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Polish civilians desperately trying to avoid both Soviet and German 
armoured columns during the joint invasion of Poland in 1939 

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 
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Alice in Wonderland and other 
stories! 

 

by Barbara Taylor 

It may not be known by readers of this 

newsletter that I am the chairman of 

Thames Valley branch of the Western 

Front Association. For our meeting in 

June 2019 we welcomed Marietta 

Crichton Stuart from London branch, 

who came to give us her talk on Alice 

Liddell’s connections to the Great War. 

Many well-known and not so well-

known characters appeared during the 

course of this story and this provoked 

much discussion afterwards. One 

member who was present wrote to me 

afterwards suggesting that I should 

write an article giving a bit more 

detail. As the editor of our branch 

newsletter, The Poppy, is always 

looking for interesting copy, it was 

agreed that I should go ahead and 

write it. 

Alice Hargreaves  

(Source http://neverpedia.com/wiki/images/2/2a/

AliceHargreaves.jpg) 
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Alice from Alice in Wonderland 

(Source: http://img.photobucket.com/albums/v223/Liz-ONBC/Alice%20in%20Wonderland/alice.jpg) 

As I am sure most people know, Alice Liddell was the inspiration for Lewis Carroll’s (Charles 
Dodgson) Alice in Wonderland story. At our branch we have had two talks in which a young 
man called Francis (Toby) Dodgson appeared. He was a distant relative of Charles Dodgson 
and was killed in action in front of Contalmaison on 10 July 1916. He has a private memorial 
on the Western Front and is buried in Serre Road No 2 Cemetery. Toby appeared in Charles 
Fair’s talk about his family. Toby was engaged to Charles’ grandmother, Marjorie Secretan. He 
also appeared in Jerry Rendell’s talk about his great uncle, the (at the time) well-known 
silhouettist Captain Harry Oakley, with whom he served in the 8th (Green Howards) Yorkshire 
Regiment. 

As a young woman, Alice Liddell’s name was linked to Queen Victoria’s youngest son, Prince 

Leopold, Duke of Albany. They seemed to be close friends and it was thought by some that 

they might marry. They didn’t and possibly this was for the best. Leopold was haemophiliac 

and any children they had may well have been affected; indeed, his daughter Princess Alice, 

Countess of Athlone became a carrier. Princess Alice was Queen Victoria’s longest-lived 

granddaughter, dying aged nearly 98 in 1981. It was thought that maybe she was named after 

Alice Liddell, but it was far more likely that she was named after Queen Victoria’s daughter 

Alice, who had died in 1878. I recommend Princess Alice’s book; For My Grandchildren. She 

was somewhat accident prone and I found her book very funny! 
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Alice Liddell did marry. She and her husband, 
Reginald Hargreaves had three sons. Sadly, 
they lost the two eldest in the Great War. The 
eldest son Alan, was in The Rifle Brigade and 
one of his best friends was a young man called 
Norman Leslie, also Rifle Brigade. Norman 
appeared in one of Marietta’s slides and he 
was a first cousin of Winston Churchill, being 
the second son of Sir John (Jack) and Leonie, 
Lady Leslie. The Leslies are Irish nobility and 
Leonie was the youngest sister of Winston’s 
mother Jennie nee Jerome, Lady Randolph 
Spencer-Churchill. There was a third sister, the 
eldest, Clara. These women were the daughters 
of the fabulously wealthy American, Leonard 
Jerome. Lord Randolph marrying Jennie rather 
started a fashion for the impoverished nobility 
to marry wealthy American heiresses! Clara 
married a most impecunious man, Moreton 
Frewen (nick-named Mortal Ruin) who was 
always involved in some money-making 
scheme and in the process, one of those he 
almost ruined was the Earl of Lonsdale, the 
famous ‘Yellow’ earl of the Lonsdale Belt 
fame. In reality, he was more involved with the 
AA, hence their colour being yellow. 

 

Alan Hargreaves 

(Source: http://asketchofthepast.com/wp-content/

uploads/2014/07/alan-1910s.jpg) 

All her sons 

(Source: http://asketchofthepast.com/wp-content/

uploads/2014/07/sons.jpg) 
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Almost inevitably, Norman was Leonie’s favourite son and, as almost inevitably, he was killed 
by a sniper very early on in the war, October 18, 1914, and is buried in Chapelle 
D'Armentieres Old Military Cemetery. Norman was rather prone to making unwise romantic 
attachments and was noted for being the last British officer to fight a duel - over a woman! His 
mother was a friend of Queen Victoria’s third son, Prince Arthur, Duke of Connaught. He had 
presented Norman with his sword on his graduation from Sandhurst, which was lost when he 
was killed. After the war, it was found in Flanders. As the inscription mentioned HRH, it was 
got back to him, whence he gave it back to Leonie. 

Another well-known figure who appeared in Marietta’s talk was the later Field Marshal Sir 
Harold Alexander, Earl of Tunis, a younger brother of the bachelor 5th Earl of Caledon, which 
links us to Clare Sheridan, Winston’s only female first cousin on his mother’s side. Her parents 
were the afore mentioned Moreton and Clara Frewen. Always strapped for cash, they wanted 
Clare to marry ‘money’, but Clare fell in love with William Frederick Sheridan, a great 
grandson of the playwright, Richard Brinsley Sheridan, whose family wanted him to marry for 
money too! Eventually they got their way and married in 1910. They had three children, but 
their second daughter, Elizabeth died in infancy. Clare’s grief was assuaged by her discovering 
a talent for sculpture and she ultimately sculpted many famous figures of the day. Wilfred (as 
he was known in the family) was desperate to join up once war started. He served with the 
Rifle Brigade and was killed in action on the first day of Loos at Bois Grenier. He has no 
known grave and is commemorated on the Ploegsteert Memorial. While recovering from this 
and the birth of their son, Clare went on an extended stay with Aunt Leonie at Castle Leslie in 
Ireland, whereupon they went visiting the neighbours. The bachelor Earl of Caledon lived 
nearby. Leonie had a bash at matchmaking, but Clare preferred the “handsome brother Alex”!  
Much too young and as her aunt said, a “real” soldier! 

Norman Leslie of Castle Leslie 

(Source: https://images.findagrave.com/photos/2016/186/16604077_1467756510.jpg) 
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After a brief romance with the much younger Earl of Wilton (more on his part than hers, I 
think) she fell for Lord Alexander Thynne, the younger brother of the Marquis of Bath. It is 
likely they would have married, but as you may have guessed, he was killed in action just two 
months before the Armistice. He is buried in Bethune Town Cemetery. Clare never remarried, 
but had an eventful life and career as a sculptress. 

