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ABSTRACT 

 

Lajkonik of Tucson – a piece of true Poland:  

Constructing Polish-American identities in an ethnically heterogeneous society 

Monika Glowacka-Musial 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2010 

Dr. Paul Garrett 

 

Tucson, Arizona is a site of a lively Polish-American community.  Initially associated 

with a political organization (“Solidarity Tucson”), which actively supported the Solidarity 

Movement throughout the 1980s, the Polish diaspora has gradually transformed into an 

ethnic community very much focused on maintaining its distinctive heritage.  Recent 

formation of the Polish folkloric dance group Lajkonik was directly stimulated by the local 

multicultural establishment, which promotes ethnic diversity in the Old Pueblo.  Having 

become an integral part of the Southwestern society, Lajkonik has developed a collection of 

identity practices, which despite diverse influences continues to reproduce Polish cultural 

traits.  In my ethnographic account, I examine ways, by which members of the Lajkonik 

group construct their diasporic identities.  First, I focus on the core activities of the group, 

which include the practice of Polish traditions, learning folk dances and songs in a wide 

cultural context, and negotiating the speaking of Polish.  Additional analyses, based on video 

recordings, of Polish classes and dance rehearsals, which show the actual mechanics of the 

production processes, as well as the narratives of the teacher and parent of performers, 

further support the account of the ethnographer.  Secondly, I look into the development of 

Polishness for public consumption, which involves negotiation of multiple images in 

accordance with specific cultural events, creation of engaging stage programs, and presenting 
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the essence of Polishness to festival audiences in Tucson. Regardless of the particular 

purpose of identities‟ productions, either for integrating community or public display, these 

processes simultaneously involve the quest for authenticity, building ethnic pride, and 

negotiations of diverse traditions. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The title of my dissertation comes from an article published in the Polish biweekly 

White Eagle, “Lajkonik z Tucson – kawałek prawdziwej Polski”, written by Katarzyna 

Rokicka, a Polish visitor who came to Tucson with her teenage daughter for an English 

language course.  As she describes their first weeks in Arizona, they both quickly felt 

overwhelmed with strange customs, diverse languages, and the new ways of everyday life.  

Soon after they learned about Lajkonik, a Polish folk dance group operating from St. Cyril 

Roman Catholic Parish, they came to the next Lajkonik‟s meeting and simply joined the 

group.  They found a familiar place, people they understood, and felt like they were home.  

For them, Lajkonik became a piece of true Poland (See Appendix 1).  

 

„A piece of true Poland‟, this common metaphoric statement, often heard in the Polish 

community in Tucson, in fact, epitomizes crucial elements of a diasporic experience, such as 

fragmentation, distance, reproduction, and longing for authenticity.  It defines diaspora as a 

particle of the native land and culture representing national core values, and at the same time 

asserting Polish identity and dignity.  While emphasizing cultural continuity and sameness, 

however, this statement makes invisible change and hybridity, the opposite aspects of the 

diasporic experience.  One may argue that this apparent erasure of change results from a 
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visitor‟s perspective focused only on familiar aspects.  He might have been right, if only the 

leader of Lajkonik did not suggest the title of the article. 

So then, what is a piece of true Poland?  Who defines it: visitors from homeland or 

diaspora members?  What makes diaspora culture true: familiarity and continuity? How does 

one assert the attachment despite inevitable changes away from a native land, in a new 

environment?  What constitutes a diasporic identity?  How are diverse elements negotiated?  

In the following chapters I will explore these questions in relation to the Polish-American 

community in Tucson, Arizona, specifically with respect to the folkloric dance group 

Lajkonik.  In other words, I will examine the processes of constructing and negotiating 

Polish-American identities produced by the Lajkonik group members. 

 

There are three main themes of my ethnographic account: a quest for authenticity, 

negotiations of cultural heritages, and diaspora formation.  As the title metaphor suggests, the 

three themes are deeply interrelated and ever present in the Polish-American community.  I 

will start my ethnographic account from introducing and discussing the current theories 

pertaining to each of these notions in relation to identity practices of the Lajkonik group.  

These concepts lay down the guidelines and set the framework of my research project.  

 

The Quest for Authenticity 

 Last fall (2007), during the Tucson Meet Yourself Festival, the director of Arizona 

Friends of Chamber Music came to the Polish booth, looking for instructions about how to 

pronounce the names of two Polish virtuosos of accordion who were coming to Tucson to 
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perform in a series of concerts.  He wanted to know how these names really sounded.  He 

also was eager to learn how to pronounce them correctly, that is, as native speakers do, in 

order to avoid usual embarrassment caused by a mispronunciation of the foreign names 

during his introductions of the artists to the chamber audience and sponsors.   

Similarly, each year people frequently come to the Polish booth asking for native 

speakers who might teach them Polish.  They often express their skepticism about learning 

from books, tapes, CD-s or professional American instructors.  They want to learn a real 

language, as much as they want to taste a real Polish food, listen to a real Polish music, watch 

authentic Polish dances, and buy genuine Polish art objects. 

 On the other hand, the public demand for an authentic experience has become an 

imperative for the festival producers, participants, and artists.  Polish pierogi and kiełbasa 

offered during Tucson Meet Yourself are not purchased in Basha‟s, a local grocery chain that 

sells similar products labeled as Polish, but are brought in directly from the Polish 

manufacturers operating in Los Angeles and Chicago.  Likewise, particular original costumes 

for Lajkonik dancers are imported from the specific regions of Poland.  Choreography and 

music used during festival performances are often carefully modeled on the CDs and DVDs 

published by the national and regional Polish folk ensembles, such as Mazowsze, Śląsk, or 

Gawęda.  

 Similar concerns for obtaining products directly from Poland guide the efforts of 

Lajkonik‟s founders and members who buy books, textbooks, music, movies and satellite 

Polish TV programs to teach their children the native language by a virtual immersion in 
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Polish culture.  The quest for authenticity and authentic experiences seems to stimulate many 

practices of the diasporic life.  

 Indeed, Charles Taylor (1991) views the current quest for authenticity as a central 

outcome of modernization.  He argues that the contemporary longing for coherence and 

selfhood has emerged as a consequence of the relatively recent social transformations.  

Specifically, the global mobility of people who follow employment opportunities breaks 

down irretrievably the traditional ties with families, native communities, and places of origin.  

As a result, people loose their sense of belonging.  Additionally, rapid industrialization has 

led to the development of urban metropolises with the enormous concentration of diverse 

populations.  Unlike in earlier times, now city dwelling reinforces impersonal and casual 

contacts replacing traditional substantive relationships.  People in a sense are forced to live 

among strangers, whom they neither understand nor feel any affinity with.  On the other 

hand, bureaucratic states impose on their diverse populations fixed identities of citizens, 

immigrants, or minority members, ignoring vast differences among and within particular 

social groups, and severely restricting people‟s choices of self-identification (Taylor 1991, 

Malkki 1997, Baily 2000, 2007).  For instance, even though the 2000 US census for the first 

time allowed respondents to select more than one ethnic/racial category, still only the 

essentialist categories were listed for the selection. 

 

 A sense of alienation and an anxiety over breaking of fundamental bonds has been 

also fueled by the devastation of natural environment.  In turn, a massive mechanical 

reproduction surrounds people with the artificial, mimetic products designed for the global 
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market.  As people have come to recognize the negative consequences of the industrial 

progress, they turn to what was left behind or lost in the turmoil of economic and social 

transformation.  They start longing for their true selves, meaningful relationships, and the 

organic world to live in.  The natural processes of human existence have acquired a moral 

status.  In other words, living together in harmony with a pristine, undefiled, natural 

environment has become a moral ideal designed to help people to restore their daily practices 

(Trilling 1971, Taylor 1989, 1991, Beck, Giddens and Lash 1994). 

 

  Consequently, the search for authenticity is viewed primarily as an emotional and 

moral quest, and, at the same time, an attempt to escape the evils of modernity.  It leads back 

to a distant past looking for the origin and essence of being human (Trilling 1971, Bendix 

1997, Smith 2001).  In his discussion about modern notions of authenticity, Trilling (1971) 

refers to the Delphic maxim as an ideal that challenges current tendencies defining 

authenticity only in terms of individual self-fulfillment.  For the ancient Greeks, to „know 

thyself‟ meant to acquire the ability of understanding others in their behavior, morals, and 

thoughts.  This self-awareness was ultimately connected to the knowledge of other humans.  

Similarly, Taylor (1991) views authenticity as a moral standard set against the three modern 

malaises, namely individualism, social atomism, and primacy of an instrumental perspective, 

in which families and communities serve merely as a means of achieving personal ends.  His 

ethical ideal, hence, comprises history, the demands of nature, and the needs of the fellow 

human beings.  Taylor argues that we will not find ourselves, if we eliminate everything that 

really matters and gives meaning to our lives.  Modern people cannot define their identities in 



6 

 

 

isolation, away from a society, because the personal discovery of true self is always 

negotiated through dialogue with others.  The question „who am I‟ is ever linked to the 

question „who am I for them‟.  Their image and opinion regarding my beliefs and behavior 

become internalized, ultimately becoming an integral part of my very self.  In other words, 

“(…) our identity requires recognition by others” (Taylor, 1991:45).  But, in order to be 

recognized our true selves first must be expressed.  

 

 Self-discovery involves articulating the original way of being human.  It links the 

search for authenticity with a personal communication along with artistic and intellectual 

expressions.  That is, I define myself through my speech, appearance, and actions (Trilling 

1971, Taylor 1989).  In a diasporic context, individual articulation of self often involves the 

use of a native language.  Polish becomes a token of authenticity.  Accordingly, a true Pole is 

defined as one who speaks Polish, and in turn, true Polish is spoken only by a Pole.  Perhaps, 

this view led the director of Arizona Friends of Chamber Music to the Polish festival booth in 

his quest for the authentic Polish that could have been found only among Poles.  

Speaking a native language immediately asserts individual identity, but, at the same 

time, claims a group membership.  Polish native speakers visiting or coming to Tucson by 

definition become instant members of the Polish community entitled to its support.  

Katarzyna Rokicka and her daughter enjoyed the support of Lajkonik community from the 

moment they uttered their first Polish greeting while entering the rehearsal room.  

Yet, while affirming the community membership, vernacular Polish also sets the 

symbolic boundaries that in a sense exclude non-native speakers by challenging their 
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authenticity.  For instance, American members of the Lajkonik group may pass as Polish 

dancers as long as they remain silent.  As soon as they start speaking, their presumed Polish 

identity falls apart, it looses all credibility at once.  Serving the dual role of exposing non-

native speakers and asserting the native ones, Polish becomes a chief marker of ethnic 

identity.  Traditional costumes, music, dances, and folkloric art play a similar role: “We talk, 

dress, and act in this way because we are Poles. Our origins are in Poland”.   

  

Folkloric art and traditions have long served as vehicles in the search for authenticity 

(Bendix 1997, Bauman and Briggs 2000, 2003, Taylor 2007).  The ideal of folk community 

viewed as pure, natural, and isolated from the corrupting influences of the modern 

civilization, has been a powerful metaphor for a nationalist ideology since the Romantic era.  

According to Herder, a distinctive language of the Volk, along with their poems and songs, 

cultivates and transmits the morals, values and sentiments of a people, and thus expresses 

their distinctive spirit.  In other words, a native language expressed in the folkloric art 

constitutes the essence of national identity.  Speaking in a vernacular language and carrying 

on the same traditions create a sense of shared identity.  This view has put forward the idea 

of one language, one land, and one culture that has been successfully used for the building of 

nation-states.  Although invented, the image of a true community has become part of the 

social imaginary of modern nations all over the world. 

Folk ways and ethnic culture also play a central role in a narrative of official 

multiculturalism (Urciuoli 1996, Goode 1998, 2001).  It carefully avoids racial discourse and 

conceals economic, social and political inequalities among ethnic and racial groups.  Distant 
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in time and space, idyllic folklore serves perfectly to change the focus from the current 

problems of illegal immigration, drugs trafficking and endangerment of the native 

populations, to the domain of aesthetics.  Accordingly, the multiple annual celebrations of 

essentialized folk traditions are designed to provide the “authentic” artistic experiences that 

would attract and satisfy festival consumers, that is, the seekers of an authentic “Other”.  

 

The essentialist notions inherent in authenticity correspond with the ideal of „truth‟, 

opposing the genuine to the fake, copied, impure and syncretic.  The linkage between cultural 

purity and authenticity, however, becomes problematic in many respects.  First, folklife seen 

as a perfect vehicle for the authentic original expression is itself endlessly replicated and 

imitated (Bendix 1997).  Oral tradition has become closely associated with the reproduction 

of certain stories repeated across generations.  Even though there are some elements of 

original composition and creation in oral epics still, the singers of the tales draw on the same 

themes and several patterns of the narrative formulas (Lord 1960).  Also, contrary to a 

popular view, folklife is not immune to social and economic transformations, including 

responding to the current tendencies, in which the logic of supply and demand plays a major 

role.  In fact, folkloric artists often market their distinctive traditions, negotiating between the 

preferences of their customers and local trends (Apter 1991, Morphy 1995, Bolland 1997). 

Lajkonik‟s image and program, for instance, differs considerably depending on the festival‟s 

profile and public.  For the Tucson Meet Yourself, Lajkonik advertises itself as one of 

Tucson distinctive ethnic groups, whereas for the Family Arts Festival it is seen as a family 

group.  While during the former Lajkonik presents mainly national (Polonez) and regional 
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dances (Trojak, Kujawiak and Krakowiak), the later is dominated by the children‟s dances 

and songs (Kukułka, Ulijanka, Tu Paluszek).  

The association between authenticity and cultural purity is even more problematic in 

the diasporic context, where cultural hybridity rather than purity is the norm (Hall 1992, 

1999, Bhabha 1994).  Cultural and artistic expressions which originated in diasporic 

communities often challenge essentialist view on corrupted „bastard traditions‟ that cannot 

yield anything worthy (Kapchan 1993).  For instance, the wycinanki (highly elaborated 

paper-cuttings) of Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta, a Polish folk artist living and working in 

Tucson, represent syncretic masterpieces that have earned her an international recognition
1
.   

 

Figure 1 

Cut out by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta: Cracovian nativity scene with Madonna dressed in the Łowicki 

costume, surrounded by fauna and flora of the Sonoran desert 

 

Made with traditional sheep shears, her papercuts combine Polish popular themes, 

figures and features with the Sonoran desert motifs.  Colorful roosters, peacocks, and 

medallions depicted along with lizards, hummingbirds, and saguaro cacti create the perfect 

                                                           
1
 Artwork of Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta has won awards form the Polish Ministry of Culture in Poland and 

from the Smithsonian Institution and the Library of Congress in the United States. 



10 

 

 

compositions that harmonize different components.  These artistic manifestations have 

evolved from her authentic diasporic experience.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

Polish peacocks and Sonoran lizards, paper cut-outs by Magdalena Nowacka Jannotta 

 

From this perspective, the notion of authenticity understood as cultural purity looses 

its credibility, and, at the same time, reveals its contingent and ambiguous nature. 

 

Indeed, as we have seen, the rhetoric of authenticity has played an important role in 

the political constructions, especially in the formation of nationalist ideologies.  It has been 

used to elevate oral traditions to the status of national symbols.  In pluralistic narratives, the 

same rhetoric serves marketing folklore for “the consumption of exoticism” (Goode 2000).  

In both cases, the authority of intellectual elites and policy makers to define and declare what 

or who is authentic is firmly established (Bendix 1997, Tuhiwai Smith 1999, Bauman and 

Briggs 2003).  While the former decide what qualities of oral traditions legitimize particular 
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pieces as valid and authentic, the later define which cultural packages have a real, that is, 

highly marketable value.   

In the context of Polish-American diaspora, it seems that the authority over 

legitimizing Polish products offered during ethnic festivals belongs to diaspora members, 

who carefully negotiate their need for authenticity.  Although they do not offer Bashas‟ fake 

Polish products to their festival customers, they do buy velvet jackets at Dillard‟s to dress 

Lajkonik dancers.  Thus, the quest for authenticity is a matter of constant negotiations among 

the attachment to cultural heritage, the demands of local customers and the availability of 

means and resources. 

 

Negotiations of Heritages 

The quest for authenticity is essentially the process of self-defying.  It is a careful 

examination of what it is to be a human being, a person with individuality, and a member of 

society.  Since the process of self-discovery develops over time, it comprises the past and the 

present along with the span of time that lies between them.  In other words, it comprises the 

change.  The change, however, does not impair that which was before.  Rather, it builds on 

the past experience creating a new quality that gives meaning to a whole life.  For this 

reason, Taylor (1991) refuses to define his identity by one particular point in time.  Instead, 

he tries to understand his life as it has been, and also project what may happen further on the 

basis of what may happen until now.  Although identities do change, there is a strong element 

of continuity in the process of defining a true self. 
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 The notion of continuity usually refers to maintaining a sameness over time, and the 

idea that the essence of a nation or community endures despite historical changes and 

transformations.  This interpretation has led national elites to invent folklife as an ultimate 

source of the authentic.  The notion of continuity, however, may also denote a gradual 

movement of change or rather an accumulation of the past cultural stages (Smith 2001).  In 

this view, continuity invokes a collective memory of shared history and ancestry that 

stimulates and enhances the attachment to homeland and cultural roots.  In other words, 

continuity understood as memory and history refers to a cultural heritage - the concept that 

has become a central diaspora issue.  To be sure, cultural heritage carries always a plural 

meaning in the diasporic context. 

 

Hall (1992, 1997) views diasporic identities in a continuous transition between past 

and present.  Although people‟s identities tend to reflect the common past experiences and 

shared cultural codes that create stable frames of reference and meaning, history itself causes 

either gradual or immediate changes.  Hall argues that there is no one experience or identity, 

but rather ruptures and discontinuities confront the past over and again.   Since two opposing 

elements of „being‟ (i.e. continuity) and „becoming‟ (i.e. change) are subject to constant 

transformations, new qualities of mixed identities necessarily emerge.  His concept of 

cultural hybridity embraces the emergence of ambiguous identities produced and reproduced 

through constant negotiations of past and present experiences. 

In a similar manner, Clifford (1994) defines diasporic consciousness in two opposite 

terms of hope, understood as identification with historical forces, and loss derived from 
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experiences of marginality, exile and exploitation.  Clifford directly refers to the work of 

Paul Gilroy who examines the Afro-Caribbean diaspora in Britain.  He shows how the 

violent processes of displacement, loss and discrimination shape people‟s identities as much 

as their insistence on cultural preservation, creation and resistance.  In this context, shared 

memories become a source of strength to resist actual domination and hardship.  People turn 

to their pasts to reconstruct their native values and beliefs, and challenge the inferior images 

imposed on them by the repressive ideological apparatuses. Still, the imposed images may 

become an integral part of our identities (Taylor 1992). 

 

Poles as Others – the American Heritage 

The first Polish migrant laborers, who came to the Northeastern states along with the 

Jews and Italians between 1870 and 1914, became the bizarre, barbarous “Others” who had 

come to steal jobs.  Their massive arrival
2
 caused a rise of public sentiment against 

immigration.  Since the “Other” is usually essentialized and perceived as homogenous (Irvine 

and Gal 2000), popular antipathies in turn led to the emergence of ethnic stereotypes, in 

which Poles were associated mainly with disorder, stupidity, vulgarity, illiteracy and filth 

(Kuniczak 1968, Lopata 1976, Sandberg 1974, Kleeman 1985, Jones 1992, Pula 1996).  Soon 

the scholarly elite framed the growing nativists‟ sentiments in a racial discourse.   

 

                                                           
2
 Officially, more than 1.5 million Polish immigrants were processed at Ellis Island between 1899 and 1931. In 

addition many Polish immigrants arrived at the port Baltimore. Estimating the actual number of Polish 

immigrants, however, is complicated by Poland‟s history of frequent divisions among neighboring countries. 
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The notion that the immigrants from Eastern and Southern Europe are not only 

different, but also inferior to the old stock originated among New England intellectuals 

(Jones 1992, Grillo 1998, Daniels 2002, Tichenor 2002).  For instance, in his study Francis 

A. Walker, the president of the MIT, first claimed that the new immigration is replacing the 

older one, and thus posing a danger for Anglo-Saxon tradition and the Teutonic origins of 

American democracy (Jones 1992).  Prescott F. Hall, a Harvard graduate, one of the founders 

of the Immigration Restriction League (IRL), stressed the differences between “British, 

German, and Scandinavian stock, historically free, energetic, and progressive and Slav, 

Latin, and Asiatic races, historically downtrodden, atavistic, and stagnant” (Daniels 2002: 

276).  The nativist anxiety of League members led to formation of the Dillingham 

Commission that provided a special immigration expertise.  Based on an extensive body of 

empirical research, the commission demonstrated that new immigrants from Europe posed 

serious perils to the American nation.  In the forty-two-volume report, a new invasion of 

unskilled workers was closely associated with a host of disturbing social problems: crime, 

poverty, joblessness, immorality, and welfare dependency (Tichenor 2002).  Another 

initiative aimed against new immigrants was a campaign introducing a literacy test as a 

method of excluding undesirable Europeans.  Immigrants unable to read forty words in any 

language were not to be admitted to the U.S.  Bills to impose literacy tests had come before 

Congress on numerous occasions and were twice subject to Presidential vetoes (by Presidents 

Cleveland and Wilson).  Finally, however, the persistent efforts of the IRL members to enact 

literacy bill culminated in 1917 (Jones 1992).  
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Political efforts of the IRL were explicitly asserted by the new science of eugenics 

that saw racial differences as fixed and immutable.  Also, biological differences between 

populations supposedly generated differences in personalities, mental capabilities, and 

physical skills.  Based on intelligence testing and surveys conducted by the US Immigration 

Commission (1907-10), along with psychological tests of the US Army, and surveys of 

school children whose parents were foreign born, eugenicists claimed that the inferior stock 

of the new immigrants would definitely affect Anglo-Saxon genetic purity.  In a similar vein, 

social scientists, such as John R. Commons and Edward A. Ross were writing about new 

immigrants as “the beaten members of the beaten breeds” (Jones 1992:229).  Erdmans 

following Roediger cites Ross who claimed in 1914 that biological differences between races 

affect even hygiene.  He stated that “the Slavs are immune to certain kinds of dirt. They can 

stand what would kill a white man” (Erdmans, 1998: 29).  The most influential eugenicist 

publication stressing racial purity and Nordic aristocracy, however, was the book published 

in 1916 “The Passing of the Great Race in America” by Madison Grant, the leader of the 

New York IRL (Jones 1992, Grillo 1998, Tichenor 2002).  The author claimed that the „great 

race‟ of Nordic warriors, sailors, explorers, and rulers would decline due to racial mixing 

unless the weak and broken Alpine, Mediterranean, and Jewish breeds were excluded.  Until 

then, however, the inferior, shady European immigrants have constituted new buffer races 

that separated White Anglo-Saxon Protestants from native Indians, Blacks, and Asians 

(Grillo 1998, Patterson 2001). 
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Popular sentiments against new immigrants along with a racial discourse of the 

political establishment intensified with the eve of World War I and persisted into the 1920s.  

Complete conformity to Anglo-Saxon ideals was generally seen as a national duty (Jones 

1992, Tichenor 2002).  Cutting off European ties seemed to be necessary to assert new 

national identity that was „100% Americanism‟.  Neither presumed dual loyalties of 

hyphenated Americans nor their strange ways of living were tolerated.  Poles and their 

descendants, as other immigrants, were expected to surrender their foreign allegiances and 

assimilate fully into the new culture, that is, melt into the American pot.  Still, in the 

nativists‟ perspective, Poles were too dirty, and too Catholic (or Jewish) to fit into American 

society (Erdmans 1998).   

As a result of growing anxiety of the nativists, the radical federal restrictions on 

immigrants were finally enacted.  Both the Quota Law of 1921 and the subsequent 

Immigration Act of 1924 constituted a restrictive stance for the country.  According to the 

Act, the number of immigrants admitted from any country could not exceed 2% per year of 

the number of people from that country who were already residing in the United States using 

figures from 1890 census.  The law was clearly aimed at restricting primarily the Eastern and 

Southern Europeans who had begun to enter the country in large numbers beginning in the 

1890s (Jones 1992, Davis 2002, Tichenor 2002, Deaux 2006).  The national origin quota 

system, which endured well into the 1960s, caused a considerable decline of European 

immigration, including Poles.  
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About forty years after the National Origins Act came into force, Nathan Glazer and 

Daniel Moynihan published Beyond the Melting Pot (1963), a very influential socio-

ethnographic analysis that seriously challenged the assimilation model.  It asserted the 

resistance of ethnic groups in New York, including Polish Catholics, and showed that despite 

social pressure and institutional efforts to erase ethnic differences, the American melting pot 

did not worked out.  In fact, the publication of Glazer and Moynihan‟s book indicated a 

substantial change in both social sciences and political discourse on ethnic communities that 

began early with the advent of the Second World War.  Several political, economic, and 

social factors contributed to the ethnic revival of the 1960s.  One of the most important was 

the Black Civil Rights Movement. 

 

The American participation in the Second World War forced President Franklin 

Roosevelt to issue edicts banning discrimination and ordering integration in the armed forces 

(Patterson 2001).  When African Americans went into the war industry, army, and 

governmental agencies, it fueled the Black Civil Rights movements of the 1950s and 1960s 

that culminated in legislation establishing racial equality in law.  The Black Civil Rights 

struggle in turn inspired other discriminated against minorities to get their agendas into 

public debate and universities curricula as well as to win some legislative initiatives, such as 

establishment of the Occupational Health and Safety Agency, or the Environmental 

Protection Agency (Patterson 2001). 

 At the same time, the G.I Bill of 1944, and subsidized mortgages provided the 

financial resources for European immigrants to move to the suburbs, and pursue their 
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education.  College diplomas allowed the second and third generations of Italians, Greeks, 

Hungarians, Jews, Russians, and Poles to get professional and managerial jobs and move 

upward on the social and economic ladder (Goode 1998, 2001).  Their ethnicity, place of 

birth, and the nativity of their parents were no longer recorded in the 1950 Census. “The not-

quite-white ethnics of the censuses 1930 and 1940 became white” (Patterson, 1994:3).  For 

the fist time, after decades of discrimination, ethnic minorities could adhere to their unique 

cultural heritages, and steadily began to achieve political recognition.  For instance, in 1930 

Chech American Anton J. Cermak was elected the mayor of Chicago.  Twenty-five years 

later Polish American Joseph Mruc became the mayor of Buffalo (Jones 1992, Rodriguez 

2001). 

These new changing views about immigrants were further stimulated by the Second 

World War refugee influx.  The European refugees represented entirely different 

backgrounds from those who came earlier at the turn of the century.  Most of them were 

middle class white-collar workers, professionals, and entrepreneurs.  Many of the refugees 

were already preeminent scientists, such as Albert Einstein, writers like Thomas Mann (Jones 

1992), highly accomplished artists, including Polish pianists Artur Rubinstein and Wanda 

Landowska, and scholars, such as sociologist Florian Znaniecki, atomic physicist Stanisław 

Ulam and Dr. Tadeusz Sendzimir, who revolutionized the American steel industry (Wytrwal 

1969).   

Popular perception of the new immigrants was soon followed by changes in the 

immigration law and public discourse.  The Immigration and Naturalization Services Act of 

1965 abolished the national-origin quotas that had been in place since 1924.  According to 
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Meyers (2004), three factors contributed to the demise of the restrictive system: the 

Holocaust, the fight with Fascist powers, and the Civil Rights Movement.  All three 

delegitimized the use of racist or ethnic-based terminology as the basis for immigration 

policy.  Also, the eugenicist narratives that validated literacy tests in the 1920s fell into 

disrepute and lost all credibility due to their association with Nazi racism (Tichenor 2002, 

Meyers 2004).   In the 1960s and 1970s the new idea of multiculturalism began to emerge 

(Goode 1998, 2001, Rodriguez 2001, Deaux 2006).  The advantages of diversity started to be 

conveyed in the fresh metaphors of „salad bowl‟, „colorful mosaic‟, „rainbow coalition‟, or 

„tapestry‟.  Each of these images challenges the Anglo-Saxon conformity implied in the 

„melting pot‟ metaphor, and suggests an alternative model, in which various groups assert 

distinctive characteristics of their native cultures.  In fact, multicultural model has exposed 

WASP ethnicity that before was taken for granted (Banks 1996, Bonnett 1997).  According 

to Banks, by virtue of having arrived first to the American shores, white Anglo-Saxon 

Protestants had felt they acquired the right to define both their own identity and that of 

people who came after them.  They set the white standard of social inclusion that continues 

to persist. 

 

Yet, the former ethnic stereotypes measured against Anglo-Saxon standard have 

changed.  Irish, Slavic and Hebrew immigrants, for instance, have lost an initial shady taint 

on their whiteness (Sacks 1994, Ignatiev 1995, Brodkin 1998, 2000).  Scholars argue that 

these transitions are directly linked to the narratives and policies of national inclusion.  

According to the racial consolidation theory, for instance, as number of non-white 
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immigrants rapidly increased, Caucasian race became the white standard.  Jacobson clearly 

states that “for Celtic, Slavic and Hebrew immigrants, „becoming American‟ depended upon 

„becoming Caucasian‟” (1995:182, quoted in Erdmans 1998:33).  Similarly, Roediger claims 

that as particular “ethnic groups made the transition from Irish in America or Poles in 

America to Irish Americans and Polish Americans, they also became white Americans” 

(1994:187 quoted in Erdmans 1998:33).  Consequently, previously distinct groups of 

European immigrants merged in contradistinction to groups of Asian and African origin 

(Daeux 2006).  In other words, as the presence of Asians, and African Americans increased 

in the northern urban neighborhoods, Poles along with other Slavs, Irish and Hebrew, have 

become white, yet a low-grade white when compared to the old stock (Erdmans 1998).  

 

Public narratives have continually maintained the lower status of the whitened Poles.  

The inferior image of their group has been frequently reproduced in media by means of 

“Polish jokes” that basically equates Polishness with stupidity.  In 1979 Keil stated, “Poles 

are still among all of America‟s ethnics, the easiest group to pile abuse upon, the group that 

one can have the most racist feelings, the group you can call stupid and dirty without feeling 

the unpleasant surprise of suddenly feeling a little stupid and dirty yourself” (Keil 1979: 39).  

Despite numerous initiatives of Polonia‟s legal and social organizations to recast image of 

Polish Americans in a more positive light, “Polish jokes” have flourished.  According to 

Wróbel (1979) since the late 60s and 70s, as soon as racial slurs became politically incorrect, 

Poles have been substituted for Blacks in demeaning jokes that continue to amuse the 

American public.  However, the prominence of the “Polish jokes” in the pluralistic narrative 
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of the late 1970s has gradually diminished due to unprecedented religious and political 

events, namely the pontification of the Polish Cardinal Karol Wojtyła as Pope John Paul II in 

October 1978, the first Polish pope in history, and the foundation of Solidarity Movement in 

August 1980, the first non-communist trade union, which led to the break down of the Soviet 

communist regime in the Eastern Bloc.  Since then, Polish-Americans have become openly 

proud to be Polish. 

 

Production of Ethnic Pride – the Polish Heritage 

Dignity of people and nations often comes from noble pedigree and antiquity, which 

tend to attract reverence and piety (Smith 2001).  Long history, viewed as a vivid account full 

of courageous deeds of noble predecessors, becomes an ultimate resource for the production 

of ethnic pride.  The people and events officially commemorated, however, are carefully 

selected to serve a current purpose (Hobsbawm 1983, Anderson 1983, Connerton 1989, 

Foster 1991).  An essay by Nobel Laureate Czesław Miłosz
3
 published in a special 

supplement to National Geographic in April 1982, entitled “The Face and Faith of Poland”, 

clearly exemplifies a production of positive image of the Poles aimed specifically for the 

American public.  Although, the essay was meant to comment on the remarkable events 

taking place in Poland during the 1980s (behind the “Iron Curtain”), it draws on a well-

                                                           
3
 Czesław Miłosz is widely considered one of the greatest contemporary Polish poets. From 1961 to 1978 he 

was a professor of Slavic Languages and Literatures at the University of California, Berkeley. In 1980 he was 

awarded the Nobel Prize in literature. In 1989 Miłosz received the U.S. National Medal of Arts and an honorary 

doctorate from Harvard University. He is also honored at Israel‟s Yad Vashem memorial to the Holocaust, as 

one of the “Righteous among nations”. 
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established repertoire of Polish cultural achievements, and national symbols that continue to 

inform current diasporic narratives (See Appendix 2). 

 

In his very first sentence Miłosz presents Poland as a country of incredible faith in the 

impossible that caused many disasters, but also led to many victories.  He immediately 

contrasts over thousand-year long history of the Polish state with that of the neighboring 

authoritarian powers (including Russia).  Starting from the adoption of Christianity in the 

Latin rite in 966, Poland has developed as a kingdom of elaborated parliamentary system that 

protected the rights of the gentry.  Religious tolerance of Poles spared Catholic Poland from 

interdenominational strife during the Reformation, and in Europe earned it the name of a 

“paradise of heretics”.  Miłosz stresses here that the Polish tolerance had attracted a great 

number of Jews and European scholars, who settled in Polish cities, such as Kraków, a 

prestigious academic center since 1364.  Even though Polish love of freedom and their deep 

mistrust of a strong central authority eventually led Poland to a political catastrophe, namely, 

erasing the state from the map in 1795, Miłosz still values these features and compares them 

to the American ideals.  He also makes them responsible for the subsequent several uprisings 

against allied powers that partitioned Poland (Russia, Prussia and Austria), and for 

preservation of national identity throughout the 19
th

 century.  Miłosz goes on to emphasize 

that after World War I, Poland recovered independence in the fulfillment of President Wilson 

Fourteen Points.  Poles did not enjoy their freedom for long, however, due to the pact 

between Hitler and Stalin, and subsequent German and Soviet invasions that unleashed 

World War II.  In the next paragraph, Miłosz suggests the possible motives that inspire the 
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Poles, who constantly struggle against dictatorial powers.  He explains that the undaunted 

spirit of the Poles is largely due to their identifying their cause with that of Roman 

Catholicism.  Poland for centuries has been a rampart of Rome, both against Islam and as a 

geographic border between Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy, and since tsarist 

Russia used the Eastern Church as its ideological instrument, for a Pole, the very fact of 

being Roman Catholic meant defiance and resistance.  Here, Miłosz claims that Poland has 

two spiritual capitals, one Rome and second, the shrine of Jasna Góra with its miraculous 

medieval painting of Madonna.  In the following paragraph, Miłosz comes back to describing 

historical events.  He contrasts the heroism of Polish aviators and soldiers that bravely fought 

on the side of Allies along with the enormous cost of 6 million Polish victims (including 

Polish Jews) of the Nazi occupation with the bitterness of political arrangements of Yalta, 

where Poland was simply sold to Stalin.  Miłosz promptly asserts that the communist system 

imposed in 1945 neither subjugated Poles, nor daunted their libertarian spirit.  Consequently, 

he presents the victory of the Polish workers‟ strike in August 1980 as just another triumph 

of the Polish national spirit.  Even though the military coup of December 13, 1981 has 

temporary put an end to the great hope, Miłosz concludes that gas and tanks never win with 

people aware of their glorious past. 

The essay is supplemented by seven historical maps of Poland showing succeeding 

stages of the Polish statehood, starting from the Duchy of Poland (A.D.1000), through the 

United Polish Kingdom and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania (1492 (!) – the year of 

discovering America), Poland during the wars with Muscovy, Sweden and Ottoman Empire 

(1667), The Partitions of Poland (1795), Kingdom of Poland set up after Napoleon‟ death 



24 

 

 

(1815), recovered independent Poland (1919-1939) to the current time of 1982.  In addition, 

the portraits of eight eminent figures of Poland‟s culture and history along with short 

bibliographical notes are presented below the maps, namely Copernicus, Sobieski, 

Kościuszko, Chopin, Conrad, Paderewski, Curie, and Wojtyła. While four of them earned a 

worldwide fame, three are closely associated with American history and English literature.   

 

In his article, Miłosz very carefully selects historical material to capture the attention 

of American readers, and skillfully uses the vocabulary that implies only positive and 

familiar connotations.  First and foremost, Miłosz presents Poland as an integral part of the 

Western culture.  Despite current tendencies that associate Poland strictly with the Eastern 

Bloc, he asserts that Poland culturally and historically belongs to the West.  Miłosz clearly 

emphasizes strong influence of Roman Catholicism throughout all of Polish history, 

including current events.  One of the pictures illustrating the essay shows Lech Wałęsa, the 

leader of Solidarity, kneeling during his prayer.  To emphasize strong connections between 

Poland and Western Europe, Miłosz uses the popular metaphor of Poland as an eastern 

rampart of Christendom commonly referring to Jan III Sobieski, king of Poland, who halted 

advance of Turkish armies in Europe at Vienna in 1683
4
.  This metaphor, however, refers 

also to the battle at the Vistula in 1920 when Józef Piłsudski heavily defeated the Red Army 

and stopped the Bolshevik revolution from spreading on the rest of Europe.  In line with the 

rampart metaphor, Miłosz refers also to Poles fighting at the Napoleon‟s side against Russia, 

                                                           
4
 Although, Miłosz in his essay does not elaborate on this momentous event in European history, the battle at 

Vienna has received greater attention of American public after the terrorist attack of September 11
th

. 
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Prussia, and Austria – the authoritarian powers of the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries, as well as to 

Poles fighting on the side of Allies against fascist powers during World War II. 

