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Prologue

Hitler was dead. As news spread of the dictator’s suicide, people on both sides of the Atlantic converged on downtowns and city squares to celebrate the end of the most pitiless war in history. Montreal, the largest city in Quebec, Canada’s francophone province, was no exception. Among those who abandoned their classrooms to join the throngs outside was seventeen-year-old Zbigniew Brzezinski, the second of four sons of the Polish consul general in Montreal. “Germany has capitulated!” he wrote in his diary on May 8, 1945.1 “I heard the electrifying news this morning when I was at school. The city is full of flags, flowers, people, and joy. Only us, the Poles, are not partaking in this satisfaction from victory.” Amid the blur of Union Jacks, Canadian Red Ensigns, and Stars and Stripes, Brzezinski spotted the occasional hammer and sickle. Sight of the dreaded Soviet flag dampened the joy of the soon-to-be-stateless young Pole. “We walked down the streets cheering,” he recalled towards the end of his life. “But I remember at the same time feeling there was something wrong because I was aware that half of Europe was in the hands of another menacing dictatorship just as brutal as Hitlerism.”2

Canadians could be forgiven for welcoming the Soviet red flag. In the titanic battle with Nazism, the Soviet Union had lost many times more soldiers and civilians than the United States and the British Empire combined. So critical had Josef Stalin, the Soviet dictator, been to the battle against Nazism that many Westerners, seemingly oblivious to his record, knew him by the moniker “Uncle Joe.” Ten months later, in Fulton, Missouri, Winston Churchill, Great Britain’s wartime leader, would jolt people to attention with his warning of an “iron curtain” descending across Europe. On that euphoric day in May, however, it took a Pole to express victory’s bitter taste. The previous year, an anguished Brzezinski had recorded the suppression of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, in which the German Army had razed the Polish city to the ground, leaving it the most ruined capital in Europe. The Red Army had sat passively for months on the left bank of the Vistula River, watching the Germans methodically level the city of Brzezinski’s birth. The US president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and Churchill had sporadically tried to aid the Polish resistance. But Allied airdrops had been blocked by Stalin until it was too late. Uncle Joe, who described the Polish fighters as “a handful of criminals,” wanted the Germans to do his sordid work for him: to rob the Poles of any chance of self-liberation by liquidating their Home Army. A quarter of a million Varsovians died in that bloodbath. Barely any landmarks were left standing. When the Germans were finally ejected, the young Brzezinski was clear eyed: “The Soviet army overran Warsaw,” he wrote in January 1945. “All the Poles understand that this is not a liberation but simply a change in the form of terror.”3

Brzezinski’s quest to hold the USSR to account was still burning three decades later in 1977, when President Jimmy Carter picked him to be his national security advisor at a waning stage of East-West détente. Brzezinski became the first person of Polish origin—and so far the last—to occupy that role. In between, he had learned to speak Russian fluently, become a Harvard and Columbia scholar, emerged as one of America’s foremost Sovietologists, advised President John F. Kennedy, worked for President Lyndon Baines Johnson, served as chief foreign policy advisor to the ill-fated 1968 presidential candidacy of Hubert Humphrey, and gained a reputation as Henry Kissinger’s most dogged rival. Brzezinski’s detractors never stopped dismissing him as a “Pole” with the implication of dual loyalty. Like many immigrants, however, he said he was “insanely” proud of being an American. He saw no tension in his hyphenation. When he was naturalized as a citizen in Boston in 1958, the judge asked whether he would like to anglicize his difficult-to-pronounce name. Brzezinski declined. “America is the only country where someone called ‘Zbigniew Brzezinski’ can make a name for himself without changing his name,” he would often say.4 That was true. But his tongue twister of a name—“pronounced ‘ZbigNieff BreshinSki,’ ” as Carter would instruct his first White House staff meeting in 19775—offered a clue to his greatest strength and weakness.

The strength he manifested so early turned into a lifelong sense of mission. In 1953, the young Harvard student visited the recently opened Radio Free Europe (RFE) offices in Munich—Brzezinski’s first trip across the Atlantic since he had left Poland on a boat fifteen years earlier. There he met Jan Nowak-Jeziorański, the head of the Polish section of RFE and legendary Warsaw “courier” who had maintained contact during the war between Warsaw and the Polish government in exile in London and provided accounts of the war to the British and Americans, including widely disbelieved reports of the Holocaust. The twenty-five-year-old Polish student’s encyclopedic knowledge of the Polish underground and the exploits of the Home Army struck Nowak as uncanny.6 Brzezinski’s father later told Nowak that his son’s life ambition was to liberate Poland from the Soviets. Nowak did not record his reaction, which we can only imagine was incredulous. Just as a rocket requires a launch vehicle, a significant life often begins with a motivating boost. Wounded Polishness—and a sense of amputated history—was Brzezinski’s.

That clarity of purpose spurred Brzezinski to become one of America’s leading Cold War scholars. Moreover, his fluency in Polish and Russian and his closeness to numerous Eastern European émigrés, of whom his Czech-speaking wife, Emilie Benes, was foremost, gave him an edge that many Sovietologists lacked. Many of his peers did not speak Russian well. Some did not speak it at all. Brzezinski’s cultural marination gave his scholarship an incisive dimension. In his 1950 master’s thesis at Montreal’s McGill University, Brzezinski identified the “nationalities problem” as the Soviet Union’s “Achilles’ heel.”7 Non-Russian peoples inside the Soviet Union, as well as among its Warsaw Pact satellites in Eastern Europe, had retained their national feeling, he argued. They would not indefinitely tolerate what was widely felt as Russian imperialism, irrespective of the internationalism in which Marxism garbed itself. The Soviet Union was not a monolith; resentment of Russian colonialism could be enlisted to hasten the East Bloc’s demise. It was an insight that eluded many, including Kissinger and most of Brzezinski’s colleagues in the Carter administration. To many, Brzezinski’s self-confidence came across as arrogant and sometimes reckless. Not only was he contesting the US government’s wisdom in pursuing détente; he also insisted that what others saw as the lasting presence of the Soviet Union—a superpower that in a nuclear age must for everyone’s sake be treated as America’s equal—was in fact a shell of itself that was in the process of degenerating. All it needed was a helpful push. Churchill’s “iron curtain” had turned out not to have been made of hard metal, Brzezinski argued; it was more like a “semi-permeable membrane.”8

As a born-again Baptist farmer from Georgia, Carter was an unlikely patron. Against almost everyone’s advice, from Kissinger on the right to the “wise men” of the increasingly dovish WASP establishment, Carter not only hired “Zbig,” as he was generally known, but ignored the clamor to fire him when the political going got rough. Even in the depths of the Iran hostage crisis, which Brzezinski had helped trigger by insisting that the US should admit Iran’s deposed shah for medical treatment, Carter stood by his controversial advisor. In addition to their friendship, Carter said that Brzezinski was alone among his officials in providing a strategic framework on how to outplay the USSR. The Cold War ended under President George H. W. Bush, nine years after Carter left office. But Soviet self-belief had been badly dented in the Carter years. The Carter administration “waged ideological war on the Soviets with a determination and an intensity that was very different from its predecessors,” wrote Robert Gates, a former CIA director who had gotten his career break as a White House aide to Brzezinski.9 The “fragile seeds” that Brzezinski planted—using human rights as a weapon against Moscow and stoking Eastern Europe’s hopes of independence—would bear “lethal fruit” years later, said Gates.10 Among its harvest was Poland’s Solidarity movement. History records the Iron Curtain as having parted on November 9, 1989, when the Berlin Wall fell. But it had cracked on June 4, when Solidarity swept the Polish elections. Two months later, Moscow permitted Solidarity to form a government, thus ending the Communist monopoly on power. Berlin came three months later. Poland was the breach that opened the floodgates. Brzezinski played a significant role in protecting Lech Wałęsa’s worker-intellectual alliance, then in nurturing it to victory. A few months later, Time magazine ran an interview with Brzezinski under the headline “Zbigniew Brzezinski: Vindication of a Hard-Liner.” It was written by Strobe Talbott, who had been one of Brzezinski’s most trenchant critics during the Carter years. Many factors contributed to the demise of the USSR. Jan Nowak, who had indulged the cocky young Brzezinski in Munich so many years before, thought that America’s weaponization of human rights was the most important. Many people in Eastern Europe agreed.