Owing to the Prince of Wales’ (later Edward VII) ‘louche’ ways, the weekend house party 
became the vogue in the late Victorian era and ladies tended to attract admirers. Lady 
Randolph’s most well-known was Count Charles Kinsky and Leonie had the Duke of 
Connaught. Clara’s was King Milan of Serbia, who was later assassinated (!).  According to 
Jennie he could barely use a knife and fork!! Jennie married twice more after the death of Lord 
Randolph. Her life ended as dramatically as it was lived. She died of a haemorrhage following 
the amputation of her left leg. 

Clare Sheridan sculpting V.I. Lenin 

(Source: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/content/dam/

property/2016/09/23/109296419_GERMANY_OUT_Clare_Sheridan_Sculptress_GB_-

_around_1920_Photo_by_ullstein_bild-ullstein_bil-

xlarge_trans++r3wFXRJf43GEnVryW1_pMa1UDbDdk-JPjedL466dDsg.jpg ) 
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Alan Hargreaves was killed in action, May 9, 1915 during the Battle of Aubers Ridge. He is 
buried in the pretty Le Trou Aid Post Cemetery that we have visited on tour. Leopold (Rex) 
Hargreaves died of wounds received September 25, 1916 and is buried in Guillemont Road 
Cemetery, quite near to Raymond Asquith and Edward Tennant. The youngest son Caryl 
survived the war, having initially commanded barrage balloon units and then as a diplomat. He 
married Madeleine Hanbury Tracy, the widow of Marietta’s grandfather’s best friend, Felix 
Hanbury Tracy, killed in 1914. 

Spookily, my research has just turned up the fact that Alice’s mother’s maiden name was 
Reeve – the same as mine! 

Further reading. There has been much written about the Jerome/Churchill connection and 
offspring by many, but the books written by their granddaughter/great niece, Anita Leslie gives 
a family insight into their lives. 

If you would like to read about the action at Bois Grenier, see Alun Thomas’ chapter in 8th 
Division and the Action at Bois Grenier, 25 September 1915 in Spencer Jones’ Courage 
without Glory. 

Marjorie’s War; eds Reginald and Charles Fair. 

Profiles of the First World War; Jerry Rendell. 

Leslie family website:  

https://monaghan.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/CASTLE%20LESLIE%20BETWEEN%
20TWO%20WORLDS%20ONLINE.pdf  

 

Deborah G. Lindsay has a degree in military 
history, and serves on various boards: National 
World War II Museum; Museum of History 
and Holocaust Education; The National 
Museum of the Mighty Eight Air Force; and 
America’s National Churchill Museum, where 
is a Churchill Fellow.  Deborah is a member of 
the Women in War group and she lives in 
Atlanta, Georgia. 
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Behind Barbed Wire:  

A History of Concentration 
Camps from the Reconcentrados 
to the Nazi System 1896-1945  

By Deborah G. Lindsay, Forward 
Nigel Hamilton 

 

Universal-Publishers; ISBN: 1627342982 – 
available on the internet  

 
 

 

Most people associate concentration camps with Nazi Germany. Behind Barbed 
Wire examines how these notorious World War II camps actually reflected a 
previous use of the system, a system that began almost a century earlier. In truth, 
Adolf Hitler had studied the American Indian Reservations as he plotted his 
regime's attack on European Jews and other minorities. Remarkably, in the years 
between the reservations and the Nazi camps, the United States, along with several 
other Western powers, implemented concentration camps throughout the globe, 
each instance employing more and more barbaric measures with harsher and 
harsher outcomes. Behind Barbed Wire explains how these nations dubiously 
justified camp operations by citing military counterinsurgency tactics, containment 
policies, and simply the ability to prosecute war more easily. This history addresses 
the subliminal reasons for relocating hundreds of thousands of civilians, why the 
system became so prevalent, and how concentration camps existed under cover of 
armed conflict. It argues that, most often, camps can be facilitated only under the 
guise of war. Anyone with an interest in military history, World War II, 
concentration camps, and the plight of the Jews, will discover how all these topics 
converge into a compelling story of war, bigotry, and military might. Behind 
Barbed Wire also sheds light on the concentration camp systems that have been 
employed since the fall of the Nazi dictatorship. With current geopolitical issues 
focusing on elitism, xenophobia, deplorables, terrorism, and military necessity, this 
book offers some understanding about the unintended consequences of policy. 
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Women in War group member, Susanne Bayliss, is British born, lived in the London area as a 
child, but since age seven has lived in Toronto, Canada. Her father, Mieczyslaw (Mietek) 
Ruchlewicz, was a determined young man. His is a story of heroism and courage, along a road 
of freezing cold, hard work, and hunger, enduring enforced labour in Kazakhstan during the 
Second World War. It is a journey that would eventually take him to England, where he 
continued his education and became a pilot. Marrying an English girl, Clarice May Young, he 
settled first in London, and later with his young family in Canada. In this edition, Susanne 
begins the presentation of the serialisation of her father’s boyhood, education, and life in 
Poland to the point of his removal, aged fourteen years, by Russian soldiers, along with his 
mother Zosia and younger brother Bronek, into enforced labour. The story is edited by 
Susanne Bayliss. [Celia Lee] 

Mrs Susanne Bayliss, daugh-

ter of Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz 
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Part 1. 

Memories:  

One Man’s Journey through the Second World War and Beyond 

by Mieczyslaw Franciszek Stanislaw Jarosz Ruchlewicz  

“To my children, Susanne, Paul and Mark, with love and respect.” 

Abridged and edited by Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz’s daughter Susanne 

Bayliss née Ruchlewicz 

POLAND (1926-1940) 

Susanne Bayliss says: My father, 

Mieczyslaw Franciszek Stanislaw Jarosz 

Ruchlewicz and his mother and younger 

brother Bronek were born in the small 

village of Zelienyi Yar in the east of 

Poland. Mieczyslaw (Mietek) was born 

in 1926; the area would eventually 

become part of Ukraine. Mietek’s 

mother’s family were farmers and his 

father was a policeman. Mietek’s early 

years in Nowica, with his parents and 

brother Bronek, was mostly idyllic. His 

mother and father and extended family 

were kind and caring, and at three years 

old, Mietek enjoyed the thrill of his first 

ride on a small, white mare. He recalls 

his father, Wladyslaw Ruchlewicz as tall 

and slim, with blonde hair, and his 

mother, Zosia nee Jarosz, as dark haired 

and very beautiful.   

Mieczyslaw Franciszek Stanislaw Jarosz 

Ruchlewicz  

First Communion photograph. 