 

Besides strong influences of Papal Rome and Paris, Miłosz focuses also on Italy-

oriented Renaissance in Poland that produced a unique political system of republic headed by 

elected kings, who were bound to respect the freedom and individual rights of their citizens.  

Here, Miłosz clearly suggests that the democratic ideals that laid the foundation of the 

American State, have had a long-established tradition in Poland.  One of the crucial elements 

of this old tradition is a tolerance of religious dissent.  It is not a mere chance that Miłosz 

chose Jews as an example of foreign people that had been attracted to peaceful Poland during 

religious wars in Western Europe.  Considering frequent debates on Polish racism and anti-

Semitism in American media (Kuniczak 1968, Łopata 1976, Sandberg 1974, Kleeman 1985, 

Pula 1996) along with an irritating ignorance about Poland‟s role in the Jewish Holocaust
5
, 

Miłosz stresses that a great number of Jews chose Poland as their home once, and that they 

have contributed to its unique and rich culture.   

Another important element of the democratic tradition - responsible citizenship-

requires an excellent education, a recurrent topic in the official and public narratives.  Again, 

Miłosz shows that Polish academic centers were already famous in Europe in the medieval 

times.  In his view, a long scholarly tradition by definition ensures its highest quality.  Since 

                                                           
5
 Contrary to the popular view, the Polish Righteous among the nations saved more Jews than any other 

nationality. In German occupied Poland, all household members were punished by death, if a Jew were found 

concealed in their home or property. This was the most severe law enforced by the Germans in occupied 

Europe. 
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Polish education had not produced enough responsible citizens to save Poland from political 

disaster, Miłosz skillfully avoids writing about anarchy, corruption, and the egotism of Polish 

political elites at that time.  Instead, he focuses on Poles‟ profound mistrust towards a strong 

central authority, a characteristic that he readily applies also to the American citizens.  When 

writing about the recovery of Polish state in 1918, Miłosz again erases Polish diplomatic and 

military efforts that led to proclaiming the independence of Poland, and stresses only the role 

of the United States in its reconstitution.  By highlighting the American involvement in the 

Polish cause after World War I and II, Miłosz strongly suggests that both nations already 

share history and, what is even more important, they share the same democratic ideals. 

 

Having placed Poland among Western democracies, Miłosz deliberately contrasts its 

history with the evolution of its authoritarian neighbors, focusing particularly on imperialist 

Russia, both tsarist and Soviet.  He emphasizes that any one of its neighbors could not 

subdue the Poles alone, and that its fate was always a matter of international concern.  

Similarly, the imposition of martial law in December 1981, and the persecution of Solidarity 

members should not be viewed as an internal Polish affair.  For Miłosz, it is just another 

action of an occupying Communist power trying to repress a Polish populace yearning for 

independence. 

 

A stark contrast between Poland and her neighbors is deeply embedded in the 

vocabulary Miłosz used.  While Poland is described as a once prosperous, and secure 

country, having a unique elaborated political system, protecting rights of individual citizens, 
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enjoying religious tolerance, being home of famous universities, and victorious in several 

military campaigns, Russia, Prussia, and Austria are portrayed as authoritarian monarchies 

that aggressively carved out large chunks of Polish territory for themselves in the subsequent 

partitions, including the pact between Stalin and Hitler.  In a similar fashion, Miłosz writes 

about undaunted spirit of the Poles, or libertarian national spirit that has become a formidable 

obstacle to attempts at Communist indoctrination.  He intentionally presents Poles as 

independent minded, individualistic, and skeptical toward any propaganda.  He describes 

them as fearless soldiers and rebellious people who succeeded in preserving their national 

identity throughout 19
th

 century.  For Miłosz, the history of Poland is a glorious past, of ten 

centuries, that shaped the habits and attachments of incredible people. 

 

Although, Miłosz is considered a Polish poet, he never identified himself strictly as a 

Pole.  Rather he emphasized his identity with the multi-ethnic Grand Duchy of Lithuania.  He 

once said of himself: “I am a Lithuanian to whom it was not given to be a Lithuanian”
6
.  

Thus, the positive picture of Poland created by Miłosz gains credibility as the account given 

by a foreigner and international authority.  For this reason, it continues to be reproduced in 

current Polish-American discourses.  For example, Polish-American heritage students at the 

University of Arizona receive a copy of the Miłosz‟s essay as an introduction to Polish 

history during their Polish language course in the Critical Languages Program.  Perhaps, 

reading of Miłosz essay is meant not only to inform them about Polish history, but also to 

give them a sense of ethnic pride, a sense of belonging to distinct community. 

                                                           
6
 “Isejus Ceslovui Milosui, Lietuva neteko daleles saves” (hyyp://www.lms.lt/ML/200415/20041501.htm) 

Mokslo Lietuva (Scientific Lithuania). Retrieved on October 16, 2007. 
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Selection of Traditions 

People who share common past tend to establish national rituals and memorials that 

symbolize the membership of their communities.  Collective reenacting of the past 

momentous events creates social cohesion and transmits beliefs, value systems, as well as 

specific conventions of behavior.  In other words, the common past is often used to build a 

community, either real or invented (Hobsbawm 1983, Anderson 1983, Connerton 1989 

Foster 1991).  Polish-American community in Tucson regularly celebrates certain important 

events of Polish history.  For instance, the Polish parish choir each year presents short artistic 

programmes commemorating the November 11th, 1918 – the Polish Independence Day, and 

the ratification of the Constitution of May 3
rd 

1791, the world‟s second modern democratic 

written law.  The Polish Constitution, along with the May victory of the Allies in the World 

War II, is additionally celebrated in the Arizona Polish Club at a May dinner dance.  The 

selection of these Polish national celebrations reveals the same West-oriented tendency that 

informed the essay written by Miłosz.  That is, it serves to highlight the historical and 

ideological connections between Poland and the United States.  Consequently, by articulating 

similarities between homeland and host country Polish-Americans on the one hand seem to 

legitimate the presence of Poles in the United States, and on the other hand, they build the 

bridge between their past and present experiences. 

 

In this perspective, appropriation of new traditions plays a similar role of 

harmonizing past and present.  Polish-Americans in Tucson actively celebrate American 

holidays, particularly Halloween, and Thanksgiving, as well as the Mexican feast day of Our 
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Lady of Guadalupe.  While two later celebrations fully accord with Roman Catholicism, 

Halloween‟s trick-or-treating, ghost tours, bonfires, costume parties, and watching horror 

movies markedly contrasts with the Polish solemn commemoration of people who passed 

away during the Zaduszki (All Souls Day) and Wszystkich Świętych (All Saints Day) 

holidays.  The vivid contrast between distinctive traditions that come into contact, 

apparently, does not preclude cultural mixing.  In fact, the appropriation of different 

traditions often leads to the creative development of hybrid forms (Bhabha 1994, Clifford 

1994, Hall 1999), such as the celebration of Zaduszki, during which Lajkonik children 

dressed in their Halloween costumes get together to light the candles and quietly pray for 

their departed relatives. 

 

Although the process of hybridization is associated with a displacement and adoption 

to a new environment, it seems that cultural mixing does not involve all Polish traditions.  

The most distinctive religious customs deeply rooted in Roman Catholicism, such as Wigilia 

- Christmas Eve Supper, Blessing of the Eastern baskets, Eastern Breakfast, St. Nicolas‟ day 

appear to remain very much intact.  These old customs are viewed as constitutive elements of 

Polish cultural identity.  Their active cultivation becomes a high priority for the diaspora 

members. 

 

Preservation of Language 

Besides distinctive Polish customs, the preservation of native language, a core 

cultural value, is considered equally crucial for diasporic community.  It is viewed as a 
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foundation for the continued existence of ethnic groups especially those, which have come 

into contact with other, more powerful groups (Smolicz 1980, Hill and Hill 1986, Woolard 

1989, Kroskrity 1993, Jaffe 1999, 2007).  For Polish-Americans, the use of their native 

language in fact plays several roles.  First, it affirms their Polish identity and connects them 

to their historical and cultural heritage.  In a sense, Polish becomes a vehicle for shared past 

and present experiences, beliefs, moral values, and conventions of social behavior.  People 

who speak Polish are expected to act in a certain way.  For instance, they are supposed to use 

formal speech when addressing older people or strangers, be tolerant and open minded, 

extend hospitality to the visitors and guests, and actively celebrate Roman-Catholic traditions 

and holidays (including formal dress-code).  Any divergences from these basic expectations 

tend to cause community discontent or even sanctions.  In this context, Polish language 

appears to index Polish-American community, and represent its cultural values (Irvine and 

Gal 2000).  

Second, in line with indexing a specific community, Polish also becomes a tool of 

ethno-nationalist ideology (Anderson 1983, Hobsbawm 1990).  Communal ceremonies 

referring to specific historical events as well as traditional celebrations are conducted in 

Polish.  Both include singing Polish national songs or carols, reciting Polish national poetry, 

or reading excerpts from Polish history.    

Third, as I mention earlier, Polish is also seen as a token of authenticity used to 

distinguish native from non-native speakers, as much as authentic regional artists from 

professional entertainers.  This role of the Polish vernacular is especially prominent during 
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multicultural festivals.  As a token of authenticity, native Polish effectively marks the group 

boundaries (Barth 1969). 

In turn, fourth, the use of Polish asserts a membership in Polish-American community 

in Tucson, which is closely associated with a membership in the multicultural Roman 

Catholic St. Cyril Parish.  Consequently, annual religious celebrations at St. Cyril Church 

regularly include Polish songs and Scripture reading in Polish to accommodate Polish family 

members and visitors who do not speak English.  The use of Polish language within the 

parish formally legitimates the presence and activities of its speakers. Accordingly, working 

for the preservation of Polish heritage has recently been recognized as a valued community 

service by Catholic Schools in Tucson. 

Fifth, Polish language serves also as a tool for the socialization of children 

(Schieffelin and Ochs 1986, 1996, Schieffelin 1990).  At regular Lajkonik group meetings, 

Polish is a primary language of instruction.  Children learn how to dance and behave through 

participation in interactions within a group of people that speak mainly Polish.  Although, 

children are expected to use Polish exclusively during weekly rehearsals, they tend to limit 

their use of Polish strictly to the verbal exchanges with adults.  In other words, children 

negotiate the languages they speak depending on to whom they speak.  As a result, their 

linguistic practices blur the community boundaries and challenge the association between 

Polish identity and a particular way of speaking (Gal 1988, Myers-Scotton 1993, Zentela 

1997, Bailey 2002, 2007). 

 Continuing this perspective, Polish is also viewed as just one element of a linguistic 

repertoire generated by culturally diverse heritage of the Polish Americans (Heller 2003, 
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2007).  As such, Polish appears as a valuable linguistic resource that proves to be competitive 

on globalized markets for authentic cultural products and heritage tourism.  Lajkonik group 

participates in all major multicultural festivals in Tucson.  Also, the group is frequently 

invited to promote Polish culture at schools, parish celebrations in Phoenix, and at the 

military base in Tucson.  

 Polish, however, has also become competitive on American and European job 

markets.  Professionals with fluent Polish more likely than their monolingual coworkers find 

jobs in the European offices of the American and transnational companies investing in 

Poland
7
.  According to Ernst and Young (E&Y) report published in September 2008, Poland 

ranks 7
th

 in the world in terms of investment attractiveness due to the Polish law favorable to 

foreign entrepreneurs and location at the very heart of continental Europe with a significant 

market of 38 million consumers and easy access to 250 million consumers behind its eastern 

border.  Investors surveyed by E&Y chose Poland as the best potential investment location in 

Europe, leaving behind, among others, Germany, Russia, France, Romania, and the UK.  The 

same survey indicated that Poland also has a very high job-creation rate.
8
  Such statistics 

serve Polish-American parents to encourage their children to learn the Polish language.  

Consequently, on the one hand they present Polish as a vehicle of cultural heritage, and on 

the other hand, as an important skill that may significantly enhance a child‟s life.  

Considering parental strategies, Polish is continually employed to negotiate past and present 

                                                           
7
 Multinational companies such as ABB, Delphi, GlaxoSmithKline, Google, Hewlett-Packard, IBM, Intel, LG 

Electronics and Microsoft, and Motorola have set up R&D (Research and Development) centers in Poland due 

to the availability of highly qualified labor force, presence of universities, and support of authorities.  

 
8
 Ernst & Young ranks Poland as the best investment destination, in The European Weekly: New Europe, 

neurope.eu, Thursday, 18 September 2008 – Issue: 786 (http://www.neurope.eu/articles/87736.php) 
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experiences including projections into the future.  The multiple roles of Polish language 

include the development of ethno-national identity, the socialization and education of 

children, and stimulation of economic activities of diaspora members.  Thus, the preservation 

of language turns out to be essential for maintaining the past, developing the present and 

building the future of diasporic community. 

 

Diaspora formation 

Diverse heritages of Polish Americans are negotiated within a specific diasporic 

community that formed in Tucson during the late 1980s and 1990s.  People who have settled 

down in “Old Pueblo” at that time represent the first generation of Polish immigrants that 

have moved here from Poland, New York, New Jersey, and Chicago.  They were attracted to 

this fast growing region
9
 by its scholarly and research centers, employment opportunities in 

medical and construction services, relatively low real estate prices, climate, as well as a laid-

back outdoor life-style.  Before long Poles and Polish Americans found themselves getting 

together for the monthly “Polish mass”
10

 at St. Cyril of Alexandria Church and soon after at 

the weekly rehearsals of the Lajkonik group.  Although Lajkonik was recently registered as a 

Polish folkloristic dance ensemble, in fact, it is a very informal group.  Majority of its 

members had never actively practiced any folk traditions before coming to Tucson.  Also, 

since the group consists of people from various regions of Poland (with their distinctive 

                                                           
9
 In 2006 the population of Pima County hit 1 million. Today Tucson covers more than 30 times as much land 

as it did in 1930. By about 2040 Tucson is to be a part of a “megapolitan” Sun Corridor (with 10 million 

people) stretching from Prescott on the North to Nogales on the south.  

 
10

 That is, Roman Catholic mass celebrated in Polish by the Polish-American Paulist father Ed Pietrucha. 
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regional dialects, customs, and food) with different education levels, economic status, and 

occupations, they all have different views and opinions on just what folk tradition is for.  In 

other words, within the group there is no general consensus on how Polish folk tradition 

should be used in a diasporic context, that is, whether it should serve to promote a Polish 

image to the outside world or simply to entertain children?  They all agree, however, that folk 

tradition is necessary for defining Polish-American identity.  For them, Lajkonik is a 

community of identity practices. 

 

Defining diaspora 

Initially, the term „diaspora‟ was used to designate the ancient Greeks migrating to 

conquered lands to assimilate them into the Hellenistic Empire.  After the Old Testament was 

translated to Greek, diaspora began to refer specifically to the populations of Jews exiled 

from Judea first by the Babylonians and then by the Romans.  Gradually, however, the term 

expanded in meaning to designate any people or ethnic population dispersed throughout the 

world who strives to develop native traditions away from their homelands (Sheffer 1986).   

The concept of diaspora has gained currency in social sciences since the 1970s to 

describe migrant communities that do not adhere to the assimilation model.  Soon, however, 

it has become a „travelling term‟ applied to groups of very different origin, history, 

organization, purpose, and socio-political status, such as migrants, refugees, exiles, 

expatriates, ethnic groups, indigenous people, and minorities (Cohen 1997, Armstrong 1976, 

Esman 1986, Clifford 1994, Zenner 1996, Bruneau 1995, Sheffer 2003, Lahneman 2005).  A 

variety of diasporic communities around the world has prompted scholars to view diaspora as 
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a “loosely coherent adaptive constellation of responses of dwelling-in-displacement” 

(Clifford, 1994: 310).  

 

The changing conditions of global capitalism along with new forms of 

communication technologies and media, and the development of improved transportation 

have provided means to accelerate contacts between diasporas and homelands.  Frequent 

crossing of national borders and visits in native countries along with immediate exchanges of 

messages across vast spaces have become a daily routine for members of diasporic 

communities.  This transnational aspect of diasporic experience has gained currency in the 

studies of international migration (Hannerz 1990, Basch, Glick-Schiller and Szanton Blanc 

1994, Glick Schiller et. al. 1995; Kearney 1995, Kivisto 2001, Wahlbeck 2002, Portes 2003, 

Guarnizo, Portes and Haller 2003).  Now, modern diasporas tend to be seen as nations 

unbound who cross the boundaries of many nation states, but still remain a part of their 

native lands (Basch et al. 1994, Glick-Schiller et al. 1995, Wahlbeck 2002, King 2006, 

Deaux 2006).  Transnational movement, however, has seriously challenged a direct 

association between national identity and specific territory. 

 

The break between space and identity led some scholars to argue that the experience 

of space is socially constructed (Gupta and Ferguson 1992).  In this view, a notion of locality 

becomes a symbolic anchor built around shared meanings.  In other words, locality becomes 

the focus of community formation (Anderson 1983, Hobsbawm 1983, Connerton 1989, 

Kennedy and Roudometof).  In Tucson, Lajkonik community has formed at a multicultural 
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Roman Catholic Parish.  That is, St. Cyril Church constitutes the place, where Polish-

Americans get together.  They come here to celebrate “Polish masses” and religious 

ceremonies.  But they also come here to meet other people and work together on different 

projects, including preparations of food and artistic programs for different festivals.  St. Cyril 

Church has become a locus of imagined community that relates to Poland and builds 

continuity far away from the homeland.  Perhaps, this is what Katarzyna Rokicka saw, when 

she came to Lajkonik rehearsal, and found a piece of true Poland.  

 

Since building continuity refers to practices that reproduce a specific culture, 

Lajkonik can also be seen as a community of practice (Bourdieu 1978, 1991, Lave and 

Wenger 1991, Ochs 1993, Pease-Alvarez and Vasquez 1994, Wenger 1998, Baquedano-

Lopez 1997, 2000, He 2001, 2002, Rydstrom 2001).  According to Lave and Wenger, people 

who participate in various communities are frequently engaged in common practice.  That 

practice, in turn, shapes people‟ identities and confines their social roles and activities in a 

given time.  Lave and Wenger‟ s view is consistent with Taylor‟s argument that self-

discovery requires doing (Taylor 1991).  Thus, practicing folk dances, designing costumes 

and decorations, cooking traditional food, and speaking Polish are, by definition, reproducing 

native culture, and at the same time constructing Polish-American identity.  That is, we are 

what we continue to do. 

 

Self-definition appears to be a continual process.  This process involves a search for 

authenticity, negotiations of heritages, and community background against which one defines 
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oneself.  It may be that the dialogical nature of discovering self-identity explains why the 

author of the article “Lajkonik – a piece of true Poland” collaborated with the leader of the 

group to help define her own short diasporic experience. 

 

Methodology 

Judith Irvine and Susan Gal keep reminded us that “there is no view from nowhere, 

no gaze that is not positioned” (Irvine and Gal, 2000:36).  The views presented in the 

following chapters belong to the native anthropologist, who has become a member of the 

Polish-American community in Tucson.  In other words, I am a linguistic researcher trained 

at Polish and American universities, a native Polish speaker, and an active member of the 

Lajkonik group.  Soon after my family moved to Tucson, AZ to take advantage of the 

employment opportunities at the University of Arizona, Lajkonik became an integral part of 

our life.  During the last five years, I have been participating in a variety of social events 

organized by the Lajkonik members, including traditional and religious celebrations, annual 

festivals, performances at schools and nursing homes, weekly rehearsals and Polish classes, 

as well as formal and casual community meetings, family celebrations, and holiday trips.  

During that time, I have become a folkloric dancer, a teacher of Polish, a Polish journalist, an 

editor of the community bulletin, cofounder of the Polish library in Tucson, and a member of 

three official Polish organizations: a parochial choir, Solidarity Tucson, and the Arizona 

Polish Club.  This multiple involvement not only has given me a direct access to people 

whose identity practices I attempt to describe, but also it has allowed me to begin defining 
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my own identity, a matter that in a new diasporic context has become of great concern to me 

and my family. 

  The three major themes of my ethnographic account: the quest for authenticity, 

negotiations of heritages and diaspora formation are very much present in my daily life.  

They frequently turn up in questions asked by my children, such as: “Is this really Polish 

food?”; “Why these doughnuts do not taste like those we ate in Poland?  They said they were 

Polish?”;  “Is Chopin French?”;  “Why do I have to wear dress when going to Sunday mass, 

Allison wears shorts” ; “Do I have to go to Lajkonik rehearsal? I would rather meet Dakota, 

Josh and Luis”; “Why do you want me to read a Polish book?”; “I am not sure if I belong to 

these folks, do I?”  I wrote this ethnography to answer these questions. 

I did not relay on my own view and experience however.  I have interviewed all 

current members of the Lajkonik groups, including the founder and leader Joanna Schmit and 

her family members.  Since our views and opinions are often divergent from reality, I have 

also made video recordings of verbal interactions occurring naturally among members of the 

group during regular meetings.  In addition, these recordings are supplemented by curricula 

and class materials used by the parents.  Besides practice-based identity constructions, I have 

also examined the production of images as well as the marketing of Polish-American 

identities for public consumption.  This part of my analysis is based on collected multilingual 

programs, leaflets, cards, posters, web-site information, and e-mail correspondence among 

the group members regarding Lajkonik‟s performances.  I have also videotaped Lajkonik‟s 

actual performances. The videotapes include announcements of the group before 

performances made by outside narrators as well as by group members who introduce and 
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provide background for the next dances.  Supplemental analysis of the notes and articles 

about the Polish group published in a community bulletin, local American newspapers and 

Polish bilingual biweekly Biały Orzeł/White Eagle: The New Voice of Polonia Arizona 

(these often written by the group members) allowed me to gain an additional insight into the 

production of cultural representations. 

 

My intention is to present an authentic account of a diasporic experience, from two 

different yet complementary perspectives: one as that of an insider and that of an observer.   

The line between these two perspectives, however, sometime seemed to blurr. For instance, 

when conducting Polish language classes or participating in Lajkonik‟s performances, I often 

felt I was producing my own data.  Nonetheless, to make the distinction between a producer 

and an observer more apparent, I always tried to position myself according to my actual 

practice.  In other words, through doing, I defined myself.  When I was teaching Polish 

language, I was a native teacher.  While I was dancing at the stage, I was a Pole sharing my 

heritage culture with the festival audience.  However, as soon as I sat at the computer to 

describe and analyse my involvement, I became an anthropologist, or more precisely a native 

anthropologist.  I believe the language I use along with my narrative style legitimizes my 

foreign origin and diasporic experience. 

 

Further discussion about multiple ways, by which Polish-Americans construct their 

identities in Tucson, evolves along themes, which gradually narrow the scope and focus of 

the analysis.  Starting from a broad description of the setting, a multicultural Southwest city, 
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the following analysis shows the formation of the Polish diaspora in the Old Pueblo, explains 

the founding of the folkloric dance group Lajkonik and ultimately focuses on its main 

activities, including detailed examinations of particular meetings.  The final description of 

the multiple images of the dance group produced for city festivals brings back the specific 

analysis into a wider context.   

Accordingly, the second chapter, Tucson: a new destination for Polish immigrants 

first analyzes several factors that have attracted Poles and Polish-Americans to the desert city 

and then examines its multicultural character, which stimulates the formation of ethnic 

groups and associations.  The third chapter, Polish diaspora in Tucson, closely looks at the 

origins, foundation, and evolution of two local organizations related to Poland, namely the 

“Solidarity Tucson” and the Arizona Polish Club, and delineates a gradual development of 

the Polish community that eventually was established at the St. Cyril Catholic Parish.  The 

analysis of the community celebrations that inspired the founding of the folkloric dance 

group Lajkonik start the fourth chapter, The “Lajkonik” from Tucson – a piece of true 

Poland.  The first sections of this chapter also take into account other local contingencies, 

which contributed to the formation of the group.  The major part of chapter four, however, 

examines the dance group as a community of identity practices and focuses on its 

membership, annual cycle of traditional and local celebrations, as well as other activities, 

which despite diverse influences continually reproduce Polish cultural traits.  The actual 

mechanics of the reproduction process are discussed in the fifth chapter, Sunday class and 

Friday rehearsal: the narrative of teacher and parent, based on video recordings of 

particular group‟s meetings.  This chapter introduces the specific accounts of teacher and 
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parent, which complement the previous narrative of ethnographer.  The final chapter, 

Polishness „for sale‟: festivals, fiestas and other cultural celebrations, looks into a 

production of Polishness for public consumption.  Here the analyses involve negotiation of 

multiple images in accordance to specific cultural events, creation of engaging stage 

programmes and delivering the essence of Polishness to the festival audiences in Tucson. 
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CHAPTER 2 

TUCSON – A NEW DESTINATION FOR POLISH IMMIGRANTS 
 

 

  

 Tucson has never been a typical destination for Polish immigrants who have been 

coming in increasing numbers to the United States since the 1890s.  According to the recent 

US 2000 Census, the gateway immigrant cities
11

 with significant Polish populations are 

concentrated rather in the Northeast and Midwest.  The largest numbers of self-reported 

Poles and Americans of Polish ancestry still reside in New York City (986,141), Chicago, 

Illinois  (932, 996), Detroit, Michigan (854,844), Philadelphia, Pennsylvania (824,146), and 

various cities in New Jersey (576, 473).   

 

 The growing influx of Polish immigrants to Southwest, however, has prompted 

Marek Tomaszewski, a reporter of Polish Daily News published in New York, to call 

Arizona a new home to Polish immigrants.  Yet, out of over 126,665 Poles and Americans of 

Polish descent that have recently settled in Arizona, approximately only 12,786 have come to 

live in Tucson
12

.  The vast majority of Polish population resides in metropolitan Phoenix.  

Nonetheless, Poles represent the sixth largest group of European ancestry in Tucson.
13

  This 

new group consists of scientists, researchers, entrepreneurs, doctors, nurses, artists, small 

investors, and construction workers.  Most of them have moved to Tucson from the Northeast 

                                                           
11

 Gateway cities that is the large immigrant cities that receive continuing flows of new immigrants (Clark and 

Blue 2004, Sassen 2002) 

 
12

 Data according to U.S. Bureau of the Census 2000,  Profile of Selected Social Characteristics: 2000 

 
13

 After Germans, Irish, English, Italians, and French. 
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and Midwest.  According to Tomaszewski, they “came here to look for their second chance” 

(Tomaszewski, 2006). 

Behind the Second Chance 

Employment Opportunities 

 In fact, there are several reasons why Poles and Polish-Americans have moved to 

Tucson.  First, a rapidly growing desert metropolis
14

 has created and continues to create a 

variety of employment opportunities in the new, knowledge-based economy.  The University 

of Arizona with over 11,000 faculty and staff members is the largest single employer in the 

city and in Southern Arizona.  University‟s Science and Technology Park established in 1994 

ranks as the sixth-largest research campus in the United States.  Right next to the university, 

Davis-Monthan Air Force Base with over 9,200 employees remains the second employer in 

the city, while the US Army Intelligence Center in a nearby Fort Huachuca continues to be 

the second employer in Southern Arizona.   

The University of Arizona along with the military centers has been instrumental in 

Tucson‟s high-tech development, providing both a cutting edge technology, and a highly 

skilled workforce.  According to Tucson Metropolitan Chamber of Commerce, there are 

more than 1200 companies in the city employing over 50,000 local workers in the high-

                                                           
14

 The Sunday issue of Arizona Daily Star from November 12, 2006 informed that the population of Pima 

County hit one million and that happened much earlier that it was expected. In the same issue, Tony Davis 

reported that “Tucson covers more than 30 times as much land today as it did in 1930”(A11). Davis also 

predicts that by about 2040 Tucson will be part of a “megapolitan” Sun Corridor with 10 million people 

stretching from Prescott on the north to Nogales on the south. There are some discrepancies, however, as to the 

number of people arriving to Tucson each year. Mary Paganelli Votto in her last edition of the Tucson guide 

published in 2007 estimates that approximately 50,000 new people move to Tucson each year (Paganelli Votto, 

2007:8). City Data, on the other hand, informs that Tucson attracts 18,000 to 20,000 new residents each year. 

While there is no reference in the guide, the latter source refers to data provided by the Metropolitan Chamber 

of Commerce. 
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technology industries, including information technology, bio-technology, aerospace, 

environmental technology, plastics and advanced composite materials, as well as tele-

services and optics
15

.  In fact, Tucson area has become known as Optics Valley due to more 

than 150 innovative optics-related companies operating here
16

.  

Also, relatively low real estate prices, along with the initiatives aimed at industry 

regeneration launched by Tucson Regional Economic Opportunities, a partnership between 

Pima County, city of Tucson and the local business community, have attracted major 

corporations to relocate their facilities to the area.  Among industry leaders that have moved 

to Tucson are Raytheon Missile Systems Company, IBM, Honeywell, Texas Instruments, 

Intuit, Universal Avionics, Safoni-Aventis, America Online, 3M, Geico, and Bombardier 

Aerospace
17

.  The new economic profile of the city is clearly reflected in a professional 

profile of the Lajkonik group.  Out of 15 families currently coming to weekly practices, half 

are sustained by family members working in scientific research and high-tech industries.  

  

In addition to expanding high-tech industry, copper mining, a traditionally vital part 

of Tucson‟s economy still plays an important role.  Three years ago, Freeport-McMoRan 

Copper and Gold was ranked the second top private employer in Southern Arizona.  Also, 

due to city‟s proximity to the Mexican border, Tucson is traditionally involved in 

international trade with Mexico.  Since the passage of the North American Free Trade 
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 Source: Metropolitan Tucson Chamber of Commerce (http://www.tucsonchamber.org) 

 
16

 Allan D. Fischer, Optics Valley: Can Tucson stay king of the hill?, in Arizona Daily Star 

(http://azstarnet.com/neweconomy/optics.html) 

 
17

 Tucson Regional Economic Opportunities (http://treoaz.org) 

http://www.tucsonchamber.org/
http://azstarnet.com/neweconomy/optics.html
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Agreement in 1994, Tucson has risen in status as a gateway to Mexico and South America.  

The city exports industrial equipment, telecommunications, and electronics.  Tucson also 

encourages the growth of twin plant “maquiladora” industries located on both sides of the 

border that manufacture electronics, aerospace, and computer components.  Accordingly, on 

August 12, 2008, Tucson and Guadalajara officials signed an agreement to promote mutual 

economic development in both cities, including university collaboration for technology 

commercialization, the sharing of office space, joint marketing and advancing tourism, which 

is another key industry in Tucson.
18

   

  

Tucson‟s unique green desert setting and consistently sunny dry weather continue to 

attract a large number of tourists and health-seekers.  Since the 1890s the city has offered 

internationally known sanatoriums, health and spa resorts immediately drawing people 

suffering from arthritis, respiratory and cardiovascular illnesses
19

.  For instance, Bronisław 

Malinowski, Polish anthropologist and the pioneer of ethnographic fieldwork, came to 

Tucson in 1938 to help improve his health, experience the green Sonoran desert, and visit the 

Hopi Indians of Arizona.  Now, over 3 million visitors each year come to see Saguaro 

National Park, Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument, Sabino Canyon, Mount Lemmon, 

Kartchner Caverns State Park, and other natural wonders in the area.  Approximately 40,000 

visitors each year are drawn by the Pima County Fair and 55,000 by the Fiesta de los 

Vaqueros that includes rodeo performances and colorful parade (Paganelli Votto, 2007).  
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 Allan Fisher, “Tucson and Guadalajara form alliance: Agreement makes cities preferred partners”, published 

in Tucson Citizen on 08.12.2008. (http://www.tucsoncitizen.com/ss/border/93413.php)  
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 Bonnie Henry, “How we become a desert metropolis”, published in Arizona Daily Star, November 12, 2006. 
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Additionally 50,000 people from over 20 countries (including Poland) come regularly for the 

Tucson Gem and Mineral Show, one of the biggest mineral exhibitions in the world.  

According to Pima Association of Governments, tourism contributes 2.258 billion dollars per 

year to the local economy and creates 25,870 jobs.
20

  Even though the average Pima County 

worker‟s annual salary is about 92 percent of the national average and 85 percent of the 

average pay in Phoenix, people still are willing to work for less money and stay in this sun-

drenched very livable city.  

 

Real Estate Prices 

 One of the reasons why people, including Polish Americans, choose to stay in Tucson 

are the relatively low real estate prices that have earlier attracted industrial corporations to 

the area.  In 2000, the prices of single family homes in Tucson were fetching half of the 

prices of the similar size and standard homes in Chicago, New York or New Jersey.  For 

instance, one of the Polish families sold their house in Chicago for $380,000 and bought a 

similar one in Tucson for $160,000
21

.  A wide gap between home prices in Southern Arizona 

and the East Coast or Illinois continues to persist.  According to the National Association of 

Realtors, the median sale price for an existing single-family home for Tucson metropolitan 

area gradually rose to $250,100 in the second quarter of 2007.  For comparison, the median 

sale price for New York area at the same time was $479, 800, New Jersey: NY Newark-

                                                           
20

 Source: http://www.pagnet.org/RegionalData/EconomicSnapshots/Tourism/tabid/606/Default.aspx  See also 

Arizona Office of Tourism (http://www.azot.gov) and Tucson‟s Planning Department 

(http://www.ci.tucson.az.us/planning) 
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Union: $451.100, and for Chicago area: $283.200.  Despite a recent national slowdown in the 

real estate market, home sales in Arizona increased by 20.5 percent in the second quarter of 

2008.  Lawrence Yun, a chief economist of National Association of Realtors, explains that 

the biggest home-sales gains on Arizona market are due to highly discounted home prices.
22

 

Equally important factor seems to be a continual influx of the homebuyers.  The relatively 

low home prices directly correspond to the lower taxation and the overall cost of living that 

in Tucson is approximately 3.4 percent below the national average (Paganelli Otto 2007).  

These favorable economic factors combined with the beautiful desert setting and the sunny 

climate contribute to the growing reputation of Tucson as a popular relocation area.  

 

Climate and Landscape 

Indeed, the incredible mountain landscape
23

 and 350 bright days of sun a year are 

important elements often taken into account by Polish-Americans moving to Tucson.  In fact, 

many of them have deliberately escaped long winter cold, humidity and gloomy rainy 

seasons of the East Coast and the Great Lakes attracted by the warmth, energizing sunshine, 

and the clear blue skies above the desert city. 

 

The remarkable story of Tadeusz Lis particularly illustrates the power of the sunny 

weather and the Sonoran landscape.  Tired of rainy days and lack of career perspectives in 
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 National Association of Realtors Report 2008: Metropolitan Median Prices 

(http://www.realtor.org/research/research/metroprice). 
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 Tucson is situated on a plain in the Sonoran desert, surrounded by five minor ranges of mountains: The Santa 

Catalina Mountains and the Tortolita Mountains to the north, the Santa Rita Mountains to the south, the Rincon 

Mountains to the east, and the Tucson Mountains to the west. The city elevation is 2,389 ft above sea level. 
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Detroit, in 1978 Tadeusz set out on a journey across the states.  He packed his car, said good-

bye to his uncle and took I-75 heading south to Miami.  When he got there, he spent a few 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 

Ventana Canyon    Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

days wandering around the Florida Keys and then went back to Orlando, where he turned 

west on I-10 and drove all the way to Tucson.  On his way to Arizona, he crossed Ohio, 

Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas, and New 

Mexico.  Since he was searching for a place to settle down, he made frequent stops in small 

towns and bigger cities that he liked, and then went around local neighborhoods, checked the 

job sections in few local newspapers, and gained a brief insight into relationships among the 

residents based on local news and his first impressions from stores, bars, hotels, and parks.  

He passed tens of cities, and none caught his attention until he arrived to Tucson.  He came 

here on an early morning.  When he saw a rising sun and a clear sky above the surrounding 

mountains, he knew he found the right place.  On the very next day he came upon a job in a 

shop repairing electronic equipment.  A few years later he started his own business.  After 

few more years he married a Polish woman and built his home in the foothills of the Rincon 
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Mountains.  He cannot imagine raising his family somewhere else.  Ewa Limańska-Moran, a 

financial specialist, fully shares his view.  When they decided to start a family, she and her 

American husband left London and moved to Tucson.  They came here two years ago to be 

close to his parents who had highly recommended Tucson as a favorable environment for 

raising family.  

 

Family Friendly Environment 

 

Figure 4 

Lajkonik‟s children   Photograph by Marian Gajda 

 

As a matter of fact, Tucson‟s name keeps appearing on different lists classifying the 

most family-oriented cities.  For instance, Money Magazine ranked Tucson the 5
th

 “most 

livable” medium-size city in the West, while Traveler Magazine called Tucson “the 
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friendliest city in the nation”
24

.  Tucson also was included in the two editions (1992, 1997) of 

the book 50 Fabulous Places to Raise Your Family by Melissa Givagnoli, Lee Rosenberg 

and Saralee H. Rosenberg.  Before recommending particular places for family relocation, the 

authors took into account a variety of factors, including job and business opportunities, 

caliber of school system, local real estate, cost of living and taxes, quality of environment, 

medical care, recreational and cultural opportunities, and local events, along with community 

efforts to enhance the quality of life.  In a like manner, ten years later in 2007, Worldwide 

ERC, the association for workforce mobility and Primacy Relocations announced that 

Tucson was one of the “Best Cities for Relocating Families”
25

. Tucson ranked 14
th

 among the 

mid-sized metro areas, and was selected based on a survey considering factors, such as the 

area‟s cost of living, crime rates, education, climate, medical care, population diversity, as 

well as arts and cultural scene.   