In Washington, Brzezinski’s disputatious character was something of his own Achilles’ heel. In one former Soviet republic, now the central Asian nation of Kyrgyzstan, Brzezinski was welcomed on a visit in the 1990s as a modern “Nostradamus”11 for his lonely predictions of the system’s impending collapse. His role in helping bring about the USSR’s disintegration is treated as critical in Russia, where he is still depicted as an archenemy. In 2014, Nikolai Patrushev, the ex-head of the former KGB (now called the FSB), who was national security advisor to Russian president Vladimir Putin, said that the USSR had been destroyed by a “plot hatched by Zbigniew Brzezinski and the CIA to weaken its economy.”12 Such overwrought judgments are hard to separate from Brzezinski’s Polish origins, which Soviet leaders always viewed as a source of implacable bias. That was one point on which Moscow and much of Washington were in agreement. Brzezinski’s Cold War impact is as underappreciated in today’s US as it is overstated in Russia.

Suspicion of Brzezinski’s allegedly overriding loyalty to Poland came from many quarters. W. Averell Harriman, perhaps the grandest postwar figure of the foreign policy establishment, spoke for many in his Anglophile world when he said that Brzezinski lacked the “American ethos” and would be “perfectly willing to get the United States into a conflict with Russia for the sake of Poland.”13 Robert Lovett, a secretary of defense in the early 1950s, who, like Harriman, had belonged to Yale’s exclusive Skull and Bones society and was the epitome of the WASP establishment, said, “We shouldn’t have a National Security Adviser like that who’s not really an American. I can’t imagine anyone negotiating with the Russians with [Brzezinski’s] loathing and suspicion.”14 Brzezinski also had to contend with persistent accusations of anti-Israeli bias—and occasionally worse. He was part of Carter’s team at the marathon 1978 Israel-Egypt peace talks at Camp David that resulted in the first recognition of Israel by an Arab country. Israel’s parallel undertaking to open talks with the Palestinians, aimed at an eventual two-state solution, came to naught in spite of Carter and Brzezinski’s efforts. Detractors used Brzezinski’s Polishness against him. That he never lost his Polish accent, combined with Poland’s reputation for anti-Semitism, made Brzezinski an obvious target. His willingness to call out the “Israel lobby” was one reason why Barack Obama, during his 2008 primary battle with Hillary Clinton, felt obliged to distance himself from Brzezinski in spite of having received a well-timed boost from his endorsement.

There is no basis to the allegations that Brzezinski was anti-Semitic. In 1977, Menachem Begin, Israel’s hard-line prime minister and a fellow Polish speaker, presented Brzezinski with documents lauding Brzezinski’s father’s role in issuing exit visas to German Jews when he was the Polish consul in Leipzig in the 1930s. Hitler’s regime insisted that Warsaw recall Brzeziński senior. “The Jewish people, Dear Mr. Brzezinski, never forget a friend,” Begin wrote in a letter to Brzezinski’s father a few weeks later.15 Begin’s gesture, which took place in front of cameras, moved Brzezinski. But he was, for the most part, too proud to take notice of the whispering campaign against him.

A third group with whom Brzezinski fell out was the Democratic foreign policy doves. Brzezinski called them “McGovernites” after the disastrous 1972 presidential candidacy of George McGovern, who led the party leftward after the debacle in Vietnam. Brzezinski, who had dutifully backed the war, said they suffered from “Vietnam syndrome.” In that category, he included Cyrus Vance, Carter’s gentlemanly secretary of state and one of the last of the grand WASPs. Vance proved no match for Brzezinski’s political skills. Brzezinski ultimately won most of the big policy battles with Vance, including normalizing relations with China; holding Moscow to account for its treatment of dissidents, including Jewish refuseniks; arming the Afghan resistance to Soviet invaders, and modernizing America’s nuclear arsenal—a momentous strategic upgrade that is routinely misattributed to Ronald Reagan, Carter’s successor and nemesis.

Why did Brzezinski not receive his full due? Washington is a town of factions and groups in which loyalty to your side and conformity to its line is overriding. Brzezinski had no tribe but his own. He belonged to no recognizable school of foreign policy; neither consistently a hawk nor a dove. He had little time for labels such as “realist” and “idealist.” Nor was he an unswerving Democrat. In 1972, he voted for Richard Nixon against McGovern, and in 1988, he endorsed George H. W. Bush over Michael Dukakis. In glaring contrast to Kissinger, who was a master of seduction, Brzezinski had limited patience with the media. His unwillingness to play the Washington game took a toll on his influence. Though Reagan twice thought of hiring him as his national security advisor, both times he ran into opposition and dropped the idea. Over time, Brzezinski acquired more enemies on the right than on the left. That was most apparent in 2003, when he came out early and trenchantly against the Iraq War—a lonely stand that cut against how the Washington game is played. That he was proved right is secondary; the important thing is to keep within the bounds of political fashion. Kissinger, who supported the Iraq War, knew how to do that. Brzezinski did not care.

One of the reasons I decided to write this biography is because a life such as Brzezinski’s offers a window on how the world works and what happens in history. Though I had no idea while Brzezinski was alive that I would become his biographer, I spoke to him a lot—often over lunch at his favorite haunts, Teatro Goldoni on K Street and later the Jefferson Hotel on 16th Street—during the last decade of his life. He was an acute observer of global events. His insights and deep fund of historical memory rarely failed to be of benefit to an inquiring journalist. This biography was a race against the actuarial clock. I interviewed more than a hundred of Brzezinski’s contemporaries. Sadly, a few—notably, Walter Mondale, Carter’s vice president; Ardeshir Zahedi, the shah of Iran’s legendary ambassador to Washington; and Mikhail Gorbachev, the USSR’s last leader, who had become friendly with Brzezinski after the Cold War—passed away before I could interview them. Others, such as Madeleine Albright, the former secretary of state who was one of Brzezinski’s many protégés, died midway through this project after having been of great help to me. Though in the fading twilight of his life, Carter was also generous. Most of Brzezinski’s Chinese and Soviet contemporaries were already old when Brzezinski became their counterpart. As a scholar he emphasized that the USSR had become an ossified “gerontocracy.” I made use of Politburo minutes, Soviet memoirs, those of other foreign and American figures, and US national security and diplomatic archives. The Jimmy Carter Presidential Library in Atlanta was also a great resource. The files that Poland’s secret police had kept on Brzezinski were also a rich source and often unintentionally comical. I was also given Brzezinski’s lengthy and mostly unseen correspondence with Pope John Paul II, a prelate from Poland who became the first non-Italian pope in more than four hundred years and whose elevation was thought by the KGB to have been a “Brzezinski plot.”

With no conditions—this is not an authorized biography—Brzezinski’s children, Ian, Mark, and Mika, gave me unrestricted access to their father’s extensive personal diaries, letters, and papers and his voluminous collection of documents housed in the Library of Congress. His recordkeeping was meticulous. Without the family’s trust and generosity, this project would have been an uphill struggle. No life is a neat morality tale with a cinematic ending. That would be dull and almost certainly fictional. Brzezinski’s story had me gripped from the moment I began to research it. Given the significance of what he did and the character of his times, it could not have been otherwise. He died in May 2017, just a few months into Donald Trump’s presidency. He had been born into a privileged Warsaw family in 1928, the year Stalin consolidated power. That is where this book begins.