(Source: Family Collection) 
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Mietek wrote his memoirs, and he begins: 

“My father was born at Milcza, Poland at the end of 1899. He told me that some of his 
forebears were of Swedish origin, who remained in Poland after we defeated the 17th century 
Swedish invasion. Even as late as the First World War, some of the villages near Milcza 
consisted almost entirely of the descendants of that Swedish army. There may have been more 
in other parts of the country. In the 1920 war between Poland and Russia they fielded an army 
battalion entirely of inhabitants of that and other similar villages in the area.”  

Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz’s mother  

Zosia Ruchlewicz nee Jarosz. 

(Source: Family Collection) 

In his memoirs, Mietek related the story of his own father’s experience after the First World 
War. 

 

Early War Reminiscences: 1918-20 

 

“In 1918 at the age of eighteen my father volunteered for the Polish army. Poland had just 
regained her independence and was engaged in re-establishing her frontiers, which involved a 
lot of fighting against nearly all of our neighbours, especially against Russia and Germany. My 
father was sent to fight Ukrainians in southeastern Poland. The first fighting he saw was in 
raising the Ukrainian siege of Lwow.”  
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“Soon after joining the army, he was for a time one of the guards protecting his battalion 
headquarters.  In 1920 he was a field gun commander in the Polish horse artillery, taking part 
in our invasion of Ukraine and capture of its capital, Kiev. As such he now was a junior 
sergeant, had a few soldiers under his command and a horse of which he was very fond.  

“One night the battery, now down to two guns, instead of the usual four, was travelling slowly 
along a narrow road on both sides of which there was thick forest and impassable swamp. 
Suddenly, the two soldiers riding ahead of the column returned at a gallop with the news that 
large numbers of Russians were just ahead. The two guns were quickly turned around and 
started firing. There was just enough room on the narrow road for the two guns, my father's 
and the other one, to be deployed there, side by side. Between the shots and the noise of the 
galloping horses, shouts and screams of the wounded and dying enemy soldiers were heard 
quite clearly, even though they could not be seen. Father, and others near him, were expecting 
the enemy to run over them any second. They seemed to be coming at them thick and fast. The 
other gun commander in a quick urgent whisper in my father's ear suggested that they should 
all leave the guns and run into the forest before the Bolsheviks actually did reach them and cut 
the lot to pieces. Father swore at him and kept on firing. The swamp was no place to run to. 

Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz (Mietek) right,  

With his father Wladyslaw Ruchlewicz 

(Source: Family Collection) 
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“After a while the sound of the horses’ hooves on the wooden planks which covered the road 
ahead, stopped. The gun commanders were ordered to cease fire. Now, only the cries of the 
wounded could be heard. As our soldiers cautiously moved forward, they saw an outline of a 
large mound between the two lines of the trees, on either side of the road. On moving closer 
still, the mound revealed itself as the most dreadful sight any of them had ever seen before, a 
horrific pile of men and horses, dead and dying. It covered the whole crossing of the two roads. 

“It soon became apparent what happened. The Russian cavalry were travelling along the road 
which crossed the one on which our battery happened to be just then. The head of their column 
just passed the crossroad when our guns opened up. The Russians automatically started to 
gallop to cross the line of fire as quickly as possible. The guns were faster though. The first 
riders mowed down by them became obstacles to those following behind, tripping them and 
thus exposing still more to the shrapnel. In the darkness and confusion created by the sudden 
artillery fire it was impossible for the Russian commander to assess the situation and restore 
order. His troops reacted spontaneously. No one and nothing could have stopped them. Nearly 
a whole cavalry brigade went through that terrible crossroad before our guns fell silent. The 
few survivors were soon rounded up, disarmed and made to sit along the roadside.  Among 
them was their commander, the brigade colour bearer and, strangely enough, a woman political 
commissar. The commissars were the most fanatic of all the communists in the Russian army, 
and most ruthless. Our soldiers had many occasions to experience their zeal and inhumanity, so 
when one was caught the Geneva conventions were not always remembered. My father 
happened to be passing by this pretty Russian girl when some of our soldiers were about to 
bayonet her to death. He had much difficulty in stopping them but stop them he did. When the 
heat of the moment passed the soldiers told him they were glad he stopped them. 

“Soon after the battle the battery commander and the two-gun commanders were to receive 
Virtuti Militari crosses, the highest decorations for bravery, for destroying the red cavalry 
brigade. In due course the battery commander and the other gun commander received their 
decorations, but my father's was given to another Ruchlewicz in the regiment who happened to 
be a cook and was not anywhere near that particular encounter with the red cavalry. Father was 
too proud to seek justice in this and so it remained. He, in his bitterness, decided against 
remaining in the army after the war and joined the police instead. He thought it was either a 
case of simple mistaken identity or his intervention on behalf of that woman commissar. It 
could also have been some personal vendetta about which he did not know. How it affected 
me, later herein.” 

 

Of his own early life, Mietek says: 

“Ours was the only non Rusyn village in the area. Its inhabitants, compared with the Rusyns 
around them, were well off, especially the Germans who, with some exceptions, had more land 
than the Poles. Even so, there were families who, in the 1930’s at springtime suffered 
privations. Some did not even have enough to eat then. Matches were being halved to save a 
few pennies. Prices of farm products were always very low so that farmers found it most 
difficult to save anything for hard times. Prices were controlled by middlemen in towns just as 
they still are everywhere today. 
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Earliest Memories and Mischief 

 

“The house stood on a large lot, at least it seemed large then, right next to a Greek Catholic 
church. We rented half the house and part of the farm buildings. Our part of the house was next 
to an orchard and the church. ‘We’ comprised my parents, paternal grandmother, Bronek, me, 
two cows, a cat, a pig or two and numerous chickens. We lived there because my father's 
office, the local police station, was nearby, in this Rusyn village of Nowica.  

“Another very early, and most vivid memory is of my first girlfriend. She lived across the 
street from us but visited our landlords, her grandparents, every day. She was a little older than 
I, perhaps six at the time, had large blue eyes and two long plaits of blond hair.  

Mietek’s father was now a policeman and he can recall walking to visit him at the police 
station. 

“My brother and I still had long hair then, like girls, I felt. I kept asking my mother when I was 
going to have podstrzyzyny, the first proper haircut - a very important event in a man's life in 
our part of the world. My friend Bolek had his long ago so why could not I. She kept putting it 
off, until one day when she was visiting my other grandmother, my father sat me on a stool, 
wrapped me in a bed sheet and cut off my golden locks. And he did the same to my brother as 
well. I was very proud to have had my podstrzyzyny until I saw myself in the mirror. I did not 
like what I saw and wanted to have my hair back. Bronek did not like his hair cut either. We 
were both unhappy and sad about it all. For hours we refused to go out to play lest other 
children made fun of us. But my brother’s and my disappointment were nothing compared to 
the shock my mother had when she came home. It lasted several days and was very sad for all 
of us. Father disappeared on his usual rounds of the villages which he and his colleagues had to 
patrol constantly.  

