that in Germany. 35 

Unfortunately, this was the only interview conducted by the project volunteer since 

employment pressures and family illness prevented the further involvement of both 

women. Without assistance, the community project underwent a period of 

uncertainty. However, a fortuitous opportunity enabled it to continue. 

With Tim Smith, and initially Graham Smith, the author became involved in the 

production of `Keeping the Faith', an exhibition based on an oral history of Britain's 

35 Interview with Mrs F and Mrs Gr (Sheffield), October 1997, recorded by T. F, Tape 28, pp7-8. 
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Poles, and photographs. 36 Much of the exhibition's photographic work was produced 
by Tim Smith, whilst a significant proportion of the oral history displayed was 

collected during the course of this study. Extracts of lifestories contributed by 

Sheffield's Polish community were represented within the exhibition and are included 

in the accompanying publication. The support of funding from Marks and Spencer, 

the Migration and Ethnicity Research Centre (University of Sheffield), and Polonia 

Aid Foundation Trust, meant that the exhibition and publication were of a higher 

production quality than the initial community project would have been able to 

achieve. 

Following the launch of the exhibition in Bradford, in July 1999, the author was 

approached to assist in the production of a cultural information pack about the Polish 

community in Sheffield, for the use of health and welfare services in the area. 37 That 

it was a first generation Polish community leader, Witold Szablewski, who requested 
this assistance was particularly gratifying. 

The pack provides a general background to Polish history, culture and language and is 

aimed at agencies and individuals involved with health and welfare in and around the 

Sheffield area. The series editor, Safuran Ara, Senior Information Officer of 

Multicultural Services, emphasised the relevance of the research in the course of an 

introduction: 

There are over twelve ethnic minorities with around eighty five languages and dialects 

spoken locally, but there is still a lack of knowledge and understanding of most 

minority languages and cultures. As a result many organisations, both statutory and 

voluntary, and the individuals who work for them, have had difficulty in understanding 

their needs. Consequently, they may find themselves providing inadequate or 
inappropriate services. 8 

36 See page 19 for additional discussion. 
37 W. Szablewski and M. Winslow, "Polish Community Cultural Awareness: Information and Learning 
Pack", Sheffield Libraries and Information Services, January 2000. 
38 Ibid., p1. The pack is part of a series that includes publications by the African-Caribbean, 
Bangladeshi, Chinese and Pakistani communities in Sheffield. A senior nurse at St Luke's Hospice in 
Sheffield, Lynn Potter, confirmed that cultural information packs were of value when patients of these 
ethnic backgrounds were admitted into their care. 
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One argument of this thesis is that when Poles become ill and are brought into contact 

with statutory services, a lack of knowledge about their past and present situations is 

detrimental to their care. Hence, a recognition of the need for cultural information to 

be made available was a welcome step. 

As with the exhibition, involvement in the production of the Polish information pack 
informed the current study since the issue of representation was a key issue. The pack 

was primarily a production of the Polish community and, therefore, decisions on 

representation were essentially for them to make. However, the author was able to 

offer advice and helped to shape the final publication. 

The information that was selected by Polish community representatives for inclusion 

in the pack reinforced the perception gained during oral history research that history, 

recent and distant, is central to emigre identity. Indeed, the historical narrative began 

in the year that Poland emerged as a state, 966, and outlined key events until the start 

of the Second World War, when more detailed explanation was offered. The inclusion 

of events from the distant past reflects the identification that emigres have with their 

forebears who also engaged in struggles for Poland's autonomy. 

The fact that a significant part of the work focused on Poland's history became a 

point of discussion with representatives of the Polish community, who were keen to 

incorporate this dimension. The author recognised the need for such history but also 
believed that if the pack were to inform non-Polish carers of a Polish client's or 

patient's needs, the inclusion of cultural information was important. As a 

consequence, a section was included that contained information on family life, 

religion, death, language, respectful forms of address, name days and birthdays, and 
food and drink. Polish emigres who do not participate in the predominantly Catholic 

Polish community life were also discussed, as were those whose histories contrast 

with that of the majority. 

There was no debate about the inclusion of a section entitled "Polish Emigres and 
Mental Health", which highlighted the extent to which perceptions of the current 
research have shifted since it began. Indeed, the author was invited by Witold 

Szablewski to talk on this aspect of Polish settlement as part of a Cultural and 
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Language Awareness Course attended by staff from hospitals, hospices and nursing 
homes. 39 The revised perspective, with regard to the author's work, probably reflected 
increased confidence amongst emigres that their situation was not in danger of 

negative misrepresentation. In the early days of research, concerns were expressed by 

some of the `second generation' that their parents, and they themselves, by 

association, might be presented as `mad'. Assisting in the amelioration of this 

negativity was the publication of an article, by the author, "Polish Migration to 

Britain: War, exile and mental health" (Spring 1999). 40 This work was read by a 

number of emigres and a copy was also sent to the Federation of Poles in Great 

Britain, the umbrella body for Polish organisations and the head of the Polish 

community since 1989. The empathetic nature of the article, together with its 

contention that the plight of ageing Poles has not been adequately met by statutory 

bodies, seemingly eased concerns. 

The course of this research, from start to finish, has taken the author on an incredibly 

rewarding journey. At the outset, work was impeded by the cautious approach of 

many emigres, with the motives of a non-Polish researcher from a university being 

regarded with suspicion. Yet, a sustained interest and involvement in the community 

and its activities, in addition to the production of a well-received exhibition and book 

about emigre history, succeeded in establishing the author as someone who could be 

trusted with their memories. 