1 Interbellum Warsaw

Poland owes a corner of its soul to America, and vice versa. Woodrow Wilson, the United States’ twenty-eighth president, elevated Poland’s hopes with the famous Fourteen Points that he announced to Congress in 1918. They were the US president’s list of reforms in the aftermath of the First World War that were designed to ensure that such mass slaughter could never repeat itself. Wilson’s French counterpart, Georges Clemenceau, quipped, “God gave us the ten commandments and we broke them. Wilson gave us the Fourteen Points. We shall see.” Wilson’s idealism was lampooned in most European chancelleries. The Poles, at least, saw the virtue in Wilson’s lengthy agenda. Poland’s independence was the US president’s thirteenth point. Wilson achieved most of his wish list, including the victorious powers’ blessing for the newly proclaimed Second Polish Republic in the 1919 Treaty of Versailles.

But it was Józef Piłsudski, the founder of Poland’s Second Republic, a figure who towered like a Colossus over the lives of the Brzezinskis and most people in their world, who took up arms and made it a reality. “When the war of the giants is over,” Churchill predicted, “the war of the pygmies will begin.”1 Piłsudski led Poland’s White Eagle army to an improbable victory over the Soviets in 1920. His feat of arms was dubbed the “Miracle on the Vistula.” The Battle of Warsaw changed history. It closed off the “Red bridge” across which the USSR’s Vladimir Lenin and Leon Trotsky had planned to spread their 1917 Bolshevik Revolution to Europe. Without Piłsudski, Poland would not have been reborn. Without the new Poland, Germany and countries beyond would have lain prostrate in the Red Army’s path. Modern history might have been radically different. This event is burned into the memory of Poles yet largely forgotten by everyone else. The senior British observer in Poland, Edgar Vincent, Viscount D’Abernon, would later classify the Battle of Warsaw as “the eighteenth decisive battle of the world.”2

It would be hard to overstate the pull of history on the Polish imagination. Zbigniew Brzezinski was born on an early-spring day in 1928 in his parents’ elegant Warsaw apartment. No child of those circumstances and that time could hope to be free of history’s entanglements for long. His entry into the world occurred at a rare moment when Poland existed as a self-ruled nation. He arrived at the midway point between the proclamation of Poland’s Second Republic in 1918 and its extinction in 1939, when Brzezinski was eleven. At the start of the Second World War, Poland was split between the Soviets and the Germans under a sordid vivisection that they had delineated a few weeks earlier. Poland’s extinction was settled in a secret protocol in the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact (more widely remembered as the Nazi-Soviet Pact), in which Hitler and Stalin pledged mutual nonaggression in the coming war against the democracies. On October 31, 1939, barely two months after devising their plan, Vyacheslav Molotov, the Soviet foreign minister, could proclaim, “One swift blow to Poland, first by the German Army and then by the Red Army, and nothing was left of this ugly bastard of the Versailles Treaty.” It was to that orphan of history that Brzezinski was born; he emerged into the eye of the storm—Poland’s fleeting moment of interbellum serenity.

Brzezinski’s upbringing was both cosmopolitan and fiercely Polish. Zbigniew was the first child of Tadeusz Brzeziński, a rising Polish diplomat, who had won recognition as a young officer at the “Miracle on the Vistula” fighting under Piłsudski’s White Eagle flag.3 Though he emerged unscathed, Tadeusz had seen action and won medals. He did not take part in the last great cavalry charge of European history. But his role in that historic battle was a source of deep family pride. Zbigniew was the second son of Leonia Brzezińska, who had already had one child, Jurek (later known as George), from a brief first marriage to another Pole of high birth. Her divorce, a rarity in devoutly Catholic Poland, was uncontroversial within her Warsaw milieu. Proof of that is that her ex-husband, Jerzy Żyliński, acted as an official witness at her second wedding. Even in the context of her relatively bohemian social life, an amicable divorce in that manner was remarkable. With her dark, flowing hair and fierce sense of self, Leonia was a catch in any context. Both of Zbigniew’s parents came from a szlachta background, a type of Polish nobility. Leonia’s further education was also a rarity for her gender in that time. Though a graduate of Warsaw’s School of Political Science and its Conservatory of Music, she was also a belle of the town, rarely spotted without her furs and frequently surrounded by admirers. She was even known to the ballrooms of Vienna, where Tadeusz had studied law. More befitting of her time, Leonia was also an accomplished pianist and a regular at Catholic Mass.

Brzezinski’s parents grew up in a late Habsburg–Romanov world that ceased to exist several years before they married. Their lives bridged two eras. It is as though each had one foot in a Tolstoy novel and the other in the twentieth century. Tadeusz’s father, Kazimierz Brzeziński, born in 1866, was a judge in various provincial capitals in the Austro-Habsburg-ruled province of Eastern Galicia.4 Unlike the Russian-ruled parts of Poland, where the use of Polish as a medium of instruction was forbidden and in some cases resulted in severe penalties, courts, schools, and other public institutions in the Habsburg-ruled part of Poland were permitted to use Polish. Because of the hopelessness of Poland’s situation, the loci of most nationalist sentiment during its 123 years of partition were language, poetry, theater, and other arts. Lacking a nation-state, Poland existed in a so-called rząd dusz, or “government of souls.” Within the poetry of Adam Mickiewicz, the Alexander Pushkin of Poland, and in the chords of Frédéric Chopin could be found “guns hidden under flowers.” Though nourished by an earlier history of grand battles and the possession of vast territories, modern Polish national sentiment was intellectual in its essence. Kazimierz gained his doctorate of law from the University of Lvov (now Lviv), the chief metropolis of Eastern Galicia. He was a frenetic sponsor of Polish-language theaters, primary schools, and libraries in Przemysl, which became the seat of the Brzeziński family. Today the town sits just on the Polish side of the Ukrainian-Polish border. (Lviv is well inside Ukraine.) Kazimierz’s calm impartiality led to quick preferment in Imperial Royal District Courts. Because of his judicious temperament and impeccable sense of dress, he was widely known as arbiter elegantiarum (the arbiter of elegance). Zbigniew never met his paternal grandfather, who died of a heart attack in 1924. But he would spend many halcyon summer months with his widowed grandmother, Zofia, in the family’s large home in Przemysl.

As the eldest of two sons, Tadeusz was on track to follow in his father’s footsteps. Noted likewise for his sartorial exactness, Tadeusz also gained his doctorate in law from the University of Lvov.5 He seemed destined to become a notable legal official in Habsburg-ruled Poland, as his father was. But war and the rebirth of his nation dramatically altered his life. In 1919, the recently graduated Tadeusz joined the newly formed Polish Army as a noncommissioned officer in the 2nd Rifle Regiment of Lvov. He fought in both the victorious 1919 Battle of Lvov against Ukrainian nationalists and in the more consequential Battle of Warsaw in 1920. After the war, he joined the newly formed Polish diplomatic service in Warsaw and in the early 1920s had brief postings to German Westphalia and the Rhineland. His role was to look after the interests of Polish minorities abroad, who numbered in the millions in Europe’s largest coalfields, particularly in northwest Germany and northern France. Between 1924 and 1927, he headed the cultural section of Poland’s consular service in Warsaw. It was there that he met Leonia.

Leonia Roman’s family was also from a noble background.6 The designation szlachta confuses foreigners and sometimes even Poles. Members of that class are often misleadingly described as belonging to the aristocracy. Yet they accounted for more than a tenth of Poland’s population, roughly ten times the share of nobility in most other European societies. Nor does the category of burgher, which implies commercial wealth, fit their status. A better analogy might be to the caste of Rajputs in northern India—warriors by birth and inheritance but without necessarily possessing land or wealth. But even that comparison is misleading. The szlachta were Poland’s original citizens from the creation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth in the sixteenth century. They made up Poland’s military officers, political class, and arbiters of nationhood. They elected the king of the grand hybrid kingdom from their ranks. Nobles in medieval England and France were powerful landowners who nevertheless owed total fealty to their hereditary sovereign. They also owned the labor of the peasants who worked their land. Most szlachta, by contrast, were not significant landowners. Yet they were the social equals of their elected sovereign. They possessed full political rights and legal equality with the king generations before the idea of citizenship emerged in revolutionary France and America. Both sides of Brzezinski’s family were szlachta.