All these surveys emphasize that the “Old Pueblo”
26

 provides a great combination of 

advantages associated with a high-tech metropolis and an artsy college-city, with a small 

town feel.  

 

Arts and Education 

Along with the reputation for high technology, Tucson has recently gained a new 

stature as a center of high culture.  The city has become a Southwest center for symphony, 
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 Source: Tucson Commercial Real Estate Brokerage and Arizona Property Management: PICOR 

(http://www.picor.com/static/index.cfm?action=about) 
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 Source: Metropolitan Tucson Chamber of Commerce Community News 

(http://www.tucsonchamber.org/2007/06/05/commnews-23/) 
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 The nickname of Tucson 
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opera, ballet, visual and performing arts.  For instance, over eighteen theater companies in 

Tucson produce programs that range from Broadway plays and musicals to experimental 

plays, open performances, such as “Shakespeare in the Park”, and original local works 

written by the Old Pueblo Playwrights.  Tucson also has long attracted avant-garde artists 

and independent musicians.  In the early 1990s Wall Street Journal dubbed Tucson “a mini 

mecca for the arts in a regional renaissance”.
27

 At about that time the foothills Skyline Drive 

has emerged as a contemporary art district.  Monika Rossa, a highly accomplished Polish 

painter, exhibits her works at the Wilde Myer Gallery
28

. Also, the Tucson Arts District 

created in 1986 in a historic downtown has immediately become populated by various art 

galleries, cafes, and artists‟ studios.  Arts District regularly hosts modern art markets and 

auctions.  It also offers guided tours of downtown art spaces, including artisans‟ operating 

studios, shops, murals, and Phantom Gallery that allows artists of all medium to exhibit their 

work.  The Arts District also hosts popular Saturday Night festivals, presenting a variety of 

jazz, blues, bluegrass, and independent artists
29

.  Similarly, a historic Fourth Avenue 

organizes the annual Street Fairs that feature artisans, craftspersons and various street 

performers.  The Wojtkowski‟s quartet, for instance, has been participating in the fairs for 

several years.  Known as the Polish kids, Zuzanna, Klara, Antoni, and Ludek performed 

mainly classical and jazz pieces arranged for one accordion and three violins.  One of these 
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 Source: Metropolitan Convention and Visitors Bureau (http://www.visittucson.org/visitor/attractions/arts/) 

 
28

 In addition, Monika Rossa shows her works at O‟Brenier Gallery in La Jolla, CA; Fine Arts Adieb Khadoure 

Gallery in Santa Fe, NM; and at Napiorkowska Gallery in Warsaw, Poland. Source: monikarossa.com 
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 Tucson Arts District (http://www.homeandabroad.com/c/85/Site/116403_Tucson_Arts_District_visit.html) 
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young musicians, Klara Wojtkowski, has received a prestigious Watson scholarship, and 

already played as a soloist in a concert given at the Tucson Music Hall
30

.    

 

In addition to the Arts District in downtown, University of Arizona along with Pima 

Community College continues to be leading centers for the arts and education.  According to 

Jim Turner, a historian with the Arizona Historical Society, “the university has long served as 

an intellectual arts base” (cited after Bonnie Henry, Arizona Daily Star, November 12, 2006, 

A10).  Established in 1885, the university has developed a variety of academic programs in 

the performing, visual and media arts with opportunities ranging from performing and 

production to teaching, exhibition, administration and technology.  Students of Art, Dance, 

Media Arts, Music and Theatre Arts participate in performances usually open to the public.  

The Department of Music alone presents over 300 concerts and recitals played by students 

and faculty members each year.  In addition, the UA‟s performing arts series brings the 

world‟s music, dance, theater and multicultural artistic events to Southern Arizona each 

academic season.  For instance, two years ago a renowned Cuban pianist Horacio Gutierrez 

played brilliantly 24 preludes by Fryderyk Chopin.
31

  As a rule, Chopin recitals drew in many 

Polish-American fans of classical music.  Similarly, symphonic concerts or dance 
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 Wrześniowe Informacje Polonijne Solidarity Tucson, Wrzesień 2006 (Bulletin of Solidarity Tucson – 

September 2006) 
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 Source: http://media.wildcat.arizona.edu/media/storage/paper997/news/2006/03/02) 
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performances that feature music of Henryk Gόrecki, a popular modern Polish composer, 

become exciting cultural events for Polish-American community in Tucson
32

. 

In order to attract a public from outside the campus, UApresents‟ has developed 

outreach programs providing the opportunity to experience world-class artists to different 

local groups.  UApresents‟ offers special discounts to seniors, military staff, and school 

children.  In the current season brochure 2008-2009, Robert Shelton, the President of the 

University of Arizona states that over 12,000 school children attend UApresents‟ School 

Matinees each year.  He states, “For many of these children it is their first exposure to the 

performing arts and may be their first time on the campus of the University of Arizona.”
33

   

 

Another distinguished sponsor of community and school programs is internationally 

renowned The University of Arizona Poetry Center with its unique library collection and 

literary center, both open and fully accessible to the public.  Although the collection is 

primarily focused on American poetry, it comprises anthologies of international authors, 

including contemporary Polish Noble-Prize winners in poetry: Czesław Miłosz and Wisława 

Szymborska.  Similarly, the Center for Creative Photography located at the campus holds a 

vast collection of individual art works by 20
th

 century American and Mexican photographers, 

such as Ansel Adams, Lola Alvarez Bravo, Richard Avedon, and Edward Weston, and 

regularly exhibits works by foreign artists.  The center shares its comprehensive programs 
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 Mourning Light of Orts Theatre of Dance performed at The Center for the Arts at Pima Community College 

the fall season 2001 (http://www.tucsonweekly.com) 
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 Arts and Performances, The University of Arizona (http://www.arizona.edu/home/arts/php) 
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and photographic archives with researchers, educators, and museums from all over the 

world.
34

   

 

A vibrant cultural life on the campuses stimulates different local groups to develop 

their own programs and educational activities.  For instance, Arizona Friends of Chamber 

Music, a non-profit organization, invites the world‟s finest chamber ensembles to share their 

music with the Tucson public.  During the reception held after each concert artists meet their 

audience to talk about their art and training.  Musicians who perform in different seasonal 

festivals and concert series additionally give free master classes to the music students.  These 

classes are open to the public.  In the fall 2007, the duo of Polish virtuoso classical 

accordionists, Hubert Giżewski and Paweł Sulej, performed in the Piano and Friends Concert 

Series, and presented a master class for students of the Tucson Music Teachers‟ Association.  

Arizona Friends of Chamber Music also promotes world‟s finest young musicians, that is, the 

rising stars in the world of classical and contemporary music.  Polish pianist, Piotr Żukowski 

performed in Matinee Series in February 2009
35

.  Żukowski had already presented his piano 

recitals in Tucson during two annual concerts organized by Chopin Association of Tucson, 

another local music society.  Again, Żukowski‟s Chopin repertoire particularly attracted 

Polish-American public.  As Żukowski told a reporter of Arizona Daily Star, “Chopin is very 

spiritual. When you listen and play the music, it‟s Poland” (Cathalena Burch, 02/19/2007).   
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Frequent visits to music halls, art studios and galleries that present works of Polish 

artists play several important roles for the Polish-American community in Tucson, and for 

families in particular.  First, they build a close connection between diaspora and homeland.  

Artists who come to Tucson often participate in casual community events that allow the 

development of friendly and sometimes long-lasting relationships between guests and hosts.  

Second, close encounters with accomplished Poles stimulate ethnic pride, and generate 

greater interest to learn the Polish language, viewed as a language of artistic achievement.  

Children involved in such meetings no longer see the Polish language as an ethnic dialect 

necessary only for communicating with their grandparents.  For them, Polish becomes a key 

to a sophisticated European culture.  And finally, these brief journeys into the world of 

music, theater, and fine arts are meant to inspire children‟s own creativity and ultimately help 

them to discover their true potential.  For this reason, living in the stimulating, cultural 

environment becomes a priority for the parents. 

 Of equal and vital importance is the opportunity for a good education.  Although the 

Polish-American community in Tucson is rather scattered across the city, a majority of 

Lajkonik families resides in the Catalina Foothills School District or its vicinity.  Catalina 

Foothills schools continue to be among the highest scoring Arizona schools on the Arizona‟s 

Instrument to Measure Standard (AIMS) Dual Purpose Assessment tests, and thus are labeled 

as excelling in terms of students‟ performance
36

.  An excellent reputation of the Foothills 

schools attracts parents who often locate to the community specifically so their children can 

attend the schools.  The Anderson, Alsbei, Musial, Stawicki, Szwaykowski, Szymczak, 
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 Source: The results of the 2003-2008 AIMS DPA tests sent each school year to the Catalina Foothills 

students‟ parents in separate letters. 
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Witusik, and Zreda families have moved to the Foothills Community just for this purpose.   

Lajkonik families who reside in different school districts tend to send their children either to 

Catholic schools, such as St. Elizabeth Ann Seton Catholic School (attended by Diana and 

Daniel Gajda), and St. Cyril Catholic School (attended by Patrick Schmit), or to other 

excellent schools in town, including the renowned University High School (attended by 

Mateusz Schmit) ranked the 13
th

 best in the nation and designated as a Gold Medal school by 

U.S. News and World Report.  Another local school, Basis Tucson, was ranked by 

Newsweek #1 among America‟s public high schools, and was the 16
th

 Gold Medal school in 

the nation again by the U.S. News and World Report.  Marta Kiela attends middle Basis 

Tucson.  The top quality of education in Tucson is not only important for students and 

parents.  According to Michael Block, a cofounder of Basis Tucson, local business leaders 

view strong schools and school districts as key to bringing skilled workers to the area.  

Scientists and high-tech specialists would not stay in Tucson for long, but for excellent 

educational and cultural institutions that provide a variety of intellectual, social, and 

environmental stimuli for them and for their children in which to grow
37

.  

 

 One such outstanding institution is the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum. According to 

its mission statement, the museum was founded to inspire people to live in harmony with the 

natural world.  Thus, the multiple educational and artistic programs offered by the Sonoran 

zoo, natural history museum, botanical garden, and art institute (all divisions operating 
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 Sanchez George B., Tucson school “best in nation”: Basis Charter School combines European, U.S. models 

of education, published in Arizona Daily Star on 05.17.2008 (http://azstarnet.com/sn/mailstory-

clickthru/239402.php) 
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within the same nonprofit organization) foster appreciation, understanding and preservation 

of the Sonoran wildlife, vegetation and land.  For instance, art courses run at the museum, 

such as nature drawing, painting, and illustrating, landscape workshops, and nature 

photography are designed not only to develop artistic skills of their participants, but also to 

enhance their connection to the desert and its inhabitants.  By providing useful information, 

hands on displays and great expertise on desert environment, the museum has been 

effectively serving Tucson community as well as millions of visitors and tourists for the last 

56 years.  During that time, the museum has also gained a worldwide repute as a scientific 

institution committed to research and the protection of the Sonoran desert region.  To 

promote current and future conservation of this unique environment, the Center for Sonoran 

Desert Studies has been closely collaborating with Mexican scientists and residents of the 

Sonoran region.  Since about two-thirds of the land area occupied by the Sonoran desert and 

75 percent of its biodiversity reside south of the border, the collaboration between Mexico 

and the U.S. is essential for the preservation of the green desert.
38

 

 

Figure 5 

Teddy Bear Cholla    Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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 Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum (http://www.desertmuseum.org) 
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The Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum has been instrumental in introducing desert 

environment to the newcomers, especially those moving from distant countries or states. For 

Poles and Polish-Americans coming here from the East Coast or Midwest, the green desert 

with summer months of burning heat (100-110F), a monsoon season, and ubiquitous cacti 

giving scant shade to venomous scorpions, spiders, snakes and lizards may pose something 

of a challenge.  Since most neighborhoods in Tucson tend not to alter the natural 

environment, this challenge translates into an everyday awareness of how to avoid danger, 

and, at the same time, how to respect a strange, natural environment.  The degree of just how 

the Sonoran desert differs from natural environments of Poland, New York or Chicago is 

greatly illustrated in the introduction to Arizona “Witamy w Arizonie” (Welcome to Arizona) 

posted at the Polish web-site AZ Polonia.  The only similarity between Arizona and Poland 

found by the authors is their size
39

.  Nonetheless, despite vast differences, Poles and Polish-

Americans quickly learn to appreciate sunny green desert.   A deep appreciation of the 

natural Sonoran environment, however, usually develops as a result of leading an active 

lifestyle.  

 

Sports and Outdoor Lifestyle 

Surrounded by five ranges of mountains, with more than 300 days of sunshine a year, 

Tucson lends itself to a variety of outdoor activities and enjoyment.  Year round hiking, rock 

climbing, birding, camping, swimming, fishing, back horse riding, biking and golfing are just 

the most popular outdoor sports or forms of recreation.   For golfers, for instance, Tucson 
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offers not only a wide variety of over 25 courses, but also several pro tournaments, such as 

The Chrysler Classic of Tucson held annually at the Omni Tucson National Golf Resort, or 

The LPGA Championships that takes place each year at the Randolph North Municipal Golf 

Course.  In addition, beginning 2007, the World Golf Championships Accenture Match Play 

Event limited to 64 world top players is held at the Gallery Golf Club at Dove Mountain 

(Paganelli Votto 2007).  For golf fans aiming to reach the professional level, the city along 

with private clubs offers different golf classes, including summer golf clinics for children.   

 

Cyclists enjoy similar support of Tucson community.  Since 1983 the city has been 

hosting the ride El Tour the Tucson with 10,000 participants.  All 111 miles in length, it is 

the largest perimeter cycling event in the United States.  Also, with 325 miles of striped bike 

lanes, a plentitude of scenic trails and constant pleasant weather, Tucson was granted a silver 

and gold rating for bicycle friendliness by the League of American Bicyclists in 2004 and 

2006
40

.  

Swimming in Tucson has earned equally great reputation.  The University of Arizona 

Wildcat‟s swim team recently won the NCAA Women‟s and Men‟s Swimming and Diving 

national championships.  As a result, the team‟s head coach, Frank Busch, was inducted into 

the American Swim Coaches Hall of Fame, and four Wildcats swimmers have been selected 

to the 2008-2009 USA Swimming National Team
41

. Customarily, Wildcats swim team has 

been recruiting outstanding swimmers from foreign countries, including Poland.  In 1987 two 
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Polish athletes Wojtek Wyżga (a member of Lajkonik) along with Mariusz Podkościelny 

joined the Arizona Wildcats and had been working with Busch for the last two years of their 

scholarship period.  As freshmen, Podkościelny won national championships in the 1650yd. 

Freestyle, and also was ranked among the top three competitors nationally in each of his four 

years at Arizona.  Also, he twice competed at the Summer Olympics: in 1988 and 1992 

representing the Polish National Team.  He finished fifth in both the 400m and 1500m 

Freestyle at the 1988 Summer Olympics, and set the Olympic record that same year in the 

preliminaries in the 400m Freestyle.  Podkościelny graduated from the University of Arizona 

in 1992 with a B.A. in political science, and became an accomplished swimming coach of the 

Beavers team at Oregon State University, and of the Hurricanes at the University of Miami.  

Wyżga, in turn, won NCAA PAC 10 Championships in 200y Butterfly
42

 in 1989, and was the 

fourth at the Swimming Championships of Europe.  During his 5-years scholarship at the 

University of Arizona Wyżga has completed B.A. in Computer Science, and then started 

working for IT Software companies, including SYMIX that financed his graduate studies in 

Management Information Systems.  Currently, he works as the CTO in the Knowledge 

Computing Corporation based in Tucson. 

Sport has also led other Polish athletes to Tucson.  Dorota and Marian Gajda, highly 

accomplished long distance and cross country runners (both members of Lajkonik), moved to 

Tucson in 1990.  In 1989 Marian won the Run for Poland, the regional championships in 

Chicago, as the first Pole in history of this run.  He then participated in over hundred 

different competitions often winning these events.  Similarly, his wife Dorota won the top 
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places in regional and national athletic contests.  For instance, in 1993, at the National Junior 

College Athletic Association (NJCAA) Region I Conference, Dorota won the first place in 

1500m in women outdoor, the third place 4x400m also outdoor, and the second place in 

5000m in women cross country.  One year later again she won the third place in 3000m 

women outdoor at the national championships (NJCAA) in Odessa, Texas.  Along with her 

athletic career, Dorota has completed nursing program at the Pima Community College and 

graduated from the University of Arizona with a B.S. in Veterinary Science.  At the same 

time, Marian founded international wholesales export computer company, Tucsonic, that 

currently has 34 employees and average annual sales of $ 2,500,000.  Tucsonic is one of the 

biggest small business export companies in Tucson
43

.  Occasionally, it sells software and 

computer peripheral equipment to Mexico. 

Another Polish athlete, Aurelia Kollasch, recently moved to Tucson with her husband 

and coach Korey Kollasch.  Aurelia has just participated in 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics 

competing in track and field
44

.  She came to Tucson to continue her athletic training along 

with her studies in political science at the University of Arizona.  She is presently 

participating in Lajkonik‟s activities. 

The city‟s elevation of 2, 389 feet above sea level along with a consistently sunny 

weather makes Tucson a popular training location not only for the professional runners, but 

also for individual athletes and different sport teams that often come to Tucson for seasonal 

practices.  For instance, the Arizona Diamondbacks and the Chicago White Sox have their 
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spring practice at the Tucson Electric Park, while the Colorado Rockies do their spring 

training at nearby Hi Corbett Field.  All three teams belong to baseball‟s spring training 

Cactus League.   

Mount Lemmon of the Santa Catalina Mountains towering over 9150 feet above 

Tucson, in turn, remains a favorite destination for American and international rock climbers.  

Three years ago, in 2005, Tomek Oleksy, the Polish winner of the World Cup in speed 

climbing came to “squeeze the Lemmon” on his US climbing tour.
45

  He was hosted by the 

Musial family. 

 

A number of international sport and cultural events that have been taking place in 

Tucson on a regular basis attract people from different countries. Many of these visitors stay 

in Southern Arizona for good, as the Wyżga and Gajda families did.  The continual presence 

of the foreigners has greatly contributed to a robust ethnic diversity of the region. 

 

Cultural and ethnic diversity 

Southern Arizona has been a meeting place of dozens of cultures.  As census figures 

show, Tucson is home to several hundreds ancestry groups, primarily Mexican, German, 

Irish, English, Italian, French and Jewish.  Besides people who migrated from Latin America 
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 “Squeezing the Lemmon II: More Juice than Ever: A Rock Climbers Guide to the Mt. Lemmon Highway 

Tucson, Arizona” by Eric Fazio-Rhicard, published in 2000 by E Squared Enterprises. 
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and Europe, there is a number of Chinese, Asian Indian, Filipino, Vietnamese, and Korean, 

along with Subsaharan Africans and Arabs
46

. 

 

Tucson is also one of the largest cities in the country in number of Native Americans.  

The Tohono O‟odham, or the Desert People (formerly called by the Spaniards the Papago or 

the Bean Eaters) currently live on four reservations, including the San Xavier del Bac – a 

Catholic Mission founded in 1699 near Tucson.  The Mission is located on the banks of the 

now dry Santa Cruz River, in the center of an ancient Indian settlement.  The Pasqua Yaqui 

Nation (called by Marshall Trimble “The Apache of Mexico”) is the second major group of 

Native Americans residing in Tucson, specifically in the Pascua and Barrio Libre 

neighborhoods.  The Yaqui settled in Arizona during the 1880s, coming here as refugees 

from Mexico.  Like the Tohono O‟odham, the Yaqui allowed the Jesuits to establish missions 

on their lands as early as in 1609 and were soon converted to Christianity.  For both nations, 

the Catholicism still constitutes an important part of their lives (Trimble 1989).  For instance, 

the Tohono O‟odham and Yaqui celebrate together the San Xavier Festival held on Friday 

after Easter that features a torchlight parade.   
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Figure 6 

San Xavier Mission Cut out by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta 

 

This religious celebration, along with the San Xavier Mission architectural complex 

has become a popular motif among the local artists, most notably Ettore De Grazia.  

Likewise, the “White Dove of the Desert”
47

 has frequently inspired Polish artists.  The paper-

cutting by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta depicting the Mission has received a national 

recognition and has been exhibited at the Smithsonian Institute on various occasions
48

.  

 

The San Xavier Mission has also become a subject of the stunning collection of color 

photographs by a talented Polish photographer and Lajkonik member - Dariusz Kocoń
49

.   
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 a nickname of the San Xavier del Bac Mission 
48

 The Library of Congress, The American Folklife Centre (http://www.loc.gov/folklife/annual 

report/2007annualreport.html) 

Also, Wolak, Ela, Wycinane życie po kurpiowsku, published in Biały Orzeł/White Eagle on 03/23/2007. 
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Figure 7 

San Xavier Mission   Photographs by Darek Kocoń 

 

The inspiration for the Polish artists may sometimes come from their spiritual 

involvement.  Members of the Polish community in Tucson seasonally participate in Sunday 

masses held at the San Xavier Mission.  Due to its origin, age and appearance, the mission is 

often related to historical churches in Europe, specifically of the Mediterranean region.  

Additionally, Polish Catholics are attracted by crowded mass celebrations that remind them 

of well-attended Sunday masses in Poland.   

 

Cultural diversity in Tucson allows newcomers to find familiar elements easily that 

help in building a sense of continuity.  For Poles and Polish Americans, their Catholicism 

constitutes a familiar venue into different communities, including Native Americans.  A great 

mix of people seems to allow for blending in relatively quickly.  For example, Amy Olaya, 

one of my African-American friends, who came to Tucson for a short visit, told me that she 

would move here as well, because unlike in Philadelphia, she did not stand out here.  When 

she walked along the streets in downtown or Foothills area, to her utter surprise, nobody 

harassed her as was commonly the case in Philadelphia.  Similar changes in attitudes towards 
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“the Other” have been reported by the Polish-Americans coming to Tucson from New York, 

Philadelphia, Chicago, or Detroit.  In contrast to Polish immigrant gateway cities, the Slavic 

accent in Tucson is not considered as “thick” as it often is on the East Coast or in the 

Midwest.  Instead of mocking comments, Poles often hear, how “cute” their accent is, if only 

recognized as Polish
50

.   

Apparently, the small Polish-American community is not at the center of local social 

tensions.  Scattered across the city, Polish Americans reside on both sides of the Rillito 

River, which approximately divides Tucson into Anglo North and Mexican South.  While 

sharing workplaces and school districts mainly with the Anglo population, Polish-Americans 

practice their Catholic faith together with Mexicans, Americans, and Native Americans.  In 

other words, while taking advantage of rich cultural diversity, Poles and Polish Americans 

facilely cross historical and social borders in Tucson. 

Tucson – a Borderland Community 

A Spanish teacher, Ricardo Robles, born and raised on the San Xavier Mission 

Reservation, used to tell his students at the Esperero Middle School that his family has lived 

in five countries without ever leaving the mission.  Once they were the Desert People, the 

descendents of the ancient Hohokam, “those who have vanished”.  Soon after the arrival of 

the white settlers they found themselves either in Spain, Mexico, the United States, or the 

Confederacy, and again in the United States.  These invisible borders have been frequently 

crossed their home and native lands. 
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Ancient Land Claimed by Four Countries 

 Indeed, Tucson has been an ancient settlement with a very interesting and complex 

history as the borderland and frontier outpost.  In 1997 archeologists found some archaic 

communal structures, storehouses and 171 pit dwellings of the Cienega farmers who 

occupied the banks of the Santa Cruz River between 800 B.C. and A.D. 150.  The Cienegas 

grew corn, beans, squash and tobacco and they traded with other groups for shells used for 

making jewelry.  Several centuries later, the valley of the Santa Cruz River became home to 

the Hohokam who lived in the area from A.D. 600 to 1450.  As their predecessors, the 

Hohokam built pit houses and farmed the arid land for over 700 years.  During that time they 

had developed the remarkable irrigation systems that continue to amaze contemporary 

engineers.  Archeologists argue that these masterfully designed water canals secured the 

abundance of crops and thus allowed the Hohokam to engage in sports, arts and crafts.  The 

Hohokam built athletic facilities for spectator sports.  They developed a highly sophisticated 

clay pottery that they expansively traded for luxury goods, including copper bells and exotic 

birds imported from Mexico, and sea shells coming from the Gulf of California.  The sudden 

decline of this great culture still remains a mystery.  Some scholars argue that a long drought 

and invasions by warlike peoples caused their demise.  On the other hand, the Tohono 

O‟odham claim that “the vanished ones” were, in fact, their ancestors.  According to Spanish 

records from the 1500s, however, the standard of living of the Desert People was far below 

that of the Hohokam (Trimble 1989).   

One of the first Spanish visitors to arrive in the area was Jesuit Padre Francisco 

Eusebio Kino, who in 1700 established the Mission San Xavier del Bac in the large Tohono 
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O‟odham village situated at the foot of the Sentinel Peak.  The name of Tucson derived from 

the Indian word “Stjukshon” or “Chuk-son” that means: “spring at the foot of a black 

mountain”.  Father Kino, the famous “priest on horseback”, introduced Christianity along 

with Spanish culture, cattle raising and new agricultural techniques to thousands of native 

people.  During his time the Santa Cruz region became the Primeria Alta, the farthest outpost 

of the Spanish Christendom (Trimble 1989, Sonnichsen 1982) 

Tucson was officially founded as a Spanish colony 75 years later in 1775.  The Irish-

born Hugo Oconor, an officer in the Spanish army, built the Presidio of San Augustin del 

Tucson as protection from the Apaches, one of the nomadic warriors‟ tribes that consistently 

opposed the Spanish intrusion.  Military campaigns and a program offering free food and 

liquor resulted in a tenuous peace with the Apaches in the late 1780s.  The peace brought the 

rapid development of mining and cattle ranching.  During this time, the beautiful missions of 

San Xavier del Bac, and nearby San Jose de Tumacacori were constructed, and the tall adobe 

walls around the presidio were finally completed.  It was these walls that gave Tucson its 

nickname – the “Old Pueblo”.  These peaceful years at the Sonoran outpost, however, did not 

last long. 

As soon as the Republic of Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821 and 

Tucson became a Mexican town, the old treaty with the Apaches was disregarded. The 

warriors ravaged the lands around Tucson and caused local miners, ranchers, and 

missionaries to abandon their homes and fields.  At about that time, the first Anglo-American 

beaver trappers ventured into the valleys and mountains of Southern Arizona. Their stories 

about the vast mountainous land under clear sunny skies quickly reached the coastal states. 
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After the United States‟ war with Mexico and the Gadsden Purchase, Tucson became 

a part of the United States of America.  In 1856 the American military took over control of 

the town that had long lived under the constant threat of raiding Apaches.  The Indian wars 

which followed overlapped with the outbreak of the Civil War in America.  Briefly, between 

1861 and 1862, Tucson became a capital of the Confederate Arizona Territory, and then 

became a part of New Mexico.  In 1863, after the discovery of rich mineral deposits of silver, 

copper and gold found in the Bradshaw Mountains, President Lincoln gave Arizona 

territorial status with its temporary capital located at Prescott.  For the next several years, the 

capital shifted between Prescott and Tucson, two booming mining centers, both connected 

with the coasts by the Southern Pacific Railroad.  Finally, in 1889 a permanent capital was 

established in Phoenix.  To appease Tucsonans for moving the capital, the federal 

government granted the city $25,000 to establish a university.  Two wealthy gamblers and 

saloon owner donated the land for the university and the school was opened in 1891.  By that 

time, Geronimo, the Native American leader, and his Chiricahua Apaches had been exiled to 

Florida.  Their departure officially ended 30-year period of the Indian Wars in Southern 

Arizona.  The “wild west” Tucson, a frontier refuge for outlaws, gamblers, and adventurers 

soon shared the fate of the Indian warriors and vanished forever.  In 1912 President Taft 

signed a bill making Arizona the 48
th

 state (Sonnichsen 1982, Trimble 1989). 

Since Tucson had already gained a reputation for its sunny climate and dry air, many 

veterans who had been gassed in World War I and were in need of respiratory therapy began 

coming to the city.  Along with veterans, other health-seekers, and tourists started visiting 

Tucson on a regular basis.  Gradually more and more easterners came to soak up the desert 
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sunshine.  The climate and clear skies also accounted for the arrival of the aviation industry 

to Tucson.  In 1919 the city built the nation‟s first municipal airport.  By the 1930s, the U.S. 

Air Force was using the Davis-Monthan Field and soon took it over.  The Davis-Monthan Air 

Force Base was officially established at the outbreak of the World War II.  Tucson became a 

training base for American and allied pilots throughout the war.   Several years after the war 

was ended aviation companies began moving to Tucson.  They were soon followed by the 

high-tech businesses and research institutes.  Since 1980s Tucson has emerged as a high-

technology center, an ever-expanding city that carefully preserves its multicultural heritage 

(Sonnichsen 1982, Paganelli Votto 2002).  
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Institutions Promoting Diversity in Tucson 

City of Tucson 

In 1972 the City and Pima County officially recognized the diverse history of Tucson by 

adopting historic district ordinances that aim to preserve Tucson‟s rich legacy
51

.  According 

to the city statement on cultural heritage, the community views its history and diverse 

cultures as valuable resources that enhance the physical attributes of the area and provide its 

distinctive regional identity.  A colorful blend of traditions attracts tourists and economic 

investors which greatly contribute to the development of the city.  Accordingly, public 

programs and policies in the region focus on the protection of the historic neighborhoods and 

archeological sites by incorporating them into public parks and spaces.  Also, the city 

provides financial support for restoration and development of unique areas and buildings, 

such as the Tucson Downtown District, the San Xavier Mission, the Old Main at the 

University of Arizona and the ceremonial plazas of the Yaqui communities. 

 In addition, the city government encourages public education regarding the region‟s 

distinctive heritage and cultural diversity.  Pima Public Library services and materials 

promote and celebrate the diversity of Tucson‟s citizens and their cultures.  For instance, 

local writers and poets are frequently invited to talk about their work at book club meetings.  

Also, during Christmas and New Year season, the books and posters displayed in the public 

libraries usually refer to Christian traditions, including Mexican and Tohono O‟odham, as 

well as the Jewish Hanukah, the African Kwaanza, and the Chinese New Year.  Similarly, 

public schools promote cultural diversity of their current students.  I have been repeatedly 
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asked to come to my daughter‟s class at the Ventana Vista Elementary School to talk about 

Polish Christmas traditions.  In turn, at the end of the school year I was invited this time to 

watch a musical performance for the school year end celebration that was based on the 

Chinese folk tale.   

Public schools also promote the diverse heritage of Southern Arizona that includes 

rodeo competitions.  During first three days of the Rodeo Festival children dress in western 

attire for schools.  To engage students in this living cowboy tradition, which involves 

participating in the parade, “mutton bustin”
52

 „and other rodeo competitions, the public 

schools in Tucson are officially closed for the next two days in observance of the Fiesta de 

los Vaqueros.   

 A broad array of festivals and fiestas that celebrate local cultural diversity 

complements the educational efforts of public schools and libraries.  In the city of Tucson 

festivals are celebrated almost every weekend.  Besides Rodeo Festival, there are Fiesta del 

Presidio, Tucson Heritage Exposition, Statehood Day, The White Dove Festival, the Wa:k 

Pow-Wow, the “Cuaresma” ceremonies of the Yaqui, Festival of the Sun, Mariachi Festival, 

St. Patrick Day, Octoberfest, Slavic Festival, and Tucson Meet Yourself among many others.  

The multiethnic colorful face of the city is deliberately fostered and displayed for “snow 

birds‟” and tourists‟ consumption (Goode 2001).   
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Non-Profit Organizations 

Various festivals and fiestas receive support from non-profit community 

organizations that implement programs to increase awareness and appreciation of local ethnic 

diversity.  The Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson (CEC), for instance, a fiduciary sponsor 

of Tucson Meet Yourself, the Waila Festival and San Augustin Festival also promotes 

multicultural exchanges through monthly meetings
53

.  Two years ago Lajkonik dance group 

was invited to present Polish folk traditions at the CEC meeting held at the Tucson Botanical 

Gardens.  Similarly, the European Multi-Ethnic Alliance of Tucson, a non-political, 

educational organization fosters interactions among European ethnic clubs operating in 

Tucson, including participation in the St. Patrick‟s Day Parade, and the EMAT Fairs
54

.  The 

European Multi-Ethnic Alliance of Tucson has also produced the Tapestry of Tucson Project 

on display in the lobby of the Tucson Convention Center.  It is a fiber optic giant - size map, 

which is activated by touching the countries on a computer monitor, which corresponds with 

the map.  Brief information is then displayed on the screen about each country, including 

local individuals from those countries who are “making a difference in Tucson.”
55

  Both 

Lajkonik and the Arizona Polish Club participate in these EMAT projects. 
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 Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson (http://culturalexchangecouncil.org) 
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 Source: European Multi-ethnic Alliance of Tucson (http://www.emat-

tucson.org/EMAT/TheTapestryProject.html) 
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University of Arizona 

By its nature a university almost always constitutes a highly diverse community of 

faculty and students who come from different states and countries.  The members of five 

Polish families from the Lajkonik group currently work at the University of Arizona at 

neuroscience, optical and pediatric research laboratories.   For instance, Joanna Schmit, a 

leader of Lajkonik group is employed as the Adjunct Associate Professor at College of 

Optical Sciences Center, while Paweł Kiela, Monika Midura-Kiela and Paweł Majewski 

carry out their studies at Steele Children‟s Research Center.  Also, since the University of 

Arizona collaborates worldwide with different universities and scientific institutes, a number 

of Polish scholars and students visit Tucson on a regular basis.  For example, Maciek Witek 

form the University of Zielona Góra is currently a Fulbright Visiting Scholar at the UofA in 

the Department of Philosophy.  Likewise, students and faculty members from Wrocław 

Politechnika regularly come to Tucson to work together with their American colleagues on 

the Wireless Sensors Network Project
56

. 

Although, the Russian and Slavic Department at the UofA does not offer degrees in 

Polish language, culture and literature, the Critical Languages Program offers classes in 

Polish language with a native tutor
57

. These classes are usually but not only attended by 

students of Polish descent.  Also, Polish language and culture is regularly promoted at the 

Southern Arizona Language Fair organized by the College of Humanities, which includes a 
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broad array of schools, educational institutions, and the military base of Fort Huachuca, a US 

Army Intelligence Center. 

The Davis-Monthan Air Force Base 

 Like the university, a military base constitutes a multicultural community.  The 162
nd 

Wing of the Air National Guard in Tucson provides an advanced training program for 

international pilots from the NATO nations, including Poland.  Under the purchase 

agreement for the F-16 Fighting Falcons signed in 2004 by the American and Polish officials, 

the Polish Ministry of National Defense commissioned training for 49 pilots in the United 

States
58

.  Since then, Polish squadron commanders as well as senior and junior pilots along 

with their families began visiting Tucson.  The pilots‟ families have quickly become an 

integral (although temporary) part of Polish community and Lajkonik in particular.  They 

have been participating in all Lajkonik activities, including weekly rehearsals, festival 

performances as well as religious and traditional celebrations.   

Lajkonik, in turn, prepared the artistic programme for the special dinner organized by the 

Polish pilots to celebrate the Day of the Polish Air Force at the National Guards base in 

Tucson.
59
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Figure 8 

Polish Air Force Celebration September 9, 2006 

 

The Roman Catholic Diocese of Tucson 

 Uniting different peoples in one Christian faith has been a fundamental tradition of 

the Roman Catholic Church.  The Roman Catholic Diocese of Tucson traces its presence in 

Southern Arizona to the time of Padre Eusebio Francisco Kino, the first Jesuit missionary, 

who introduced Christian faith to the native people of this region.  With the native groups, 

particularly the Pimas and Tohono O‟odham, the missionaries established small Christian 

communities of people who spoke different languages and had distinct cultures.  According 

to Rev. Gerald F. Kicanas, the current Bishop of Tucson, this early indigenous church laid 

the foundation for the community of over 300,000 Catholics of the present time.
60

   

 The Roman Catholic Parish of Saint Cyril of Alexandria is one of 75 parishes in the 

Diocese of Tucson.  St. Cyril currently run by the Carmelites of the Ancient Observance has 

become home for Anglo, Mexican and Polish communities.  The church includes also 
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refugees from Sudan, Burundi and Iraq.  According to Rev. Ron Oakham, a new pastor 

installed in March 2008 by the Bishop Kicanas, different ethnic groups in the parish enrich 

each other.  Unlike in the past when immigrant communities used to set up distinct churches, 

in the new milieu parishes do not separate immigrants out.  Rather, they build a single 

community of worshipers in different languages and cultures.  For Pastor Oakham, the 

members of the parish who are Polish constitute the locus for the Polish community in 

Tucson.  That community, in turn, has become the base of welcome for a group of Polish 

pilots at the Air National Guard and Davis-Monthan Air Force Base.  These pilots and their 

families have greatly contributed to the life of the parish by participating in Sunday masses, 

traditional Polish celebrations, and parish festivals and fiestas
61

. 