“Then I had another crisis. Suddenly I was six and everybody started talking about sending me 
to school. At first, I was not sure whether I was for it or against. One pleasant summer day, 
disregarding my doubts in the matter, mother walked me to Mazurow. After seeing the school 
and being introduced to the teacher, I was still not sure I liked the whole idea. It was a very 
long walk, but mother said she would take me there and fetch me back. That part was all right 
then, but I was more than a little afraid of the teacher. He seemed very strict. And he was. He 
had to be to juggle two different classes at the same time, two in the morning and two in the 
afternoon, every day. I went to that school for four years and really liked it, especially after we 
moved back to Mazurow as it was closer to home then, only one kilometre away.  

“It was at this house that Bronek and I started to make our own toys. I do not remember having 
any before then. Most of those we made were cardboard ships and airplanes, covered with 
coloured paper glued to the cardboard. I was interested more in airplanes but ships were easier 
to make. It was also from that time on that father started keeping dogs, one at a time. The first 
one was so large that we had rides on it, if and when it let us. It did not like it very much. Then 
my teacher gave us a puppy Alsatian. It grew very quickly and one day, while chasing me 
around our dining table, it bit me. It was quite a painful bite. 
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At this stage in his life, Mietek took on a number of dares he felt strengthened his courage:  

“A somewhat lesser dare was to climb a tall tree and see who could climb the highest and 
swing widest. On one occasion, father caught me at it and talked me down the tree quietly and 
gently. It was a tall, slim tree, right next to the police station. By the time I climbed down he 
managed to control his temper sufficiently not to give me the belt but instead, decided to talk 
sense into me. If it had been the belt, I probably would not remember it now. But that talk hurt 
much more, it hurt my pride. 

“I do remember some beatings, the more painful ones. One was for jumping on to the back of 
our doctor's car and riding on the spare wheel there, up the hill, beginning below our house, all 
the way up to the police station, where I was spotted by Father. It was a fairly steep hill, the 
road had no asphalt on it and the doctor was a careful driver except when driving with his 
girlfriend, so the car was not going much faster than I could run. All the same, father did not 
like it. He said it shamed him. I was often told not to “shame him in front of all the people.” I 
was proud of my effort, though not of the beating. In any case, I did not invent the game. Most 
of the other boys, my friends, did the same. “Ah! But that is the point,” said my father. “It is 
not the same. I have a reputation and the good name of the family to protect!”   

An early school photograph. 
Someone forgot to tell the kids 

to smile! 
Mietek is in the middle. 

 

(Source: Family Collection) 
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“We children all had nicknames, usually two each: one just descriptive and one demeaning, at 
least in our eyes. My offensive one was ‘tom cat’, on account of when administered a 
beating my cries were reminiscent, at least to Bronek who invented that nickname for me, to a 
cat’s miaows. I called him Magpie. I do not now remember why. My other nickname was 
“Auntie Felicia.” I resented that one as well. It attached to me because of my eyes which were 
supposedly as violently blue as hers. Our whole family had blue eyes but hers were the bluest. 

“Of all the holidays we children liked Christmas best. So much was happening then. There was 
the snow which meant tobogganing, skiing and just wallowing in it, all of which was 
wonderful, but the best was riding in a sleigh pulled by our horse with little bells attached to its 
harness. That was only surpassed by being pulled on skis by a horse.  

“About this time an important event took place in my life, at least everyone said so, especially 
our priests who, in several of the weekly lessons, reminded us of it. I, together with several 
other Polish children from Mazurow and Nowica, was to go to my First Confession and to 
receive my First Communion.  

A kind lady gave Mietek a present: 

“The package contained several nice prayer books for the First Communion of the Polish 
children in Nowica. They all had inscriptions from the donors inside the covers, addressed 
individually to each child. I still have mine, although in its travels with me through Russia, the 
Middle East, England and Canada during more than half a century, it lost its plastic covers with 
a coloured picture of Holy Mary on the front, as well as some pages inside. 

“We moved to our very own new house in late summer. No more living amongst Rusins and 
Ukrainians. It was wonderful but short-lived. I finished fourth grade and there was no fifth in 
Mazurow, although a new large, red brick school was being built there and when it was 
finished there were to be seven grades. But it would be too late for me. So I had to attend 
school in Nowica where they had six or seven grades. It was a long walk to school again but in 
the opposite direction, about four kilometres actually, because now I had to traverse Mazurow 
and most of Nowica also. 

“Bronek and I had proper nice skis now, as did most of the children in the village. They were 
nearly all made by a German young man who was engaged to be married to my next-door 
German friend’s sister, Frida. We liked to watch him steaming the boards, to turn up the ends. 
One afternoon, a day before Christmas it was, about a dozen of us were skiing on one of the 
hills near our village. One of the boys, Haas was his surname, was a very inept skier. A tall, 
clumsy, taciturn German who had a very a strict and unforgiving father, who beat him 
mercilessly for the slightest transgression. The boy was a constant object of ridicule by all of 
us, I am sorry to say. 
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School Days 

 

“I did not like my school in Nowica. Nearly all the children there were Rusyn or Ukrainian and 
some subjects were taught in Rusyn language. Fortunately, it was to last only a year and a half. 
Near the end of my fifth grade we received a letter from the Polish Army Cadet School in 
Lwow that I was not accepted to attend my sixth grade there. It was the first serious blow to 
my plans and ambitions. I think my father felt it even more keenly. A holder of Virtuti Militari 
was assured of his son's acceptance at one of those schools. He had written to his old colonel 
under whom he served in the 1920 war against the Soviets, trying to enlist his help. He 
reminded him of the battles he was in and the Virtuti Militari he was supposed to receive but 
because of someone's malice or accidental omission did not. The colonel pleaded bad memory 
and so I had to be satisfied with ordinary secondary school. I was shattered. The cadets had 
much nicer uniforms and were treated like future army officers. I was now being persuaded by 
Mother and Father that the secondary school uniform was very nice too and that life in the 
boarding institute for children of policemen (police bursa) where I was to live to attend the 
secondary school, was very much like the army also. I was never quite convinced of the former 
nor disabused of the latter. 