In contrast to Brzezinski’s paternal line, which grew up in the relatively free air of Habsburg Poland, Leonia’s family, the Romans, came from the overtly Polonophobic Russian-ruled part of their partitioned nation. Their most celebrated ancestor was Wiktor Roman, who fought in the Polish cavalry with Napoleon’s army in the Peninsular War in Spain. Roman earned a legendary reputation in the cavalry charge that won the 1808 Battle of Somosierra. The Poles’ gallantry overwhelmed the Spanish forces and opened Madrid to Napoleon’s occupation. The Corsican general attributed the victory to the valiant Poles. As a people recently deprived of a nation (Poland’s final partition among Russia, Austria, and Prussia had occurred in 1795), the Polish cavalry had defected to Napoleon’s cause as their best hope of reclaiming their homeland. That dream foundered at Waterloo in 1815. But the Roman family nevertheless flourished in czarist-ruled Poland. Both Brzezinski’s maternal great-grandfather and grandfather, Antoni and Leon Roman, joined the Golden Hussars of Saint Petersburg, an elite Polish cavalry unit that had been co-opted into Romanov Russia. Future czars would often cut their teeth in the Golden Hussars. To qualify, a Pole had to prove he was a scion of at least seven generations of szlachta and pay 2,000 rubles, a significant sum. Both qualifications came easily to the Romans.

Unlike the Brzezińskis, who had fled to Habsburg Poland from the Russian part in the 1830s after an ancestor had participated in one of the failed uprisings against the czars, the Roman family owned two significant estates near Warsaw. Those were forfeited in the late 1890s after Leonia’s grandfather pledged them as collateral for a neighbor’s debts. The neighbor’s bankruptcy threw the Romans into relative penury. In spite of the court’s foreclosure, the Romans retained their social status. Leonia’s father, Leon Roman, graduated as a lawyer from the University of Saint Petersburg and served in the Golden Hussars. He spent most of his career as a senior administrator in Russian Poland before switching to more senior jobs in independent Poland after 1920. Like many Poles in late-Romanov Russia, Leon encountered political suspicions in Saint Petersburg and moved to the less claustrophobic setting of Warsaw. There he managed the Warsaw-Vienna railway line before the outbreak of the First World War. Leonia spent her childhood in Warsaw. After the war, her father served as a senior administrator in various parts of Poland, including the city of Poznań.

From each of his parents’ families, Brzezinski inherited a deep and ancient sense of Polish nationhood. But it was from the Brzeziński side, which had been active in Polish uprisings and more recent cultural endeavors to sustain the idea of Poland, that Brzezinski gained his spirit of activism. Poles of Brzezinski’s class were in no doubt that their country had been occupied and dominated by inferior cultures—the Russians and the Prussians in particular. The Austro-Habsburgs were viewed through a more benign lens. Tadeusz would often refer to Poland as “the Christ among nations,” a phrase common in Polish literary circles.7 The country would accordingly rise from the dead after three generations. Tadeusz imbued in the young Brzezinski a conviction that Poland was an advanced European civilization that had been brought low by the avaricious brutality of its less refined neighbors, Russia foremost among them. “We were Westerners in the East,” Tadeusz felt. Poland had died—and it would come back to life—in the cause of Western civilization.8

By the time Leonia and Tadeusz met, the imperial setting of their early years had vanished. But their manners and style retained many of its trappings. In their faded photo albums of the 1920s, Leonia’s glamour was undimmed. Later in life, Tadeusz said that his favorite city had always been Vienna: “It doesn’t have the heaviness of so many German cities.”9 Warsaw came in a close second. Though born in Warsaw, Zbigniew lived until he was three in the northern French industrial city of Lille, where Tadeusz was consul general for Poland’s young republic. Zbigniew spent only three years of his life in Poland, all of them in his first decade. From 1931 to 1935, the family was based in Leipzig, the largest city in Germany’s Saxony region, where Tadeusz was also Poland’s consul general. Those were formative years for Zbigniew. Only between 1935 and 1938 did he live for an unbroken period in his homeland. Yet he spent his first ten summers in Poland, often at his ancestral Brzeziński home.

Zbigniew grew up amid French and then German speakers. But his household was always Polish. Leonia made sure that the cook, the housekeeper, the driver, and other domestic staff came from home. The three children, including the youngest, Adam, who was born a year after Zbigniew, picked up French only after they moved to Montreal. In Leipzig they were tutored in German. Most of the Brzezińskis’ interwar world, including their family papers and their various Warsaw residences, was buried in the rubble of wartime Poland. Leonia’s private diaries and a modest collection of official documents traveled with them to the New World. They provide a lyrical and emotionally vivid account of the circumstances in which Zbigniew grew up. From an early age his older half brother, Jurek, was at boarding school in Warsaw. He joined them for the holidays in Germany or in Poland’s Carpathian Mountains, where they would often spend their summers amid the region’s peaks, cascading waterfalls, eagle’s nest churches, and spa towns. It was Poland’s Riviera. Leonia’s children were radically unalike. She fretted that Jurek was a mediocre and easily distractable student. He would also stutter. The coddled baby of the family, Adam, Zbigniew’s younger brother, was prone to ill health. He also had a tendency to put on weight. From time to time, Adam’s parents worried that he was a slow learner. Adam would never be able to shake off either of those traits: his worrisome physical condition and his trouble with focusing. Zbigniew, on the other hand, was headstrong, independent, risk taking, and academically gifted.

Leonia loved to show off her children. In their family albums, whether on the Baltic seaside, in a Polish mountain spa town, or waving goodbye from various European train stations, the children are always dressed for the occasion: in full-bodied boy’s bathing suits, wrapped in tiny fur coats with matching berets, or in the summer garb of miniature Polish gentlemen. As young as age six, Zbigniew’s famed mental sharpness, distinct high-cheeked facial structure, and striking blond hair are recognizable. He stood out from the Brzezinski brood as emotionally detached and hard to please. “Zbysio, my son, why must you be so mean, so prickly?” Leonia confided to her diary during a Christmas in Leipzig in 1934. “You fancy yourself a man, a knight, who has no need for his mother, nor her caresses—you have to change, because my heart yearns towards you. It does hurt at times, oh my brave, edgy little boy!”10

Later in life, Leonia would tell the story of how the young Zbigniew had taken to sleeping on hard floors without pillows so that he could taste the discomfort that others less fortunate were forced to endure.11 One time, though parched after an afternoon of hiking in mountains, he refused to drink water until the following morning so that he could feel what it was like to go without. There was something about Zbigniew, with his appetite for risk and pranks, that made him Leonia’s golden child. “After his fourth lesson Zbysio is already skating by himself,” she wrote in an entry from Leipzig. “Adaś, as he claims, is a bit too fat and not doing as well; he gets scared and clings to Mrs. Marysia [the nanny].”12

Hitler came to power when Zbigniew was five, midway through the family’s time in Leipzig. One of his starkest recollections was of the frequent Nazi torchlight parades, which struck terror into the children. His parents imparted to the children an unequivocal fear of and contempt for the Nazis. In September 1933, Leonia accompanied her husband to the Leipzig trial of Marinus van der Lubbe, an unemployed Dutch Communist, and three apparently random Bulgarian Communists, who were accused of burning the Reichstag, Germany’s parliament building—an incident, probably Nazi orchestrated, that Hitler exploited to impose emergency powers. It was the death knell of German parliamentary democracy. From the gallery, Leonia and Tadeusz saw the opening proceedings, which led to the Dutchman’s conviction and the acquittal of the hapless Bulgarians, for the show trial that it was. “Police in front of the court. Ticket checked at the entrance. I was very concerned, afraid even—an unpleasant pat down (thorough, nasty),” she wrote. “It’s just a political charade, a stage for comedy, to show the world how Hitler saved the world from the Communists—and every stage needs its actors…. It was a very unpleasant time. We left after the first intermission.”13

