Poland down the ages
By Anwer Mooraj

THE consulate general of the Republic of Poland in Karachi recently celebrated the 88th anniversary of the restoration of the country’s independence — an event that took place 88 years ago at 11 minutes past 11 on the 11th month of the year 1918, marking the end of the First World War. However, what distinguishes the Polish card from other diplomatic invitations is the use of the phrase restoration of independence.

It might give those not conversant with Polish history the idea that the country had once been a colony of one of the leading European powers. No such conquest had ever taken place. But the phrase nevertheless highlights the great tragedy of the Polish people who were in the unfortunate position of being sandwiched between Prussia in the west, Austria in the south and Russia in the east — three powerful neighbours who appeared to be hell bent on either occupying their country, physically or ideologically, or partitioning their territory.

In the Great War, most of the fighting on the eastern front took place on Polish soil. Germany had a major crack at tearing down the Polish flag in 1939; and the Soviet Union completed the process at the end of the Second World War when it invaded the country and imposed the socialist creed on the hapless Poles. So it wasnt really until the break-up of the Soviet Union, that colossal monolith that spread across eight time zones, that the Poles tasted real independence. After that there was Solidarity, elections, a little less Solidarity, more confusion and more elections. But they have never looked back. One doesnt know just what it is about Poland, but the very name brings back memories.

The first time this writer came into contact with a citizen of the land between the Oder and the Bug was during his boarding school days in Panchgani — a hill station in the western ghats of India. There were five plateaus, known as tablelands, and the place had five boarding schools for boys and three for girls.

There was a camp not far from our school which housed young Polish refugees of both sexes who had been evacuated when the Nazis invaded their homeland. For some curious reason, the British had dumped them in this hill station which in the summer was bathed in soft focus sunlight and in the four-month monsoon was hosed down by torrential rains.

We were at once struck not only by the cheerful and positive attitude of these Polish youngsters, but also by the many talents they displayed in the fields of carpentry, embroidery, music, painting and the culinary arts. They were an exceptionally gifted bunch of teenagers.

The Parsi High School, which was the only seminary in the hill station that owned a 35 mm projector, and screened films on the last Saturday of every month, gave students their first glimpse of the indomitable spirit of the Poles when they showed an early British war movie with the unlikely title of Dangerous Moonlight. In this melodrama, Anton Wallbrook, a displaced Polish pianist, much against the entreaties of his fiancee who wanted him to pursue a musical career, went on an apparent RAF suicide mission during the Battle of Britain.

The next day the principal of St Peters, Reverend F.M. McKeown, did his bit for king and country by inviting all the refugees in the camp over to our school for high tea. He praised the valour and courage of the Polish people. He said that though the Poles were hopelessly outnumbered, unprepared and ill-equipped, they wouldnt surrender. They attacked the invading tanks on horseback, brandishing their swords and lances, and fired on enemy aircraft with shotguns and trench mortars.

It was, however, during the high tea that there began one of the great love affairs of the century between a dashing young prince from one of those obscure Indian Muslim principalities and an exceptionally beautiful dark haired Polish girl from the wooded foothills of the Tatra mountains. One hastens to add, the romance had a happy ending and the Indian state inherited a Polish princess.

Years later, when this writer went to university in London he frequented the White Eagle Club, a sanctuary for Polish exiles, where they served mushroom-stuffed beefsteak rolls in sour cream served with boiled buckwheat. There was a grand piano in the place and on a good day a Polish pianist would belt out a Chopin polonaise or mazurka, and if the mood took him — a nocturne.

For a while this writer became a paying guest with a Polish family whose patriarch had the familiar clean shaven head and huge handlebar moustache associated with the Central European military, and had once been a colonel in Marshall Joseph Pilsudskis Territorial Army. It was here that I heard my first Polish tango — Scravavione Cerce. It certainly wasnt my last.

Poland is a land of lakes, woodlands and incredible wildlife. The country has also an astonishing variety of architecture which ranges from the modern urban glass and concrete residential block to the ubiquitous cathedral and castle which form a focal point of interest in every major city — Warsaw, Gdansk, Poznan, and Wroclaw.

Few castles can rival in sheer magnificence and splendor the 18th century Lazienki park and palace in Warsaw where in summer boaters paddle on the lake, or drop in at the open air Greek theatre; the 12th century neo-gothic Lublin castle; or the 13th century Malbork castle where the March wind chisels the edge of the Nogat river. For the tourist anxious to strike a bargain, there is the rebuilt covered market in Krakow, and for the culture buff on the hunt for rare works of art, there is Leonardo da Vincis painting Lady with an Ermine in the Benedictine Abbey of Tyniec.

Poland borders with the Baltic sea, the Russian Federation, Belarus, Ukraine, Lithuania, the Czech Republic, the Slovak Republic and the Federal Republic of Germany. Warsaw, the capital, was completely destroyed during World War II, but the Old Town, where the heroic resistance known as the Warsaw Uprising took place, has been completely and faithfully rebuilt, brick by brick. Krakow, Poland’s second city still retains its charming mediaeval air, having largely escaped destruction during the war.

The CIA World Factbook has this to say about the country: Poland has steadfastly pursued a policy of economic liberalisation throughout the 1990s and today stands out as a success story among transition economies. Even so, much remains to be done, especially in bringing down unemployment This, according to official figures, hovers around the three million figure. The privatisation of small and medium-sized state-owned companies and a liberal law on establishing new firms has encouraged the development of the private business sector, but legal and bureaucratic obstacles alongside persistent corruption are hampering its further development.

Poland’s agricultural sector remains handicapped by surplus labour, inefficient small farms, and lack of investment. Restructuring and privatisation of sensitive sectors, for example coal, steel, the railroads and energy, while recently initiated, have stalled. Reforms in healthcare, education, the pension system, and state administration have resulted in larger-than-expected fiscal pressures. Further progress in public finance depends mainly on reducing losses in Polish state enterprises, restraining entitlements, and overhauling the tax code to incorporate the growing gray economy and farmers, most of whom pay no tax

Poland joined the EU in May 2004, and surging exports to the EU contributed to Poland’s strong growth in that year, though its competitiveness could be threatened by the zloty’s appreciation. GDP per capita roughly equals that of the three Baltic states. Poland nevertheless stands to benefit from nearly $23.2 billion in EU funds, available through 2006. Farmers have already begun to reap the rewards of membership via higher food prices and EU agricultural subsidies.

The government naturally has its detractors, especially among the former Polish socialists. Zbigniew Wiktor believes the growth of unemployment is rising very alarmingly and is closer to five million. According to him, from the end of 2001, the government has been composed of a bunch of liberals with a strong Bourgeois-Catholic orientation which has conducted a pro-western reactionary policy that favours the multinationals.

The privatisation of the economy has created a new capitalist class which has benefited 10 to 15 per cent of the population and has adversely affected the fortunes of the Polish worker. By forcing Poland to join Nato and the European Union, this new ruling class has made Poland more dependent on foreign capital. But then, isnt this the price one has to pay for re-introducing laissez-faire?