“The preparations for my departure to the bursa started with Mother sewing all sorts of things I 
had to take with me. Shirts, underwear, even the uniform itself. It all had to fit the school 
regulations and she sewed it all to save money. The cost of the school and boarding was going 
to make quite a dent in our budget. Also, to save money I was to do only half of my sixth grade 
in Stanislawow. That was the minimum if I was to have a chance of passing the entrance exam 
to the secondary school there. When the day came to leave home, I managed not to cry but 
Mother and Grandmother Jarosz did not. Mother and I took that same train we took to 
Buczacz, years ago. Only this time I did not enjoy it. Mother kept crying from time to time and 
the closer to Stanislawow, our destination, we got the more frequent her crying became. We 
walked from the station to the bursa. We had two large suitcases with us, and it was heavy 
going, with ever more frequent stops to rest. Father told us to take a taxi, but we did not want 
to spend the money and there were no buses going that way as far as we knew. Fortunately, 
halfway there we were given a lift by the teacher in charge of the bursa (the director, as we 
called him) in his flashy convertible, so that our arrival was in style after all. Just as father 
wished. 

“Mother now cried continuously. I did not, although I was very sorry to see her so distressed. I 
had done my suffering at home and now felt numb and resigned to my fate. I was also too 
proud to show how miserable I was. I knew that what I had to endure now was necessary for 
my future if I did not want to spend my life working the little farm, which would not suffice 
for both Bronek and me and our future families. I had no choice. I had to do what I was doing. 
But mother knew in her heart that at the tender age of eleven I was leaving home for good. 
That was why she cried. 
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“There was one consolation in all this. My older friend and neighbour from our village, Bolek, 
was already there. Bolek was an old resident at the bursa and I counted on our friendship a lot, 
especially as I was assigned to the dorm where he was prefect. But I soon lost all hope of 
privileges on that account. There were ten or twelve beds in a large room and all the occupants 
including myself were treated with equal severity. Bolek loved to exercise his power over us. 
And we all detested him for it with equal intensity, especially as he had a habit of noisily 
clearing his nose in bed, for hours it seemed, and then snoring like a pig for the rest of the 
night. That was the most unpleasant aspect of my stay at bursa. 

“The whole institution was run like an English public school except that although many of the 
older boys bullied the younger ones, there were not many who could force them to play the 
valet. One or two tried it on me, wanting me to clean their shoes. I could have swallowed 
having to fetch books or take messages but to clean someone's boots was more than my self-
respect would permit. Try as they might to persuade me that it was a custom and that if I did 
not follow it then next year no one would clean mine, still I just could not do it, so they 
eventually stopped pestering me with that sort of thing. 

Mother Zosia Ruchlewicz, 

Bronek and Mietek on the  

farm 

(Source: Family Collection) 
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“The place was located at the western edge of the town and stood in large grounds with lots of 
trees, walkways paved with fine gravel, courts for tennis, netball, basketball, and facilities for 
other athletic activities. It was huge but not large enough to include a football field. There were 
about fifty boys there when I arrived. The main building comprised study and recreational 
rooms and the director’s apartment and office on ground floor, and bedrooms, toilets and 
showers on two upper floors. Dining room, kitchen and storage rooms were in a separate 
building at the back. There was also a car garage for two or three cars and a truck. It was in 
that truck that most of us travelled to our various schools in town. It usually made two or three 
trips in the morning. We had to walk back in the afternoons. 

The school was not a pleasant place, but it was here that Mietek would develop an interest in 
aeroplanes and flying that would eventually shape his life many years later. 

“Soon after our arrival at the bursa I began to watch air displays put on by our fighter planes, a 
few of which seemed to visit the local airfield from time to time. The displays were over the 
middle of town and consequently the airplanes appeared to us at bursa as specs in the sky. I 
wanted to see them closer. One Sunday afternoon I joined a few other boys and walked to the 
airfield which was located at the opposite end of town. It was a long walk but well worth it. 
For the first time I could watch real aeroplanes, taking off and landing from close enough 
distance to actually see the pilots. I was fascinated and repeated the visit several times. I felt 
that my desire to be a pilot advanced closer to realization. Since my preschool years I'd wanted 
to be a captain, an engineer and above all a pilot. Apart from such rare treats my days and 
nights were filled with sickening anxiety about the school exams of which we had many. I did 
not do very well at them. If I did not improve, I would have to repeat the year which would 
cost my parents dearly. I even had a tutor, one of the older boys, whom my father engaged to 
help me along in my studies and to generally look after me a little. But it did not seem to do 
much good. He hardly ever spoke to me and then only to question me about my homework. 
Actually, I liked it like that. I would have been declared a sissy if it became known that he was 
supposed to look after me. I did not know myself about that part of the arrangement until after 
the war. 

“I was now in my sixth grade at the end of which there would be an exam of all the subjects to 
decide whether I qualified for secondary education. Father came up for the occasion and when 
the results were posted that same day, we were both not a little surprised to learn that I had 
passed. It was the greatest triumph of my life till then. I also had my first lunch in a restaurant 
that day where father took me to celebrate. 

 

Summer holidays and first love 

 

“The summer vacation was glorious. I paraded in my new secondary school uniform on every 
suitable occasion and even more often without a reason that adults could fathom. I was the 
only one in Mazurow to have such a uniform and usually wore it to impress my girlfriend Neli.  
She was German and neither her parents nor mine approved of our friendship and especially of 
the way I held her when dancing at our village hops, usually at the German school hall. It got 
so bad that when the time came for my return to Stanislawow, to start my first year of 
gymnasium (secondary school) I said I was not going. There I was lying on my bed refusing 
meals and explanations, just repeating that I was not going. 
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“Mother sat with me for hours it seemed, not telling me that I had to go but just wanting to 
know why I refused to go. Of course, eventually she dragged it out of me that I did not want to 
be separated from Neli by such a great distance as fifty kilometres and for so long a time as 
almost four months, that is until Christmas. She sighed with relief, smiled sweetly as only she 
could and said, “Is that all?” I was surprised and understood nothing. But then she said, “All 
right then, don't go. Take off your uniform, we’ll try to return it.” (This time it was not 
homemade but a proper bought variety.) “And now go and help Jozef with feeding the pigs. 
You know how hard it is for him to move about in those confined spaces.” And she left me. I 
sat up, thought hard for a few minutes, and understood. I took my suitcase outside and 
presented myself to Mother, ready to travel to Stanislawow and bursa. 