A few days later, the Brzezińskis were invited to a farewell party for Leipzig’s Jewish colony, which was thinning out in the wake of Hitler’s initial flurry of Aryanization laws and the boycott of Jewish businesses. Many Polish Jews had fled Poland for Germany during the First World War and were now stateless. Tadeusz issued hundreds of laisser-passer documents and some Polish passports to enable their exit. His unofficial philanthropy caused him difficulties in both Berlin and Warsaw. Poland was discouraging Jewish immigration and putting growing pressure on Polish Jews—tragically to little effect, given what lay in store—to emigrate to Palestine. Leonia wrote, “There was a farewell party for the Jewish colony, very tender, very elegant, with tailcoats, evening gowns, speeches, flowers. Then there was a concert with wine, pastries, and cake. Father got a beautiful portrait of himself… his name was entered into the golden book—the diploma was presented; in a word they honored Father very much, extolling his contributions.”14

For most Poles, the “Jewish question” was unrelated to the Polish one even though Jews made up more than a tenth of the country’s population. To Tadeusz, whose job was to look after the interests of the Polish diaspora, the questions were the same for Polish Jews regardless of their legal status. “What caught us off guard was how quickly events moved: first with discrimination, then boycotting, then signs of ‘Jude’ scrawled across shop fronts, and Nazis in brown uniforms watching everyone who walked in,” Tadeusz told a Canadian newspaper decades later.15 In reply to one of several letters of complaint Tadeusz sent in protest at the mistreatment of Polish Jews, Saxony’s Ministry of the Interior told him it was acting in response to the threat of “interlaced international Jewry.” Tadeusz’s stance went against the changing winds in Poland. Piłsudski’s multiethnic sense of Polish nationhood was giving way to the darker nationalist ideology of Roman Dmowski, who had created the overtly anti-Semitic National Democracy movement. “Thank you for all you did to help my brethren in those dark days when so few stood with them in their indescribable plight,” Israel’s prime minister, Menachem Begin, wrote to Tadeusz more than forty years later.16

Zbigniew would often tell the story of how Leonia had refused to shake Hitler’s hand at a grand reception. Her diary makes no mention of that courageous gesture. The Brzeziński parents did attend a concert in Dresden’s city hall hosted by Joseph Goebbels, Hitler’s chief propagandist, in which the Führer was the guest of honor. Few in the audience seemed much taken by Richard Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde. The three-part opera went on for six hours. Most eyes were on the Austrian corporal. “A few minutes pass, and he walks in slowly, shouting erupts in the hall, and he bows and sits down. His face looks swollen, aged,” she wrote. “We were both incredibly tired. The atmosphere is very formal—people are more interested in Hitler than in Tristan.” Her ordeal nevertheless turned out to have been worth it. At a dinner afterwards, which went on to 5:00 a.m., they were seated with the mayor of Dresden, an Italian attaché, and Saxony’s minister-president. “I was very adored,” Leonia wrote. “They singled us out at the table and honored us.”17 The Brzezińskis somehow avoided contact with the German dictator.

Beyond the Nazis—“louts,” as she often called them—the ostentatiously Catholic Leonia had little affinity for German culture. “It’s so strange here, so cold,” she wrote one Christmas. “As if God, the Church, and the festive spirit were all missing—a different unfamiliar world you could never get attached to and would gladly flee from.”18 The children’s lives in Germany followed a schedule of home tutoring, regular attendance at Mass, sometimes daily, and a lot of outdoor activity: soccer, skating, hiking, and visits to the park. At Christmas and on their birthdays, their gifts often had a martial theme: a sheathed knife, toy soldiers, and books about famous battles, always Polish. There was barely a significant European clash of arms in which the Poles had not been present. Zbigniew was boastful of the Poles’ critical role in keeping the Ottomans from the gates of Vienna in 1683.

On weekends they would take chauffeured road trips to Saxon castles, medieval churches, and mountain retreats. One time the family visited Martin Luther’s hometown of Eisleben, which was also where the Protestant revolutionary had died. They toured his final residence. “There is an air of rigidness, a harsh way of life, devoid of warmth, sustained by a bare minimum. A spartan environment that feels more like a grave than a home,” Leonia wrote.19 She often described German women as drab and dowdy. It was different back home. For a time in the 1920s and the early 1930s, Warsaw was a growing international city. It boasted sixty cinemas, a revolving dance floor, and art deco buildings to rival Berlin’s.20 “We returned from Warsaw. There was a lot of joy and clamor, admiration for my appearance.”21 On another visit: “It was so nice in Warsaw, so giddy. Time flew by so quickly, each day held so many pleasures…. Good plays, great artists, a cheerful atmosphere, crowded cafés, pretty, well-dressed women, beautiful furs, music playing.”22 The sparkling urbanity and optimism of interwar Warsaw are a forgotten moment in modern European history. To the young Zbigniew and his mother, Warsaw was the epitome of metropolitan glamour.

But Leonia’s mood and her judgments about time and place could also be fickle. Shortly before they returned to Warsaw, Tadeusz was the guest of honor at the unveiling of a statue of Chopin. As an emissary for Poland, Tadeusz was also a champion of Polish culture. He had been alerted to a trove of hitherto unknown Chopin scores in a private collector’s basement that he reclaimed for his country. “One must appreciate the lengths to which the Germans went to accommodate and honor us,” she wrote. “I thank Our Lady for all these bright days, months, and years that we spent here. Farewell, Leipzig, maybe I’ll come and see you again one day, head your way with joy, because I had it very good here.”23 Leonia’s mood swings could be dramatic. Zbigniew’s relationship with his magnetic, often drama-prone, mother was never placid. Many children love to be smothered. Not Zbigniew, who saw himself as his father’s son. Tadeusz was outshone at home by Leonia. His manners were courtly and self-effacing; Leonia’s vivacity brooked no competition. Long after he moved to Canada, people spoke of Tadeusz as though he were a refugee from a different century: he would still kiss women’s hands. He always seemed primed with the right word or gentle witticism. His thirst for history was deep, his memory encyclopedic.

As a public figure, Brzeziński senior set the tone for Zbigniew’s ambitions. He also passed on a deep sensitivity about Poland’s place in the world. The Brzeziński family’s lodestar was Marshal Piłsudski. More distant Polish figures also loomed large. Of them Tadeusz Kościuszko, a Polish general who had fought with the American rebels against the British in the Revolutionary War and whose statue faces the White House from Lafayette Park, was prominent. The celebrity among Europeans in the revolutionary army was the Marquis de Lafayette. But Lafayette’s potency was bolstered by the arrival of a French fleet. Kościuszko, who had fortified the encampment at West Point and befriended Thomas Jefferson, came unaccompanied. Some military historians believe that his individual contribution to the war was greater than Lafayette’s. Kościuszko disapproved as much of slavery on one side of the Atlantic as he did serfdom and anti-Jewish discrimination on the other. “He is as pure a son of liberty as I have ever known,” said Jefferson.24 Brzezinski grew up hearing stories of Kościuszko. Another Polish revolutionary was Casimir Pulaski, who became a general in the Continental Army and helped save George Washington from capture by the British. Those were the heroes of Brzezinski’s childhood. After returning home from America’s revolutionary wars, Kościuszko took up arms against Empress Catherine the Great’s Imperial Russian Army. His return coincided with Poland’s last brief flourish as a nation. Following Poland’s promulgation of a modern constitution in 1791—only the second written constitution in history, just four years after America’s—the country was partitioned between czarist Russia, the kingdom of Prussia, and the Austrian Empire. By 1795, Poland had been extinguished. In another secret protocol, Poland’s three new imperial rulers agreed to stamp out the Polish nation for good. Prussia’s Frederick the Great described the Poles as “slovenly trash” and likened what he saw as their deserved cultural fate to that of America’s Iroquois. It would be hard to grow up hearing such stories and not be keen on national liberty.