 

Figure 9 

Polish pilots with Father Ed Pietrucha, 2006   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 
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Besides the respect and acceptance afforded to Poles by church clergy and St. Cyril 

community, the Polish parishioners and visitors enjoy some physical manifestations of Polish 

presence in the church.  The icon of the Black Madonna of Częstochowa is placed over the 

tabernacle in the side chapel right across the icon of Madonna of Guadeloupe that is situated 

next to the main altar.  Also, the word “peace” written in four languages and placed at four 

corners of the cross painted on the floor in the church vestibule includes Polish “pokój”.  The 

missionary order of Paulist Fathers, who previously worked at the St. Cyril, started the 

tradition of celebrating major holidays in three languages, English, Spanish and Polish.  The 

Carmelites have maintained this tradition.  

Tucson - a Dark Legacy of Wild West City 

Illegal immigration and drug trafficking define the dark side of the borderland city 

located just 60 miles north of the U.S.- Mexico border.  According to Randal C. Archibold of 

the New York Times, until recently Southern Arizona has become the busiest crossing area 

for illegal immigrants that travel north from the Mexican border
62

.  The Tucson Sector of the 

U.S. Border Patrol continues to lead the nation in illegal immigrant arrests.  Agents in 

Southern Arizona recently reported that they arrested 378,000 illegal immigrants in 2007, of 

whom 41,000 had criminal histories
63

.  Although local newspapers commonly associate 

crime with illegal immigrants, a number of articles highlighting the abuse of people crossing 

the desert have been recently published.  For instance, a human rights group, “No More 

Deaths” based in Tucson, reports that U.S. Border Patrol has systematically mistreated illegal 
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immigrants during the past two years.  The border agents not only denied food, water and 

medical treatment to immigrants, but were also physically and verbally abusive separating 

families and failing to return belongings
64

.  In addition, as Archibold writes, “illegal 

immigrants crossing the Mexican border often encounter bandits, armed civilian patrols or 

rival smugglers bent on robbing or stopping them” (Archibold, 2007).  These encounters 

often involve violence, including murders.  Since arrests of illegal aliens dropped recently, 

some officials suggest that smuggling traffic may have shifted elsewhere (Archibold, 2007).   

In its efforts to prevent illegal immigration, the Border Patrol frequently calls and 

relies on local community support.  On the other hand, Catholic parishes call for supporting 

illegal immigrants crossing the Sonoran desert.  The members of Polish community respond 

to these calls individually. 

 

 Although most of Poles in Tucson have legal status, by way of student or work visas, 

green cards or citizenship, there have been instances of mistreatment of US citizens born in 

Poland on the Mexican border.  Edward Kowalski, for instance, was held in an isolated room 

for few hours without any justification, before U.S. Border Patrol agents allowed him to 

reenter the country
65

.  On the other hand, Poles who have overstayed their visas, but who 

found jobs in construction and cleaning services, have recently begun returning to Poland due 

to a lack of prospects for obtaining permanent legal status, in a weakening U.S. job market, 

and improving employment possibilities in the European Union market. 
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 The drug-trafficking industry is another dark legacy of the Wild West.  According to 

Arturo Carrillo Strong, former local police officer, Tucson has been a major corridor for 

cocaine and other drugs coming north since the early 1980s when the drug pathways shifted 

from Florida to Southern Arizona (Carrillo Strong, 1990).  Most of the drug business in 

Tucson is centered on the Mexican South side, although majority of consumers resides on the 

north of the city and border.  In her drug trafficking report „Effects on Tucson” Jana Liptak 

argues that a large percentage of murders in Tucson every year are drug related.  Since drug-

related crimes can ruin a city‟s reputation, the media under report on those crimes.  In turn, 

the successful police interventions, such as confiscation of marijuana, heroin and cocaine are 

frequently reported.  For instance, two years ago Ryn Gargulinski wrote in Tucson Citizen 

about breaking up the fifth Mexican meth ring that flooded Tucson streets with hundreds of 

pounds of drugs (Gargulinski, 2007).  Also, in 2007 NPR reported that a school student of 

the Catalina Foothills High School was caught in possession of marijuana.  He and his family 

were immediately deported to Mexico.  These instances cast a dark shadow on the desert 

city. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure10 

Tucson landscape   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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Conclusion 

 Attracted by employment opportunities in a knowledge based economy, low real 

estate prices, and mountain landscapes with sunny dry weather, Poles and Polish-Americans 

came to Tucson, Arizona in the 1980s and 1990s to “look for their second chance”.  Out of 

12,786 self-reported people of Polish descent, who reside in the Old Pueblo, approximately 

200 regularly gather at the monthly “Polish mass.”  This mass is celebrated at the 

multicultural St. Cyril of Alexandria Roman Catholic Parish.   

 Identified as Polonia of Tucson (Polish diaspora) and as such represented on the AZ 

Polonia web site, the community consists of very diverse people.  Polish War World II 

veterans and refugees, who fled from the Communist regime in the 1980s, get together with 

Polish scholars, engineers, athletes, entrepreneurs, and construction workers.  The later 

recently came to Tucson to advance their professional careers and improve their economic 

standings.  In addition to occupational differences, Polish-Tucsonans also vary in their places 

of origin in Poland, which are represented by a multiplicity of regional dialects, customs, and 

culinary traditions.  Among the Lajkonik‟s members alone there are Pomeranians, 

Mazovians, Cracovians, Silesians, and Highlanders.  However, despite substantial differences 

in regional and social backgrounds, education levels, economic statuses, and occupations, 

Polish-Tucsonans have developed a deep appreciation of the Sonoran nature, outdoor 

lifestyle and local diverse heritages.  Paper cut-outs, paitings, and photographs, which have 

been created by Polish artists (who work in Tucson), stand for genuine syncretic 

masterpieces.  These masterpieces, in turn, demonstrate that the growing understanding of 

the new environment has stimulated a keen interest in native traditions and arts.  As a result, 
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maintaining Polish heritage became a common goal for diverse members of the Polish 

diaspora in Tucson. This goal tightly binds them together. 
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CHAPTER 3 

POLISH DIASPORA IN TUCSON 

 

 James Clifford once defined diaspora as a “loosely coherent adaptive constellation of 

responses of dwelling-in-displacement” (Clifford 1994: 310).  Indeed, the constellations of 

diasporic communities, which have developed in Tucson and associated with Poland, 

represent quite a range of patterns. These patterns have formed as responses both to 

international events and local circumstances.  “Solidarity Tucson,” initially a political 

organization, was founded to support Polish unionists who challenged the Communist regime 

of the Eastern Block.  Arizona Polish Club first established as a social group, which 

promoted polka dancing and Polish cuisine, very soon became a multiethnic social club that 

celebrated a variety of local traditions.  Finally, St. Cyril of Alexandria Roman Catholic 

parish grew to be a symbolic anchor for the ethnic community, which related to Poland and 

reproduced its culture (Hobsbawn 1993, Anderson 1993).  Each of these diasporic 

communities has been constituted by their distinctive common practices that were either 

political, social, or representational (Lave and Wenger 1991).  In other words, by doing, 

different Polish communities in Tucson have been identifying themselves (Taylor, 1991).  

They have been forming an ever-changing pattern of diasporic constellation. 

 

 

 

 



84 

 

 

The Momentous Year of 1989 

 Three days after his arrival to Tucson in January 1989, father Ed Pietrucha, a Paulist 

missionary received a phone call from Irena Chodacznik, who asked him if he would 

celebrate Sunday mass in Polish language once a month for a local Polish community.  He 

was too surprised to answer immediately.  “Poles in the desert city? – How did that happen?” 

he thought.  The next Sunday he felt even more puzzled when dozens of people after the 

morning masses at the St. Cyril Church greeted him in Polish “Dzień Dobry” (Good 

Morning).  He wondered how many Poles did actually live in the Old Pueblo and how 

influential or popular this group might be if Americans and Mexicans already knew and used 

Polish greeting phrases.  When he saw a handful of families gathered in a small Villa Maria 

Chapel for his first „Polish mass‟ in February, the Polish puzzle perplexed him: Who are 

these people? The solution to the puzzle, however, turned out to be quite simple. 

 Since father Ed was new to the parish, his pastor Owen Weitzel, knowing his Polish 

background, asked parishioners to welcome a new priest in his native language.  At the end 

of each Sunday mass, the pastor simply taught people how to say “Good Morning” in Polish.  

Since father Ed was standing at the front door of the church and was busy introducing 

himself to the coming parishioners, he did not hear what the pastor said in the end of the 

subsequent masses.  It took him a while to discover a mystery of the numerous “Polish 

speakers.” 

 Contrary to the father Ed‟s first impression, the community of Polish speakers in 

Tucson was not particularly numerous.  It consisted of a few families primarily associated 

with a grassroots organization “Solidarity Tucson” that was established in 1982 in response 
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to the alarming political events in Poland, namely the imposition of martial law aimed to 

destroy the Solidarity Movement.  For the next seven years “Solidarity Tucson” actively 

supported Polish unionists until the Roundtable Talks between the communist government 

and Solidarity-led opposition eventually led to semi-free elections during which Solidarity 

coalition formed a government, and Lech Wałęsa was elected President of Poland.  Thus, in 

1989, after reaching its main goal the Tucson organization entered a process of transition.  

The dilemma was to either dissolve organization or change its entire profile.  The majority of 

Americans actively involved in supporting Solidarity movement were slowly leaving the 

group.  Poles and Polish-Americans were to decide if, besides political activism, there were 

other ties that bound them together.  The arrival of the Polish speaking priest to Tucson 

brought an immediate answer: a mass celebrated in the Polish language would become a 

locus for building a new community.  Irena Chodacznik, the secretary of “Solidarity 

Tucson”, called father Ed.  

 

“Solidarity Tucson” – Contingent Identities 

A Political Legacy 

By 1980 the Communist leadership in Poland found itself completely trapped by the 

major economic crisis and growing political opposition.  As a result, on December 13, 1981 

the military government led by General of the Army Wojciech Jaruzelski and the Military 

Council of National Salvation (Wojskowa Rada Ocalenia Narodowego WRON) usurped for 

itself powers reserved for wartime and declared a martial law.  To justify this radical move, 

Jaruzelski claimed that the country was on the verge of the economic and civil breakdown 
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and faced the serious danger of Soviet invasion.  In fact, it was a deliberate attempt to crush 

the Solidarity-led resistance against the communist rule in Poland.  Thousands of people 

were arrested, interned, imprisoned and harassed by the military authorities.  Police and 

paramilitary riot police (ZOMO) suppressed the workers‟ demonstrations in a series of 

violent attacks, such as the massacre of striking miners in the Wujek Coal Mine on December 

16, where nine people were killed.  Similar brutal interventions claimed several dozen lives 

in street demonstrations or detention centers.  The pro-democracy movements were banned 

and all independent organizations delegalized.  The mass media, public administration, health 

services, systems of transportation, and most of the key industries were placed under the 

military management.  Media and educational institutions underwent pro-regime verification, 

and military courts were established to punish those who resisted instantly.  Civil liberties 

were drastically limited, and included monitoring civilian phone conversation as well as 

censoring private letters.  On top of that, as a result of the shortage economy, food rationing 

and queuing became a way of life (Labedz 1983, Walesa 1987). 

 

The brutal intervention of military junta aimed to destroy the peaceful Solidarity 

movement shocked the public opinion all over the world.  Western governments, including 

the U.S. applied economic sanctions to express their dissatisfaction with the government 

repression of the opposition.  The international sanctions imposed on Poland additionally 

contributed to the already deteriorating economic conditions in the country. The Polonian 

and international organizations immediately responded to the situation by sending food, 

medications, and material aid to Poland.  Their initiatives received a tremendous support 
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from various local institutions, associations, grassroots organizations, and individuals.  John 

McElroy, the founder and the first president of “Solidarity Tucson”, was one of them. 

 

The founder and Formation of the Group 

 In the summer of 1981, John McElroy, a professor of English at the University of 

Arizona, went to Poland for a teaching sabbatical.  He taught an ongoing English seminar at 

the University of Poznań, an industrial city where the Solidarity movement was very active.  

His encounter with the Polish unionists profoundly affected his life.  After his return to 

Tucson, he not only founded a non-profit organization to support the movement 5, 000 miles 

away, but also became actively religious and joined the Catholic Church.  In his interview 

with Alan Thurber from the Arizona Daily Star that took place year and a half after 

“Solidarity Tucson” started, McElroy revealed his motives and growing passion.  He said, 

“Something truly remarkable in the history of Western men is happening there. Human 

dignity, freedom and justice are showing strength in the face of a terrible repressive power. It 

will be the first instance of people falling and then regaining their freedom. The success of 

Solidarity is heartening. But the movement needs our support.” And then he added, “The 

movement has reached a remarkable level of success and has gone far beyond what Soviet 

logic would permit. There has never been a union like this, embracing 87 percent of the work 

force. I don‟t think that, short of military take over, communism can crash that strength.” 

After Thurber‟s inquire as to his conversion, McElroy explained, “The church is a source of 

strength to the Polish people.  The whole national movement adopts the Christian ethic as a 

way of life. Solidarity is non-violent Christian activism. The pope drew a crowd of 2 million 
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that did not break a single window. Solidarity is working (…) but it needs our help”
66

.  In 

another interview with Leo W. Banks, McElroy added, “I converted to Catholicism after my 

return on the basis of my feelings there (…) This movement is profoundly Christian and very 

similar to the Negro civil rights movement in this country because it is Christian and non-

violent. That is why is going to win”
67

.  The deep attachment of Poles to the Catholic Church 

has borne consequences not only in Poland.  McElroy found many of his followers and co-

workers precisely in church.  In fact, Poles in Tucson first responded to the events in Poland 

with a communal prayer and the day of fast.
68

 

  

The very next day after imposition of martial law by the military government in 

Poland, a Polish parishioner asked Monsignor Tom Calahane of Our Mother of Sorrows 

Catholic Church in Tucson to say a mass for the Polish people.  From that start at Christmas 

1981 Polish and other parishioners began getting together regularly to pray for Poland.  The 

news of these gatherings spread throughout Tucson and more people came.  Soon it became 

obvious that in addition to spiritual suppt something else needed to be done. 
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Figure 11 

Article by Leo Banks, Solidarność: Poles‟ plight stirs Tucson, published in Arizona Daily Star 1983 

 

On January 7, 1982 about sixty Tucsonans gathered at Our Mother of Sorrows 

Catholic Church to establish a non-profit organization that would support Polish unionists.
69

  

The assembly elected John Harmon McElroy as a president of “Solidarity Tucson”.  The 

name chosen for the new organization directly referred to the name of the Polish union 

“Solidarność” emphasizing the strong connection between both groups.  During the 

installation meeting, the new president along with others drafted a group manifesto that 

pledged to communicate and encourage continuing moral and material support from all 

interested persons in the Tucson community for the Polish national movement
70

.  As John 

McElroy stated in the Solidarity Tucson Newsletter, 

Such organizations as ours continue their support for the ideals of Solidarność 

from beyond the borders of Poland (…) men and women in this community 

and elsewhere in the free world must do whatever they can now and in the 

years ahead to let the people of Poland know that they are not alone in their 

struggle, that we support them and belief with them in the rights they so 

deeply yearn to enjoy for themselves and their children.
71
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Although “Solidarity Tucson” attracted Poles and Americans of Polish descent, its 

membership initially was not limited to Polish ethnicity.  On the contrary, during first years 

the group was composed of multinational people, who felt a similar concern for the fate of 

Solidarity movement in Poland.  For them, in a way, this movement embodied the Western 

Christian and democratic ideals that confronted Eastern European totalitarian power.  Poles 

were struggling for freedom as Americans once did.  And as Americans in the past, now 

Poles were in deep need of international recognition and support.  For this reason, each 

individual joining the “Solidarity Tucson” really mattered, because each of them represented 

a new social network that could get involved in supporting the Polish cause.  Accordingly, 

subsequent presidents were encouraging different people to join the group regardless their 

ethnic or national background.  They kept emphasizing that “Solidarity Tucson” is open to all 

compassionate people.  In the group‟s Newsletter of May 1984, Paul Malyszek, president at 

the time, stated explicitly, “Solidarity Tucson is not comprised solely of people of Polish 

extraction, nor is it intended to be exclusively limited to those of that heritage. We welcome 

all. Caring, concerned, and sympathetic people are not the product of any one nationality, nor 

are they the products of any one ethnic group. Thankfully they abound in great numbers 

throughout the entire world.”
72

 

 

Electing American leaders additionally emphasized the multinational character of the 

group.  John McElroy, the founder and the first president in 1982, was elected again in 1985.  

Likewise, the advocate Fred Klein became a president of “Solidarity Tucson” twice, in 1983, 
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and 1986.  Olgierd Palusiński, an Associate Professor of Electrical and Computer 

Engineering at the University of Arizona, elected in 1987 was the first Pole who held this 

position.  Paul Malyszek, an American of Polish descent kept the position of the President of 

the Green Valley Chapter for several years. 

 

The Dominant English – a Marker of Multinational Identity 

Similarly, the official language of the group: American English indicated its 

multinational profile.  English was spoken during regular group meetings and celebrations, 

public demonstrations, rallies, speeches, special presentations, and press or TV interviews 

given by the group members.  It was also used in the first several issues of the Solidarity 

Tucson Newsletter as well as in the correspondence with the American authorities, such as 

President of the United States, and members of Congress.
73

   In addition, English served as a 

mode of communication within the larger Polish-American diaspora.  All correspondence 

between “Solidarity Tucson” and the Polish American Congress, Solidarność Foundation, or 

Food for Poland Foundation was carried on in English.  As a matter of fact, English was a 

natural choice for the “Solidarity Tucson” considering its multinational membership and the 

main purpose of building popular support for the Polish union in American society.  

The dominant position of English within the Tucson group and Polish-American 

diaspora, however, was challenged on European grounds within a larger Polish diaspora.  

The editorial board of the Polish Institute of Literature in Paris (Paryska Kultura) sent a letter 

to the President of “Solidarity Tucson”, Fred Klein, in French, including rendering his first 
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name in French, “Frederick”.  This letter illustrated an intense competition of two global 

languages that have been taking place in Europe, as well as the dominant position that both 

languages held over Polish in American and European Polish diasporas.  Although, the 

Institute for 53 years was publishing a leading Polish-émigré literary-political journal, 

“Kultura”, in Polish, still the Polish editors chose to respond in French to the Polish-

American organization, “Solidarity Tucson”, which donated money for Solidarność in Poland 

via Paris Institute. 

 

Polish, on the other hand, initially played quite a modest role.  Its usage was 

practically limited to private conversations among Poles participating in the group activities 

and in communication with individuals in Poland or coming from Poland.  In other words, 

Polish was spoken or written when English was not necessary or even useless, that is when 

people involved knew only Polish.  For instance, communication with Polish refugees 

coming to Tucson was conducted in Polish.  Also, Polish served as a medium to talk with 

prominent guests from Poland, such as Stefania Kamieniecka or Andrzej Rozpłochowski, the 

leading activists of Solidarity Union, who came to the States to report on the situation in 

Poland and to raise the funds for specific goals like printing equipment to aid the circulation 

of the clandestine press used by opposition in Poland.   

The only one of the group‟s initiatives exclusively depending on Polish was stuffing 

in pockets of the clothing packed during annual clothing drives with short messages written 

in Polish.  They usually contained words of solidarity, sympathy, and encouragement, such 

as: “My jesteśmy z Wami zawsze duchowo” (“We are always with you in spirit”) along with 
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the name of the organization and the return address, such as “Solidarity, Paul Malyszek 

President, 161 La Espina Green Valley, Arizona, U.S.A. 85614.”
74

  These messages were 

meant to comfort individuals in Poland and assure them that they were not alone in their 

resistance against the military regime.  The notes along with clothing were sent to Poland and 

widely distributed via Catholic Church Relief Services.  The project turned out to be very 

successful, considering the number of responses from individual Poles.  These thank you 

letters written in Polish were translated into English by Olgierd Palusiński and edited by John 

McElroy for publication in the Solidarity Tucson Newsletter as well as in the local press.   

 

“Just because I speak with an accent does not mean that I think with an accent” 

The dominant position of English over Polish was also salient in the American media 

discourse.  As a rule Polish speakers were described in terms of their proficiency in English, 

or thickness of their accents.   For instance, Kathleen Kirkwood from Arizona Daily Wildcat 

reported that the English of Stefania Kamieniecka was still shaky, and thus an interpreter 

helped her with audience questions.  Kamieniecka, an ex-Solidarity editor, came to Tucson to 

speak about oppression in Poland at the University of Arizona.  Her presentation was 

sponsored by the Associated Students of the UA Speakers Board.
75

  Jill Schensul from the 

Arizona Daily Star marked in her report that Zbigniew Sekulski, exiled Polish singer 

performing at the University of Arizona spoke “in his thickly accented but fast-flowing 
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English” (Schensul, August 26, 1983).
76

  Similarly, in an interview with the Polish refugees‟, 

Barbara and Andrew Gliński, Drez Jennings wrote that Barbara, who came to Tucson over 

two years before, still spoke through an interpreter.  He contrasted Barbara‟s “halting 

English” with “rapid-fire Polish” and elaborated on how Barbara‟s neighbors spoke slowly to 

her so Barbara could understand them.
77

   

The frequency of comments regarding English proficiency of Poles coming to the 

States leaves an impression that it was somehow expected that Poles should speak English 

fluently.  Considering that Polish dissidents and refugees were fleeing a country under Soviet 

domination, where Russian rather than English was imposed as a second language since 

1949
78

, this expectation was quite unreasonable.  Nevertheless, for journalists and reporters 

American English was the standard against which their interviewees from Poland were 

evaluated.  The better they spoke English, the better the impression they made.  In a sense, 

their proficiency in English seemed to be more important than the experiences that they came 

to share.  By the same token, their lack of fluency in English raised question about the 

authenticity of their experiences and the validity of their opinions.  Drez Jennings entitled his 

article about the Gliński family: “Home in a new land free of „oppression‟”, with the word 

oppression in parenthesis. 
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 American English played a major role in the formation and first years of “Solidarity 

Tucson”.  It marked the multinational profile of the group and served as a basic mode of 

communication within the group and with the outside world.  On the other hand, rarely 

spoken Polish particularly served for communication with individuals in Poland and among 

Polish refugees coming to Tucson.  Although initially Polish did not mark the group‟s 

identity, it was often used to refer to the Polish cultural heritage.  In a way, Polish served to 

forge the emotional bond between group members.  In his presidential letter from September 

1984, Paul Malyszek called all members of “Solidarity Tucson” in Polish Trzymajmy się 

razem (Let‟s stay/stand together).  He said, “Remember! We as a unified group would like to 

move mountains! We can, if we remember the slogan “trzymajmy się razem.”
79

 In fact, the 

Polish slogan Malyszek used was meant to urge people to build a real community. 

 

Building Community 

“Solidarity Tucson” held regular monthly group meetings at the Disabled American 

Veterans Chapter.  One of the purposes of getting together was to share information 

regarding ongoing events in Poland.  Since people retrieved information from a variety of 

sources, during such meetings they could exchange the news, evaluate the sources, and learn 

something new.  The most valued information kept coming through dissidents and Solidarity 

activists visiting Tucson, who participated in “Solidarity Tucson” meetings as the guest 

speakers.  For instance, on March 16
th

 1986, Dr. Tadeusz Świdziński spoke on the current 

political and economic situation in Poland.  Świdziński was a professor of psychology at the 
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University of Kraków who was expelled from Poland in 1984 for his involvement in the 

Solidarity movement in the region of Kraków.  Similarly, on April 20
th

 1986, a Polish 

refugee lawyer, Andrzej Czuma (currently, the Minister of Justice in Poland) spoke about 

recent events in Poland.  He specifically focused on the possibility of future changes in 

Poland, including the role of supporting movements in foreign countries.  Arrested four times 

since 1971, Czuma was expelled from Poland in 1986 and since then he has been actively 

involved in organizing Polonian support for the Solidarity Union
80

. 

In addition to refugees‟ reports, group members were collecting press releases, 

articles, and books related to the Solidarity movement.  Based on this information gathered, 

designated speakers were presenting the latest news and led wide-ranging group discussions.  

For example, on June 19, 1983 John McElroy read excerpts from the speech Lech Wałęsa 

prepared for the Harvard University‟ commencement, entitled “Poland‟s new 

consciousness”, and then talk about Human Dignity.
81

  In March 1985, Fred Klein recounted 

the recently concluded trial of the murderers of Father Jerzy Popiełuszko, and showed how it 

stirred Polish society.
82

   In May 1985 McElroy again commented on Soviet imperialism and 

Poland.  This time he spoke from a historical perspective arguing that events in Poland since 

1980 have not only exposed the doctrines of Marx and Lenin to be most obsolete in regard to 

economics, but also showed that political structures based on fear do not long survive.
83

  At 

the February meeting in 1986, Art Gill referred to McElroy‟s presentations while showing 
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slides on Soviet propaganda, and discussing how the Moscow regime viewed Polish 

unionists.
84

  The excerpts of these discussions were usually printed in the Solidarity Tucson 

Newsletter that was distributed among all members.  In this way, those who could not attend 

particular meeting still participated by reading selected materials. 

 

To keep people informed was the first goal of the regular group meetings.  The 

second one was to bring them together into action.  John McElroy defined the “Solidarity 

Tucson” as an action group responding to the specific needs of the Polish unionists and 

people
85

.  Indeed, the group emerged and kept growing through a variety of actions taken to 

support Poles, and to make Tucsonans aware of their struggle against Soviet oppression.  For 

example, in the wake of deteriorating economic situation in Poland and the Chernobyl 

nuclear power plant disaster, members of “Solidarity Tucson” organized annual drives to 

collect money, food, clothing, medical journals, and hygiene products to send to Poland via 

the Polish American Congress, pro-Solidarity Foundations, and Catholic Church Relief 

Services.   In addition to sending the material aid, the group kept organizing public 

manifestations of moral support for the Polish union with frequent rallies, marches, fund-

raising projects, as well as TV, radio and press interviews.  On July 14, 1982 some twenty 

members of Solidarity Tucson marched down Broadway in Tucson carrying signs urging the 

release of interned union leader, Lech Wałęsa.
86

  Similar marches protesting against martial 

                                                           
84

 Press note, Solidarity Tucson archives, Vol. 5, 1986 

. 
85

 McElroy, John, 1985 Will Be a Year of Challenge, in Solidarity Tucson Newsletter March 1985, Solidarity 

Tucson archives Vol. 4, 1985. 

 
86

 Solidarity Tucson archives, Vol. 1, 1982. 



98 

 

 

law in Poland took place in August and September of 1982, and 1983.  As John McElroy said 

in his interview with Allan Thurber, “We talk (…) to every group in town that will listen.”
87

  

Among these groups were high schools and university students along with faculty members, 

journalists, veterans, religious congregations, and participants of local festivals.  In March 

1984, during Fourth Avenue Street Fair, representatives of “Solidarity Tucson” sold 

Solidarity T-shirts and buttons and talked about the Polish movement to over a hundred 

people, who came there to enjoy live music and ethnic food.  During that fair 18 new 

members joined the group
88

.  By 1985 the organization of “Solidarity Tucson” already had 

140 members involved in different local and nation-wide campaigns supporting the Polish 

union.
89

  A fair number of these campaigns were launched and directed against Soviet 

worldwide domination. 

 

In March 1984, the president Paul Malyszek urged group members to support Illinois 

Congressman Tom Corcoran, who introduced Resolution 435 to renounce the Yalta Pact, 

which endangered a number of captive nations.  In his presidential statement Malyszek 

emphasized, “It is highly imperative that each member write a letter to various elected 

officials in Washington D.C. and in our locality, advising them that we are in full accord with 
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Congressman Corcoran.”
90

  The next scheduled meeting of the group was spent on writing 

letters to President Reagan and the Chairs of the Committees on Foreign Affairs calling for 

formal renunciation of the 1945 Yalta Agreement.   

In the similar vein, the group was fully participating in the international observation 

of Captive Nations Week established in 1959 by President Dwight Eisenhower.  This 

included inter-faith prayer meetings at the San Xavier Mission, marches and rallies for the 

freedom of Captive Nations, and the tree planting ceremonies one of which concluded with 

an official dedication of the Captive Nation Monument (symbolizing the Iron Curtain) at the 

Himmel Park in Tucson.  Involved in sponsoring Polish refugees coming to Arizona 

“Solidarity Tucson” also joined in celebrating the Refugee Awareness Day at the United Park 

Plaza in Tucson, which was largely organized by the Catholic Community Services and 

Refugees Resettlement Program in May 1983.
91

  A few months later members of the 

organization volunteered to help manage the booth of the Refugee Resettlement Committee 

during the annual Tucson Meet Yourself multicultural festival.  The very next year 

“Solidarity Tucson” rented its own festival booth, where Solidarity T-shirts and buttons were 

sold along with Polish folkloric crafts and cookies.  The local festival again became an arena 

for political action, that is, it created a focal point for the complex interplay between folklore 

and politics (Bendix 1997, Smith 2008).  
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Towards Polish Identity  

The participation of the “Solidarity Tucson” in numerous international affairs in a 

way affected its multinational identity.  That is, paradoxically, the multinational identity of 

the group was no longer prominent at the international meetings.  In turn, the group tended to 

present itself as Polish and was recognized as such by other groups.  The reason for this 

change seemed to have a lot to do with the political goal of the Captive Nations‟ umbrella 

organization, namely the recognition of the captive nations and their rights by international 

community, including Americans.  In other words, particular national groups fought against 

the image of a politically and culturally monolithic Eastern Block concocted by the Soviet 

propaganda
92

.  Consequently, participating parties, regardless their cultural provenance, put 

much effort into presenting their distinctive traditions and Western ways of life (Baumann 

and Briggs 2000, Irvine and Gall 2000, Stroud 2007).  Flags and emblems with national 

colors, folkloric costumes, crafts, and native foods became standard elements marking 

explicit boundaries among partaking groups.  In a way, folkloric elements viewed as 

representations of authentic cultural traditions were presented to justify the call for natural 

rights of freedom and sovereignty for the captive nations (Bendix 1997, Smith 2001, 2008).  

For this reason, even though particular representatives of captive nations sought to join other 

groups in order to advance their common cause, they kept expressing their own ethnic and 

national distinctiveness during public manifestations.  On March 8 1986, at the official 

ceremony of the Captive Nations Monument Dedication, children representing the 17 captive 
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nations were dressed in native costumes.
93

  Polish girls wore national outfits from the 

Kraków region.   

 

The progressive shift towards Polishness has also been shown by the group‟s growing 

involvement in various campaigns launched by Polish-American diaspora.  Besides close 

cooperation with Polish American Congress and Relief for Poland – Charitable Foundation, 

“Solidarity Tucson” actively supported the volunteer organization, “In Defense of Honor” 

founded to protect the rights and dignity of Polish-Americans on national commercial 

communication networks.
94

  Along with people of Polish heritage, who felt offended by the 

surge of anti-Polish material being aired and printed in the United States, Paul Malyszek, the 

president of “Solidarity Tucson” in 1984, expressed his principal objection against these 

practices.  In his official annual statement to the group members he declared, “Those of us 

who are of Polish descent should be extremely proud of our ancestral background. It is high 

time to let others know that we don‟t preach superiority over others, but by the same token, 

we do not take a back seat to anyone. Let everyone know that we stand tall and proud of our 

glorious Polish heritage.”
95

  On Jan 27, 1985 Malyszek repeated, 

Those of us who are of Polish descent, we must never forget our roots in 

Poland, and at the same time take mutual pride in our ancestry. (…) let us help 

to eradicate the ethnic slurs against our nationality, which are propagated by a 

small percentage of ignorant oafs, and mental cripples of other nationalities.  

Do not ever tell me that we Poles are a nation of idiots, or that we are 
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descended from imbeciles. That is a direct slam against our parents, 

grandparents and forebears. (…) Poles who came to this country were not 

educated, but they were self sufficient, hard working people, a steadfast kind 

(…). Therefore, do not allow anyone to intentionally cast slurs on our 

heritage. Do not sit back and listen to anyone who would demean us. Stand 

tall and be proud of your Polish background. Remember, throughout the 

centuries for about one thousand years, Polish history (…) shows that Poland 

may be brought to its knees, but it is never defeated! It may be forced into 

submission, but it has never given up.
96

 

 In the following issue of the Solidarity Tucson Newsletter, the editors decided to 

reprint the essay by Czesław Miłosz entitled “The Face and Faith of Poland” originally 

published in the special supplement to National Geographic in April 1982.
97

  The essay 

describing Polish history in the heroic terms (as presented in the Introductory Chapter) was 

meant to counterbalance anti-Polish publicity on national communication networks and build 

the ethnic pride among the group members. 

 

Concurrently, Polish national symbols, folkloric costumes, dances, crafts, and native 

food became more and more visible during community events including traditional Polish 

celebrations.   White and red flags, the emblems of white eagle with the golden crown, kelim 

carpets from Łowicz region, folkloric dolls and figurines of birds and animals, carved 

wooden plates and carved glass cups and goblets frequently decorated tables and walls of 

banquet halls, where members of “Solidarity Tucson” celebrated the installation of new 

officers, or traditional Polish Wigilia - Christmas Eve Supper and Święconka – Eastern food 

blessing.  Polish women started wearing elaborated folk costumes to restore original splendor 
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to the traditional gatherings.  Likewise, homemade Polish dishes were carefully selected and 

prepared for specific occasions.   Fairly soon, following the basic menu of traditional 

celebrations, bigos (hunter stew), barszcz (red beet soup), pierogies, placki ziemniaczane 

(potato pancakes) and gołąbki (stuffed cabbage) were routinely served at annual potluck 

picnics and occasional dinner dances.  The taste of the community for Polish cuisine became 

established after a few years.  The bond of common cuisine further strengthened bonds that 

were already forged, those of sharing political views and concerns, of working as a team on 

various projects, and finally of celebrating and resting together.  All these aspects of 

community life were captured and documented in the Solidarity Tucson Newsletter, an 

ultimate bond of printed words connecting fellow-readers (Anderson 1983). 

 

The Newsletter Community 

The newsletter played a major role in creating and maintaining the “Solidarity 

Tucson” community.  It provided a printed venue, where people could find information, 

exchange their ideas, discuss the latest news, and then respond to them with particular 

common actions.  In a sense, the newsletter became a vehicle for democratic, anti-

Communist and anti-Soviet ideology that inspired people to work together.  From his very 

first announcement as a president of “Solidarity Tucson”, McElroy kept emphasizing that the 

Polish movement represents the same ideals of freedom, equality, and toleration that laid the 

foundation of Western democracy.  For this reason, he argued, “It is up to all free men and 

women everywhere, who cherish liberty for themselves to realize that the struggle in Poland 
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is their struggle too.”
98

  To encourage sending material aid to the Polish unionists, Fred Klein 

directly referred to the principle of democracy arguing: “We cannot expect to maintain 

freedom in our country if we ignore efforts to obtain freedom in other countries around the 

world.”
99

  In a similar vein, McElroy argued, “Americans take freedom for granted and thus 

often fail to fully comprehend what a precious commodity it is.”
100

  In May 1985, McElroy 

again claimed Poland to be a part of Western democracy and thus eligible for its support.  He 

wrote, “All of us here in Tucson – regardless of our religious faith – can join together to send 

to the people of Poland tangible material assistance and supportive messages of our good will 

for them. …Poland is not a communist country: it is a democratic country held captive by a 

communist government imposed by Marxist-Leninist armies at the end of War World II.”
101

  

 

In their annual statements printed in the Solidarity Tucson Newsletter, subsequent 

presidents set goals for each year.  In following expositions they supported the goals by 

ideological arguments that served to generate enthusiasm and commitment among group 

members.  As soon as the goals were translated into specific activities, designated 

committees coordinated them via subsequent issues of the newsletter.  Once a particular task 

was completed, the report summarizing group accomplishments was published and made 

available for all members to read.  In this way, the newsletter not only served to articulate the 
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common goals but also to build a sense of common achievement. “We want Poles to know 

they are not isolated and alone”, said Fred Klein in 1983. “Since its formation a year and a 

half ago, “Solidarity Tucson” has shipped to Poland 1,5 tons of soap, 3 tons of clothing, 

shoes and canned goods, 2 tons of medical journals, and $1,000 to buy milk for children.”
102

   

Two years later, after another fundraising drive McElroy emphasized, 

Each dollar, each bar of soap…each medical journal that has reached someone 

in Poland and cheered their lives and helped them in any way has also been a 

message that they are not alone in their struggle against Soviet oppression. 

(…) We have also made thousands of people in Tucson – our fellow citizens – 

aware of the significance of the struggle for freedom now going on in Poland, 

people who otherwise, without the efforts of Solidarity Tucson, would not 

have had that knowledge.
103

 

The reprints of thank you letters from the Polish American Congress or individuals 

from Poland acknowledging outstanding work of the organization additionally contributed to 

creating a sense of achievement and public recognition
104

.  Finally, the newsletter 

documented six years of the intense life of people, who devoted their ideas, time and efforts 

to help “probably the most significant movement of our time”
105

 succeed.  Although these 

events are already drifting into the past, the printed words keep them alive, and very much 

intact (Anderson 1983).  The multinational “Solidarity Tucson” still impresses new readers 

of the group newsletter.  
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Negotiations of Political Legacy 

Inevitably, after 1989 the “Solidarity Tucson” entered the process of transition that 

eventually brought about major changes in the group‟s membership and profile.  The number 

of members, for instance, had gradually declined from 140 multiethnic persons in 1985 to 

several Polish and Polish-American families by 1995.  Despite a significant decrease in the 

membership, the first following years were still marked by the original activism of the group.  