“Ivan drove me to the railway station in our horse and buggy. How different it was from the 
ride from the station home as the beginning of the summer holidays. Then I was ecstatic with 
happiness. Now I was in the deepest misery it was possible for a man to survive. Well then, for 
a boy to survive. Ivan was a Rusyn, eighteen or nineteen years old and a friend of us all. He 
proved it a year later when Russians came to help Germans to destroy and partition Poland. He 
did most of the work on the farm and managed seasonal help in the summer. We all liked and 
respected him. Bronek came for the ride. He would follow me to bursa in a few months.  

“My Christmas that year, 1938, was spoiled by having to memorize a poem about the Persian 
king Darius. It was our teacher of Polish language who thought it was the peak of pedagogical 
achievement to torment us in this way. He often did that to us. I came to dislike that king as 
much as the teacher. I had great difficulty remembering verses whose subject was of no interest 
to me. On more than one occasion I forgot my lines when reciting a poem during some public 
gathering or at an exam. But I was compensated by excellent visual memory. For example, I 
never forgot a face and that allowed me to remember their owners’ characters. I remember how 
surprised I was when I first went to school in Stanislawow, to find exactly the same types of 
faces and characters as I knew at the schools in Mazurow and Nowica. It was uncanny. I knew 
at a glance what to expect from a boy with a particular face which was similar to that of a boy I 
knew before. It was really strange that the types of faces would repeat themselves so precisely 
and that the same characters of the persons were attached to them. 

“Early in the spring of 1939 I caught a bad cold but was afraid to report sick lest I was 
suspected of simulating illness. Also, I did not want to miss school days, thereby weakening 
my already precarious position in the various teachers’ notations of my academic progress, or 
rather lack of it. I tried to ignore my cold. On the weekend, Bronek and I played football with 
some other boys on one of the netball courts. We played hard and I was very tired. I stretched 
out on a bench, to rest. Bronek came by and I asked him to get me an ice cream. I was wet with 
perspiration and felt hot and cold intermittently. I could not finish the ice cream. I was in the 
throes of a sharp case of pneumonia, affecting both of my lungs. For many days it was 
doubtful whether I was to survive. First, Father arrived and as soon as he walked into the attic 
room where Bronek and I were laid up in the sick quarters of bursa, he just turned around and 
walked out again. He did not know that Bronek was there with just a bad cold. He thought we 
both had the dreaded pneumonia and just did not want us to see how much it upset him. 
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“Then Mother came and stayed with us day and night. I remember she was reading to me Quo 
Vadis by Sienkiewicz, but I was not always conscious to follow it. I felt very hot, especially my 
feet, and my breath was getting shorter and shorter. I think that if Mother and Bronek were not 
there I would have given up the struggle, I felt so tired. We had no drugs for pneumonia. There 
was some talk about a newly invented drug (penicillin) in England, but it was too expensive 
and could not be delivered in time. I had to fight it with my own strength alone. The doctors 
could not do much. 

“After many trying days and nights my temperature dropped sufficiently to risk the journey 
home. Bronek, having by then recovered from his cold or flu stayed on at the bursa. He did not 
like it much on his own. He did not like it much with me there either, but in an emergency, we 
always stuck together and not many cared to take us both on at the same time. I do not think he 
missed my frequent advice on everything from morning till night. Perhaps an occasional help 
with homework he did miss. Of course, he would not admit any such thing, at least not until 
well into our middle-age. I tried to walk down the stairs from the third floor to the car but was 
too weak to do it. The driver had to carry me down. The indignity of it hurt more than 
pneumonia, but the trip was pleasant enough. My first long ride in a car. 

“At the end of 1938-39 school year, 
father went to my school in 
Stanislawow to see what was 
decided about my next year at 
school. I expected that I would have 
to repeat the previous year because I 
missed over two months of it. When 
he told us that I had passed to the 
next grade I was naturally very 
happy. We all were except perhaps 
Bronek. He was only one year 
behind me and I think secretly was 
looking forward to catching up. I did 
not cherish the thought. But when 
father showed me the report, I just 
burst out crying. In religion and 
behaviour, I had ‘very good’ marks 
and in German ‘good’ but the rest 
were only ‘satisfactory’ from top to 
bottom even physical education. For 
consolation I was given a new 
bicycle which for weeks I was too 
weak to ride. Instead I started to read 
a lot.  

Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz’s school 

report - front 

(Source: Family Collection) 
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“Any child could attend the summer school. Many Germans also sent their children there, 
including Kulmans whose daughter Neli I missed so much during my stay in Stanislawow. We 
played various games, sports and others, presented plays for various Polish national holidays, 
learned new Polish songs, and generally had a very nice and interesting time, not to mention 
coffee and rolls with butter and jam at intervals. My main interest was of course, Neli... 

Mieczyslaw Ruchlewicz’s school report—back  

(Source: Family Collection) 

“Lying on a deck chair in shade 
at the back of the house I went 
through more books and 
periodicals in three months than 
during all my previous years. I 
did not enjoy it more than 
running around the house, over 
our fields and through the whole 
village which I normally did, 
but at least no one expected me 
to help out with the farm chores. 

“Now I proceeded steadily to 
full recovery. I could at last ride 
my new bicycle and join the 
summer school at my old school 
in Mazurow. It was run by a 
teacher sent by the Ministry of 
Education to look after the 
children who would otherwise 
be without supervision and care 
during the summer holidays. 
She painted and taught us free 
hand drawing. I had my first 
lessons in perspective from her. 
She was very kind to all the 
children and became a friend to 
my mother, visiting us several 
times that summer. On her last 
visit she brought Mother a gift 
of cushion covers on which she 
had painted bunches of flowers. 
The covers were of hand-made 
linen and looked nice. 
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Rumblings of the Second World War 

 

“And so, my last happy summer holidays at home neared their end. It was also to be my last 
summer in Mazurow. The approaching war with Germany was constantly written about in 
papers, discussed on radio and in all the homes of the country. In Mazurow, because so many 
Germans lived there, it was on everyone's mind constantly. Gradually the carefree and 
reasonably friendly atmosphere disappeared. Suspicion and enmity fostered by the few Nazis 
amongst our Germans began to permeate our daily contacts with them. The two communities 
drew ever further apart. 

“At home Father, Bronek and I were full of patriotic fervour and unshakable belief that our 
armed forces would prevail. We could not understand mother's reserve, if not outright 
pessimism on the subject. She kept repeating that there were more than twice as many 
Germans as us. We kept pointing out that we were not alone, that France and Britain were on 
our side. That argument somehow seemed not to reach her and that was vaguely but 
persistently disturbing. Every evening the older Polish boys in the village gathered together to 
discuss the latest news, and especially to sing patriotic songs.  