Cavalry charges and triumphant battles populated Zbigniew’s childhood imagination. As he grew older, he developed a historical sense of Polish civilization. Many of the storied Poles of his upbringing had made their name elsewhere: Chopin in France; the novelist Joseph Conrad in Great Britain; the renowned scientist Marie Curie in France; the great astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus in Prussia; the Polish revolutionaries fighting for America and in Napoleon’s armies; and the flower of Poland’s intelligentsia in every European capital. His nationalist inclinations were molded by the more inclusive idea of Poland popularized by Piłsudski and supported by Tadeusz. In the 1930s, Piłsudski’s vision was increasingly supplanted in Poland by a more nativist politics that made second-class citizens of Jews and other minorities within its borders, notably Ukrainians and Belorussians. Piłsudski’s so-called Promethean League envisioned Poland as the largest player in a multinational group of smaller Eastern European nations that together would be large enough to resist the squeeze of Germany to their west and Russia to their east—the country’s eternal vulnerability. It would include all the former peoples ruled by czarist Russia from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Caspian and Black Seas in the south. During the Second World War, Tadeusz hosted talks in Montreal between Czechoslovak and Polish leaders to form a Polish-Czech union after the war. His initiative collapsed in 1941 when Czechoslovakia joined cause with the Soviets after Hitler ended the Nazi-Soviet Pact. Tadeusz’s Prometheism lived on through Zbigniew.

The family’s return to Warsaw in 1935 was not the joyous homecoming for which Leonia had yearned. Warsaw seemed less prosperous and carefree. Its politics were curdling. The economic situation was deteriorating. There were periodic air raid drills in a reminder of the darkening clouds around Poland. Leonia’s father, Leon, died alone in his apartment when the family was on a brief sojourn in Italy. Her only sister, Marylka, left Poland for good with her family by boat to New York in 1936. Perhaps worst in terms of emotional shock was the death of Piłsudski. Zbigniew was among the crowds who watched the procession of the marshal’s coffin through the streets of Warsaw before it was taken by train to the ancient royal seat of Kraków. Brzezinski never forgot that moment. “Józef Piłsudski died the day before yesterday!”25 Leonia wrote in April 1935. “Tears stream down the face. The heart breaks at the thought of you no longer being there in Belvedere [the presidential palace]. Dead silence enshrouds Poland, eyes look on in trepidation about what comes next…. I did not know you, Marshal, but I felt your presence; wherever our home was, you were there. Thanks to you I was able to live through the most beautiful chapter in Poland’s history…. I will teach and raise my sons to be yours forever.”

To compound the gloom, Tadeusz would be leaving Warsaw soon. The following year, he took up his new role in the Soviet Ukrainian city of Kharkiv. Given the peril of the USSR’s turmoil and his family’s Polishness, Tadeusz deemed his third major posting unsuitable for the family. His stint in Kharkiv came three years after Stalin had engineered the tragedy of Ukraine’s Holodomor, the great famine of the early 1930s caused by the brutal collectivization of Soviet agriculture. It had taken 3 million lives. Tadeusz’s posting also coincided with Stalin’s pitiless Moscow show trials. Though only eight hundred miles apart, Kharkiv was a world removed from interbellum Warsaw, where Tadeusz had left his family. While Leonia was raising their sons in haut-bourgeois Varsovian comfort, Tadeusz’s tense circumstances in Kharkiv shifted arbitrarily from one day to the next. Without warning, the Polish diplomat’s Soviet acquaintances would vanish following a midnight knock from the secret police. The Polish diplomat learned to restrict his interactions for fear of endangering those with whom he came into contact. The only light note was that Leonia, on her sole visit to Kharkiv, adopted a stray purebred Polish shepherd dog that she noticed wandering around the Polish compound. The children had stayed behind with their grandmother in Przemysl.

Tadeusz’s posting lasted just eighteen months. But he would experience his leaves of absence in Warsaw as almost literal decompressions. On his visits home, he would tell Zbigniew dark tales of what he believed was Stalin’s deliberate destruction of Ukraine. Both father and son adhered to Piłsudski’s view that without an independent Ukraine, Poland could not survive for long. The linked fate of Poland and Ukraine was both an axiom of faith and an astute historical observation. Tadeusz’s spell in Kharkiv came during a rare point in history when the stories of Poland and the then Soviet republic of Ukraine sharply diverged. Never fixed for long, the line between Poland and Ukraine would shift a couple of hundred miles west or a couple of degrees east every few decades—never more so than during in the twentieth century. During the interwar years, the previously Habsburg-ruled city of Lviv, which the Poles call Lwów and which was the metropolis of Tadeusz’s youth, was in Poland. About a hundred miles to Lviv’s east, millions of Soviet Ukrainians were entombed in a merciless new world that Tadeusz was trying to comprehend.

Interwar Poland, by contrast, was a vibrant young nation that for the majority of its short existence could claim to be a democracy of sorts. Yet the Poland of the mid- to late 1930s was noticeably less tolerant and its democracy less stable than the one in which Leonia and Tadeusz had come of age. Though still young, Poland was increasingly insecure. To one side lay the increasingly militaristic Nazi Germany; to the other a revolutionary Soviet Union, which was itching to strangle Poland’s alleged reactionary imperialism in its cradle. The young country’s supposed friends in London and Paris seemed too distracted and half-hearted to act as an effective counterbalance. Poland felt increasingly alone and ignored. During Poland’s battle against the Red Army, trade unions in Britain had boycotted shipments to Warsaw with their Bolshevik-inspired “hands off Russia” campaign. With the exception of Churchill, the British Right did not take Poland seriously. In the early 1930s, Poland signed nonaggression pacts with both the USSR and Germany.

From 1934, Poland started to treat visiting Nazi dignitaries like royalty. Hermann Göring, the Third Reich’s air minister, would go on annual hunts of wolves and bears in Poland, accompanied by senior Polish generals. In 1936, the Polish government received Goebbels with full state honors—an event that would have been inconceivable when Piłsudski was alive. Demonstrations by the Polish National Democracy (ND), the anti-Semitic nationalist party, were becoming more frequent. It was not the Poland of Tadeusz’s hopes. When he saw a group of ND street thugs harassing Jews, he charged at them with his walking cane.26 They were chanting: “Warsaw and Krakow to the Poles! Let the Jewish pigs go live in Palestine.” Zbigniew, who was by Tadeusz’s side, never forgot his father’s rage at those youths. Though the Brzezińskis had no close Jewish friends, their idea of Poland was the same as Piłsudski’s. Piłsudski had dreamed of a multiethnic federation in which Polish Jews played a full part. A 1928 political cartoon entitled “How the Right Sees the Government of Marshal Piłsudski” depicted the country’s leader as an Orthodox Jew enjoying challah and gefilte fish while reading a Yiddish newspaper by the light of a menorah.27 When Piłsudski died, Polish Jews mourned. They also felt dread.