The path that this research has taken has undoubtedly been winding. Yet, had 

problems not been recognised, understood, and attempts made to resolve them, it is 

doubtful that this study could have attained its objective; that of learning from Polish 

emigres themselves that the past exercises a negative influence on their present lives. 

39Cultural and Language Awareness Course organised by Sheffield Libraries and Information Services. 
Held at Burngreave Library, Sheffield, 26 October 1999. 
40 M. Winslow, "Polish Migration to Britain: War, exile and mental health" in Oral History, Vol. 27, 
No. 1, Spring 1999, pp57-64. 
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Chapter Three 

Narrating the Second World War 
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Photo: Bradford Heritage Recording Unit. 
Source: T. Smith and M. Winslow, Keeping the Faith: The Polish Community in Britain, 

(Bradford, 2000), p13. 

German soldiers burning a village in western Poland. 

"Somebody told them this village provides us Partisans with food, bread, 

things like that... Germans took these photographs and took them to a Polish 

shop to be developed. One set was developed for them, and one set was 
developed for Polish Underground. Look how happy their faces are as they 

burn and kill people. I forgive always my enemy, but forget, no, I never. " 
Interview with Mr R (Lincs. ), 6 September 1998, recorded by M Winslow, Tape 37, p5. 
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3.1 Part One: Poles, Poland and the Second World War 

The Poles settled in Britain as a direct result of the Second World War and their 

wartime history has always been at the centre of emigre community life, culturally 

and politically. Hence, any study of the Polish community must address their 

historical background and this chapter aims to do this by juxtaposing the perspectives 

of historian and those who lived the history. Initially, Norman Davies' study on 

Poland in the Second World War in God's Playground: A History of Poland is 

summarised, followed by the wartime memories of Polish emigres, as related during 

interviews. Interviewee accounts of events parallel Davies' work to a great extent and 
have little new factual detail to offer. However, during the collection of these 

interviews it has been clear that whilst details conform with written texts, it is the way 
in which the past is remembered that sets emigre accounts apart, as individuals try to 

make sense of their traumatic memories. Indeed, the effect of war on the `ordinary' 

Pole has been deep, as evidenced by the negative psychological legacy that haunts the 

emigre population, and an understanding of this traumatic past can only add to 

knowledge of the impact of war. 

Representing the Polish Ex-Combatants Association in Britain, Suchcitz wrote: 
"... after five years and eight months of war in which Poland had played an active part 
from the first day to the last day, she emerged as the heaviest loser on the winning 

side". ' Certainly, the losses sustained have been difficult for Polish emigres to accept 

and many have not come to terms with their dispossession and have lived for half a 

century in Britain reflecting on missed opportunities. 2 Hence, there is a sense that 

emigre accounts are rationalising the past and ordering events into a narrative to 

explain why over a hundred thousand Poles in Britain have spent a lifetime far away 
from their families and homeland; it is this implicit sense of history as identity which 

sets emigre accounts apart from the work of Davies. 

As highlighted previously, important to emigre identity is Poland's history of 
insurrection following the country's partition when it lost independence to Prussia, 

t A. Suchcitz, Poland's Contribution to the Allied Victory in the Second World War, (The Polish Ex- 
Combatants Association in Great Britain, 1995), p16. 2 This opinion has been expressed on several occasions during unrecorded and recorded interviews. 
E. g. interview with Mr Mj (Sheffield), 25 September 1997, recorded by M Winslow, Tape 8, p8. 



44 

Russia and Austria. The analogy has not always been voiced, but both interviewer 

and interviewee are aware that talk of `fighting for Poland' also refers to an 

insurrectionary tradition that follows in the footsteps of Polish forbears. As with so 

many minority groups in Britain, history is central to identity and for Polish emigres 

it has given meaning to their emigre life. 

3.2 "Golgota"3 

The devastating first blow to Poland's brief inter-war period of independence was 

struck in the early hours of 1 September 1939. This initial attack was followed by air 

raids which arbitrarily targeted the country's infrastructure, its population, and 

especially its air force. Bridges were hit, trains derailed and panic stricken refugees 

sprayed with machine-gun fire as they fled the Nazi terror. 

By 6 September, the Polish command had abandoned its defence of Poland's frontiers 

and turned its attention to delivering a counter-offensive. However, the odds were 

stacked against the Poles since, in addition to their inferior military capabilities, on 17 

September the Soviet army launched an assault on Poland. 

The Polish army defended Warsaw until 27 September, during which time the Polish 

government was able to abandon the surrounded city and head for Romania. The 

conspiratorial double invasion quickly overwhelmed Poland's capacity to defend 

itself and army formations were ordered to disperse, bury their weapons and fend for 

themselves. In the last few hours before Soviet forces sealed the frontiers, tens of 

thousands of soldiers and civilians escaped into Romania and Hungary and the armed 

defence of Poland became the responsibility of the Underground and combatants 

fighting abroad. 4 

A popular legend attached to the September campaign tells of "brave but foolish" 

Poles charging German Panzers on horseback. There is some truth in this story as 
isolated cavalry squadrons did fight in the traditional manner, although their only 

3 "Golgota" is the title of the chapter on the Second World War in Davies', God's Playground: A 
History of Poland vol. II, (Oxford, 1981). Golgota is another word for Calvary, or a representation of 
the crucifixion of Christ, but it can also be used in the context of a passage in life, or journey, that has 
involved suffering. Personal communication with B. Szablewska, 23 May, 2000. 
4 Davies op. cit., 1981, pp437-8. 