“At the end of August 1939, our immediate problem was the decision as to whether Bronek 
and I were to return to school in Stanislawow or wait a few days for the political situation to 
clarify itself. Those were the last days of peace when the outbreak of war with Germany hung 
by a thread. 

“Sometime during my illness father was transferred from Nowica to Stanislawow, and we were 
all going to move there before the beginning of the next school year. 

“Uhrynow was and still is a large sprawling Rusyn village, equidistant from Mazurow and 
Nowica by about four kilometres. My father and his colleagues patrolled it more frequently 
than any of the other five or six villages which also belonged to their area of responsibility. 
The reason was that the chief Greek Orthodox priest there was also the father of the infamous 
Stepan Bandera. The arch enemy of Poles and Poland, Stepan was the leader of a secret 
Ukrainian organization which, during the second world war, with tacit approval of the 
Germans then occupying the country, murdered tens perhaps hundreds of thousands of the 
Polish population. Among them were about half of our people from Mazurow, including my 
aunt Michalina, her husband, their eight or nine- -year-old daughter Hela, and several others of 
our relatives. 

“Hardly anyone in the West even heard of it, and if they had they soon forgot. But we have not 
and will never forget even if we forgive. We have to forgive for they did not know any better 
and, after all, ethnically they're our closest cousins. But we will not forget or it might happen 
again. The main reason for the West's disinterest was the covert support Britain and US gave 
Ukrainians in order to strengthen them as an anti-Russian factor. It has been their policy for a 
long time now and continues as such still. 
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“Two or three days before the German attack on Poland father came home from Stanislawow 
and it was decided we would not move there for the time being. The next day, he and I rode my 
new bicycle towards the railway station, I, suffering in silence the tortures of a ride on the top 
bar. At the last village before the station we stopped at a little convenience shop and father 
bought us a glass of beer each. It was my first glass of beer ever. I could not drink it all. Soon 
father gave me a quick hug and walked away toward a long wooden bridge over Lomnica, our 
nearest river where I learned to swim a few summers back, and on toward the railway station 
in Kalusz. I was not to see him again for the next two and a half years, and mother and Bronek 
for eight. 

“When that fateful first of September 1939 finally arrived, we spent it close to our radio, 
listening to the news of the fighting in the west, north, and later also south of the country. It 
was difficult to know what was happening except that the whole border with Germany was 
under attack, and that many of our cities and towns and even villages were being bombed.  
Each day was like the previous one, but the front was moving inexorably eastward toward 
Warsaw instead of westward toward Berlin. We so wanted to hear of successes of our armies, 
but none were forthcoming. I was trying to will some good news out of that radio, but it only 
brought more and more disappointment. 

“My optimism and faith in our government and army diminished steadily. At thirteen I was 
becoming a hardened pessimist if not a cynic. The process hurt. For the second time my world 
was collapsing around me, and I was unable to prevent it.  

“The first such upheaval in my life occurred when I went to the boarding school in 
Stanislawow. On two or three occasions we saw aeroplanes flying very high, in formations of 
twenty or so. To us they were just little silver dots, so far away that we did not even hear them. 
One day they bombed Kalusz railway station. Bronek and I were very keen to go and see the 
results. Eventually mother agreed and we saw with our own eyes about a dozen craters in a 
meadow next to the railway station. They were not large, two or three metres in diameter and 
less than two metres deep. They had rings of fresh earth around them, dark, moist soil 
strangely out of place on the green grass. Neither the station nor the tracks were damaged. 

“There was a lot to do on the farm. Mother decided that we were not going to hire any seasonal 
help this year, so we had to do it all ourselves, with just Ivan to help. It was particularly 
difficult as our one and only horse, Sultan, had been requisitioned by the army and from now 
on we had to rent horses. They gave us two hundred zloty for him which was almost as much 
as father's monthly salary. It did not make it any easier to part with him though. Bronek and I 
took him to the soldiers, near the village hall where the horses were being collected. That was 
my last ride on him. I was torn between the sorrow of losing that beautiful horse, our friend 
and faithful helper, and doing my duty to the country. It was very hard to part with him, to 
know that I would never ride him again, touch his thick black mane and especially that he 
might be killed in the fighting.  
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WAR COMES, 1939 
 

“On September 17th, 1939 we heard on the radio that Russians crossed our eastern border. No 
one knew whether they came as friend or foe. A couple of days later we were picking beets on 
our hill behind the orchard. Suddenly, we heard an unusual noise coming from the Kalusz 
highway. It was a whole string of lorries, each full of singing Russian soldiers. After another 
battle of wills with mother Bronek and I ran to the village to see them. The officers got out of 
the lorry cabs and talked to our Germans who came out in droves to greet them and show how 
glad they were to see their allies. The soldiers stayed in the lorries, packed tight, like the 
proverbial sardines and smiled, laughed and shouted something in Russian. There was a lot of 
arms waving and a peculiar, unknown before, smell.  

“I could not understand what was said because they spoke German and Russian. But I could 
see how happy the Germans were to see them. They brought out coffee and cakes to them and 
there was no end to the exhibition of friendliness. “Bronek and I walked along the parked 
column of lorries and inspected the Red Army! We did not know why they came but we did 
not think they came as friends. Still it was an army and therefore very interesting, and a little 
frightening as well. We did not know what they might do. We then stood to one side and just 
watched the spectacle of our two enemies together in our country. It was a bitter, offensive 
sight. I knew where I stood regarding the Germans, but these Russians confused me with their 
friendly noises on one hand and fraternization with the Germans on the other. Yet as they 
moved off, I waved back at the soldiers. They seemed friendly and I responded, partly out of 
simple courtesy and partly out of fear. As soon as I did that, I hated myself for it and stopped 
immediately. I have regretted that wave and been ashamed of it even after I learned to 
distinguish between peoples and their governments. 

“The Ukrainian menace was still in the air. Russians arrested all Polish policemen they could 
find; their own had not arrived yet. Besides, who could tell whether they would restrain the 
Ukrainians or help them in killing us. We lived in constant fear of them both. Poles and 
Germans in the village organized together nightly citizens’ patrols which could at least warn 
everyone of an attack. They could not have repelled it for we had no weapons. The few 
Ukrainian workers in the village ominously disappeared, all except our Ivan who continued to 
call himself Rusyn, not Ukrainian and not only stayed but, at night, walked around the 
buildings to provide what little warning and protection he could. 

“Bursa, the police boarding school in Stanislawow was closed by the Russians so, in mid-
September, mother arranged for me to start school in Kalusz.   Bronek would stay home for the 
time being. Now I boarded with the family of a Polish policeman we knew. He was actually 
still hiding in the apartment. During the day he would lie flat on a bed, covered with several 
layers of bedding, not moving, for as long as there was a stranger in the flat. And looking at the 
bed one would never have guessed there was anyone on it. 

