One Night in Krakow

By Jody Hoffman

I am sitting in a dorm room style guest facility—clean but sparsely decorated, at a beautiful seminary indignantly situated snugly in a bend in the road, among the golden trees in rolling countryside just outside the city of Prague. With its stately courtyards and a central fountain, its white plaster buildings rise tall and seem so distinguished—you feel smarter and grander just being on the campus. Its maze of buildings are carefully laid out and meticulously placed like tic tacs in a drawer. The laid rock walkways connecting all the buildings add to the graceful detail, and the tiny green mosses between add to the overall splendor. The indoor spaces are more institutional than lavish, but its bones and structures feel strong and oozing with potential. The conference room is up large marble curved stairways to wallpapered, crystal chandeliered salons, the kind that hotels try to look like—these are the real deals. Although only sized to hold 30-50, it has its own elegance, with large windows overlooking more golden trees. The trees have dropped some leaves, so even the ground has a golden foliage carpet adding to the grand appearance. It is not new; it is old and dignified, and it has aged well. It would be an attraction in and of itself at home. Here it is merely a yawn, nothing worth noting compared to the ornate opulence of the nearby city. Prague is breath taking. Its buildings and history fascinating, its cathedrals giant works of arts erected in the hub of life. It is worth traveling to, saving for, spending time seeing, eating, hearing the wonder and enchantment. It feels more like a Disney setting than a city. It is all I imagined it to be and more. What I had heard it to be is what I found it to be.

Poland was a different story. We took a sleeper car to Krakow a couple of days before Buddy was to teach in Prague. It is not at all what I expected. I only knew what to expect from what I had heard. I had heard my entire life about Poland and Poles.  My father was Polish; his father came from Poland; it was just a generation ago. My grandfather died just days before my birth.  My father never spoke much of the old country, nor did he speak of our heritage or our family. My information was all from my mom. I thought it was accurate and never much questioned it. She would say how ignorant my father was; he was a stupid Pollock; even our last name was misspelled upon immigration. They were so stupid they couldn’t even get their name right. It was not a heritage or a name I wore proudly. Why would I? How could I? I only knew my culture from the Polish jokes that were popular when I was growing up. I laughed at them too. I distanced myself from all things Polish. 

Buddy was the one to suggest that we visit since it was only hours away from where we were to be in Prague. I hesitated a bit, but out of curiosity and proximity, I decided I wanted to go. Buddy tried to appeal to my heritage, but he did not understand the depth of my disconnect and delusion.  He delights and savors his heritage—I did not. 

He wanted for me to feel what he feels about his family about his heritage.  I knew it was not possible. But I could at least go see where and where my grandparents had lived and walked. I would want my grandbabies to know that of me. Even if I die days before their birth, I would want them to understand my love and hope for them. I have learned much more being the grandmother than the child without grandparents.

My expectations were low. I only expected to see gray dirty buildings and gray dirty concrete and mismatched old fat women with big babushkas on their heads. Babushka was one of the only Polish words I knew—they were big old raggy scarves in my mind. Grumpy people with a gnarly look; people that said without a word spoken that you were a bother. People sweeping garbage off the sidewalks and endless jobs because they were so dumb to not realize throwing things on the ground was littering. I thought there would be bakeries with good hot bread smelling the streets in the morning, people lined up to get there one loaf of bread for the day. People with no style, no brains, and very little to look at or show for their life—I knew I was right, my mom told me. And I had told myself all the little blanks she left out. I colored the picture she had outlined for me.

We got our tickets and boarded the train after walking all day around Prague, so tired that by the evening I sat on a bench awaiting the train and fell asleep. I awoke to find a homeless man had fallen asleep next to me and was now leaning against my right shoulder while Buddy was emailing someone at my left shoulder. I awoke with a start and an eerie feeling I was headed for more of the same. I shook it off but deep inside I had real reservation and apprehension about what may lie ahead.

The sleeper car felt like it was only missing James Bond—Buddy was a fine replacement and I really did not want any guns, shooting, or jumping out the window. Poland was going to be enough adventure. We laughed and watched the darkness go by through the large window listening to clickity clacking of the rails beneath us, making out what we could in the shadows and occasional lights of the unknown countryside outside our window. It was like watching a large screen TV only with no remote and a dark shadowy screen. The further we got away from the city, the less we saw, and we finally gave up and attempted sleeping. It was a lot like sleeping on the washing machine and dryer both in size, noise and comfort.