Due to an unstable economic situation in Poland and actual political changes, the “Solidarity 

Tucson” kept sending financial aid to the most vulnerable groups in Poland, such as orphans, 

disabled children, retired people, and veterans.
106

  This financial support provided to Poland 

on a regular basis again depended on different fundraising projects, including participation in 

the local festivals.  Similarly, the initial involvement of the group members in various 

campaigns launched by the Polish-American organizations affected later activities of the 

“Solidarity Tucson”.  For the next twenty years group members have continued supporting 

Polish diaspora‟s projects, such as waving visas for Polish citizens visiting the United States, 

or regulating status of illegal immigrants, including Poles overstaying their visas, or writing 

letters protesting against brutal treatment of Poles at the American and Canadian borders.
107

  

Over time, however, nation-wide political issues have become overshadowed by more urgent 

concerns for group members, namely maintaining a local community that has been dwindling 
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steadily since 1989.  The ultimate withdrawal of the American members put a natural end to 

the multinational organization, and set a stage for building an ethnic community. 

 

A growing significance of recreating Polish identity has been clearly shown in 

monthly reports from the “Solidarity Tucson” board meetings
108

.  The board of directors 

along with other members began debating on possible initiatives aimed at the revival and 

development of Polish language and culture.  Establishing Polish Sunday school, or Polish 

library, movie club, or founding a scholarship for students of Polish at the University of 

Arizona were the projects most frequently discussed.  A new focus on developing the 

diasporic community was also apparent in recurring discussions to change the name and 

status of the group, including dissolving “Solidarity Tucson” and founding a new 

organization that would promote Polish culture in Tucson. 

 

A need for representing Polish culture, in turn, has emerged along with the group 

participation in local festivals, such as Tucson Meet Yourself and Arts and Crafts Fair that 

has gradually become the primary source of income for the organization.  Although initially 

attracted to local festivals by a number of participating people viewed as potential supporters 

of the Polish union, “Solidarity Tucson” has slowly turned to reproducing cultural goods for 

the consumption of festival-goers and tourists.  In a way, the withdrawal from politics has 

made folklore the main actor.  Ethnic culture came forward.  What became important was not 

so much a gathering of people who could get politically involved, but rather a growing 
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number of festival fans who could be interested in Polish cultural heritage, particularly Polish 

cuisine.  To some extent, this shift of focus has compromised the singularity of the Polish 

case.  Now, Poland was no longer viewed as an exceptional country of the heroic struggle 

against Soviet domination, but as an exotic ethnic community from Europe, one among many 

others represented at the festival.  Consequently, the Polish stand at Tucson Meet Yourself 

was no longer decorated with national colors and emblems of Solidarity, but it was painted 

with colorful folkloric patterns, similar to those embroidered on costumes worn by the group 

members, who started performing folkloric songs and dances at the festival along with other 

ethnic groups.   

 

Figure 12 

New Polish TMY festival booth painted by Jola Kwiedacz and Grażyna Zreda   

Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

The folkloric outfits, dances, and songs closely associated with the traditional Polish 

holidays celebrated in a family circle or a Polish community started to represent the Polish 

culture at large.  This significant shift from politics to ethnic culture that took place within 



109 

 

 

“Solidarity Tucson” was a result of the complex interplay among the political change in 

Poland, the demographics of the group membership, and the local policy of multiculturalism. 

Considering the different circumstances, the transition from political to cultural 

activity in defining the goals of the group now seems to be inevitable.  In the early 1990s, 

however, not all members of the “Solidarity Tucson” were willing to adapt to this change. 

Continual disagreement among members as to the new goals of the organization led many, 

including the founders of “Solidarity Tucson”, to transfer to the Arizona Polish Club. They 

left an outdated political organization in search of Polishness as it were.  Since the Arizona 

Polish Club had been the only organization in Tucson that bore a name referring to the Polish 

heritage, it implied that the club cultivated authentic Polish culture. Newcomers, however, 

found there only a few elements associated with the Polish tradition. 

 

Arizona Polish Club – Is It Really Polish? 

 According to its brochure, the Arizona Polish Club claims “to preserve and perpetuate 

Polish culture and its customs that will add to the advantage of the American way of life.”
109

  

Founded by a Polish-American in tribute to his mother‟s heritage
110

, the club (incorporated in 

1961) aimed to encourage the perpetuation of polka dancing
111

, music, art, cuisine, and 

folklore through social events and activities.  Very soon, however, due to cross-marriages 

and a dwindling number of Polish members, the club became open to persons of any 
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nationality.  This new policy has been clearly articulated in the club brochure that invites 

people of all cultural backgrounds to join the club.  It states, “We encourage in a social way 

the intermingling of people and nationalities whose association will make for a more 

enjoyable life.”
112

  As a result, Poles and Polish-Americans became a minority among the 

club members, and the club itself was no longer recognized as Polish.  In one of his articles 

describing “Solidarity Tucson”, Kwast contrasts two organizations and challenges Polish 

identity of the Arizona Polish Club based on its multiethnic membership
113

.  Similarly, Polish 

visitors, who could not communicate with club members in their native language, have called 

into question the Polish identity of this association.  “Co to za polski klub, w którym nawet 

nie mówią po polsku?” (“What kind of a Polish club is this if nobody here even speaks 

Polish”).
114

  Still, some traces of Polish culture remain present in the regular activities of the 

club members, specifically the May dinner dance celebrated in honor of the Polish 

Constitution of 1791, Polish dishes occasionally served at monthly dinner dances, and the 

participation of the club in the Spring Fair organized by the European Multiethnic Alliance of 

Tucson.  During this fair the stand of the Arizona Polish Club is routinely decorated with 

Polish flags, folkloric dolls and costumes.  In addition, maps of Poland along with different 

publications about this country are exhibited and available for fair visitors to look into.  

                                                           
112

 Arizona Polish Club brochure, Tucson, Incorporated 1961, The Place Where Friendly People Meet. 

 
113

 Wiktor Kwast, 1983, Arizońska “Solidarity Tucson”: Znamienna Akcja na Rzecz Niesienia Pomocy 

Narodowi Polskiemu, Dziennik Związkowy „Zgoda‟, 3 marca 1983. 

 
114

 This particular doubt was formulated by Alodia Szatko that came to Tucson to visit her daughter in 2008.   

However, many Polish visitors have expressed similar view over the last five years. 



111 

 

 

 

 

Figure 13 

The Arizona Polish Club stand at the EMAT festival 2007   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

 Apparently, these traces of Polishness remaining in the club are found by visiting 

Poles and Polish immigrants, who have recently come to Tucson, inadequate to justify its 

name.  From their point of view, the name “Polish” implies authenticity, that is, the use of 

native language, and the Polish ethnic background of the majority of the club members. To 

be sure, this view is not limited to people of Polish descent.  Schoolteachers in Tucson 

frequently call the Arizona Polish Club, assuming its Polish authenticity, to get information 

about Poland directly from Poles.  Likewise, people eager to learn Polish from the native 

speakers often call the Arizona Polish Club in their search of instructors who could teach 

them the real language. 

  

It appears that the vanishing Polishness in the Arizona Polish Club is again related to 

the changing affiliation of its members.  Although initially the club aimed to gather all Poles 

in town, over the years it has become a conglomerate of many nationalities.  Since the 

primary goal of the club was to enjoy each other‟s company, other traditions were soon 
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introduced and celebrated in the club on a regular basis, such as the Saint Patrick Dinner 

Dance.  “We are Americans first, and we respect everybody” explained Ed Adams, French 

Canadian, the president of the Arizona Polish Club in 2006/7
115

.  Getting away from the 

Polish culture resulted then from opening doors for other traditions, and blending them in.  In 

a way, diluting the Polishness in the Arizona Polish Club caused by the growing 

multinational membership represents the reverse process to the one that occurred in the 

“Solidarity Tucson”, in which the withdrawal of Americans put the ethnic culture forward.  

Both processes, however, seem to be dynamic and responsive to the changing circumstances. 

 

 The admission of Poles coming to the Arizona Polish Club from the “Solidarity 

Tucson” brought about a new tide of change affecting the club‟s identity.  Former Solidarity 

activists have slowly reintroduced Polish symbols, like maps of Poland, national emblems, 

and flags back to the club.  The recent establishment of the Polish library
116

 along with the 

Polish movie club, and the Polish language classes at the club premises illustrates a new 

process of reclaiming the club for the Polish culture.  However, although Arizona Polish 

Club has slowly started to integrate Poles and Polish Americans living in Tucson again, it has 

never been considered a locus of the Polish community.  The locus is in the Roman Catholic 

Church and parish. 
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St. Cyril Parish - the Real Locus of Polish Community 

 Since February 1989, Father Edward Pietrucha has been saying mass in Polish every 

first Sunday of the month.  These last twenty years of the regular religious celebration has 

equally attracted Poles living in Tucson and those visiting the Old Pueblo.  Poles began 

gathering regularly to pray together and socialize.  Since Roman Catholic liturgy requires a 

group of ministers to perform certain tasks during the mass, such as assisting the priest at the 

altar, singing the psalms and songs, or reading the lectures, designated people were chosen 

and trained accordingly.  For instance, members of “Solidarity Tucson”, who were 

occasionally performing Polish songs at the festival Tucson Meet Yourself before, began 

getting together for the Polish choir rehearsals.  As new people started coming to the mass, 

more participants got involved in the liturgical ministry.   In other words, the mass ministry 

has constituted a community of liturgical practice (Lave and Wenger 1991, Ochs 1993) that 

in turn stimulated socializing activities. 

 

The importance of the mass celebrated in the native language for creating the Polish 

community was early recognized by the members of “Solidarity Tucson”.  In fact, they 

requested the Paulist Father to provide a service in Polish and they have supported it 

financially ever since.  Celebrating the mass in Polish has instantly become a valid reason for 

the Polish Catholics to get together.  Otherwise, they might not have found a common cause.  

This was particularly relevant in 1989, when political crisis in Poland was finally resolved 

and the pressing need for supporting the Solidarity movement that united Poles in 1981 no 

longer existed.  This view was clearly reflected in a dramatic statement announced by the 
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board of directors of the “Solidarity Tucson” after one of the meetings, “Zdecydowanie 

wszystkich nas tutaj łączy Msza Święta odprawiana w języku polskim przez ks. Pietruchę, a 

nie Solidarity Tucson” (Definitely, we come here together because of the Holly Mass 

celebrated in Polish and not because of the Solidarity Tucson).
117

  In a way, the Catholic faith 

provided the only common ground that could unite Poles having different diasporic 

experiences, political views, socio-economic statuses and educational backgrounds.  The 

choice made by the directors of the “Solidarity Tucson” proved to be right.  Indeed, the mass 

in Polish immediately became the locus of a growing Polish community.  The monthly 

meetings of the “Solidarity Tucson” that have been moved to the parish‟s premises soon 

tended to be scheduled on the first Sunday of the month, right after the „Polish mass‟.  

 

Figure 14 

Father Ed Pietrucha with the Lajkonik‟s members   Photograph by Robert Schmit 
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To encourage socializing of Poles and Polish Americans after regular mass 

celebrations, the “Solidarity Tucson” began sponsoring community gatherings in the 

Nicolson Hall located next to the church.  Homemade cakes and coffee along with occasional 

Polish dinners served after „Polish masses‟ have attracted a growing number of people, and 

became an additional source of income for the organization.  In the similar vein, “Solidarity 

Tucson” has been organizing traditional Polish celebrations, such as „Pasterka‟, the 

Christmas Midnight Mass that includes sharing the „opłatek‟ along with best wishes for the 

new year with community fellows, „Święconka‟ - Eastern Food Blessing, and „Mikołajki‟, 

Saint Nicolas Day, during which people give little gifts to each other and especially to the 

children.  “Solidarity Tucson” has also assisted in developing a support network for the 

lonely and sick, who have had ties to the Polish group.  In time, sharing faith, customs, and 

experiences on a regular basis has produced a growing sense of diasporic community that 

keeps up Polish traditions.  Consequently, besides celebrating the ancestral customs, Polish 

national holidays have been introduced into regular schedule of the community meetings.  In 

particular, the Commemoration of the May 3
rd 

1791 Constitution – the first democratic 

constitution in Europe and after the United States the second in the world  - has been held 

after „Polish mass‟ in May, while the Polish Day of Independence – November 11
th 

1918, has 

been celebrated on the first Sunday of November.  Both holidays tend to be honored with the 

special patriotic programs prepared by the members of the Polish choir.  The programs 

usually included singing the Polish national anthem and some popular songs from the times 

of the War World I and II (like “Czerwone maki na Monte Cassino”) intervened with reciting 

Polish poetry that described strong emotional ties with homeland culture, language and 
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history (like “Skarby rodzinne i narodowe”, or “Rota” by Maria Konopnicka).  The patriotic 

feelings expressed by these selected Polish poets usually are associated with a danger of 

loosing homeland or its actual loss, which for diasporans becomes especially meaningful.  

Apparently, the content of the commemoration programs created in Tucson reproduces 

similar programs commonly used at schools in Poland during official celebrations of the 

national holidays.  By recreating the homeland symbolically these programs serve to assert 

ties with the native country and build a sense of belonging (Hobsbawm 1983, Foster 1991).  

In a diasporic context affirming the ties with homeland may prove to be essential for the 

survival of the group (Smolicz 1980, Hill and Hill 1986, Woolard 1989, Kroskrity 1993, 

Fader 2001).  

 

 

Connections with Homeland and Polish-American Diaspora 

Sustaining emotional ties and communication with kinfolk and homelands seems to 

be one of the fundamental purposes of diasporic organizations (Cohen and Kennedy 2000, 

Eriksen 2002).  With the spread of satellite media and the Internet, transnational links 

between diasporas and native countries have become much easier to maintain.  Polish 

movies, TV shows, newspapers, and radio programs are now available in Tucson on a daily 

basis.  As a result, during community gatherings, people discuss political events in Poland as 

often as they comment on the local issues.  Every day programs of the TV Polonia are found 

to structure Polish families‟ daily schedules, and sometimes affect community meetings, 

when some members prefer to stay home and watch a favorite Polish show rather than attend 
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a board meeting.  Although virtual relationships with Poland are maintained individually, 

depending on personal preferences as to information available at the Polish web-sites, the 

direct communication relies on frequent home visits, business trips, and hosting guests from 

homeland.   

 

Arrival of Poles to Tucson often becomes a community affair.  Family members, 

exchange students, visiting scholars, producers of amber coming for the annual Mineral 

Show, or Polish Air Force officers receiving F-16 pilot training at the Davis-Monthan Base 

usually participate in regular community events, including festivals.  Their continual 

presence in Tucson not only influences local affairs, but also tends to affect the local 

perception of the events in Poland.  The news of the recent catastrophe of the Polish Air 

Force plane in Poland
118

, that only five years ago would probably have gone unnoticed by the 

Polish community in Tucson, in fact caused many local Poles to go into mourning.  Even 

though none of the Polish pilots, who tragically died had ever been to Tucson, Father Ed 

Pietrucha said a memorial mass for the victims and their families.  In addition, the “Solidarity 

Tucson” sent a financial aid for families of the victims, as well as it published extended 

information about the fatal accident in the group‟s newsletter.
119

 

 

 In the similar manner, Polish-Tucsonans have actively maintained relationships with 

a larger Polish-American diaspora.  Besides private connections between families residing in 
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Arizona, Illinois, New Jersey or Michigan, the Polish community in Tucson has been a 

member of national diasporic organizations, such as the Polish-American Congress.  In 

addition, “Solidarity Tucson” has provided financial support to Polish-American charity 

organizations, such as “Dar Serca” in Chicago and AK Veterans in Los Angeles.  Also, the 

group continues to sell Polish food at local festivals that has been brought to Tucson from 

Polish producers in Chicago, Los Angeles, and Phoenix.  The regular visits of Polish-

Tucsonans to Phoenix, who besides buying Polish food, often participate in transnational 

cultural events, such as concerts of Polish artists touring the United States and international 

film festivals
120

 help to sustain close relationships with other Polish-Americans living in 

Arizona.  In fact, the Polonian web-site, AZ Polonia, includes links to the Polish community 

in Tucson, and often advertises cultural and social events that involve the fellow Tucsonans.  

Similarly, articles about community events in Tucson or Phoenix are regularly featured in 

„Polonia in Arizona‟ a section in the biweekly White Eagle/Biały Orzeł published by the 

Polish-American White Eagle Media in Boston.  Biały Orzeł is regularly distributed among 

community members during social gatherings that follow the „Polish masses‟ at the St. Cyril 

parish. 

 

Representing Polish Heritage and Enriching Other Cultures 

 The presence of the Polish group at the Saint Cyril of Alexandria parish was quickly 

recognized by the parish community led by the Paulist Fathers.  The church is now adorned 

with visible manifestations of the Polish heritage.  For instance, the Polish holy icon, the 
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Black Madonna of Częstochowa was placed over the tabernacle in the side chapel, and the 

word „pokój‟ (peace) was written at one corner of the cross painted on the floor in the 

vestibule of the church.  

  

Figure 15 

The Black Madonna of Częstochowa and the cross at the Saint Cyril of Alexandria church   

Photographs by Robert Schmit 

 

 Besides these symbolic signs of the Polish presence in the church, Polish community has 

been frequently invited to celebrate important liturgical events such as Paschal Triduum or 

Christmas season, the Mexican Celebration in honor of Our Lady of Guadeloupe and Las 

Posadas.  

  

Figure 16 

Lajkonik at the Madonna of Guadeloupe Celebration and Father Ed‟s Birthday  

Photographs by Paweł Musiał and Joanna Schmit 
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These religious celebrations usually involve trilingual masses with readings and songs 

rendered in English, Spanish and Polish.  Customary receptions that follow these masses 

usually feature music, folkloric dances, and ethnic food.  In addition to liturgical events, the 

Polish community has also participated in parish celebrations, such as the Farewell Mass to 

the Paulist Fathers who left Tucson in June 2006, the Installation Mass for the new pastor, 

Father Ronald Oakham, O. Carmelite, the Golden Jubilee of the Priesthood of Father Edward 

Pietrucha in May 2007, and the annual St. Cyril Fall Fiesta.  Again, the Polish community 

has contributed to such events by providing Polish lectors, singers, folkloric dancers and 

native food.  

 

Figure 17 

Father Ed Pietrucha and bishop Gerald Kicanas with the Lajkonik‟s children   Photography by Joanna Schmit 

 

Developing a community of ethnic communities is a new challenge for the Catholic 

Church.  According to the current pastor, while the old standard recommended setting up 
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separate churches for immigrants and refugees, a new one strives to create one parish 

community of different languages and cultures.  A mix of groups working within a parish 

learn to enrich each other, argues pastor Ronald Oakham, but it is a challenge “to maintain 

our own sense of identity while, at the same time, being enriched by other cultures.”
121

  In 

fact, this new approach of the church has stimulated effective collaboration among the parish 

groups.  The recent initiative of publishing the parish cookbook that put together different 

ethnic recipes nicely illustrates the point.  Besides appreciation of „Other‟, however, the new 

course opened a space for developing identity practices.  Poles instantly responded to this 

policy by founding a folkloric dance group Lajkonik that focuses on propagating Polish 

culture within the Polish community and outside the group, that is, in the St. Cyril parish, and 

in Tucson.  The establishment of the Lajkonik and its growing involvement in the parish 

events and local multicultural festivals led in turn to the revival of the Polish community 

newsletter.  In order to improve communication among the members, “Solidarity Tucson” 

began publishing its new newsletter, this time entirely in Polish. 

 

The Polish Solidarity Tucson Newsletter 

 Since information about Poland and Polish–American diaspora is now easily 

available for the Polish-Tucsonans through a variety of media, the content of the new bulletin 

substantially differs from the old one.  Unlike the old highly political newsletter, the new one 

is designated exclusively to inform the Polish group about coming events that involve 

community members or may be of interests to them.  Published on a monthly basis, starting 
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in December 2005, the newsletter has been mostly collecting current community news.  

Divided into three sections, Co Było (What Was), Co Jest (What Is) and Co Będzie (What 

Will Be) it includes short notes on festivals, cultural events involving Polish artists or 

scholars visiting Arizona, community activities, such as traditional and national celebrations, 

the “Solidarity Tucson” meetings, the Polish classes and the movie club meetings at the 

Polish library, and finally family events like weddings, baptisms, or first communions.  In 

addition, the newsletter often runs short descriptions of Polish customs and culinary recipes 

for specific occasions.  These descriptions are often illustrated with pictures of Polish 

landscapes, and cultural treasures.  As the old one did, the new newsletter creates a 

community of fellow readers who have much in common: faith, customs, interests, 

sentiments, and language. 

  

Figure 18 

Solidarity Tucson newsletters December 2006 and June 2009 

 

Conclusion 

As the above sections demonstrate, the development of the Polish diaspora in Tucson 

is related to several factors.  First, the outstanding events in Poland stirred the interest in 



123 

 

 

Polish politics around the globe, including Tucson.  After the Solidarity‟s great political 

success, a small community of its supporters gradually focused on maintaining and 

developing the Polish ethnic community.  In time, the arrival of new Polish immigrants in 

Tucson has enhanced the shift towards ethnic community and its cultural representation.  The 

new policy of the Roman Catholic Church seeking to embrace immigrant communities by 

responding to their particular needs along with the multicultural establishment that has 

created a demand for ethnic products and representations additionally reinforced this shift.  

As a result Polish diaspora has become a community of identity practices, which relates to 

the Past, seeks to reproduce Polish cultural traits, and at the same time constantly negotiates 

diverse heritages. 
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CHAPTER 4 

“LAJKONIK” OF TUCSON – A PIECE OF TRUE POLAND 

“We need to pay attention to situated practice” Monica Heller 

  

 Reproduction of the past in a diasporic context inevitably involves the quest for 

authenticity.   Challenged by a new natural, social and cultural environment, people 

spontaneously turn to their history and community in order to identify themselves (Taylor 

1991).  By nature diaspora is contingent on community and continuity.   Thus, diaspora 

members constantly seek to preserve and share with others a familiar tradition, which gives 

meaning to their lives.  In Tucson several families, who together identify themselves with 

Poland, reproduce the past of Polish people by a variety of means. They speak and 

communicate in Polish, teach their children Polish language, practice Polish customs, 

celebrate national holidays and continue learning about their homeland.  Based on original 

and primary resources, Polish-Tucsonans learn about Poland in a variety of ways.  They 

recall Poland in its landscapes, discover it in its history and folk ways, read it in its literature, 

experience it in its films, hear it in its music and understand it in its science.  In their ongoing 

quest for authentic Polish experiences, they recreate a piece of Poland on the Sonoran Desert. 

 

“Monthly trips to homeland” 

In her article entitled “Polish community shares culture when celebrating Eucharist” 

published in the Catholic Vision in May 2002, Renee Schafer Horton describes a unique 

cultural transformation of the Southwestern parish.  She writes, 
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Once a month, Father Edward Pietrucha, C.S.P. takes an afternoon trip to his 

parents‟ homeland without leaving St. Cyril of Alexandria Parish.  It happens 

on the first Sunday of each month at 1 p.m. when the mid-town Tucson parish 

is bathed in all things Polish: liturgical vestments, hymns, prayers, dancing 

and sometimes, even Polish food.  It is then that Father Pietrucha – along with 

about 200 other Polish Catholics – connects with his roots.
122

 

As Joanna Schmit, a Polish parishioner and director of the Lajkonik explains in the 

following paragraph, praying in native language binds people together and makes them feel 

at home
123

.  In other words, people who gather to pray in Polish create a truly Polish 

community.  A piece of their homeland is symbolically reproduced by the way they speak 

and behave.  What makes this community true then is speaking the native language, and 

doing things in a unique way that Horton calls culture.  For her, Polish culture is associated 

specifically with a solemn worship, rich liturgical clothing, wholesome food, and folk 

dancing.  All these elements seem to be necessary for transforming the Old Pueblo parish 

into a piece of true Poland.   

Indeed, celebrating the liturgy in Polish at St. Cyril Catholic Church has grounded 

many cultural activities of the group.  Each month the community meets after mass for 

fellowship.  These meetings provide opportunity for speaking in the native language, 

exchanging news, and building social networks.  The monthly gatherings of the Polish 

community have also allowed for celebrating traditional and national holidays together, 

which, in turn, set the stage for the Lajkonik dance group literally and metaphorically 

speaking.  In fact, quite unexpectedly, the solemn Commemoration of the May 3
rd
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Constitution in 1997 became a case in point by producing a considerable need for some sort 

of light entertainment.  

 

Different Views on National Celebrations 

 Ironically, the celebration of national holidays does not belong to the favorite 

pastimes of the Polish community members.  Nationalistic programmes prepared and 

presented by a few representatives of the older generation, including World War II refugees 

and veterans, do not really appeal to the younger people that have not shared similar 

experiences.  Patriotic songs and poetry pieces referring to an overwhelming sense of loss or 

an intense longing for homeland do not simply represent the experiences of the new 

emigrants, who have recently come to the United States to pursue their education and 

professional careers.  This patriotic repertoire seems to be even more obsolete and bizarre for 

their children, who regularly visit their families in Poland, watch Polish television on a daily 

basis, and have easy electronic access to Polish books, movies, and radio programmes.  The 

formal and stifling atmosphere of the diasporic national celebrations contrasts also with the 

children‟s local school experiences associated with ubiquitous notion of fun.  For them, 

listening to the sorrowful verses and pieces of serious music is no fun whatsoever.  Although, 

out of respect (following their parents) the children participate in these celebrations, bored to 

death, they tend to sneak out of such meetings.  This, in turn, generates considerable tension 

between elderly and younger members of the community. 
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Figure 19 

Polish Independence Day Celebration November 2004   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

 The war refugees and veterans seem to perceive the behavior of children during 

national celebrations as inappropriate and disrespectful.  In their view, the songs, and poetry 

that they had learned in their youth, when fighting against Nazi and Soviet occupations and 

when following trials of persecuted fugitives, illustrate real dramas of people forced to leave 

their homeland forever.  Since Polish history is laden of frequent wars, uprisings, and forced 

migrations, the experiences of the elderly are well grounded in the Polish tradition of loss and 

sacrifice.  For the elders, that history is all the more reason to view their own experiences as 

the only - truly Polish ones.  On the other hand, the parents of the children associate this 

patriotic repertoire with their early school years when similar official celebrations took place 

at schools in Poland, and were broadcast live from the national memorial sites.  Since in the 

1970s and 1980s only selected, that is mostly communist, holidays were officially celebrated 

by the Polish state, the young participants did not hold them in a high esteem.  On a contrary, 
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defying the official celebrations was considered an act of resistance against Soviet 

domination and, needless to say, such defiance was very popular among the youth.   

Although the Polish diaspora celebrates non-communist holidays, the form of the 

official ceremonies has remained very much the same.  After the singing of the Polish 

national anthem, historical accounts or memories associated with particular occasions are 

usually presented and followed by singing of patriotic songs interspersed with recitation of 

serious, emotional verses in Polish.  Since such conventionalized strict artistic programmes 

rarely get an enthusiastic response from the public, organizing committees often look for 

enriching solemn ceremonies by including colorful and dynamic performances of the local 

folk dance groups or school choirs
124

.  In Tucson, the monotony of the Polish national 

ceremonies, in fact, inspired the formation of the children folk dance group. 

 

The Formation of Lajkonik – a Pattern of Local Contingencies 

A momentous Play-Day 

 One afternoon, a couple of Polish friends came over to play with Patryk Schmit, a 

two and a half years old son of Joanna, a former Polish dancer of the Gawęda Group.  At 

some point the children could not quite agree on what exactly they would like to play. Joanna 

decided to direct their attention to a new subject in order to prevent a heated argument from 

erupting.  She put music on and showed the children a few steps of the Polish dance, the 

Krakowiak.   To her surprise, kids gladly joined in and kept practicing steps for the next hour.  

They liked the lively music and they seemed to have a lot of fun repeating the same steps 
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over and over again.  Dancing with the children immediately brought the memories from 

Poland back to Joanna.  She again was a girl dressed in a colorful costume performing 

traditional dances on the stage with her friends and colleagues from the Gawęda Group. 

 

 

Figure 20 

Joanna Schmit (third from left) performing with the Gawęda Group in the Soviet Union 

 

 

The Legacy of Gawęda 

The Gawęda Group was established in 1952 by a scout instructor, Andrzej 

Kieruzalski, who worked with children and youth at different schools in Warsaw.
125

  That 

initial group of 13 children has quickly grown and become a widely acclaimed children 

dance ensemble cooperating with several talented music composers and poets, including 

Włodzimierz Korcz and Wanda Chotomska.  During the last 55 years over 16,000 kids have 

been participating in the group‟s activities, which involved over 6,000 performances given in 

Poland and all over the world.  The Gawęda Group has visited the United States, Cuba, 
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Japan, Taiwan, and Australia among other countries, dancing and singing Polish national, 

folk, and original children‟s songs.  As Joanna recalls in one of her press interviews, the 

Gawęda along with the national folk ensembles of Mazowsze and Śląsk, was often called the 

ambassador of Polish culture, representing the best of it.
126

   

 During frequent Gawęda‟s rehearsals, workshops, trips, and performances, the 

participating children and teens were exposed to a variety of national and folk traditions.  

They not only have learned to appreciate the diversity of Polish culture, but also to respect 

and preserve it.  While drawing on cultural treasures in preparing of various performances, 

children have learned to reproduce the original costumes, music, dance steps or literary 

verses faithfully.  For them and their instructors, it was very important to perform regional 

dances in the appropriate local attire.  Dancing the slow Kujawiak originated in Kujawy 

while wearing the costumes of energetic highlanders from Zakopane was simply unthinkable.  

Similarly, national trademarks like the Mazur and Polonez could only be presented either in 

kontusze, noble attire associated with the Polish Sarmatian magnacy and gentry or in the 

cavalry uniforms from the Napoleonic epoch.
127

   

Working on numerous dances and songs eventually inspired a deep love and respect 

for the Polish traditions that members of Gawęda often hold.  As Joanna once said, her mind 

seems to be inculcated with a strong need for cultivating Polish cultural treasures.
128

  She 

along with her close friends grew up in the environment where learning, preserving, and 
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sharing the richness of their own cultural heritage with others were the ultimate goals of 

getting together.  No wonder that many of the former Gawęda‟s participants have become 

educators themselves.  Joanna, one of the group soloists, established the Lajkonik dance 

group in Tucson in 1998, almost 16 years after leaving the Gawęda.  In Arizona she found 

fertile soil for developing similar activities. 

 

New Families 

There are three major factors that have contributed to the establishment of the 

Lajkonik group.  First, the arrival of Polish families with small children in the late 1980s and 

1990s provided a number of potential members for the group.
129

  Parents and children, who 

started meeting regularly at the Polish masses, have naturally formed a group of friends and 

playmates.  Seeking to spend more time together, the families began organizing group 

outings, birthday parties, traditional celebrations, and regular play-days.  It was just during 

one of those play-days when the kids responded enthusiastically to the idea of learning 

folkloric dancing.  That was a spark that inspired Joanna and made her follow the artistic 

tradition she grew up with.  On the very next play-day, Joanna convinced the same children 

to dance a few steps of the Krakowiak during a fast approaching Polish community 

celebration in honor of the May 3
rd

 Constitution.  After few quick rehearsals that took place 

at the Joanna‟s own backyard, the children wearing improvised folk costumes joined the 

Polish choir on the stage in May 1998.  Their first dance performed in front of the Polonian 

public started a continuing Lajkonik‟s adventure. 
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Figure 21 

Lajkonik group   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

Community Celebrations 

 Celebrating national holidays by the Polish community was then a second factor 

behind the formation of the dance group.  It opened the stage for the children to perform, and 

secured the presence of the viewing public.  In May 1998 the kids danced for people who 

came to celebrate the past.  By dancing they honored the past and pleased those who hold the 

Polish tradition in deep veneration.  The involvement of the children in the Commemoration 

of the May 3
rd

 Constitution, in fact, released a growing tension between two generations of 

Polish immigrants.  In contrast to the initial misinterpretation of the different experiences and 

views, from 1998 forward both groups have equally contributed to the community 

celebrations, sometimes even creating the artistic programmes together.   In time, as the 

dance group has developed more sophisticated repertoire of various dances and songs, the 

Lajkonik started performing independently.  As a result, people began getting together after 

Polish masses just to watch performances by the Lajkonik given either for some special 

occasions, such as Mikołajki (St. Nicolas Day), Jasełka (Nativity Play), or Trzech Króli 
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(Three Kings Feast Day), or just for pure entertainment, such as a stage adaptation of 

“Rzepka”, a children‟s poem by Julian Tuwim.
130

 

  

Figure 22 

Jaselka and Three Kings Celebrations   Photographs by Paweł Musiał 

 

 

Figure 23 

Stage adaptation of “Rzepka” by Julian Tuwim   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

  By 2002 Renee Schafer Horton had realized that watching performances by the Lajkonik 

was a primary reason for Poles to get together after Polish mass.
131

  At that time folk life has 

already become quite trendy.
132
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Multicultural Establishment 

Official appreciation of different folkloric traditions in Tucson is the third critical 

element contributing to the foundation of the Lajkonik dance group.  Numerous festivals and 

fiestas organized by catholic parishes as well as the City of Tucson cooperating with a 

variety of non-profit organizations create a considerable need for artistic products and 

cultural representations. “Be proud of who you are” and “Celebrate with family and 

friends”
133

 are the common slogans inviting different ethnic and folk groups to participate in 

celebrating cultural diversity in Southern Arizona.  According to the mission statement of the 

Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson for instance, “it‟s an important thing – allowing as 

many as possible of the different communities that make up Tucson to share their traditional 

ways of creating beauty”.
134

  A domain of aesthetics becomes then a common ground where 

different traditions may meet and be cherished.    

Soon after its first improvised performance during the May commemoration of the 

Polish Constitution, the children‟s group was asked to perform at the Tucson Heritage 

Experience Festival held in the second week of October of 1998 in El Presidio Park 

downtown Tucson (known also as Tucson Meet Yourself), St. Cyril Parish Fiesta (October 

1998), Sister Cities Celebration (November 1998), Multicultural Festival in Phoenix (March 

1999), Diocesan National Migration Celebration at St. Cyril Church (May 1999), Unity 
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Fiesta held in Tucson Convention Center (September 1999), and the Christmas Dinner Dance 

of the Arizona Polish Club (December 1999).  Suddenly, multiple venues in Tucson opened 

for the Polish dancers to share their traditional music and dances. 

 

Figure 24 

Unity Fiesta held in Tucson Convention Center in September 1999   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

 

In Search of the Name 

 The initial success of the children dancing the Krakowiak during community 

celebration naturally attracted more families to the group.  The children did have fun dancing 

together, and that was a good reason for them to start rehearsing on a regular basis.  The 

subsequent numerous invitations to perform at different local events additionally stimulated 

early participants to find rehearsal facilities, develop an artistic programme that would 

include a presentation of original Polish costumes, music, and dances from various regions of 

Poland, and create a professional name for the group. 

 The promising debut of the children performing a dance from Kraków, a historical 

capital of Poland, the seat of Polish kings, and region of strong national tradition going back 
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to the Kościuszko Uprising against imperial Russia (1794)
135

, naturally directed group 

members to look for the name among the symbols of that city.  Coincidentally, Jola 

Kwiedacz, a new member of the group, brought to one of the meetings a natural size 

Lajkonik horse that she had previously made for the Costume Paseo – the multicultural 

parade and narrative held annually at the Tucson Heritage Experience Festival.  According to 

Jola, a bright figure of Lajkonik, a famous icon of Kraków that has recently become a popular 

tourist destination, might have been associated with Poland by the festival public.  However, 

in case the figure would not be recognizable to Tucsonans, it could easily be introduced as a 

symbol of the Polish group, and become a festival mascot.
136

  Jola‟s reasoning was willingly 

accepted by all members, and the group was officially named the Lajkonik.   