The country’s waning prospects echoed in strange ways the growing misfortunes of the Brzeziński family. Though the boys had adjusted comfortably to school in Warsaw, each fitted out in blazer and badged cap, both Zbigniew and Adam were struck with polio at the start of their second academic year. They spent touch-and-go weeks in intensive care. For a terrifying few weeks, during which Leonia never left their hospital room, their lives were in question. They pulled through. Adam was hit far more severely than his older brother. He caught meningitis and was nearly paralyzed. For months after Zbigniew had recovered, Leonia kept vigil day and night by Adam’s bed. The disease was frequently lethal. “I no longer know a world outside my poor sons’ room,” she wrote after they had been discharged from the hospital. “We did all we could for the boys, got the best doctors—but I believe from the bottom of my heart that it was Our Lady who saved them.”28

For most of the Brzezińskis’ last two years in Warsaw, their lives revolved around the boys’ convalescence. After six months, Adam still could not walk. Zbigniew was shaky but mobile. Leonia took them to Polish spa towns for mud and salt treatments. Life was one medical consultation after another. From orthotic fittings to galvanization and therapeutic massages, with long spells in military hospitals, their routines were grimly medical. Zbigniew still wore braces when he crossed the Atlantic. Adam never fully recovered. As Zbigniew regained his mobility, his mother’s attention was monopolized by Adam. Zbigniew’s days were increasingly unsupervised. He joined the neighborhood Boy Scouts, a key plank in any young Polish boy’s patriotic education. Most of his peers would play an important role in the Polish Home Army’s resistance during the Second World War. Many of them died. Zbigniew adored the uniform, the parades, and the camaraderie.

With his father in the USSR and his mother at Adam’s side in various hospitals and sanatoria, Zbigniew tasted independence young. He was free to roam the streets of Warsaw. He knew the back alleys. Decades later, he would show first-time visitors around Warsaw as if he had never been away. He also buried himself in books. He loved to watch Warsaw’s grand military parades, notably those on May 3, which commemorated the day the 1791 constitution had been adopted, and November 11, when the Second Republic was launched in 1918. “Like many people of my generation I had great confidence in its [the Polish Army’s] military capabilities,”29 Brzezinski said towards the end of this life. He was also becoming aware of the world outside his corner of Europe.

Zbigniew’s first cousin Andrzej Roman, who would become his closest lifelong friend (and after the war Zbigniew’s “eyes and ears” in Poland), recalled an eight-year-old Zbigniew who bore the clear imprint of his adult persona.30 “The war in Spain had just broken out,” he said. “We were supposed to play at war in Krucza Street [not far from the Warsaw castle in the ancient part of the capital], where his parents lived. So I said, ‘Fine, let’s play at war in Spain, and I’ll play General Franco—pronounced the Polish way with a tz that sounded like Franzo.’ Zbigniew answered with a grin. ‘That’s fine by me. I’ll be General Franco (pronounced correctly with a hard c).’ The conversation stuck in my memory. I had the impression that he had an advantage over me. He knew how to pronounce the name of the nationalist leader in Spain.” Zbigniew still needed frequent therapy for his polio. He regained comfortable use of his legs only later in Canada, though never enough to play ice hockey, its national sport. In Warsaw, he channeled his energy into his studies. Reading became a passion. The gap between Zbigniew and Adam would only grow.

Leonia increasingly craved a new life. It is unclear whether Tadeusz lobbied his superiors for his next posting in Canada and, if so, whether it was on medical grounds or because he wished to take his family out of harm’s way. Both motivations pointed across the Atlantic. Since at least 1936, when Hitler had reoccupied the Rhineland, the sense of impending war had been tangible to any sentient European—still more so to a Pole with as keen a political antenna as Tadeusz. But Leonia was agitating for her family to move. “Life in Warsaw is drab, the people are worn out, they’re complaining, pessimism pervades the city,” she wrote. “Poor material conditions make life dull, devoid of ambition, people live their lives with no tomorrow, aimless and empty…. I’m sick of this life. I’m suffocating in these rooms.”31

By late 1937, the Brzeziński family’s luck had begun to turn. Tadeusz had returned from Kharkiv with the dog, who in Canada became known as “Johnny.” Leonia was also pregnant with a fourth child, it seems unexpectedly. She gave thanks to the Virgin Mary for her good fortune. Leszek was born in a Warsaw hospital in March 1938. “He’s big, wonderful, adorable!” she wrote. “The birth went well, with God’s help no complications.”32 Leonia hired a jolly nursemaid named Lidia. The biggest development, however, was news of their impending departure for Canada. At a critical moment in Poland’s story, Leonia’s prayers were starting to be answered. Among the benefits of moving to Montreal would be access to the availability of the newest medical treatments for Adam’s polio.

The European storm of which Churchill had warned was gathering. Yet the Brzezińskis could not have known that they were leaving Poland for good. They set sail on October 12 on MS Batory, one of two ships of the Gdynia America Line that embarked from Poland’s Baltic coast. The recently built port of Gdynia was considered an infrastructural jewel of Poland’s Second Republic. Though less than twenty miles from the larger Polish harbor of Gdańsk, the new port gave Poland insurance against Germany’s revanchist claims on the older port, which they called Danzig and which had been declared an “open city” in the Treaty of Versailles.

The Brzezińskis embarked on their Atlantic crossing just two weeks after Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, and his French counterpart, Édouard Daladier, ceded Czechoslovakia’s German-speaking province of the Sudetenland to Hitler at their infamous last-ditch conference in Munich. Hitler’s Panzer divisions completed the Sudetenland occupation two days before the Brzezińskis sailed for the United States. Shortly before Munich, Churchill said, “We seem to be very near the bleak choice between War and Shame. My feeling is that we shall choose Shame, and then have War thrown in a little later on even more adverse terms than at present.”33 The following March, Hitler broke his Munich pledge and annexed the rest of Czechoslovakia. Poland was evidently next on his list, which finally prompted Great Britain to guarantee Poland’s security (France had already done so). By that time, the Brzezińskis had safely relocated to Montreal.

A few weeks before they left Poland, Leonia wrote, “Change is coming to our lives; I’m entering the second epoch of my life. I’m writing this down for posterity so that my sons may read it one day…. My dear sons, do you comprehend how far away we are going—to a new hemisphere!” Their Atlantic journey was a memorable one of raging storms, grand dinners at the captain’s table, games of lotto, ballroom dances, and long spells on deck staring at the ocean. None of them had ever taken a journey by sea. The Brzeziński party amounted to ten: two parents, four boys, a nursemaid, a tutor, a nanny, and a dog. Along with MS Piłsudski, which they passed mid-Atlantic, the Batory was the pride of Poland’s civilian maritime fleet. The boys were assigned cabins 2 and 4, which indicates the family’s high social ranking. The 480-foot Batory had a capacity of 796 passengers. Of those, 46—the Brzezińskis among them—were in first class.

The Batory docked for a few hours in Copenhagen on the second day. Polish friends met the Brzezińskis at the port and gave them a brief motor tour of the city. Leonia also bought a modern stroller for Leszek. At a restaurant in Copenhagen in the mid-1970s—the first time he returned to Denmark’s capital—Zbigniew Brzezinski related to his fellow diners with uncharacteristic emotion his memory of seeing Denmark’s famous statue of the Little Mermaid. Seventy-four years later, the eighty-four-year-old Brzezinski returned to Gdynia for the first time since the family had set out in 1938. There were tears in his eyes. He remembered that as the ship set sail, he tried to extract a vow from his father that they would return to Poland the next summer. Though that paternal vow was not forthcoming, “I felt certain that I would go back to Poland soon.”34 His next visit to Warsaw took place in 1957. In 2015, he opened Poland’s Emigration Museum in Gdynia. There is a plaque on its quayside commemorating the start of the family’s 1938 journey across the ocean.

The Atlantic Ocean felt rough that autumn, though the ship’s officers assured the Brzezińskis that it was behaving normally. The family spent much of the twelve-day crossing vomiting in their cabins. They were all maritime novices. Leonia’s awe at the ocean’s power was more than enough to bring out her faith: “You are too formidable, too vehement by nature; your frothing furious crests inspire fear, humility, draw words of prayer from the lips—oh, God, how great and unfathomable is your might.”35 One placid afternoon, Adam managed to go to the upper deck and stand on his own feet without falling, meriting additional gratitude to Our Lady—though he also spent much of the journey throwing up. Only Tadeusz was unaffected by the Atlantic surges. Zbigniew could not stay below for long. He ran around deck with a pair of binoculars in hand, scanning the waters and classifying the maritime flags on the ships that he spotted.