We arrived just before dawn. Hmm. My breath and mind were short spurts wondering what was above. We arrived underground and scrambled around finding a money exchange and a place for Buddy to get coffee—no Starbucks—no surprise. Finally, we went up the stairs… out of the train station… and around the bend, half holding my breath…to my surprise and delight…was a beautiful courtyard with large soft yellow clean large buildings all in plaster and old hand carved, hand made intricate carvings around the windows. It was wonderful. Whew, what a relief. There was a hotel there across the courtyard.   I was not only tired and ready to stay a bit, but also unsure if we would find anything as nice anywhere else—this would be great. We were excited that the price was good, and they let us check in at 7:00 am without any additional charge! The rooms were new, clean, and Ikea modern.

After a shower and a leaving our bags, we went exploring. We discovered a gold mine. Krakow was the perfect setting for an imaginary city.  It must be where Disney got their old town feel and castle fairyland from. It could not have been better! I loved it. I found it hard not to swirl with my hands out and face up giggling like a child. I could have gulped it down like water on a parched day; it was so great. The buildings were the old European design that was from the 1400’s or before. Just gorgeous. Cathedrals, towers, city center squares, fountains, arches, castles, monuments, statues, cobblestone, cafes huge wrought iron chandeliers, history, drama and intrigue. We took a walking tour to learn more. Buddy said to the guide, “My wife is from Poland.” I cringed and looked away acting interested in a building but really not wanting to own up. “ Oh really? What was her name?” Oh boy, here we go, “We were so dumb we misspelled our name…I started to say, but Buddy just said, “Oleksy”. Again I looked at another building.  “Oh, that is the name of our last Prime Minister, Joseph Oleksy.”  My heart snapped to attention but I avoided being so obviously impressed. “That was my dad’s name! But how is that spelled? Is it not misspelled?” I blurted out. No, that is a good name here; it is a name of honor.” I looked at Buddy; my eyes filled with tears. He smiled.  He knew how much that meant, how much I needed to hear that—he knew more than I knew how good that felt. I walked the tour learning and growing with echoes of those words “It is a good name” repeating over and over again. I heard that the Poles were people of strength and honor. That they were a people of architects and designers, kings and lawmakers, poets and writers, priests and composers. They were heroes. The King of the 1400’s invited Jews from all over Europe and the Middle East to find sanctuary and rest in Poland. They befriended them and protected them. They were later killed by the millions for their aid to the Jews during the Nazi Regime. As many Poles died as Jews—6 million each -  by the hand of the insanity that gripped Europe and the Germans during World War II. A war my father fought as Polish man in the U.S. Army. One of the greatest, if not the greatest Pope came from Poland. He was known for his love for God and his passion for justice, his kindness, and love for people.  He was dearly loved in his homeland. In the one night in Krakow, my world was changed. As I walked the streets, I found a place of which I was proud to belong, a people of honor, a heritage to admire, a name to wear with dignity.

How like it is of Satan to take away our roots? To strip us of dignity? To make us ashamed of whom we are? It is his very nature to ruin what God has given us, to cripple and incapacitate us. We have a homeland, a place of beauty and honor! We have a name to wear proudly.  We have a Father that has given His very own blood to make it possible that we live there forever with Him. He awaits our discovery, our heritage, He is trying to help us see it and understand, but we have another voice that feeds us lies and robs us of the family to which we belong. We have men whom have traveled before us that we can proudly admire, whom we can learn and relate to as we all try to serve the God of whom we all are forever indebted. Lies are Satan’s weapons of mass destruction.
Krakow outshines Prague. It was preserved and untouched by the war as even the Nazi’s recognized its incredible beauty and desired to take it over for themselves. They were saving the best for their own pleasure. It survived and still stands today as palace in time. Its beauty incomparable, its opulence as grand, its history rich, and it people legendary. It is not what I thought it is not what I expected—it is more than I imagined it is a place to return, to remember and to tell my children. What I heard it to be is not what I found it to be. Has Satan lied to you? Are you living far beneath the truth? Come spend a night in Krakow and discover the truth of who you are…I think I may be a Polish princess. And you?