 

Figure 25 

Lajkonik logo 
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As predicted, the unique figure of Lajkonik quickly received considerable publicity.  Among 

numerous articles and publications that appeared in the Polish-American and local American 

press, it was featured in “Tucson Impressions” by James Randklev, a collection of 

spectacular images taken in a culturally diverse Old Pueblo.
137

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure26 

The cover and page number 27 of “Tucson Impressions” by James Randklev 

 

In fact, the name of the Lajkonik turned out to be a perfect choice for the Polish 

diasporic dance group.  It refers to the old native tradition, and at the same time represents 

diverse cultural influences with a strong oriental component in particular.  Negotiating 

multiple heritages is a daily experience for diaspora members.  Thus, the Lajkonik‟s figure, 

which closely associates the continuity with cultural syncretism symbolically represents this 

experience.  In addition, the Lajkonik has long been the main hero of the colorful festivities 

annually held in Kraków.  It came from an old legend and has marked the time of joy and 

celebration ever since. 
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The Lajkonik’s Legends and Festivities 

Most of the stories about the Lajkonik‟s origin go back to the XIII century, when the 

city was attacked several times by the Tartars, nomadic invaders from Mongolia.  According 

to one legend, the Tartars came to the Kraków walls at night in June 1287.  They chose not to 

attack the city until morning and instead camped in a suburban village, the Zwierzyniec, next 

to the Vistula River.  Despite the darkness, their presence was soon noticed by the Vistula 

sailors transporting wood on the river.  The sailors easily defeated the sleeping Mongols and 

saved the city.  They, however, decided to play a joke on the city dwellers, and in the early 

morning entered the city gate in Tartar disguise riding their small thickset horses.  Since they 

did not really attack anybody, the joke was soon discovered, and the mayor of the city 

proclaimed to organize a celebration in honor of the brave but tricky sailors.
138

  

 The Tucson based Polish dance group usually invokes a more heroic version of the 

legend, in which the people of Kraków successfully repelled the Tartar invasion by their own 

means.  In one of the group‟s brochures published for festival public, the origin of the 

Lajkonik‟s name is explained as follows: 

Our name, Lajkonik, refers to an old legend from the time when the Poles 

battled the Tartar invaders outside Kraków. The outcome of the battle was 

unknown and the townsfolk were eagerly awaiting news. When they saw an 

army approach with a Tartar soldier at the head, their hopes dimmed. As the 

rider came closer though, the people realized that he was in fact a Polish 

soldier disguised as a Tartar warrior. Wild celebrations broke out as news of 

the Polish victory spread. This celebration is commemorated each summer in 

Karków when a disguised Tartar riding a hobbyhorse prances around the 
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marketplace chasing people with his mace. Being touched by the mace is 

considered good luck.
139

 

Indeed, the city has continued the tradition of the Lajkoniki (the Lajkoniks festival) 

for the past 700 years.  Every Thursday in June, eight days after religious holiday of the 

Corpus Christi, the Lajkonik, a bearded man dressed in a Mongol disguise riding a white 

horse leads a grand parade.  The colorful pageant starts from the Norbertine Convent in 

Zwierzyniec and winds its way through the historic streets in the city to the Main Market 

Square.  On its way, the Lajkonik accompanied by musicians and revelers dressed in oriental 

and folklore costumes enters the nearby shops, offices, and bars, touches spectators and 

passers-by with his golden mace and collects money for the ransom.  In front of the Kraków 

Philharmonic, Lajkonik makes a longer stop and dances vigorously.  The ceremonies usually 

end with a great dinner at the Hawelka Restaurant, during which the mayor of the city and 

the Lajkonik together make a toast to the wellbeing of Kraków and its dwellers.  

Merrymaking, live music, and dancing continue at the Main Square until late at night. 

 According to the tradition, the members of the parade were wearing clothes collected 

by themselves.  In 1904 Stanisław Wyspiański designed a special outfit for Lajkonik, and in 

1997 Krystyna Zachwatowicz created a new one.  The copies of both are kept in the Museum 

of History of the City of Kraków, which is a primary organizer of the Lajkonik parade.  

These copies inspired Jola Kwiedacz to make a bright red wide jacket, a tall conical pointy 

hat with a golden crescent at the top, a long black bear and a red-golden baton for the rider.  
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She also made a white horse decorated with a red harness, colorful feathers on his head, and 

a bright red flowing embroidered garment covering the rest of its body. 

 

 

Figure 27 

Lajkonik mascot   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

 Concisely, as the above shows, the colorful figure of Lajkonik combines three 

elements highly relevant for the diaspora dance group.  It refers to the Polish medieval 

tradition, exemplifies diverse cultural influences, and invokes the time of celebrations.  No 

wonder, the Lajkonik has become a mascot of multicultural festivals in Tucson (Radklev 

2005).  In a way, the rich symbolism behind the Lajkonik‟s figure also defines weekly 

practices of the group members.  During Friday rehearsals, children and youth learn the 

Polish customs and language, negotiate multiple heritages, and prepare programmes for 

celebrating the Polish traditions together with various communities in Tucson.  
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The Lajkonik – a Community of Identity Practices 

“Our dance group consists of a few families who share a love of Polish customs and 

folklore.  Our aim is to develop in our children and in those who we entertain an appreciation 

for the traditions, the dances and music of Poland.”  These basic statements introducing the 

Polish dance group at the Lajkonik‟s web-site
140

, in fact, conceal a complex phenomenon of 

identity practices already well established by the Polish community in Tucson.  The 

following sections seek to examine different aspects of this cultural phenomenon in attempt 

to explain how exactly Polish-Americans produce and maintain their identities in an 

ethnically heterogeneous Southwestern society.    

 

Membership 

At this time (spring 2009) the Lajkonik consists of 33 members roughly divided into 

three age groups: adults, youth and children.  Among them there are 10 core families, a few 

individuals, and visitors from Poland.  The core of the group is formed by the Polish 

immigrants who have come to Tucson directly from Poland or via other American cities, 

such as Chicago, Trenton, and New York, as well as through Australia in the late 1980s and 

1990s (see Chapter 2).  Although they immigrated at a similar time, the group members have 

come from various regions of Poland, including Warszawa, Kraków, Koszalin, Częstochowa, 

Wrocław, Rybnik and Rzeszów.  In other words, the Lajkonik has brought together people 

speaking different regional dialects and following distinct local customs along with culinary 
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tastes.  Also, within the core group there are two mixed, Polish-American families, including 

the one of the group founder and director, the Schmit family.   

 

Figure 28 

Lajkonik group on FAF festival Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

In addition to the Polish immigrants, the group meetings are regularly attended by a 

few Americans of Polish descent (Paula Pierce Ripple, Monica Arnold and Megan Mongird), 

Mexican Americans (a school mate of Patryk Schmit and his younger sister), and several 

Polish visitors, particularly family members of the Polish scholars temporarily working at the 

University of Arizona (Maciej Witek and Paweł Majewski), and of Polish Air Force officers 

undergoing advanced training on F-16 jet fighter aircraft in Tucson.  Like the Polish 

immigrants, the visitors represent different regional backgrounds that range from highlanders 

of the Podhale, Southern Poland, through the central Mazowsze, to the Western 

Wielkopolska. 

The diversity of cultural backgrounds goes along with a diversity of social and 

economic status, educational levels and occupations of the group members.  Associate 
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professors, high-tech engineers, researchers and analysts work together with entrepreneurs, 

nurses, construction workers, graduate students, providers of cleaning services, military 

officers, social workers, and clerks of the state administration.  Similarly, the interests and 

hobbies of the group members also vary greatly.  The Lajkonik members enjoy different 

sports and outdoor activities, such as hiking, climbing and landscape photography, as well as 

different genres of literature, movies and various kinds of music (not necessarily folkloric 

one).  In fact, only a few of the group members have previously participated in the folkloric 

dance groups, namely the Gawęda (Joanna Schmit), the Halicz, the Rzeszowiacy, and the 

Lira Assembly (Darek Kocoń), the Karolinka Polka Dancers (Paula Pierce-Ripple) and the 

Łowiczanie (Megan Mongird).  The majority of the group has learned to appreciate Polish 

folkloric culture due to the role it plays in a diasporic context.  In Tucson, Polish folklore is 

viewed as an authentic heritage.  And this heritage is what binds people together. 

 

Indeed, despite numerous differences, the members of the Lajkonik do share a 

common concern over maintaining their ethnic heritage and native language.  Yet, they do 

not share it equally.  This concern seems to be the most crucial for families, and especially 

for parents raising their kids in an ethnically heterogeneous environment. “I would like my 

kids to understand where I am coming from,” explains Joanna Schmit in one of her press 

interviews.
141

  In other article, Irena Chodacznik expresses similar view, “It is important for 
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us to keep up the Polish traditions.  It teaches the children where they are from.”
142

  

Understanding of the past is viewed here as the key to self-identification.  Charles Taylor 

argues that, “Our past is sedimented in our present, and we are doomed to misidentify 

ourselves, as long as we can‟t do justice to where we come from.” (Taylor, 2007: 29)  The 

question of “Who am I” becomes particularly relevant in a multicultural context.  

  

Children exposed to a variety of multiethnic celebrations at schools, parishes, and 

city-sponsored festivals are frequently asked to identify themselves in respect to their 

families‟ distinctive traditions.  Regular school talent shows invite children to present their 

ethnic costumes, dances or specific skills like weaving or paper cutting.  Christmas 

celebrations and spring carnivals, such as the Tastes of the World
143

 prompt parents to share 

their customs and traditional foods with their kids‟ classmates and teachers.  Children‟s 

participation in ethnic clubs and associations is viewed as a valuable contribution to 

maintaining cultural diversity of the Tucson community.  In other words, for children it is 

good to be different and have something uniquely authentic to share.  This multicultural 

pressure put on children at school stimulates them to associate with specific cultures.  

Sometimes, however, the pressure may produce quite amusing outcomes, such as inventing 

“well-established ethnic traditions” that recently happened in my house.    
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Two days ago, I heard my older daughter telling her classmates about a curious Polish 

tradition of putting a Christmas tree to the fire.  I have never heard about such custom before.  

Since we kept our Christmas tree up until mid-February, and apparently the tree cleaning 

service was no longer available, my husband decided to use the dead tree as firewood.  When 

Hanka‟s school friends, who came over to us for a play day, asked her why the pieces of the 

dead Christmas tree are piled next to our fireplace, she explained them simply that putting 

Christmas tree to the fire is an old Polish tradition.  Hanka just invented Polish custom right 

on the spot to provide a credible explanation and impress her friends, no less.  And she 

succeeded.  The girls were really impressed and they took this explanation for granted.  

Self-identification and association with the Polish culture in response to the 

multicultural pressures are not the only reasons for Polish parents to bring their children to 

the Lajkonik rehearsals.  They also come looking for a friendly social environment for their 

children.   In other words, parents attempt to find peers and playmates who would positively 

stimulate their kids and form a group of friends.  

 

Figure 29 

Playtime   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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 In fact, many people tend to join or quit the Lajkonik depending on how successful 

their children are in terms of building friendly relationships within the group.  The attitudes 

and interests of the children play quite a significant role in deciding whether or not they join 

the Lajkonik. “Anetka i Olivka przychodzą, bo chcą się spotkać ze swoimi przyjaciółmi” 

(Anetka (8) and Oliwka (4) keep coming because they want to meet their friends) stated one 

of the mothers.
144

  “Michał przychodzi na zajęcia tylko dlatego, żeby bawić się z Danielem” 

(The only reason Michał (9) comes to this class is to play with Daniel (9)) confirmed another 

mom
145

.  Also, as soon as particular girls or boys loose their interest in a folkloric dancing, 

outgrow the rest of the group or continuously do not get along with others, their parents stop 

bringing them for regular rehearsals. “Diana nie chce przychodzić na próby bo nie lubi 

tańczyć” (Diana (11) does not want to come to the rehearsals any more, because she does not 

like dancing) said her mother, Dorota Gajda
146

, and Ewa Lis explained that her daughter (10) 

found folkloric dancing quite boring, and that is why she stopped coming.
147

  Finally, 

Urszula Szymczak stated simply that “Nikt nie chciał bawić się z Natalią i dlatego 

przyprowadzanie jej na zajęcia nie miało żadnego sensu” (Nobody wanted to play with 

Natalia (7), and therefore bringing her to the class did not make any sense).
148

 

Apparently, the attitudes of the children affect motivations of their parents.  Those, 

whose children enjoy coming to the Fridays‟ rehearsals tend to get involved more easily, 
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whereas parents that have to struggle with their children to bring them to the meetings often 

give up, as was the case with the Gajda, Lis and Szymczak families.  Also, people within the 

group do not engage in the Lajkonik practices to a similar extent and in the same manner.  

Considering parental involvement in the group‟s activities, it seems that not everyone is as 

enthusiastic and competent as the leader of the group.  In fact, only some parents work 

actively with the children, while others simply drop their kids off and leave and then reappear 

again to pick them up when the rehearsal is over.  It appears that a considerable lack of the 

parental involvement is generally related to the busy schedules of the Lajkonik members, 

who often work, continue their education, and take care of their families and households at 

the same time.  The other likely cause of the parental disengagement, however, is the absence 

of any significant interest in folk ways or performing arts that other parents hold.  They 

rather view the Lajkonik as a Polish heritage children‟s group, where their kids speak Polish, 

and have fun.  

In fact, the sheer interest in Polish folklore has brought to the group just a few but 

extremely active members, including the founder, and Americans of Polish descent, who are 

usually former or current members of the different folkloric ensembles.  Paula Pierce-Ripple, 

for instance, used to perform with the Karolinka Polka Dancers, and Megan Mongird also 

dances for the Łowiczanie, a Polish folkloric group based in San Francisco.  A passionate 

devotion to the Polish folklore led a folkloric artist, Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta to get 

involved in the Lajkonik group.  A highly accomplished master of wycinanki (paper cutouts), 

Nowacka-Jannotta has become associated with the group through her artwork routinely 

displayed during the Lajkonik‟s performances. 
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 In contrast, temporary members join the group for quite different reasons.  Polish 

visitors come to the Lajkonik‟s rehearsals to enjoy both a company of kinsmen and a sound 

of a native speech.  Constantly exposed to foreign languages, customs, and people, Poles 

often look for a place, where they can switch from English to Polish and freely express their 

impressions about their work and relationships with their co-workers, places they stay at, 

new food they have tasted, stores they have visited, along with a sunny climate and 

surrounding desert that they have found exciting.  They also meet here fervent discussants, 

who seem to be always ready to talk about politics in Poland or comment on recent news.  

Polish visitors also often bring their kids with them.  Like their parents, these children look 

for Polish-speaking playmates and peers who would be a little more familiar or a little less 

strange for them than their classmates from Tucson public schools.  Like for Katarzyna 

Rokicka and her daughter Marianna, for many visitors the Lajkonik becomes a piece of 

Poland, a familiar place, where they can rest, exchange useful information, and get ready for 

daily challenges of a new environment
149

. 

 

Although the core of the Lajkonik consists of native Poles, the group membership is 

not restricted to people of the Polish origin.  In fact, the group boundaries seem to be quite 

flexible.  People of any affiliation with Poles or Poland are welcome, including friends or 

classmates of the Lajkonik‟s members, students of Polish at the University of Arizona, 

enthusiasts of the Polish folkloric art, as well as native Poles temporarily staying in Tucson.  

Since Polish language dominates at the Lajkonik‟s meetings, non-Polish speakers might have 
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feel at times as being excluded, or even banned from a participation in group‟s activities by 

the use of native language.  Poles, however, try to accommodate English speakers either by 

switching between both codes or translating Polish into English.  Children, on the other hand, 

speak to non-Poles exclusively in English, which makes them perfect companions for the 

foreign newcomers.  Nonetheless, eventually most of the non-native members of the Lajkonik 

seek to learn Polish and thus see the group rehearsals as a great opportunity for a language 

immersion experience.  At that point, they do not view a use of Polish as a strict boundary 

that excludes non-Polish speakers from the group activities. 

 

Likewise, the group seems to be quite flexible in regard to an expected involvement 

of its members in regular activities.   Since it is informal organization, it entirely depends on 

its members and their commitment.  Yet, the Lajkonik does not offer any rigid structure that 

would organize work of volunteers.  Rather, it is a casual group of people who pool their 

talents together in order to uphold their native traditions and hand them down to their 

children.  As a result, people contribute their time and effort according to their schedules and 

skills.  Consequently, the director of the group often plans the activities based on who is 

currently available.  Nevertheless, despite a loose structure, considerable differences in the 

parental involvement does cause internal tensions among the members.  Apparently, those 

who are very active expect others to follow in their steps.  On the other hand, parents, who do 

not engage in dancing, teaching or crafts making, view bringing their children to rehearsals 

as a sufficient time commitment.  It seems that both groups, the active ones and the passive 

ones, keep negotiating their roles due to a lack of different choices and a relatively small 
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number of the current members and members to be.  To put this another way, the “activists” 

cannot count on recruiting new members who would eventually replace the “bystanders”, 

whereas the “passivists” have little prospect of finding other Polish heritage group in Tucson.  

Regardless of their differences, both groups are interested in engaging their children in 

identity practices. 

 

Core Activities: Hands on Culture 

 In general, most of the activities of the Lajkonik group are defined by an annual cycle 

of the four temperate seasons and related Polish holidays as well as a calendar of the well 

established festivals in Tucson.  The four distinctive seasons typical of Central Europe 

obviously contrasts with the Sonoran Desert climate, where its dwellers distinguish either 

five or two seasons, namely summer monsoon, autumn, winter, spring, and foresummer 

drought
150

, or just “summer and hell” respectively.  Regardless of local environmental 

conditions, however, Poles follow the Polish calendar along with seasonal customs, what 

sometimes causes rather awkward situations.  For instance, last March, the Lajkonik‟s 

children were looking in vain for running water to drown the Marzanna, a straw mannequin 

representing winter and death.  The Drowning of Marzanna is an old folk fest in Poland 

annually performed to overthrow the winter and welcome the spring symbolically.  

Unfortunately, in March most of the mountain streams in Tucson tend to dry out or turn into 

thin trickles of water, hardly apt for drowning even a piece of straw.  An alternative burning 

of Marzanna (still present in the Polish tradition) does not work in Tucson either due to 
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severe public restrictions put on setting fire to the dry desert.  Apparently, welcoming spring 

in the Polish way is barely possible in Tucson.  Children may learn about it, but they cannot 

really experience it.  Luckily, the drowning of Marzanna is one of the few Polish customs 

having no prospect for transferring them into a desert environment, whatsoever.  The 

majority of the Polish traditions, however, are regularly cultivated by the Lajkonik‟s 

community in Tucson. 

 Accordingly, in addition to the early spring festivities, a typical curriculum for the 

Lajkonik group includes: 

the Eastern traditions (April),  

the Polish Mother‟s Day (26 May),  

the International Children‟s Day (1
st
 June), 

 the Złota Polska Jesień (Polish Golden Autumn), 

 the Wszystkich Świętych and the Zaduszki (All Saints Day and All Souls Day - the1
st
 and 2

nd
 

of November), 

the Andrzejki (Andrews 29/30 November), 

 the Mikołajki (St. Nicolas Day – 6 December),  

the Jasełka and other Christmas traditions (December/January), 

 a snowy Winter, 

 and finally the Carnival with frying the pączki and chrusty on Tłusty Czwartek (Fat 

Thursday), or on Ostatki (Shrove Tuesday, the last day of the Carnival).   
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Practicing Polish Traditions 

 Among a variety of regional customs, the Lajkonik‟s children learn and practice the 

most enduring and distinctive Polish traditions associated with spring, autumn, and winter 

respectively.  Ironically, the only Polish season that they do not know much about in terms of 

related customs and rites is summer, a season indigenous to the Sonoran Desert.  High 

temperatures that often start early in May mark the end of the school year and the beginning 

of vacations.  In mid-May many Polish families already leave Tucson to escape unbearable 

heat.  They either go to Poland, or other countries in Europe, or they travel to cooler 

American states.  Children who spend their vacation in Poland and are exposed to local 

customs sometimes bring back their memories to share with their friends in Tucson.  The 

whole group, however, does not engage in practicing Polish summer customs due to a long 

vacation break in the Lajkonik‟s meetings.  The regular rehearsals resume at the end of 

August. 

  

Autumn. A typical fall program focuses on different features of the Polish Golden Autumn 

(September and October – Indian Summer) usually associated with warm sunny weather, 

spectacular colors of various tree leaves, particular fruits (apple, pears, and plums), and babie 

lato, that is spider webs carried in the air by the light winds.  In September 2007, for instance, 

the children were working on the artistic image of Pani Jesień (Miss Fall) using dry colorful 

leaves of maple and oak trees brought by Joanna Schmit directly from Poland.  Joanna 

actually collected the leaves, acorn cups and chestnuts in the Warsaw Royal Łazienki Park 

next to her family home just a few weeks before the Lajkonik‟s meeting.  The children also 
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were making animal figurines out of conkers.  Arranging the leaves and modeling animal 

imitations are typical kids‟ activities at Polish preschools and elementary schools associated 

with the early fall.  As Joanna explained in the article she wrote about these fall classes
151

, by 

means of the little conkers‟ figurines and  leaves, acorns and chestnuts picked up in the 

Warsaw park, together with the kids she created a Polish Fall at the Lajkonik rehearsal.  For a 

moment, children in Tucson could taste and smell authentic Polish trees that change colors 

and drop their fruits on the ground. 

  

Figure 30 

Miss Autumn and animals from chestnuts   Photographs by Monika Glowacka-Musiał and Joanna Schmit 

 

 Late autumn, in turn, is closely associated with the religious commemoration of the 

Wszystkich Świętych (All Saints Day) and the Zaduszki (All Soul Day).  In contrast to local 

celebrations of Halloween and El Dia de los Muertos that involve some elements of fun (i.e. 

dressing up, playing games, getting candy or feasting at the gravesites), Polish customs are 

solemnly observed.  On these days Poles traditionally attend masses offered for the dead, 

visit the graves of their relatives to light the znicze (candles), lay chrysanthemums at the 

monuments, and pray for those who already departed.  Family members usually get together 
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to share food and memories.  They eat and talk about those who are no longer with them.  

The Lajkonik‟s members try to uphold this tradition in Tucson.  After masses held at St. Cyril 

Church some families go together to the local cemetery and light candles on graves that bear 

Polish names or look abandoned.  They also say in Polish occasional short prayer together in 

remembrance of their departed loved ones: “Wieczny odpoczynek racz im dać Panie, a 

światłość wiekuista niechaj im świeci na wieki wieków. Amen.” (Lord, please give them an 

eternal rest, and make an eternal lightness stay with them for ever. Amen.), and as long as 

they are at the cemetery they stay calm and silent. 

 

 The solemn commemoration of the dead in Polish tradition goes back to ancient 

Slavic feast of the Dziady that has eventually blended with a Roman Catholic ceremony, 

namely a memorial feast honoring the dead inaugurated in 1040 by St. Odillo, Abbot of 

Cluny, in a common annual celebration of the All Souls Day that became a formally 

approved liturgical rite in the fourteenth century (Hodorowicz Knab, 2007).  The tradition of 

lighting candles comes from the old Slavic beliefs that fire lightens the way, which souls of 

the dead take to the underworld.  Lighting the candles and praying for the dead at the 

cemeteries or churches of Poland were once closely associated with the dziady (beggars), 

who played an important role in the ceremony of honoring the dead.  In exchange for small 

loaves of bread (called the zaduszki), a pot of kasza (groats) and slice of bacon, the beggars 

used to pray for their benefactors and their departed relatives.  Their prayers were highly 

valued and considered effective as for beggars often made pilgrimages to holy places 
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(Hodorowicz Knab, 2007).  Nowadays, Poles visiting the burial sites of their family members 

light the candles themselves and make cemeteries glowing with a soft light. 

  

  In Tucson, this unique scene is impossible to recreate.  Yet, the Lajkonik‟s members 

somehow participate in it by watching a slideshow from the most famous cemeteries in 

Poland, like the Powązki in Warsaw, and the Na Skałce in Kraków presented after the „Polish 

Mass‟ in November.  Recordings of the Fryderyk Chopin piano sonatas, including the 

Funeral March, an iconic representation of grief, usually accompany this, customary by now, 

slide presentation.  However, the Polish solemn ceremony in honor of the dead is not 

immune to the local influences.  Originally syncretic (combining ancient Slavic and Christian 

customs) it blends again, but this time with Celtic, American and Mexican traditions.  

Children, who watch the slide show from Polish cemeteries at the Lajkonik‟s rehearsals, are 

dressed up in the Halloween costumes.  They exchange gloomy jokes and eat tons of candy 

while watching silent people praying over the graves covered with fresh flowers and glowing 

candles in Poland.   

  

Figure 31 

All Souls Day at the Lajkonik‟s rehearsal   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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 Each year the children along with their parents negotiate Polish and Southwest 

traditions.  One day they attend a mass and visit a cemetery to light candles on the graves.  

But, on the other day they dress up, put the masks on their faces and walk around their 

neighborhoods to “trick or treat”, or they go to the downtown to participate in the All Souls‟ 

Procession, an annual event in Tucson modeled on the Mexican Day of the Dead. 

The local tradition that has already become an indispensable part of the Polish annual 

celebrations is Thanksgiving called by Poles the Indyk (the Turkey).  On November 26
th

 each 

year several Lajkonik‟s families get together to enjoy the traditional American holiday and 

food.  At the beginning of the dinner, the host asks his guests to say what they are thankful 

for this current year.  After each person expresses his/her appreciation, the feast begins and 

lasts until late at night.  It seems that the Polish community has adopted the Indyk holiday 

very much in its native form.  In fact, the Polish hosts take a special pride in preparing baked 

turkey, stuffing, sweet potatoes, cranberries, and pumpkin pie according to classic American 

recipes.  Likewise, the hosts employ the usual Thanksgiving decorations, including their own 

outfits in warm earthly tones.  Interestingly, some colors and attributes of the Halloween 

holidays, namely red, orange and the pumpkins are customarily repeated in the Thanksgiving 

décor.  
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Figure 32 

Thanksgiving at the Gajda‟s house, November 2008 

  

 The children and parents put on the Halloween costumes once again for the Andrzejki 

celebration (the Andrews) usually held at the very end of November, on the vigil of the St. 

Andrew Day, who is a patron of unmarried girls.  Since it is a day of augury and fortune 

telling, the moms dress up as witches and prepare a number of games, based on which the 

secrets of the future are uncovered.  For the last two years (2008, 2007) the Andrzejki 

celebrations took place in the Arizona Polish Club.   

 

The club decorated with regular attributes of the Halloween imaginary (i.e. the giant 

black tarantulas, spider webs, bats, owls, scarecrows, white skeletons and torn body parts 

hanging on the walls along with ghosts and orange Jack-o‟-lanterns put in the corners of the 

room and on some tables) turned into the house of magic and divination.  At the several 

tables the witches were ready to find out the names of the future wives or husbands, and 

predict outstanding professional careers for their young petitioners.  One of the most popular 
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practices among the children was pouring hot wax from a candle through a keyhole into cold 

water.  This traditional Polish technique of fortune telling allows for divining the future 

profession from the shape of resulting piece.  For instance, if the melted wax appeared to 

look like a violin or guitar then it augured that the child, who poured it, would become a 

musician.  If it appeared as a fish or octopus, the individual was to become a sea explorer and 

adventurer.  Another favorite traditional game was arranging shoes of girls and boys 

respectively in two lines from the back wall to the threshold.  The girl or boy, whose shoe got 

first to the front door, was believed to marry soon.  Choosing hidden cards with written 

names of boys or girls, or turning around a glass bottle that when stopped was pointing to 

particular attributes of different professions were among many similar fun games which 

children enjoyed that evening.  When the games were over one of the witches invited all 

children to dance in a big circle.  She put on a popular pop music, including Polish 

recordings, and led the final costume parade. 

  

Figure 33 

Andrzejki Celebration at the Arizona Polish Club 2007    Photographs by Joanna Schmit 

 

 A celebration of the Andrzejki in Tucson again combines Polish and local traditions.  

In fact, it is a Halloween costume party (with typical black-orange mysterious scenery) that 
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involves Polish traditional games of fortune telling and lively disco dancing.  In Poland the 

Andrzejki used to be associated rather with girls‟ private gatherings, during which they 

played different games to uncover their near future.  Boys used to do the same things on the 

Eve of St. Katherine Day (Hodorowicz Knab, 1996). 

 

Advent and Christmas. Less than a week after the Andrzejki Polish community celebrates the 

Mikołajki and the Jasełka, which open the season of Christmas.  In Polish tradition the Day 

of St. Nicolas (December 6
th

), awaited expectantly by the children, is associated with gift 

giving.  In Kraków area, for instance, on the eve of the feast of St. Nicholas “a man dressed 

as a bishop in a mitre, a long coat, and holding a tall stick resembling a crosier, goes from 

house to house listening to the children recite their catechism and prayers. He praises 

obedient children, reminds the disobedient of their offenses, and threatens them with a stick, 

and in the end, distributes holy pictures, apples, and pierniki, cookies made from honey and 

spices” (Hodorowicz Knab, (1996) 2007:25).  In Tucson, Polish community follows this 

tradition by organizing a special meeting of St. Nicolas with children after the „Polish Mass‟ 

on the first Sunday of December.  On that day, St Nicolas (i.e. Father Edward with a long 

white beard attached to his chin, dressed in a golden mitre and vestments, and holding a 

crosier) comes to the beautifully decorated Nicholson Hall and listens to the children.  

Children, for their part, dressed as the kolędnicy (carolers) either perform a Nativity play in 

Polish or just sing Polish Christmas carols.   



160 

 

 

 

Figure 34 

Jasełka Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

The oldest form of Christmas caroling in Poland involved going throughout the 

village or town dressed in some type of animal costumes, typically the Turoń.  Tur (buffalo) 

was the largest and foremost of the animals in Poland associated with ancient Slavic 

celebrations of winter solstice, in which people dressed as animals to become strong and 

courageous like them.  Apparently, the pagan animal costumes have come through to 

Christian practices.   The costume of Turoń consists of a head of the wild ox or tur, decorated 

with horns.  This massive head with the moving jaws is placed either on an older boy‟s head 

or a tall stick.  A hairy sheepskin, which covers the rest of the boy‟s body, completes the 

costume.   

The Turoń was usually accompanied by the Three Kings holding the bright star, 

several angels dressed in white gowns, the devil, and the musicians who played and sung 

along their way.  As the kolędnicy stopped at different houses to sing Christmas carols and 

play little jokes on their hosts, they received samples of festive food and money as gifts 

(Hodorowicz Knab, 1996). 
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In Tucson all these characters are in place, reenacting the old regional custom.   

 

Figure 35 

Lajkonik‟s carolers    Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

The children first walk in a colorful parade singing the carolers‟ song, “Po kolędzie 

chodzimy, świętości Wam życzymy” (We go with the carols and wish you holiness) and 

when they reach the stage, they recite nativity poems, and invite adults to join them in 

singing Christmas carols together.  After singing is over, St. Nicolas praises children‟s 

talents and work, and then presents them with small gifts that include an advent calendar 

with twenty-four chocolates symbolizing a number of days of December before the 

Christmas Vigil.  The calendar is to remind the children about remaining time for 

preparations to the great religious event soon to come.  By many Poles Christmas is 

considered the most important family holiday observed in Poland.  Therefore, in 

preparation for the Christmas Vigil celebration, houses are thoroughly cleaned and 

lavishly decorated, special dishes are cooked and gifts for loved ones prepared. 
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It is customary among Poles that the Wigilia, the Christmas Eve supper, no one 

should miss.  Therefore on the stół wigilijny (the Vigil table) there is always an additional 

plate left for a family member who is not present, or for an unexpected guest or traveler, who 

might join family and friends to celebrate this special evening together.  This is but one of a 

number of well-established traditions associated with the Wigilia, the one evening that 

somehow influences the upcoming year.  Last December (2008) like many times before, my 

daughter was asked by her schoolteacher to introduce the Polish Christmas tradition to her 

classmates.  Here follows what Hanka wrote about the Wigilia: 

Our Tradition 

We have a Polish tradition. We usually go to my friend’s house to 
celebrate the holiday. When the first star appears, we all come together 
start our prayer. Our priest (he is very important) reads the scriptures 
from the Bible. Usually one of our parents reads after the priest reads. 
They read Polish scriptures about how Jesus was born. After that, we 
share a type of bread that is called Opłatek and wish each other good luck 
for next year. Each person should have a big piece to rip a little bit off to 
share with another person. After that, we start our supper with a special 
kind of soup called barszcz. We have 12 dishes to eat and none has meat 
in it. We always make sure that there is an extra plate at the table for an 
unexpected guest. So now the kids start to open presents and get really 
fun gifts. When we are done opening presents, we play. When the party is 
over, we go to midnight mass called Pasterka. Then we go back home and 
have good dreams.152 

Although children participate in all preparations to the Wigilia, and learn about 

particular elements that are crucial for this celebration, Hanka‟s description leaves out many 

details that have deep symbolic meaning, including those that originate in specific regions of 
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 Musial, Hanna, 2
nd

 grade of the Ventana Vista Elementary School, Tucson, Our tradition, a short essay 

written on December 12, 2008. 
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Poland.  First, the appearance of the first star on the evening sky that begins the celebration 

relates to the Bethlehem Star, which the shepherds and the Three Kings saw on the eastern 

sky.  Second, the main table is traditionally covered with straw or hay (usually brought from 

Poland) and then with the white tablecloth to emphasize the ceremonial character of the 

meal.  The straw put on the table reminds participants that the Infant Jesus was born in a 

stable.  Also, oranges stuffed with cloves arranged on the table refer to the Middle-Eastern 

land, where Jesus was born.  The most important component of the Wigilia, the 

unconsecrated bread wafer, the Opłatek, is placed on the best plate of the house.  Since our 

hosts come from Kraków, in line with a regional custom a little saucer filled with honey is 

put next to the Opłatek to ensure the upcoming year to be sweet and smooth.  After prayer, 

sharing the Opłatek is the most important ceremony of the night.  It is an opportunity to 

exchange good whishes to all participants and ask for forgiveness if there is any strain among 

them.  Poles believe that whishes expressed on that evening are very meaningful and often 

come true.  Also, the number of traditional meatless dishes refers to the number of apostles as 

well as of months of the year.  Every dish should be tried to ensure good fortune during 

upcoming months.  When the meal is over, family and friends gather around the Christmas 

tree to distribute the gifts among themselves and sing Christmas carols together.   Since in 

Tucson “midnight mass” in Polish is celebrated at 9:00 o‟clock in the evening (due to the 

holiday schedule accommodating different communities), the singing ends relatively soon in 

order to give people a time to get ready for the Pasterka (the Shepherds‟ Mass).   After 

solemn mass, all members of the Polish community share the Opłatek and good whishes in 

the vestibule of the St. Cyril Church. 
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 As in other Polish celebrations, the Wigilia also includes many pre-Christian 

practices.  For instance, initially the additional plate was left for the spirits of the departed 

family members or forefathers, who on that special evening could visit their living relatives.  

The connection between the Wigilia and the underworld is still present in dishes cooked for 

this occasion.  The kutia, made of hulled barely and wheat, poppy seeds, nuts, and honey, has 

the same ingredients which were typical for meals associated with the stypa, a funeral 

reception.  In folk tradition, the Wigilia is also associated with a time of magic.  People used 

to believe that at midnight on Wigilia animals could talk with humane voice, and well water 

turned to wine (Hodorowicz Knab, 1996).  In Tucson around midnight, children go outside to 

play with their pets.  They want to check, just in case, if the animals would speak to them. 

  

 After the solemn mass of Christmas Day, the Polish community in Tucson gathers 

again to celebrate the Feast of the Three Kings that marks the end of the Christmas Season
153

.  

At the beginning of the Liturgy of the Eucharist, three boys dressed as kings from the East 

bring gifts to the main altar along with the bread and wine.    
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 In Poland, the Feast of the Three Kings is celebrated on January 6
th

, when in Arizona it is celebrated on the 

first Sunday after Christmas. 
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Figure 36 

Three Kings Celebration   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

After mass, the same boys along with other children from the Lajkonik group perform 

a short play based on the biblical story of the Three Wise Men.  This February (2009) the 

kids presented a puppet show, an adaptation of the poem “Trzej Królowie Jechali” (Three 

Kings were going).  On their return home from the church, some families still write the 

letters K+M+B for the initials of the Three Kings (Kasper, Melchior, and Baltazar) on the 

front doors of their houses.  In Polish folkloric tradition, the letters provided protection for 

the house dwellers against illness and misfortune.  During the Communist regime in Poland, 

the three letters written on the doors manifested the Christian faith of those within. 

 The Christmas Season embraces the beginning of the New Year usually celebrated a 

week after the Christmas Eve.  The Sylwester, a New Year Eve party, involves wearing 

elegant nightdresses and suits, enjoying food, drinks and dancing until early morning of the 

next day.  Therefore, the Sylwester is exclusively celebrated by adults either in private houses 

or Polish restaurants in Tucson and Phoenix.  The children, for their part, usually spend the 
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Sylwester together playing and watching movies under a supervision of a few grandmothers.  

At midnight both groups, adults and children, raise their glasses of champagne and sparkling 

soda respectively in a toast to happiness in the New Year.   During the New Year Eve party, 

one of the TV sets provides broadcasts from ongoing public celebrations of the Sylwester in 

Poland.  After midnight in Poland, the TV program switches to the reports from the 

festivities at the New York Times Square.  In a sense, Poles in Tucson virtually participate in 

the New Year Eve celebrations that take place in different localities.  In other words, they 

transgress time and space to join their countrymen and hosts in welcoming the upcoming 

year. 

Winter and Carnival. The Christmas and New Year in Poland is strongly associated with 

snowy and cold winter as well as different outdoors activities in the Tatra and Beskidy 

Mountains.  In order to experience ice and snow, the Lajkonik‟s children have to leave 

Tucson and go either to the Mount Lemmon or the White Mountains, where they usually 

learn to ski.  Based on their winter trips‟ experiences, they later discuss in Polish at the 

group‟s meetings how to make a snowmen and a snow eagle, how to fight with snowballs 

and how to sled and ski.  For less fortunate children, whose parents cannot afford going to 

winter resorts, a slide show presents mountains covered with snow to help them visualize the 

winter season.  In addition, Polish legends, such as “Jak Zima Lutemu jeden dzień 

odebrała”
154

 (How winter took away one day from February) introduce children to a rich 
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 Grodzieńska, Wanda, 2000, Jak Zima Lutemu jeden dzien odebrala, in Wesoła Szkoła Kształcenie 

zintegrowane w klasie 2, Podręcznik część 2, Warszawa: Wydawnictwa Szkolne i Pedagogiczne Spółka 
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symbolism of that season referring to death, hunger, and absence of hope on the one hand, 

and rest, silence and calmness on the other. 