The Brzezińskis’ first sight of dry land in the Western Hemisphere was of Halifax, the capital of Canada’s Nova Scotia province. It was bathed in autumn hues. They docked there for a few hours, toured the small city by taxi, and offered brief prayers in Halifax’s cathedral. The last leg of their journey was to New York, where they would disembark and catch a night train to Montreal. In spite of Zbigniew’s fond hopes, Leonia knew it was a decisive break in their lives; it would be no mere sojourn. Early into their passage, she had written, “We’re off in pursuit of new joys, new graces from God, we’re beginning what feels like another life. After all, our forefathers also dreamed of America.”36

On October 24, their new existence began after MS Batory steamed into New York Harbor. Zbigniew was neither huddled nor hungry. Like his mother, he was impeccably dressed. Yet like countless masses before him—among them the fifteen-year-old Heinz Kissinger, a German Jewish refugee who had arrived in New York six weeks earlier—Zbigniew had his first glimpse of the Statue of Liberty. The ten-year-old spoke no English. He had no idea that his stint in the New World would be for life.





2 Between Two Worlds

In Newman House School’s 1939–40 annual yearbook, the boys were asked to pick one subject on which they regarded themselves as an authority. The exercise was supposed to be lighthearted. John Graham said, “Arriving late”; Patrick Dunlop put down “Everything”; George Hemming said, “Movies”; Garrick Willcox said, “Grandmothers”; Adam Brzezinski went for “Romance”; and Collin Quinn simply entered his home address. Zbigniew Brzezinski put “European affairs.”1 He was not jesting. His personal diary, a habit he had started on his first day in Montreal and would continue intermittently for decades, soon turned into a chronicle of distressing events across the Atlantic. Happenings at the Brzezinski home merited the occasional entry. Canadian politics did not. The United States barely featured. The young Pole was obsessed with what was going on in Europe. In the following year’s yearbook, next to the other entries—“Hollywood,” “Eating,” “Telling tales,” and “Yawning”—Zbigniew wrote “Europe (foreign affairs).” Not speaking a word of English, the ten-year-old might have taken a while to acclimatize to the eccentric humor of the privileged classes in what then was often called British North America. In their first year, the Brzezinski brothers were the only non-Anglos in their Montreal prep school. But that explains little. Adam got the joke, and at the end of the year Zbigniew came in at the top of his class. He also won first prizes in religion (catechism) and Canadian history. At the end of his second academic year, he won the senior prize for English and the schoolwide prize for literature. By the close of his third, during the course of which Japan attacked Pearl Harbor, the rest of the world suddenly became interesting to him.

Heading up Poland’s consular mission in Montreal was both a career demotion for Tadeusz and a gift. Had he been in Warsaw a year later when the Germans occupied the country, he would almost certainly have been executed. If he had slipped through the German net, the Soviets would have seen him as a target. But his new role in Canada was not a trivial one, either. Polish arrivals had surged in the previous two decades, particularly after the US Immigration Act of 1924, which had virtually shut off the flow of Catholics and Jews to America. Many of Poland’s recent arrivals were from Tadeusz’s native Eastern Galicia, one of the poorest areas of the former Habsburg Empire, which in Vienna had been derisively known as “half Asia.” A lot of Polish immigrants headed west to set up prairie farms in Alberta and Saskatchewan. Montreal also had an expanding Polish community. Since Poland had no ambassador in Ottawa, Tadeusz’s visibility was higher than it might otherwise have been. When the Brzezinskis’ train rolled in to Montreal’s Gare Centrale, a large welcoming party awaited them. In addition to Polish officials—the consular staff, the rectors of local parishes, representatives of various Polish Canadian groups—the mayor of Montreal and the regional director of the Canadian National Railway were at the head of the reception committee. The Brzezinskis already felt like somebodies in Montreal. To Leonia, the bliss was instant. They were being welcomed to Elysium.

Their first impressions were of Canada’s scale and beauty. “I admired its lovely landscape from the train window all morning,” wrote Zbigniew.2 “Forests and mountains can be seen in the distance.” Like any other recent European arrivals in a big North American city, they were also struck by Montreal’s wide avenues, the size of the houses, the public parks that stretched for miles, and the grand bridges straddling the great Saint Lawrence River that crosses the city. The Brzezinskis chose to live in Montreal’s upholstered enclave of Westmount, the city’s wealthiest anglophone neighborhood on one of the three peaks of Mount Royal (Mont Royal in French) from which the city derives its name. At about seven hundred feet above sea level, Westmount commands a sweeping view of the city below. Leonia felt reassured by the giant crucifix at its summit and the Catholic churches below them, including the celebrated Saint Joseph’s Oratory. On alternating Sundays they went to a Polish church for Mass. Their temporary first house was much to her liking with its ash gray dining room in Louis XV style, the mahogany-fitted master bedroom, and a grand piano that she put to frequent use. Though she disapproved of their locally hired cook, Julia, who was “devoid of life and spirit,” and their Polish Canadian housemaid, Sonia, who was “a simple woman, without any substance,” their first ten months were a happy time.3 The boys’ Polish tutor, Józef Górzyński, kept the three older boys company and their Polish language up to scratch. They crammed separate English-language tutorials. Since they had arrived after the start of the 1938 academic year, their first few months were largely in Józef’s hands. Meanwhile, the baby of the household, Lech, was attached to Lidia, his Polish nursemaid. In spring 1939, the Brzezinskis moved into their permanent residence at 60 Saint Sulpice Road, which was even higher up the mountain and much larger. It had twelve spacious rooms and a sweeping terrace that ran onto a fecund garden providing a “beyond lovely” view of the city. Their new life would begin among notable people in rarefied air; it was a perfect setting for the boys to take the dog on walks without worrying their parents. Zbigniew spent a lot of time on his bike spinning down the steep hill on Mount Pleasant Avenue, hoping a prospective girlfriend would catch a glimpse.4 He and his younger brother also spent long afternoons washing and polishing the family’s new black 107-horsepower Buick. On Zbigniew’s eleventh birthday, his mother gave him a necktie and leather gloves. From his father he received a rifle.

The social highlight of Leonia’s early months was the royal visit of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth, the first time a reigning British monarch had set foot on Canadian soil. George was also the first British sovereign to visit the United States. The royal tour began on May 16, 1939, in Montreal, the opening leg of their monthlong progress. The Brzezinski parents were invited to the state banquet at the Windsor Hotel, the city’s finest, where the royal party was staying. Though Montreal was a French-speaking city with early hints of what would later become separatist inclinations, Montrealers turned out en masse for the spectacle and decorated its avenues with Union Jacks. Many collapsed from heat and exhaustion. Sixty-four children were separated from their parents during the parade. Canada’s linguistic fault line was comically highlighted by the royal toast of Montreal’s mayor, Camillien Houde, who said, “I thank you from the bottom of my heart for coming. My wife here thanks you from her bottom too.”5 The Brzezinski boys watched the festivities from the balcony of a Polish family’s downtown apartment. Their parents overlooked no detail in their sartorial preparations. Tadeusz’s tailcoat was bedecked with his Polish military medals. Leonia wore a white gown of silver lamé with a train and coral roses; pearls cascaded from her neck and ears. On her feet were dappled evening slippers. She also wore her cherished sable furs. She fell under the spell of Elizabeth, who radiated “warmth, femininity and some indescribable aura of kindness.” Postwar Canadians would look back on that royal visit as the last sparkle of a closing era. Leonia did, too. “As
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