“It was a nerve-wracking situation. If he were discovered we would all be locked up by the 
Russians, immediately. But it was better than what went on across the hall. There lived another 
Polish policeman's family, but he had already been arrested by the Russians. Now a Russian 
army major moved in with them. He had a shaved head, a very red face and a long sabre. He 
was very jolly to everyone he met in the corridor and smelled the usual Red Army smell but 
mixed with some very strong perfume. The arrangement was talked about a lot. Everyone was 
scandalized by it. Hardly anyone spoke to the woman as her family consisted only of herself 
and her three or four year old daughter. 
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“At the school we were tortured by having all the lessons in the Russian language and by 
having to sing every day the Internationale. The only bright spot was Polish language lesson, 
now taught as a second language, a reversal of the previous order of things, and the fact that 
one of the teachers was a man from our village, a Mister Piekut.  My stay in Kalusz was a 
nightmare. I hated the school and I was uncomfortable in my digs. So every Friday afternoon, I 
would walk back home, to Mazurow. It was a ten-kilometre walk, mostly uphill. I had to pass 
through two Rusin villages in which Ukrainians still maintained a most threatening attitude. 
Only fear of the Russians prevented an open revolt. It was not so long before, that in one of the 
villages, they murdered two Polish officers who were trying to escape to Hungary but were 
unfortunate enough to be spied by Ukrainians. Early Monday mornings, I would repeat the 
long, lonely walk, back to Kalusz. Although now mostly downhill, it was none the easier as I 
was carrying a lot of food for the coming week. 

“Early one morning, about Christmas time, Hanz, the German boy next door, jumped over the 
ditch between our properties where there was a gap in the hedge and a path between our two 
houses, and came running toward me crying. Hanz was a year older than I but he worked on 
his father's farm as hard as his father and almost as effectively. He even slept in the stables, 
like our Ivan. His parents were very strict with him. Without a word he just hugged Bronek and 
me and continued crying, his eyes red and nose running. I returned the hug and did not say 
anything either. I knew what it was all about. They, the Germans, were leaving. His sister and 
mother came to the opening in the hedge also and talked to my mother. Old Haberstock, ‘Prinz’ 
by his nickname, Hanz’s father, just waved from the middle of their yard. He was attending to 
three or four of their carts which were fully loaded with whatever the horses could pull, on the 
long journey to western Poland. German occupying authorities had forcibly removed Polish 
farmers from their farms in the west part of Poland, without compensation or alternative means 
of livelihood, and now were giving those farms to the Germans brought in from the east.  

“They were all crying, the whole family, including the two elderly sisters of Hanz’s father. It 
was the same at most of the German households. They did not want to go but not one of them 
broke ranks. They all went. We admired their discipline and were sorry for them too. The 
German officials who came to organize the move must have been very persuasive. 

“They were sorry for us also. We were now reduced in numbers, making our situation in case 
of a Ukrainian attack even more hopeless. We expected an attack to come any day now but 
instead NKVD [Naródnyiy Komissariát Vnútrennikh Del; People's Commissariat of Internal 
Affairs] opened an office in the village, and Rusins from neighbouring villages and towns 
moved into some of the houses vacated by the Germans. 

“At the Prinz's house now lived a Rusin dentist from Kalusz and a young NKVD officer. He 
came to our house, from time to time, for coffee and a chat. Before the Germans’ departure we 
were forced to let him have a room in our house. At first, we were terrified of him. All of us, 
except Grandmother Jarosz. She argued with him and told him off whenever she felt like it. He 
said he missed his family in Russia. My grandmother would tell him, “Why don't you go back 
to them then? Who asked you to come here?” He just smiled and tried to explain, in Russian, 
that he was ordered to come, and if he disobeyed, he would have been put in prison. My 
grandmother did not speak Russian and tried hard not to understand him. They could carry on 
such dialogues without, it seemed, offending one another. I think they liked each other. 
Eventually none of us really disliked him. He was young, cheerful, played the accordion and 
sang at the slightest provocation.  
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“He had assigned to him a Rusyn girl as his housekeeper. Grandmother told him it was an 
improper arrangement and that she should go back to her parents. That, and his not going to 
church on Sundays was a constant source of argument between them. 

“A few days before the Russians reached Stanislawow, in September 1939, communists there 
started to take pot shots, from concealed positions, at Polish policemen, soldiers and some 
ordinary citizens. They even occupied the railway station for a few hours, until the police 
carried out an army style attack on it and sent the rebels packing. They also tried to capture the 
main police station but were repulsed, leaving several of their comrades dead on the streets. 
My father took part in both of those actions with some visible successes. But when the 
Russians arrived the whole police force was ordered, by our own authorities, to surrender. It 
was a mistake. In just a few months nearly all of those policemen were murdered by Russians. 
For the first few weeks however, they were imprisoned in Stanislawow and Mother went there 
several times with parcels of food, clean shirts and underwear, for Father. But she was not 
allowed to see him. Then they stopped accepting parcels, saying he was no longer there. Of 
course, they would not say where he was. 

“Early in 1940, rumours started to circulate about Poles being forcibly removed to unspecified 
locations, deep in the Soviet empire. As spring approached the rumours became more and more 
persistent. On the thirteenth of April 1940, early in the morning, mother woke me up shaking 
my shoulder and urging me to get up.” Why?” I asked, “It's still dark.” “You know why,” she 
said. I did know. For weeks we had been expecting this. For weeks the dogs howled at night as 
they were wont to do when there was to be a death in the village or some other calamity. They 
seemed to know when something awful was about to happen. 

“The banging on the back and front doors was getting louder and more impatient. Soon an 
NKVD officer walked into our bedroom and told me and Bronek to stand against the wall. He 
put a soldier by us and told us not to move. The soldier had a rifle at the ready, with a bayonet 
on it. I was quite frightened by these proceedings, but as the minutes passed, I also began to 
feel proud, especially when I noticed how many soldiers and civilians were surrounding the 
house.” 

To be continued... 

 

What happened next, would alter the lives of Mietek and his family forever.  They would be 
sent into enforced labour in Kazakhstan, later rent apart, separated from each other and their 
home in Poland, to which some would never return. Mietek was a survivor. He embraced 
dreams of aeroplanes and becoming a pilot. It would be his destiny that he would make it to 
England where, as shown in future episodes, having experienced further struggle, his dream 
would be realised. The story will be continued in Part 2, Women in War Newsletter, No. 28. 