 

Figure 37 

Lesson about winter sports in Poland at the Arizona Polish Club   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 One of the popular winter activities especially in the Tatra Mountains is the kulig, a 

horse-drawn sleigh ride through the snow covered countryside.  The kulig is also the 

traditional way of celebrating the Carnival Season in Poland that starts a few weeks before 

the beginning of Lent.  Since the weather conditions prevent Polish-Tucsonans from 

organizing the kulig party, they celebrate the Carnival only by preparing the pączki and 

chrusty feast on Tłusty Czwartek (Fat Thursday) or on Ostatki (the “Lasts”, Shrove Tuesday).   

These special days for eating doughnuts and crisp pastry sometimes become an occasion for 

a masquerade party.  Most often, however, the Lajkonik‟s members get together to show their 

children how to fry pączki and chrusty in the hot oil.   

 

Right after the Ostatki, Ash Wednesday begins six weeks of the Lenten period before 

Easter.  These forty days of fasting recall the biblical account of the forty days that Jesus 
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spent in the desert.  Accordingly, Lent marks the time of turning to God and religious 

practices.  It is customary in Poland that during the Lent, neither big parties nor important 

celebrations are held.  People still continue to refrain from usual pleasures, including eating 

rich foods.  In Tucson, this tradition is not strictly observed.  In fact, the local custom of 

celebrating birthday parties prevails regardless the character of the season.  Having birthday 

parties in Tucson has already replaced the traditional Polish celebrations of the name days 

also called the Saints‟ days.  Since local calendars do not provide the names of saint patrons 

of each day, it is difficult for Poles to keep track of them. 

 

Easter. The last week of Lent starts with the Palm Sunday followed by the Paschal Triduum 

(Holy Thursday, Good Friday and Holy Saturday with the Easter Vigil), which at St. Cyril 

Roman Catholic Church is celebrated with trilingual masses (i.e. English, Spanish and 

Polish).  Each year, the Polish community in Tucson gathers together for the Palm Sunday 

mass, the Easter baskets blessing, and the Easter Sunday mass. 

 

 

Figure 38 

Palm Sunday and Easter Baskets‟ Blessing   Photographs by Robert Schmit 
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Celebrating Easter involves making artificial palms for the Palm Sunday procession.  

In contrast to the local Catholic tradition of using fresh palm fronds (similar to those 

indigenous to Jerusalem), parents and children from the Lajkonik group prepare quite 

sophisticated palms made of wooden sticks richly decorated with multicolored flowers and 

leaves cut out of crêpe paper (which, by the way, is often brought directly from Poland for 

this occasion).  Even though the local tradition is closer to the biblical event described in all 

four canonical Gospels, which is the entry of Christ into Jerusalem, still Poles follow their 

own custom that had historically arisen due to the cold climate in Poland, unfavorable for 

growing palms.  Here a need for upholding a native practice (viewed as a local interpretation 

of the Roman Catholic tradition) seems to compete with a longing for an authentic biblical 

experience.  For the Lajkonik members, the ties with the Polish custom appear to be stronger 

than the ties with a universal Catholic heritage.   

It is customary for Poles to bring blessed, colorful palms back home after the Palm 

Sunday.  Later on, the palms are used to decorate tables during a traditional breakfast 

celebration on Easter Sunday.  In many regions of Poland, people additionally organize palm 

competitions, in which the highest and the most beautiful one wins.  The most famous palms 

that reach above 30 meters in length are made in Limanowa and Lipnica Murowana of the 

Małopolska, and in Łyse of the Kurpie region.  When preparing the palms at the Lajkonik‟s 



170 

 

 

meetings, children usually learn about different regional customs associated with the Easter 

season, including watching a documentary about palm competition at Kurpie.
155

   

In addition to making palms, children decorate eggs and fashion white lambs out of 

dough for the Święconka, the Easter baskets.  The blessing of food is one of the most beloved 

Polish traditions on Holy Saturday. This has been celebrated in Tucson for the last twenty 

years.  On that day, people bring to the Nicholson Hall beautiful baskets containing a 

sampling of basic and festive foods to be blessed by the priest.  The basic foods include 

bread, eggs, salt and meat while the festive one comprises a variety of cakes and pastry, such 

as the mazurki, kołacze and baby.  

 

Figure 39 

Easter baskets   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

 The blessed foods are then shared among family and friends during a dinner, which 

follows, or at a traditional breakfast on the Easter Sunday morning.  
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A local addition to the Polish Easter celebrations is the Egg Hunt, a spring game 

again awaited expectantly by the children.  Before Easter breakfast, the parents hide 

decorated artificial eggs filled with chocolate candies in various places around the house for 

children to find.  The winner is the child, who collects the largest number of eggs.  Since the 

children greatly enjoy this game, it has already become a part of the Polish Easter smoothly 

blending with native tradition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 40 

Patrick Schmit on the egg hunt 

 

Spring. In addition to the Easter celebrations, Lajkonik‟s members adhere to the ancient 

Slavic ceremonies associated with the spring and revival of nature.  The drowning of 

Marzanna (mentioned in the earlier section) is one of them.   The Śmigus-Dyngus also called 

Lany Poniedziałek (Wet Monday) or Dzień Świętego Lejka as well as the Kogutek (the 

Rooster) and the Gaik (the Grove) are additional popular spring customs.  Pouring water on 

women on Easter Monday as well as walking around the village either with the colorful 

figure of rooster or the decorated branches of spruce were common rituals to greet the spring 

and assure fertility.   This spring (2009) the Lajkonik‟s children got egg-shaped plastic hand 
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sprinklers (brought by Joanna Schmit from Poland) to greet the Spring in a proper wet 

manner at their homes on Easter Monday morning.   Likewise, they made the figures of the 

wielkanocny kurek (Easter rooster) during Sunday class at the Arizona Polish Club.   

  

Figure 41 

Children with Easter roosters and the Gaik   Photographs by Monika Glowacka-Musial and Robert Schmit 

 

A children‟s dance called the Gaik, which involves singing and going around a pole 

decorated with some colorful garland, long ribbons and sashes, features most of the festival 

programs of the Lajkonik group. 

After Easter, the last community celebration before vacation is the Commemoration 

of the Third May Constitution, a national holiday, which usually takes place on the first 

Sunday of May, right after the „Polish mass‟.  Although generally prepared by the Polish 

parochial choir members, the ceremony often involves the Lajkonik‟s children, who dance 

national Polish dances in the course of the patriotic programme.  This May (2009) the 

children presented the Polonez, one of the most distinctive Polish dances, involving gracious 

gestures and slow swaggers.  Although the solemn Polonez is customarily performed in the 

kontusze, traditional attire of nobles, the Lajkonik group unable to afford such costumes, 

dances the Polonez in different regional outfits.  Here, the faithful attachment to tradition is 
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compromised by the financial resources available for the group.  However, although the 

apparel of the dancers differs from the original, the spirit of the dance is maintained.  In fact, 

due to its solemn character the Polonez often serves to stage a colorful parade, in which the 

variety and richness of the regional attires, which are in the group‟s possession, are well 

presented. 

 

 

Figure 42 

Polonez at the Slavic Festival 2002   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

Since the May ceremony in a way concludes the Spring Season and the school year, it 

is oftentimes followed by a Polish community picnic organized in one of the Pima County 

parks.  Getting together to enjoy Polish food, and outdoor games is often viewed as an award 

for effort and time commitment for all those who work for the Lajkonik group and the larger 

community.  But on the other hand, it is also seen as an opportunity to share the fruits of this 

work in the spirit of the local custom of potluck.  Although potluck, the “food given away to 

guests”, is of English origin, in Tucson it is closely associated with the Native American 

custom of potlatch, a festive ceremony, during which a host distributes food and various gifts 

among his guests and extended family members.  Sponsor of the potlatch, who shares the 



174 

 

 

most goods, achieves the highest status within a family and clan (Erickson 1998, Rosman and 

Rubel 1972).  In local practice, people participating in the potluck party contribute to it by 

bringing a dish of food large enough to be shared among quite a number of guests.   As a 

result, the potluck party turns to be a multi-course meal with a variety of dishes, drinks and 

desserts.  The Polish outdoor potluck regularly consists of the traditional bigos (hunter stew), 

smoked ribs, baked potatoes, different salads, light beer and the szarlotka (apple cake).  

People enjoy food, games and each other company for many long hours until dusk comes.   

 

Interestingly, the potluck phenomenon of distributing food preparation for particular 

social events has become a rule for many traditional Polish celebrations.  Rather than 

cooking the elaborate Easter breakfast, Thanksgiving dinner and Christmas Eve supper all by 

oneself, the host will asks his guests to contribute a dish or two to the common meal.  In this 

way, the efforts and costs of the preparations are evenly distributed among all participants.  

In fact, the potluck style greatly contributes to maintaining quite a busy annual schedule of 

the Polish traditions. 

 

Practicing Polish, mixed and local customs usually relates to specific dates and 

certain designated places, such as the St. Cyril Church, the Nicholson Hall, the Arizona 

Polish Club, private homes, or local cemeteries.  It also often involves a gathering of the 

larger Polish community.  The weekly rehearsals of the Lajkonik group that take place in the 

Activity Center at the St. Cyril Parish frequently serve to prepare for these community 
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events.  Their primary purpose, however, is the learning Polish dances and songs; but, not 

that alone. 

  

Dances and Songs: Learning More than Steps, Words, and Notes 

Learning how the Poles dance and sing is more than becoming familiar with certain 

steps, words, and notes.  Each new regional dance or song introduced to the Lajkonik‟s 

dancers entails a whole cultural and historical context.   For instance, in the fall season of 

2007 children were working again on the Karkowiak dance from the region of Kraków.  As 

they were proceeding with a new choreography, they also learned about the strój krakowski 

(the regional costume) including the symbolism of its particular features.   

 

Figure 43 

Cracovian vests, dolls and figurines of the Wawel‟s dragon   Photograph by Monika Glowacka-Musial 

 

In addition, they located Kraków on the map of Poland, learned that the city was the 

old capital of Poland used by the Piast and Jagiełło dynasties, and was a center of the 

southern part of the country called the Małopolska (Little Poland).  During the subsequent 

rehearsals, children listened to the most popular legends relating to this historical city, such 

as the Smok wawelski (the Dragon of Wawel Hill), the Lajkonik, and the Hejnał mariacki (the 
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Heynal, Cracovian Hymn) played by a trumpeter four times each hour from the highest tower 

of St. Mary‟s Church in Kraków.  After the reading, the kids began different art projects 

based on the particular stories.  Accordingly, they molded a clay figure of the fierce Wawel 

Dragon that was tricked by a poor cobbler‟s apprentice named Skuba Dratewka, and ate a 

lamb stuffed with sulphur left outside its lair.  After drinking a half of the Vistula River, the 

dragon exploded and this put end to its dreadful rule.   

  

Figure 44 

Making of clay figurines of dragons of the Wawel Hill   Photographs by Paweł Musiał 

 

To portray another legendary event from Kraków, the children colored the pictures of the 

Lajkonik trying to express its bright and joyful character associated with the annual Lajkonik 

festivities held in Kraków.  At last, the kids were encouraged to play the Heynal tune on the 

trumpet just as the bugler in Kraków does on a daily basis.   

While the children focused on practicing steps and illustrating particular stories, 

parents either rehearsed their part of the Krakowiak or kept themselves busy with making or 

repairing costumes and stage props, including the huge Lajkonik‟s figure that plays a leading 

role in performing the Krakowiak dance.  As Christmas time approached, Magdalena 

Nowacka-Jannotta joined Jola Kwiedacz, Renata Kocoń and Joanna Schmit in creating the 
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highly elaborated szopka krakowska (the Christmas crib originated in Kraków) presented 

during the Jasełka and the caroling performances of the Lajkonik group.  Unlike traditional 

Western nativity scenes, the szopka krakowska portrays historical buildings from Kraków, 

such as the Wawel Royal Castle, St. Mary‟s Church, the Sukiennice trade hall, or the 

Barbican (the city walls).  The szopka designed by Nowacka-Jannotta resembled the ornate 

structure of the Polish gothic church, with the three towers, among which two are crowned 

with the red domes looking like Turkish hats with two flags on their very tops, the Polish one 

and the American one respectively.  The Lajkonik‟s szopka made in Tucson directly refers to 

the history and legends of Kraków, and represents different cultural influences that have 

shaped this Polish city for over a thousand years, and now shape the Polish community in 

Tucson. 

 

Figure 45 

Szopka made by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta and Lajkonik‟s members   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

In a similar manner, the Carnival season of 2007 began with the learning of the 

Góralskie, the highlander dances from the Carpathian Mountains.  Again, in addition to 

mastering athletic and acrobatic performances, including axe leaping by the older boys, the 
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Lajkonik‟s dancers studied a variety of the stroje góralskie (highlander costumes).  These 

costumes are customarily decorated with elaborate local flower patterns that are frequently 

featured on regional glass paintings that were also presented to the kids.  Children and youth 

again listened to the popular regional legends, such as the Sleeping Knights of the Giewont 

Mountain, who will awake when Poland is in danger, or the adventures of Janosik, the 

famous Slovak highlander outlaw, who kept stealing money and goods from the rich to help 

the poor.  The pictures and paintings illustrating the górale (highlanders) and zbójniki 

(highland robbers) leaping over the fire as a part of their traditional celebrations concluded 

the Góralskie classes. 

 

As much as the dances, the upcoming traditional celebrations also often serve to 

introduce the children to representative elements of Polish regional art.  For instance, in the 

Spring 2009, while preparing Easter palms for the Palm Sunday procession, the kids learned 

how the Kurpies (people of the Kurpie region in Poland) make tall palms out of the small 

trees and decorate them with flowers, ribbons, and ornaments.  In the Kurpies‟ tradition, 

Easter palms symbolize the faithful readiness to stay with the Christ even during his 

martyrdom and death.  Therefore, the palms are believed to possess extraordinary powers 

against the evil and misfortune.  The Kurpies keep them at homes, put them at the corners of 

their barns and stables, and also in beehives, and in fishing nets to secure good harvests.
156

  

In addition to the spectacular palms, the Kurpies are famous for their finely decorated Easter 

eggs and cookies made in the shape of the Easter lamb.   
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Also, the intricate wycinanki kurpiowskie (paper cutouts) are customarily used to 

decorate houses for the Easter celebrations.  The last three springs the Lajkonik‟s children 

either colored a ready made pattern of the Kurpie style wycinanki typically of one color, or 

cut out their own patterns following the instructions given by the master of this art, 

Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta.  Both, Easter palms and wycinanki made by the children 

embellished the Polish homes in preparation for Easter in Tucson. 

 

 

Figure 46 

Easter cut out by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta 

 

 Celebrating national holidays, namely the Third May Constitution and the Day of 

Independence of Poland (November 11
th

) provide an opportunity to either draw, color, or 

make the emblems of the Polish state, that is a white and red horizontal bicolor flag, as well 

as the banner based on the national coat of arms.  The banner of Poland, a crowned White 

Eagle on a red field, again is closely associated with the old legend of the three brothers, 

Lech, Czech and Rus, who were exploring the wilderness to find a place to settle.  When 
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Lech discovered a hill with an old oak and a white eagle on the top, he decided to build his 

stronghold around the oak, call it Gniezdno (Polish name for a nest) and adopt the white 

eagle as an emblem of his people
157

.  In the 10
th

 century Gniezno (a modern Gniezdno) 

became the first capital of Poland, and the seat of the early Piast dynasty, founders of the 

Polish state.  Every year, the Lajkonik‟s children learn some stories and historical facts about 

the development of the Polish symbols, including national anthem, costumes, and dances.   In 

the recent preparations for the ceremony of the Third May Constitution, they studied the 

żupan and kontusz, a national attire, worn by Polish, Lithuanian and Ukrainian Cossack 

nobility since the 16
th

 century.  According to the Polish tradition, at about that time, the 

szlachta (nobility) began displaying the kontusze as loot captured in the battles with the 

Ottoman Turks.  As I mentioned earlier the kontusze have become the obligatory costumes 

for dancing the Mazur, and the Polonez, two most distinctive Polish national dances.   

 

 Besides regional and national dances and songs, the Lajkonik‟s kids are exposed to 

the typical Polish children‟s repertoire involving songs, games and activities that have been 

enjoyed by Polish children for many generations.  The Krasnoludki (Gnomes), Ulijanka (the 

girls‟name), Paluszek (Little Finger), Jedzie pociąg (The Train is Coming), Stary niedzwiedź 

monco śpi (The Old Bear Sleeps Soundly), Karuzela (Carousel) and Kukulka (Common 

Cuckoo) are frequently sung and played during the weekly rehearsals.  Some of these games 

serve to get children‟s attention or to signal a break in the dance practices.  The other ones, in 

turn, are used for the performances at family oriented festivals.  The children‟s dances and 
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games invite the kids to freely enjoy the gestures, steps and sounds of music.  In other words, 

they are meant to generate a pure joy for the delight of the kids.  Sharing this joy is one of the 

main purposes of the Lajkonik‟s group.  The other one is “to keep kids of Polish descent in 

touch with their ancestral home – and its language.”
158

 

 

Ideologies of Language 

 In one of the interviews on the heritage classes in Tucson, conducted by Anthony 

Broadman for the Arizona Daily Star, several ethnic educators and students voiced their 

opinions about learning of the heritage language.  Dr. Dung Nguyen, for instance, states that 

learning the language of the ancestors (Vietnamese in the case of his students) strengthen the 

connection between U.S. - born children and their non-U.S. heritage.  For Rabbi David 

Freelund, “knowing Hebrew is possessing a key to opening up an entire world of Jewish life 

and learning.”  As he further explains, “A lot of what
 
we learn about ourselves – what we 

understand about the world – is tied up in the language that we learn it in.”
159

  In other words, 

learning the language of their parents allows young people for a true self-identification, that 

is, for discovering their authentic selves.
160

  It also increases an awareness of the social and 

natural environments, in which young people live.   A lot of what we do comes from 

traditions originated in distant lands and times.  Therefore, learning the native language and 
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customs informs our understanding of ourselves and of our people‟s history.  Lee Baltazar, 

for instance, said that the Yaqui language class helped him to appreciate his unique Native 

American culture and to be proud of it.  As he emphasizes, not everybody appreciate his or 

her culture.  Indeed.  In the similar line, Pepe Barrón argues that when Chicano kids lose 

their language they deny the fact of who they are, and thus lose a big part of their identity.  

Keeping the language then means maintaining young people‟s ties with their ethnic and 

cultural legacy.  Joanna Schmit shows how to cultivate the language in a fun way, outside the 

linguistic labs.  When she teaches Polish folk dancing, her students learn more than steps.  As 

she says, “Everything is in Polish…All the songs – the kids have to sing them in Polish.”
161

  

Learning the language then may assume different forms.  But whatever it takes on, it 

becomes the key to open up and share a unique culture.  

 

 Indeed, Polish plays an important role in passing on to children the cultural richness 

of the Polish heritage.  But, although Polish is a primary language of instruction and 

communication at the group meetings, not every one really speaks Polish during the 

rehearsals.  The views on the use of Polish greatly vary among the Lajkonik‟s members.  For 

instance, some parents argue that Polish language should be mandatory during the weekly 

group meetings.  Although they declare the importance of Polish at the rehearsals, they speak 

English to their children nonetheless.  In a way, they simply repeat the pattern from their 

homes, where they speak Polish to their Polish spouses, relatives and friends, but English to 

the children.  In contrast, other parents, who actually speak Polish to all members of their 
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families and to the families of their friends, view Polish rather as a mode of communication 

among the adults.  Although, they tend to encourage kids to speak Polish (also by sending 

them to Poland on summer vacations) they seem to be realistic as to the dominant role the 

English language plays in their children‟s lives.  

 

Linguistic Resources 

In fact, as soon as children go to local schools, they simply switch to English.  As 

they are exposed to English at least six hours a day, they prefer to speak it arguing that it is 

easier for them to express their thoughts and feelings in English.  “Helenko, dlaczego znowu 

mówisz po angielsku?” (Helenko, why do you speak English again?) I asked my younger 

daughter (5), who used to speak Polish exclusively until she attended Pre-K at the Canyon 

View Elementary School last August (2008). “Bo lubię po angielsku.” (“Because I like in 

English”), she answered.  My older son and daughter went through similar transitions, nine 

and three years earlier respectively.  Now, my daughters, Hania (8) and Helenka (5) speak 

English to each other, and switch to Polish only either when forced or when talking to person 

who does not speak English, or just pretends it.  Pretending that one does not speak English 

is like an invitation for a language game called “How to say it in Polish”, which both girls 

like to play.  My son Peter (16), on the other hand, tends to speak Polish to the girls at home, 

but he immediately switches to English whenever they all are in a bigger group of their peers.  

Similar pattern occurs at the Lajkonik‟s group meetings.  Children tend to alternate Polish 

and English depending on whom they speak to.  They use English when speaking to each 

other, and switch to Polish when addressing certain adults, their pre school siblings, and new 
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Polish peers.  While younger kids usually respond positively to parental urging to speak 

Polish, the school children and teenagers contest it more or less openly. 

Also, there are some other opposing interests regarding the usage of Polish and 

English within the group.  While adult Polish-Tucsonans see visiting native speakers as an 

opportunity for their kids to practice their Polish at the Lajkonik‟s meetings, the Polish 

visitors often view English speaking children as tutors for their kids.  While the former keep 

asking visiting children to speak Polish to their new local friends, the later ask local kids to 

speak English exclusively and force little native Polish speakers to switch to English.  In 

Tucson English usually prevails among the kids.  Similar tension often rises when Lajkonik‟s 

children visit their relatives and friends in Poland.   Although their parents see these visits as 

a way to reinforce practicing Polish, the locals view them rather as a great opportunity to 

speak English.  In Poland, however, it is Polish that prevails. 

 

Unlike Polish visitors, Anglo-American parents from mix marriages encourage their 

children to learn and speak Polish.  Some of them even attend Polish classes to communicate 

better with the Polish group members.  Anglo-Americans seem to view bilingualism as a 

valuable skill that may help their children in their academic careers, including studies in 

Poland.  By the same token, fluency in Polish is also seen as a competitive skill on the global 

job market, specifically the European Union.  All parents, regardless their ethnic background, 

use examples of the bilingual American professionals‟ careers as an argument for learning 

the heritage language, especially for their teenage children. 
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As the above demonstrates, in Tucson learning Polish is closely associated with 

maintaining ethnic identity.  But, it is also increasingly viewed as acquiring a competitive 

linguistic skill.  Perhaps for these reasons, the Lajkonik‟s parents have recently decided to 

establish regular Polish classes in the Arizona Polish Club.  Besides practicing speaking 

Polish, now children also practice reading and writing in Polish.  Although some attempts to 

teach children how to write and read in Polish have been recurrently made at the Fridays‟ 

rehearsals, they were neither particularly consistent nor effective.  As I mentioned earlier, the 

primary purpose of the Fridays‟ meetings is to learn dances and songs and also to prepare 

programs for both, the community events and local festivals.  Therefore, reading and writing 

lessons were viewed rather as an occasional addition to the regular schedule of the group 

activities.  However, as soon as the opportunity of having Sunday classes occurred, the 

parents and children have taken it up.  I will return to the Sunday classes in the next chapter. 

 

Out-Reach Programs 

The tendency to extend the ordinary activities of the group, also resulted in 

developing different out-reach programs.  Among the most common are lectures, exhibitions 

and performances at local schools attended by the Lajkonik‟s members.   As I pointed to 

before, school talent shows, festivals, and holidays often provide an opportunity for the 

Lajkonik‟s children to present their customs and dances.  In May 2006, during the fundraising 

event called the Multicultural Night held at the St. Elizabeth Ann Seton Catholic School 

attended by Diana and Daniel Gajda, Magda Kaczmarska, the soloist from the Lajkonik 
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group, performed the Mazurek, a popular regional dance from the Mazowsze region of 

Poland.   

 

Figure 47 

Mazurek   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

In addition, the Lajkonik‟s members and their Polish friends (specifically the wives of the 

Polish pilots) provided a special dessert, the naleśniki z truskawkami (the Polish crêpes with 

strawberries, a favorite dish of Polish children) for all event participants to enjoy.  During 

that evening Poland was also represented by the posters introducing the country and the most 

famous Poles, such as Mikołaj Kopernik, Fryderyk Chopin, Tadeusz Kościuszko, and the 

Pope John Paul II. 

 

Besides school projects, the Lajkonik regularly gives Christmas performances for 

seniors as well as residents of local nursing homes.  A recent performance for the seniors 

took place on November 22
nd

 2008 at the RV Park, Tucson Meadows.  The group was invited 
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by Maurice Swinnen, a member of the Arizona Polish Club.
162

  The performances of the 

Lajkonik‟s children regularly entertain the club members either at the Christmas dinner 

dances or the May banquets. 

  

Figure 48 

APC Christmas Dinner Dances at the Radisson Hotel   Photographs by Robert Schmit and Paweł Musiał 

 

The most spectacular initiative among out reach activities though was writing pen-pal 

letters between Warsaw and Tucson.  As soon as Patryk Schmit began attending school in 

Warsaw in November 2006, and started to send e-mails to his English teacher and classmates 

in Tucson, in which he was describing his three week visit in Poland (to be sure, the 

condition of leaving imposed by his teacher), his mother Joanna Schmit came up with an idea 

of exchanging letters between both classes Patryk has attended, that is the one in Tucson and 

the other one of his cousin in Warsaw.  Since the children from the Sewell Elementary 

School in Tucson soon became curious about the children from the Szkoła Podstawowa nr 

289 in Warsaw, and those from Warsaw were additionally learning English, the idea was 

quickly put into action.  The results impressed everybody, including the teachers, students, 

and parents on both sides of the Atlantic.  Children were writing enthusiastically to each 
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other, covering their lack in fluency by attaching pictures, drawings, coins, mascots, and 

national flags.  The letters were carried across the ocean either by Joanna Schmit or Mariusz 

and Dorota Gajda, the members of the Lajkonik group, who frequently visit Poland.  Very 

soon many of the pen-pal writers, however, stopped relying on this official adult delivery 

service, exchanged their e-mail addresses and began corresponding privately.  The “Kącik 

Partyka” (the Patrick‟s corner) at the Warsaw school kept expanding with new information 

and pictures.  Likewise, the young Tucsonans, who have been learning about the distant 

country for many months, presented a special programme about Poland at the school end 

gathering.  Dressed in the costumes borrowed from the Lajkonik group, the Sewell fourth 

graders performed the Poleczka from Opoczno City and earned a loud applause from their 

schoolmates and teachers.  Joanna Schmit later described the pen-pal project in two 

subsequent articles published in the Biały Orzeł/White Eagle as an initiative effectively 

propagating Polish culture.
163

 

  

Figure 49 

Sewell Elementary School in Tucson and Szkoła Podstawowa nr 289 in Warsaw 

Photographs by Joanna Schmit 
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Transgressing the Group Boundaries and Identities 

 Outside of the regular activities‟ schedule of the Lajkonik‟s group is also an 

occasional cooperation with other ethnic dance groups, specifically the Rusyny Folk 

Ensemble of the Carpatho-Rusyn Society Chapter in Tucson, and the Slovak-Czech Club.  

This cooperation comprises a common training with the professional Rusyn dancers, a 

mutual support in utilizing stage props, costumes and rooms for dance practices, and also in 

securing participation of well-trained dancers during some important performances.  In fact, 

Piotr Musiał, a Lajkonik‟s dancer has been performing with the Rusyny Ensemble for the last 

two seasons (2008/2009), trying to accommodate the festival and weekly practices‟ schedules 

of the both groups.   

 

Figure 50 

Piotr Musiał (in the middle) with Rusyny and Giewont highlinders   Southwest Vatra 2009 

Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

Piotr along with other Lajkonik‟s members was also invited to participate in the First Annual 

Southwest Vatra (Bonfire) organized in June 2008 and 2009 in the mountains of Flagstaff 

and Tucson, Arizona.  The Vatra is a traditional Slavic Highlander Gathering in the pristine 
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mountains that involves various workshops and presentations celebrating the Rusyn 

traditions, music and dances, including leaping over the fire.  

 

Figure 51 

Leaping over the fire at the Southwest Vatra 2009    Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 Interestingly, by his participation in the Rusyn Vatras, Piotr could really experience the 

highlanders‟ dances, native to his own tradition that he was already familiar with from the 

Lajkonik‟s practices.  To put this another way, in Flagstaff and on Mt. Lemmon Piotr was not 

performing, but dancing with the highlanders around the burning fire lighted in a wild 

mountain meadows.  Although, these meadows were a long way from the Tatras, the highest 

mountain range in the Carpathian Mountains, still he felt that he experienced something 

authentic.
164

  In a way, these experiences have influenced Piotr‟s decision to join the Rusyny 

Ensemble and become a member. 

 The participation of Piotr in the both groups‟ activities, in a symbolic sense 

transgresses the boundaries between the two ethnic communities that somehow compete on 

the local festival market.  Piotr easily identifies himself with both groups.  He speaks English 

at their respective rehearsals.  During the festivals he is viewed either as a Pole or as a Rusyn.  
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For him, now it is a matter of changing the costume to become either one of them.  In other 

words, here and now Piotr negotiates his multiple festival identities.  On the other hand, 

however, these two ethnic communities share the common ground, namely the highlanders‟ 

traditions.  Thus, in this context, Piotr becomes a góral (a highlander), who crosses the 

arbitrary boundaries in pursuing the traditions of his ancestors. 

 

Relationships with a Larger Polish Diaspora and Homeland 

In addition to the cooperation with the local Rusyny, a national minority in Poland, 

the Lajkonik closely collaborates with the Polish community in Phoenix and some 

representatives of the larger Polish diaspora in the United States.  Besides frequent 

participating in the Annual Polish Festival in Phoenix held at the Our Lady of Częstochowa 

parish grounds, the Lajkonik continually provides information for the Polish web-site AZ 

Polonia
165

, advertises in the subsequent issues of the Polish Business Directory USA
166

, and 

distributes in Tucson the Southwestern edition of the Polonian bi-weekly Biały Orzeł/White 

Eagle published in Boston by The White Eagle Media LLC.
167

  The members of the Lajkonik 

frequently write articles about the cultural and social events in Tucson that have been 

regularly featured in the “Polonia in Arizona” section of the Biały Orzeł/White Eagle.  This 

section recurrently provides a direct link to the Lajkonik‟s web-site. 
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The direct link to the Lajkonik group in Tucson is also provided at the Polish web-site 

of the Gawęda Group.  Joanna Schmit continues to attend the Gawęda rehearsals, as often as 

she visits Warsaw.  As she draws an inspiration from her meetings with the Gawęda dancers 

and choreographers as much as from her research in Warsaw bookstores and libraries, her 

visits to Poland oftentimes result in introducing to the Lajkonik‟s dancers a new type of 

dance, music, songs, and costumes.  In like manner, Joanna keeps bringing to Tucson 

different new materials and supplies for the Lajkonik‟s children to work with, such as Polish 

books, albums, music recordings, films, calendars, postcards, national emblems, Easter 

sprinklers, as well as tree leaves, acorns, and chestnuts collected in the Warsaw parks.  

Joanna, however, is not alone in her continual efforts to bond the Lajkonik to Poland.  To be 

sure, Joanna‟s family and friends have already created a whole network supporting the 

Lajkonik group, including collecting or purchasing original costumes and sewing new ones.  

Similarly, though to a lesser extent, most Polish relatives and friends of the Lajkonik‟s 

members, support the group in one way or another.  For instance, the Polish pilots, who have 

come to Tucson for their professional training and got involved in the Lajkonik‟s enterprises, 

recently sent to Tucson the original highlanders‟ hats that they bought in Zakopane, the 

capital of the Polish Tatras. 

Significantly, the Lajkonik does not receive support only from Polish organizations, 

families and individuals either from Poland or the US, which includes “Solidarity Tucson” 

and the Arizona Polish Club, as the primary sponsors of the group.  In fact, the Cultural 

Exchange Council of Tucson has recently donated a number of the dance shoes for the Polish 
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group to use on the stage.  Apparently, the professional image of the Lajkonik dancers adds a 

needed value to the city-sponsored festivals that attract tourists to the Old Pueblo. 

 

This official material reward granted to the Polish dance group, however, can also be 

viewed as a sign of a growing recognition of the group‟s accomplishments in cultivating and 

propagating of Polish culture in Arizona.  In a way, the Tucson Council followed the Polish 

Government, which already expressed its appreciation for the little Polish-Tucsonans.  In 

2003, as a token of this appreciation, the Lajkonik group received the Diploma from the 

Polish Minister of Culture, Undersecretary of State, Ryszard Mikliński, congratulating the 

Lajkonik‟s kids their beautiful and successful work.  In this Diploma addressed to Joanna 

Schmit and the children dance group, Mikliński stated, “To wielka radość móc złożyć na 

Pani ręce gratulacje dla dzieci “lajkonikowych” za realizację przepięknej idei krzewienia 

kultury polskiej w tak odległej od nas Arizonie i jej przepięknym mieście Tucson. 

Pozdrowienia dla Was wszystkich miłujących Polskę.”
168

 (It is a great joy to give my 

congratulations to the Lajkonik‟s children for their realization of the beautiful idea of 

disseminating of Polish culture in Arizona, so distant from us, and its beautiful city of 

Tucson. Greetings for You all loving Poland.)  After all, the Lajkonik from Tucson turns to 

be a piece of true Poland. 
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Conclusion: Negotiating Different Influences 

 In a diasporic context, constructing ethnic identities entails continual negotiations 

among diverse influences (Bhabha 1986, Hall 1992, 1999, Taylor 1994, Clifford 1994, 

Malkki 1997, Bauman and Briggs 2003).  The peristent quest for authentic Polish 

expieriences tends to be compromised by local climate, traditions, and customs.  

Accordingly, the Lajkonik group keeps negotiating its complex identities through a variety of 

practices, which on the one hand reproduce Polish cultural traits, but on the other hand 

embrace Southwestern ways of life.  In persuing the quest for authenticity, the group 

members use Polish language in daily communication. They also encourage their children to 

speak Polish at home and during community gatherings.  They engage their children in 

celebrating Polish religious, traditional, and national holidays together, and try to make 

Polish culture a meaningful experience for them.  On the other hand, in addition to Polish 

language, Polish-Tucsonans frequently employ English and Spanish in their speech.  They 

often either switch among these three linguistic codes or just mix them.  Combinations of 

different heritages are also demonstrated by speaking English with the Polish accent.  

 Similarily, the immediate appropriation of new traditions indigenous to Southwest, 

such as Halloween, El Dia de los Muertos, Thanksgiving, Feast of Our lady of Guadalupe, 

Las Posadas, Easter Egg Hunt and Potluck, shows the tremendous impact of the local culture 

on Polish diaspora.  One of its striking results is the development of hybrid forms (Bhabha 

1994, Clifford 1994, Hall 1999) within Polish customs, such as Zaduszki and Andrzejki 

celebrated with Haloween attributes, and Jasełka, which already involves Native American 

and Mexican carolers, as well as within artistic representations, such as the paper cut-outs of 
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Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta, or Lajkonik‟s dances, such as the Polonez – the Polish Paseo.  

The Lajkonik‟s involvement in multicultural celebrations leads also to the emergence of 

ambigious identities among the Lajkonik‟s dancers, who perform with different local groups, 

and thus easily identify themselves with different traditions and ethnicities. 

 

 However, despite strong local influences, the members of the group view themselves 

as Poles, and are recognized as such locally and internationally.  The consistent reproduction 

of the Polish customs, holidays, Polish folkloric art and children‟s activities along with the 

continual material support from Poland results in creating Polish-American identities, in 

which native element takes primary position.  This consistency in reproducing the native 

cultural traits and access to the unique materials is what really matters here.  And this is what 

I would now like to examine.  Accordingly, the analysis of the two actual group meetings, 

the Sunday class and the Friday rehearsal, follows in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUNDAY CLASS AND FRIDAY REHEARSAL:  

THE NARRATIVES OF TEACHER AND PARENT 

 

Introducing Polish culture to diasporic children is not an easy task. It is a demanding 

process of production of authenticity based on carefully selected materials.  As a rule, this 

selection must involve the most representative Polish themes such as popular native legends, 

unique folk ways, spectacular landmarks, main historical sites, and chief cultural treasures. In 

addition, eye-witnesses of historical events that involved Poland are often recalled by 

teachers to provide first-hand accounts.  Also, native folkloric artists are frequently invited to 

share their art with younger generations during art sessions.  These frequent meetings 

recreate the past in a lively and exciting way.  

The appealing manner of the recreations of the past is of great importance. It is meant 

to attract children and keep their attention focused on Poland.  This is achieved by using 

colorful booklets, picturesque albums, richly decorated regional costumes, catchy songs and 

lively dances.  In other words, Polish culture must be viewed as appealing and desirable for 

children, so they will continue to carry it on. 

Despite multiple efforts to present Polish culture in an attractive form, the children 

repeatedly contest it. They frequently avoid speaking more challenging parts of Polish 

language and switch to familiar English. They often prefer to play together rather than to 

repeat strange words, long verses, or complex steps of Polish dances.  Dynamic programs of 
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Sunday classes, and Friday rehearsals, along with little gifts and frequent snacks serve to 

respond to this challenge.  

 

The Founding of the Polish Language Classes 

The establishment of the Polish Library in the Arizona Polish Club on February 24 

2008
169

 laid the foundation for Polish-oriented educational activities that began developing in 

the multicultural social club (see Chapter III).  Besides occasional events, such as the 

celebration of the Andrzejki or slide show from Poland
170

, several enthusiasts of Polish 

movies have been regularly meeting in the club to watch and discuss Polish films since 

November 2008.
171

  More importantly, quite a number of people got involved in conducting 

Polish language classes.  The regular language lessons for all interested in learning and 

cultivating Polish have been held in the club since the founding of the Polish library.  

  

Apparently, transfer of the Polish classes from the Lajkonik‟s rehearsals to the Polish 

club has had some beneficial consequences.  First, free from the pressure of the busy 

festivals‟ schedule, children and youth now can particularly focus on developing their 

linguistic skills, namely speaking, reading, and writing in Polish.  Second, since the classes 
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are held on the early afternoons on Sundays, the children are already rested after working 

five days at school and participating in different extra-curriculum programs.  Accordingly, 

they show more interest in learning Polish and work more efficiently.  Third, the transfer of 

the lessons from the Activity Center at the St. Cyril Parish to the Arizona Polish Club has 

opened the classes for those, who do not attend either church gatherings or dance practices.  

As a result, Polish interfaith and atheist families, as well as the Arizona Polish Club elderly 

members, and the former members of the Lajkonik have begun participating in the Sunday 

meetings.  In a sense, the weekly Sunday gatherings have created a new social milieu, where 

speaking Polish is greatly encouraged, just like during Lajkonik‟s rehearsals.  In fact, Sunday 

meetings often relate to the specific programme that is carried out during the Lajkonik‟s 

rehearsals, particularly when it involves the Polish customs.  In these instances, reading and 

writing exercises at the club are essentially complementary to the projects run at the 

rehearsals.  This continual sequence between two meetings allows children to draw on 

already familiar information and also to learn something that broadens their understanding of 

the specific traditions.  By the same token, the Lajkonik‟s parents use the Sunday meetings to 

continue their art and crafts projects from Fridays‟ practices, like renovating old costumes, 

sewing new ones, and making stage props and decorations.  However, the aims of Sunday 

classes and Friday rehearsals are not always mutually complementary, and at times they 

conflict.  This usually happens when performances of the Lajkonik group are scheduled on 

Sunday‟s early afternoons.
172

  This, however, does not happen too often.   
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Last but definitely not least, the Polish classes have brought a new life to the sleepy social 

club, and have activated many of its members. 

 There are four basic groups learning Polish in the club, young children (5-10), youth 

(11-15), advanced youth (15-18), and adults.  The groups differ not only in respect to age, but 

also to linguistic and communicative competencies.  Accordingly, each group uses a different 

approach to learning Polish language.  Adult students, who do not speak Polish at all, learn 

Polish as a foreign language.  Based on the textbooks brought from Poland (but also available 

in the local Internet Polonia Bookstore, Inc established in 1969 in Chicago
173

), they learn 

how to communicate in Polish.  In contrast, the advanced youth group relatively fluent in 

Polish (i.e. in speaking and reading) constitutes a debating club, where topics ranging from 

philosophy, Polish literature, and science are discussed in Polish.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 52 

Maciej Witek (in the middle) with his disciples at the Arizona Polish Club 2009 

Photograph by Monika Glowacka-Musial 
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The meetings of this group are commonly run by Polish scholars, such as Maciej Witek, a 

visiting Fulbright scholar at the U of A, in the Department of Philosophy, and Paweł Musiał, 

a former researcher in neuroscience at the U of A, currently working as a development 

engineer in the Knowledge Computing Corporation based in Tucson.   

 

 The younger youth group, in turn, combines two approaches.  Since most of the 

members of this group understand Polish, but speak it rather poorly, they learn Polish as both 

a foreign and first language.  In practice, these young people study Polish grammar from the 

textbook designed for foreigners (used in the adults‟ class), and additionally work on Polish 

texts from the regular Polish textbooks at the elementary level.  The same simple texts 

selected from the Polish textbooks and workbooks serve as a primary material for the last 

group of bilingual youngsters.   

  

Figure 53 

Polish class at the Arizona Polish Club   Photographs by Paweł Musiał 

 

The selection of the materials and creation of the particular classes are never a matter 

of a mere chance.  In fact, there are several factors that must be taken into careful 
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consideration during the process of class preparations.  Most of them are highly relevant for 

maintaining Polish identity in a diasporic context.  The narrative of the teacher, which will 

now follow, serves to highlight those significant aspects. 

 

Sunday Class – the Narrative of the Teacher: Producer and Participant 

Preparations to the Class 

A phone call:
174

 

Monika: Cześć Ewo! 

Ewa: Cześć! 

Monika: Zastanawiam się właśnie co 

zrobić na kolejnej lekcji i myślałam, żeby 

temat był związany jakoś z wakacjami. 

Część dzieci wyjeżdża zaraz do Polski i 

wiem, że niektóre z nich wybierają się z 

rodziną nad morze. Szukałam czegoś w 

podręcznikach, ale tam są przeważnie 

teksty o zabawach na plaży. 

 

Ewa: No tak, ale plaże mogą być wszędzie. 

Dobrze byłoby mieć coś związanego z 

Polską. 

 

Monika: No właśnie. Wiesz co, w Wesołej 

Szkole był fajny wiersz o bursztynie. To 

Monika: Hello Ewa! 

Ewa: Hi! 

Monika: I am just considering what to do 

for the next class and I thought that I would 

like to have a theme somehow related to 

vacations. Some of the kids are leaving 

soon to Poland, and I know that a few of 

them are going to go with their families to 

the Baltic Sea. I was looking for something 

in the textbooks, but there are mostly texts 

about playing on the beach. 

Ewa: Well, the beaches can be everywhere. 

It would be good to have something related 

to Poland. 

 

Monika: That‟s the point. You know what, 

in the Wesola Szkola there was a nice poem 
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może to!? 

 

Ewa: Tak, bursztyn byłby dobry. Wtedy 

moglabyś opowiedzieć im o Bałtyku, 

pokazać Bałtyk na mapie. Na pewno jest 

też jakaś legenda z tym związana. 

 

Monika: O Juracie i jej bursztynowym 

pałacu! Super. Poproszę Elę, żeby 

przyniosła swoją kolekcję bursztynów. 

Ostatnio znowu coś dostała na targach. 

Poszukam też czegoś o bursztynowym 

szlaku. Ciekawe że ten szlak przewija się 

teraz przez Tucson.  

 

Ewa: A ja pomyślę o jakimś projekcie. 

 

Monika: W tym podręczniku obok wiersza 

są zdjęcia różnych bursztynów. Niektóre z 

nich mają zatopione w sobie owady. 

Pokazują też biżuterię, szachy i lekarstwa z 

bursztynu. Może coś w tym rodzaju, żeby 

dzieciaki zrobiły swoje modele bursztynów. 

 

Ewa: Pomyślę jak to zrobić. 

Monika: Tylko daj mi znać ile wydasz na 

materiały. 

Ewa: Nie martw się o to. 

 

about amber. 

 

Ewa: Yes, amber would be good. You 

would then tell them about Baltic, show 

Baltic on the map. For sure, there is a 

legend related to it. 

 

Monika: About Jurata and her amber 

palace! Great. I will ask Ela to bring her 

collection of amber. Recently, she again 

got something during the fair.  Also, I will 

look for something about the Amber Road. 

Interestingly, this road now leads to 

Tucson. 

 

Ewa: I will think about an art project. 

 

Monika: In this textbook, there are pictures 

of different kinds of amber right next to the 

poem. Some of them have insects trapped 

inside. They also show jewelry, chess and 

medicines made from amber. Maybe 

something like that, so the kids would make 

their own models of amber. 

Ewa: I will think how to do it. 

Monika: Only, please let me know how 

much you will spend on the materials. 

Ewa: Don‟t worry about it. 
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Monika: Będę musiała też zadzwonić do 

kogoś, żeby przygotował snack na 

niedzielę. Dzieciaki jak wcześniej nie 

zjedzą to nie będa mogły się skupić. 

Spróbuję zadzwonić do Joli. Może ona 

będzie mogła coś przynieść. 

 

Ewa: Dobra, a może ja coś przyniosę?  

 

Monika: Nie, nie, trzeba wszystkich w to 

włączyć. Ty się zajmujesz projektami, inni 

mogą zajać się bufetem. 

 

Ewa: No dobrze, to zadzwonię do Ciebie w 

sobotę i powiem ci co wymyśliłam. 

 

Monika: Dobra, a ja spróbuję znaleźć 

pieniądze na kolorowe kopie. 

 

Ewa: To do soboty. Cześć! 

 

Monika: Na razie, dzięki Ewo. 

Monika: I will have to call someone to 

prepare the snack for Sunday. If the 

children will not eat at the start, they will 

not be able to focus. I will try to call Jola. 

Maybe she will be able to bring something. 

 

 

Ewa: OK, maybe I will bring something? 

 

Monika: No, no, all should get involved. 

You are responsible for the projects, others 

can take care of the snacks.  

 

Ewa: All right. I will call you on Saturday 

to tell you what I came up with. 

 

Monika: OK and I will try to find money 

for the color copies. 

 

Ewa: Until Saturday then. Bye. 

 

Monika: Bye, and thanks Ewa. 

 

As the above phone conversation demonstrates all the ideas for Polish classes are 

developed in a dialogical manner, by mutual inspiration.  I usually consult a person who 

designs art projects for our classes.   However, regardless who is involved in subsequent 

class preparations, the key is to find the topic that would be connected to Poland and, at the 
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same time, somehow related to children‟s current experiences.
175

  In case of the class about 

amber, the primary motif was to find a theme related to vacationing in Poland that some of 

the kids were about to spend quite soon.  Although Polish textbooks constitute our primary 

source of ideas and topics, they do not always provide a material we need.  These textbooks 

designed for Polish pupils include the selection of summer themes oftentimes pertaining to 

some exotic places, and not necessarily to Poland.  Since now many children in Poland tend 

to spend their summers travelling abroad with their families, a lot of summer readings 

describe popular Polish tourists‟ destinations, such as Greece, Croatia, and other places at the 

Mediterranean and Adriatic Seas.  On the other hand, Polish textbooks quite commonly also 

include readings that do not refer to any specific places, but rather to general concepts, such 

as a sandy beach at the sea or lake.
176

  Neither of these texts could be used in our class.  What 

we were looking for was something specifically associated with summer at the Baltic Sea and 

Polish coast.  And that is the reason why we chose to talk about amber, an indigenous Baltic 

gemstone traded for centuries by the Amber Road leading through Poland.  The short poem 

“Bursztyn” (“Amber”) by Teresa Maria Massalska
177

 presenting the origins of amber found 

on the Baltic seashores and beaches was exactly what we were searching for. 

In a few verses, the poem presents remote times, when the lands were covered with 

evergreen rich forests.  The resin from these evergreen trees still enraptures people with its 
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beauty.  Long ago the sea covered the forest and kept the resin as amber deep in its waters.  

From time to time the waves bring this treasure back to people. 

Right next to the poem a few color pictures show a variety of natural amber, the 

pieces of amber jewelry and art along with popular amber medicines and remedies.  The 

information included on these two pages was meant to introduce amber to the young readers 

and metaphorically show them the long process of its formation.  For my part, I also wanted 

the children to recognize the significance of this natural treasure to our native land and our 

heritage. 

An additional source, which we often relay on when searching for supplementary 

information, is Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia on-line.  Since the Wikipedia provides basic 

articles, and overviews available in many languages, it is a great source for second language 

learners and teachers.  Having similar articles written in Polish and English helps to build 

quickly vocabulary related to specific areas, and to provide credible explanations in regard to 

terminology used in given texts.  I often check if children understand particular Polish words 

and phrases by asking students how to say these words in English.  Occasional translations of 

selected paragraphs to English serve a similar end.   

The articles in the Wikipedia frequently become a source of inspiration for 

subsequent classes.  When introducing particular topics, the free encyclopedia presents a 

variety of aspects of the specific theme and also provides a number of links to related web 

sites, including the native ones.  While looking for information about amber, I explored 

different sites, including “Historia Polski w Internecie”
178

 that allowed me to learn about the 
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origin of the term, different names for amber (Greek “electron”, Slavic “jantar”, German 

“burning stone”, “yellow stone”, or Roman “gold of the north”) as well as a history of the 

Amber Road, amber treatments, and art.  All this information helped me to prepare the class 

that would become equally interesting for young and older children, and also to collect the 

materials for the following classes.  As a sequence to the first class about amber, I talked 

about the Polish legend of Jurata and her underwater amber palace on the first class after the 

summer 2009.  The mysterious fate of the Amber Room from the Russian empress, 

Catherine‟s Palace of Tsarskoye Selo, sometimes dubbed “The Eighth Wonder of the World” 

adds a modern twist to the old native legend. 

Another significant advantage of using Internet sources, such as Wikipedia is an 

immediate access to information that saves a lot of time.  Researching for suitable articles 

and various data becomes quick and easy and thus requires less time and effort.  It is 

particularly important for all volunteers who prepare Polish classes in their very limited spare 

time.  The colorful maps of Poland and Europe attached to the walls in the classroom at the 

Arizona Polish Club as well as Polish library offering over 2000 books also serve as the 

immediate resources for teachers and students alike.   
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Figure 54 

Polish class at the Arizona Polish Club   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

Polish maps were particularly useful for tracing the Amber Road, which led from 

Roman Aquileia at the Adriatic coast, through the Valley of Danube to the Moravian Gate, 

and further through the Polish cities of Opole and Kalisz to the Baltic coast somewhere near 

Gdańsk, and then further again to the north along a coastline.  Similarly, Polish albums from 

the library presenting amber jewelry and art, and which include the Amber Room helped the 

children to understand the lasting value of amber and of its possible multiple uses.  

In preparing this class, I also asked Ela Cichocka to bring her extensive collection of 

amber jewelry that would allow the children to examine particular pieces of amber closely 

and to recognize its diverse colors and sizes.  Interestingly, this collection has grown over the 

years, supplied by Polish producers of amber who regularly come to the Old Pueblo for the 

Tucson Gem and Mineral Show.  Consequently, Ela‟s beautiful jewelry clearly exemplifies 

that the Amber Road historically has developed in many directions.  It now leads to Southern 

Arizona. 
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Presenting diverse information, facts, stories, and legends along with specific artifacts 

serves to accommodate youth and children of different ages, language skills and interests.  

The idea is to have every child in the classroom having something interesting to do.  For this 

reason, the class is structured to accommodate all students coming for Sunday meetings.  But 

first they must come.   

To ensure that children and youth attend the Sunday classes, typically three or two 

days before each class I send an e-mail to all current and potential participants to remind 

them about the Sunday meeting.  In my e-mail I include the selected topics for our present 

class discussions, and charge particular responsibilities like supplying snacks and art 

materials to specific people.  Earlier each week, Sunday‟s schedule is arranged by phone with 

particular individuals.  As a result of this preparatory strategy, the meetings tend to be well 

attended and run quite smoothly.   

 

The Sunday class typically consists of three parts: a snack time, reading and writing, 

and an art project.  The first 30-40 minutes is commonly used as a social time.  Children 

coming from religious education classes, Sunday masses or early morning hikes have time to 

talk to each other, share the news, eat and drink.  When the initial excitement is over, I invite 

kids to the classroom.  After children settle down a little, I distribute among them colorful 

booklets created for individual lessons. 



209 

 

 

  

Figure 55 

Children at work at the Arizona Polish Club    Photographs by Monika Glowacka-Musial 

 

The booklets usually contain a picture introducing the topic, a short text, writing 

exercises based on the text, and final activity, such as coloring of sketches, as well as solving 

the riddles, rhymes, and crosswords associated with the main theme.  The young children, 

who are not able to read yet, immediately focus their attention on pictures and pages with 

drawings to be colored.  Since they can not follow the text closely, they are usually asked to 

repeat only certain verses or simple sentences in Polish.  The rest of the students, however, 

examine the pictures, read the Polish text aloud, answer the questions in regard to the text 

and their own relevant experiences, write selected words and full sentences, and solve given 

riddles.  After they complete their writing exercises, the children move on to another room to 

work on their art projects. 
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Figure 56 

Art projects at the Arizona Polish Club    Photographs by Monika Glowacka-Musial 

 

The Actual Sunday Class: “Bursztyn – the burning stone” 

*All the instructions and dialogs were rendered in Polish. Here I present them in English translation for the sake 

of the space.   

 Since I had the collection of amber available, first I gave each student a piece of 

amber, and asked what it was.  When we together decided that the pieces were not a simple 

plastic, but they were natural stones valued by people because of its appearance, I asked the 

children to describe the colors and texture of amber.  Since the most of the pieces were of 

yellow, orange or light brown we agreed that these colors are commonly associated with 

amber color.  Why these stones occur in a range of warm sunny colors was my next question.  

I gave the children an additional hint asking if they have ever seen something of this color in 

nature.  Honey and gold were the first answers.  Water in the sun was the next.  And the 

burning fire came up too.  I was really impressed.  Indeed, amber was once called „the 

burning stone‟, and „the gold of the northern sea‟.  The sea played an essential role in a long 

history of amber.  It was its keeper. 



211 

 

 

„Now, which sea we are talking about?’179  „Well, since it is a Polish class, the sea must be 

Polish too‟.  We all turned to the map and found the sea on the north of Poland.  It was called 

“Bałtyk”.  Now some of the kids all the sudden remembered spending some time at the Baltic 

beaches, picking up the sea shelves, and stones, and jumping through the pretty cold waves.  

The waves were as cold as in San Diego.  The kids also recalled seeing amber necklaces and 

rings their mothers bought from the street vendors who had their stands right next to the 

beach.  Here we are.  The amber is the Baltic treasure.   

„Now, I said „by reading a poem in our booklets, we will find out how that happened, that is, 

how amber became the Baltic treasure‟.  One after another, the children started to read the verses 

aloud:  

 

BURSZTYN 

Text by Teresa Maria Massalska 

 

Dawno temu… 

Gdzieś…Przed laty… 

Rósł iglasty las bogaty, 

Właśnie tamtych drzew żywica, 

W naszych czasach wciąż zachwyca. 

Morze kiedyś ją zabrało, 

Jako bursztyn przechowało. 

Złoty bursztyn, 

Ten sprzed wieków, 

W wodorostach morskich czeka. 

Fala na brzeg go wyrzuci, 

 

AMBER 

 

 

Once upon a time… 

Somewhere…Long ago… 

Grew an evergreen rich forest 

Just those trees‟ resin, 

In our time still delights. 

The sea took it once,  

As amber it kept. 

Golden amber, 

This one that from before centuries 

In seaweed awaits. 
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Bursztynowy skarb nam zwróci. The wave brings it to the shore, 

Amber treasure it returns back to us. 

 

The poem contained a few words the children were not familiar with, “iglasty”, 

“żywica”, “zachwyca”, “wieków”, and “wodorostach”.  We spent some time talking about 

their meanings.  „“Iglasty” can be forest or tree.  “Iglasty” refers to “igła”, a needle.  „It is 

because, the leaves of these trees look like green needles.‟  „What do we call these trees in English?‟ 

„Cacti!‟180
 – someone said.  „Well the needles and spines are similar in a way, but cacti are not 

exactly trees‟.  „But we have saguaro forest.‟ „That is true, but when we say just one word 

“forest”: what do you have in mind?  Do you remember the trees growing at Mount Lemmon?‟  „The 

evergreens!‟  „These are the ones.‟  „Look how different people name these trees differently: the 

Poles see them as trees with sharp thin needle-leaves, while Americans view them as trees that keep 

the green leaves all year long.  For Poles the shape of the leaves determined the name of those trees, 

whereas for English speakers the lasting green color was what really mattered.‟   

„Now let‟s talk about “żywica”‟.  „The word “żywica” comes from “życie” - life or something that 

distributes life.‟ „What distributes throughout our bodies everything that gives us energy?  Something 

that when we loose it, the doctors have to make a transfusion and give it back to our bodies?‟  „The 

blood!‟ „Yes, that‟s right, “żywica” is the blood of the trees.‟ „How to say “żywica” in English?‟ 

„Resin‟. „Very good.‟ 

 „And what does “zachwycać” mean?‟ „What do you feel when you say wow!‟ „I like 

something very much.‟ „Indeed, “zachwycać” is like a big WOW! It is usually said when you are 

really delighted.‟  I asked the children to look at the picture illustrating the poem.  A little girl 
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with golden hair covered by a big yellow hat was standing on the sandy beach.  In her both 

hands, the girl was holding a huge piece of amber.  She was looking at it with her eyes and 

mouth widely opened.  The girl was clearly delighted with her treasure.  „What the girl would 

have said, if we could hear her‟ – I asked. „Certainly it would be a big “WOW”.  „And what 

would you say, if you had found amber this big?‟  Almost all the kids shouted together “WOW!!!”.  

„That means that you would be delighted.‟ And, I added, „Keep your eyes open, when you are there.  

The treasure is still waiting to be found.‟  

„The next word, “wiek” means 100 years.‟  „How to say “wiek” in English?‟ „Century!‟ „Very 

good‟.  „“Sprzed wieków” means a long, long time ago.‟  „OK. The last word “wodorosty” is, in fact, built 

from two words: “woda” (water) i “rosty” – that is something which “rośnie” – grows.‟  „What grows in the 

water?‟ „Fish!‟ „Tadpoles!‟ „Sharks!‟ „Jellyfish!‟ „Seahorses!‟ „Great! Do any plants grow in the 

water?‟ „Algae!‟ „Seaweed!‟ „These are the ones!‟ „“Wodorosty” means seaweed‟.  Finally, when 

all new words were explained, we read the poem all together twice more. 

 After reading the poem, we looked at the next page showing different kinds of amber 

and amber jewelry: necklaces, a ring, and a brooch along with amber chess pieces, as well as 

a knife with an amber handle.  Additional pictures at the bottom of the page presented 

medical drops and ointment made of amber.  While looking at these illustrations we talked 

about old beliefs that amber helps to cure headaches, colds, and stomach problems.  We also 

compared the pieces from Ela‟s collection with those showed on the page.  We noticed that 

amber jewelry was usually made either of amber and silver or just amber.  Although the 

jewelry we examined was of fine craftsmanship, I realized that the children did not really pay 
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attention to it.  What they were really fascinated with were transparent gems with insects or 

leaves trapped inside.   

Now the time came for a writing exercise.  I asked the children to remind me what 

amber was. I wrote it on the board: “Bursztyn to skamieniała żywica drzew” (Amber is a 

hardened resin of the trees).  Then I asked them again how amber used to be called?  I wrote 

the next sentence beginning with the same phrase: “Bursztyn to złoto północy” (Amber is 

gold of the north).  I repeated the phrase the third time, “Bursztyn to płonący kamień” 

(Amber is a burning stone), and I asked the children to rewrite those three sentences on the 

last page of their booklets.  When the writing was completed, we read the sentences together 

aloud.  After that the children were free to run to the main hall and to start working on their 

art project. 

 Their initial fascination for the little creatures frozen in golden stone explained well 

why these little artists did not complain about working on art project this time.  On the 

contrary, the children were enthusiastic about creating their own models of amber.  They 

used transparent yellow tissue paper, pieces of grass and leaves, and tiny sketches of various 

insects cutout from black and white paper.  Led by Ewa, who instructed them what to do, the 

children randomly glued organic forms on one piece of the tissue paper, covered it with 

another tissue and put both into a frame made of white construction paper.  Some kids added 

the third dimension to their models by inserting balls of transparent tissue paper between the 

already framed tissues.  Each composition was unique and beautiful.  I asked the children to 

attach their models on a window for the picture I took.  I could see that they were very proud 

of their own pieces of amber.  They liked what they did.  As did we. 
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Figure 57 

Models of amber made by the Lajkonik‟s children at the Arizona Polish Club 2008   Photographs by Paweł Musiał 

 

Logistics 

 The success of the particular class is not only a matter of finding an interesting topic 

and coming up with a complimentary idea for the art project.  The structure of the class is 

equally important.  First, the copies of booklets and materials for the art activities must be of 

high quality attractive for the students from the first sight.  Apparently, children are more 

interested in exploring color illustrations than black and white pictures that are often plain 

and thus loose detail.  Similarly, the kids easier engage in creative projects, especially 

involving materials and techniques, with which they are not familiar.  Drawing and coloring 

are definitely a last resort for us.  Second, the children do not work well when they are 

hungry.  In other words, they need to have a snack before the lesson.  Since Arizona Polish 

Club was rather reluctant to pay for all the costs related to Polish classes, a few families were 

regularly donating money, food and materials for the first several months.  As soon as it 

became obvious that we could not rely on these families exclusively, the “Solidarity Tucson” 

organized the fundraising event, a Polish dinner, in order to get appropriate funds.  In 

addition, all the parents involved in Polish classes decided to pay a monthly fee for the art 
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materials.  Further, all families now take turns to prepare the snack for the children.  

Gradually, more and more people felt responsible for running Polish classes.  Nevertheless, 

the teacher still is involved not only in searching for good topics, but also in negotiating 

families‟ schedules, club‟s schedules, parents and children‟s expectations, along with 

planning appropriate fund drives to cover all necessary expenses.  Apparently, building a 

community is a complex and challenging enterprise.  At times, however, it is also 

unexpectedly rewarding. 

 

Some Implications 

 The teacher and children are not the only participants in Sunday classes.  In fact, 

young pupils often assist two older students of Polish as a second language, who remain in 

class for the children‟s session.  Their motivations for staying in the classroom for another 

hour vary.  One student, who is planning to marry a Polish girl, wants to immerse himself in 

Polish as often as possible.  He hopes to propose to the girl and talk to her parents in their 

native language.  He also hopes to understand their answer.  Since he is really motivated, the 

children have already become his active supporters and are rooting for his success.  Recently, 

we have been considering giving him an amber necklace as a gift for his future bride.  This 

necklace combines turquoise pieces, and thus symbolically unites Southwest and Poland.  

The future bridegroom is already becoming a part of our community just as the other students 

of Polish coming to the Arizona Polish Club.  A search for a lost sense of belonging is 

precisely what drives another student to stay for the children‟s class.  She, in turn, seeks to 

immerse herself in her early childhood memories closely associated with children and the 
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Polish language.  As she spent most of her time at her Polish grandmother‟s house playing 

with her numerous cousins, she strongly felt part of a big happy family.  Now she dearly 

misses those times.  Sunday classes with the kids, who speak Polish, bring those loved 

memories back to her.  And, for this reason, she would not miss any of our meetings.  In a 

way, for her, Polish becomes a vehicle of comfort, a time machine, which takes her out of the 

classroom, and carries her back into the past. 

 

Amber Restaurant and Gallery 

Our class discussion about the Baltic treasure neither stays nor ends in the classroom. 

When our friends decided to open a fine Polish-European restaurant in Tucson, we returned 

to considering amber as a theme.  First, while looking for an appealing name we considered a 

number of familiar names of restaurants in Warsaw and elsewhere that would be easily 

associated with Poland and Europe.  However, all these names, somehow dear to us like 

„Bazyliszek‟, „Dzik‟, „Klub Świętoszek‟, „Flik‟, „Verona‟, „ U Fukiera‟, „Gessler Karczma‟, 

„Belvedere‟, „Blikle‟, „Mozart‟, „Chopin‟ seemed either too difficult to pronounce for English 

speakers or sounded too outlandish.  Once we eliminated these names from our discussions, 

the name of amber, which we analyzed during our Sunday class, came back to us: „burning 

stone‟, „gold of the north‟, and „jantar‟.  The first two turned out to be too long to be added to 

“Restaurant and Gallery”.  The last one „jantar‟ would never be pronounced in its original 

sound by any Tucsonans except for Poles.  For this reason, the name of „amber‟ became our 

first choice.  The new restaurant was officially called: Amber Restaurant and Gallery. 
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We returned to our class materials to create a short story introducing the name and 

restaurant to Tucsonans.  And here follows the piece we placed in the restaurant brochure: 

Amber is a gem from the Baltic Sea that captures the warmth and shimmering 

light of the sun. In centuries past, adventurers, merchants and collectors from 

all over the world traveled the Amber Road in search of its rare beauty. Their 

way led them through the native lands of Poland where the hospitality of the 

people and the rich, wholesome food quickly earned the Poles an unrivalled 

reputation as welcoming and generous hosts. Amber Restaurant and Gallery 

continues this enduring Polish tradition. It offers food and artistic adventure 

that both nourish and delight.
181

 

Also, the collection of jewelry that we examined during the Sunday class was displayed in 

the restaurant.  It was soon replaced by the commercial collection offered by the Polish 

producers of amber participating in the annual Tucson Gem and Mineral Show.  Since 

November 2008 the Amber Restaurant and Gallery welcomes all Tucsonans and visitors, 

especially those who travel the Amber Roads.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 58 

Polish festival at Amber Restaurant and Gallery May 2009   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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On May 17 and November 6-7, 2009 Amber Restaurant and Gallery had already two Polish 

Festivals, first in Tucson.  Among the performing dance groups, the Lajkonik played a 

leading role. 

 

Friday Rehearsal – the Narrative of the Parent: Participant and Observer 

General Impressions: the Dynamic Structure of Friday Meeting 

For Joanna Schmit, the founder of the Lajkonik, Polish folk traditions seem to be as 

precious as the transparent amber pieces for the collectors.  Only a deep attachment to native 

dances and music can explain an extensive Polish folklore book and video library that Joanna 

has built up over the years at home.  I am often impressed by the variety and number of 

publications and works of art that she brings with her to the Friday rehearsals
182

.  Clearly, 

whenever she wants to talk about a particular tradition, dance or costume, she never relies on 

one reference source.  As a rule Joanna provides several books and albums to examine, along 

with videos to watch, original costumes to try on, folkloric dolls to play with, as well as 

stories and pictures to color in.  For this reason, the set up for our Friday meeting is usually 

very time consuming, as we must carry numerous boxes and supplies to the Activity Center.  

These boxes also contain CD player, snacks, little gifts for the children, and all art and craft 

supplies imaginable.  By time we are unpacked and set up, most of the group members, 

including the notorious late ones, are in place and more or less ready to practice. 

 Since Joanna works with three groups of dancers: children, youth, and adults, the 

common rehearsal is structured on a rotation principle.  First, Joanna meets the youngsters 
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and settles them down.  As soon as the little ones calm down a bit, she proceeds with 

repeating well-known dances and with introducing new songs and simple patterns of new 

steps, such as „Kukułka‟ and „Nie chcę cię znać‟.  Depending on the dance, the children work 

either in pairs or in larger groups.  Joanna encourages the older and more experienced ones to 

instruct and practice with the younger and less skilled ones.  Oftentimes, however, the 

children negotiate with Joanna to dance with their best friend of the day, which of course 

upsets the other children and leads to arguments and bargains first among the kids and then 

between the children and Joanna.  To settle these regular uproars down, Joanna usually 

chooses the kid who needs the most help to focus on dancing and together with that kid 

shows others what to do.  The rest of the group is supposed to follow the model pair, which 

eventually happens with a lot of encouragement from Joanna and assisting parents.  

 

Figure 59 

Friday rehearsal of the Lajkonik dance group   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 After several attempts to coordinate all dancing children, Joanna ends their drill when the 

kids repeat the pattern of the dance steps without major mistakes.  As a reward for the 

children‟s efforts, Joanna gives them colorful stickers, tasty lollipops, or other little gifts, 

which no matter how small, always bring much joy to the kids.  
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While Joanna is practicing with the children in the main hall, in the music room the 

youth group works either with a music instructor or advanced dancers.  The former teaches 

young adults playing Polish folk music pieces on different instruments, whereas the latter 

teach them new dances or workouts that they had learned in other folkloric dance groups.  If 

none of these additional instructors is available, the young people simply wait for Joanna.
183

  

At the same time, the adults prepare the snack, chat with each other, and start working on 

specific projects, such as making special ornaments, or sewing new skirts for the children‟s 

new dance for instance.  Some parents prepare to manage the kids to whom they will read 

stories, play games with and teach them how to make ornaments, dolls, and various figurines. 

  

Figure 60 

Friday rehearsals 2007   Photographs by Paweł Musiał 

 

 As soon as Joanna ends practicing with the children, she moves on to assist the young 

adults to master familiar dances, and introduces them to new dances.  She either collaborates 

with the trained dancers or works alone.  Working with teenagers requires a lot of good will 

and determination.  One of the challenges Joanna faces on a weekly basis is just to get a 

young people‟s attention.  Sometimes, when I observe Joanna‟s numerous attempts to quiet 

                                                           
183

 In previous years in this time young people had Polish lessons, which eventually were moved to the Arizona 

Polish Club. 
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the young boys‟ discussions or arguments, I have a feeling that dancing is a very last thing 

that they have in mind.  In fact, for the last few years I had to precisely drag my teenage son 

to the rehearsal every week.  In a similar fashion, my friend has been dragging her teenage 

daughter, the one older girl in the group.  The only parental argument for attending the 

weekly practices that regularly worked with these adolescents was the opportunity to meet 

their friends.  Other arguments like “viewing a dance practice as a kind of workout”, or the 

never even mentioned “cultivating your heritage and traditions” would not be as appealing to 

them as hanging out with their mates.  However, the year 2008 brought a significant change 

in our older kids‟ motivation and attitude, when three teenage girls joined the group.  

Suddenly, weighing arguments for and against attending Friday practice were no longer 

necessary.  Still, getting the young people‟s attention during the actual meeting requires a lot 

of patience and persistence. 

 When finally Joanna manages to speak louder than the teenagers do and to be heard, 

they reluctantly start to follow her instructions, but without providing her with full attention. 

Constantly negotiating, Joanna now turn her attention to the older dancers by trying to find 

dances, which they like and which challenge their physical skills, like the Góralskie, during 

which the boys simply show off performing athletic and acrobatic jumps, including axe 

leaping.  The last addition to the youth repertoire, namely the Polka Warszawska, specifically 

provides an opportunity for playing jokes right on the stage.  Apparently, the humorous, 

playful Polka was a great choice, which suits the teenagers very well.  Now it is difficult to 

decide who enjoys it more, the performers rehearsing particular sequences of gags and steps 

or the parents and siblings watching them. 
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Figure 61 

Polka Warszawska at the Polish Festival at the Amber Restaurant and Gallery   May 2009 

Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 Unfortunately, because of the group rotation system, the parents do not have many 

chances to see all their children during dance practices.  We either work on projects, or take 

care of unhappy kids, practice our own dances or clean up the rooms during and after the 

meeting.  When Joanna comes to us after working with the youth group, there is not much 

time left to learn something new.  For this reason, we often prefer to focus on dances we 

already know and just refresh them.  Occasionally, we also teach the newcomers and visitors 

how to perform those few dances.  During our practices, one of the former professional folk 

dancers, Darek Kocoń, who usually watches what we do, joins in and shares with us some of 

his tricks, such us looking at the same spot during quick rotations or rotating in pairs with 

legs bent at the keens, which allows for greater speed, and makes the dancing more 

spectacular for the viewing public.  Since we all have much to learn, we try to be open to any 

suggestions that may help us to perform better and look more professional on the stage.  

Consequently, we seek to use all the resources available at the given moment, including 

former professionals and Polish visitors.  The following section describes the actual meeting 
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that took place on November 9 2007, in which Joanna and assisting parents draw on different 

resources to engage our children in identity practices.
184

   

 

The Actual Friday Rehearsal: „Kolędy‟ and Christmas Ornaments 

 At the beginning of our meeting Paweł Kiela invited all the children and youth to 

learn a new Christmas carol, „Mizerna cicha‟, in preparations to upcoming community 

celebration of the Jasełka (nativity play) and Mikołajki (St. Nicolas name day).  Since at the 

previous meeting the kids were singing some familiar carols with Alicja Kurkiewicz (a 

Polish music instructor, one of the Polish pilots‟ wife, who at the moment was visiting the 

Grand Canyon and thus could not attend our rehearsal), Paweł wanted to continue the 

Christmas theme and add a new carol to those, which the children knew already from the 

former years.  He took his guitar, played a few initial chords and asked the children to sit 

around him.  After all the kids eventually did so, he distributed among them the texts of the 

carols in Polish and started singing.  The children followed him, although some of them were 

not able to read the Polish words.  Those, who could not follow the texts, simply repeated 

every other word after Paweł or after one of the moms accompanying the youngest kid or 

after other children.  This resulted in an echo like effect, which gradually dissipated after a 

few repetitions of the same verses.  In order to help the children to repeat the Polish words 

correctly instead of echoing and murmuring them, Paweł wrote the verses on the board, and 

then recited them slowly pointing to each word.  

                                                           
184

 This section is based on the video recording of the regular Friday meeting held on November 9, 2007 

complemented by the field notes written down in my journal after the meeting the same day at night. Since the 

most of the youth group did not show up, and the adults were busy with the Christmas decorations, the camera 

was primary following the group of youngsters. 
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MIZERNA CICHA 

text by Teofil Lenartowicz 

 

Mizerna cicha, stajenka licha, 

Pełna niebieskiej chwały, 

Oto leżący przed nami śpiący 

W promieniach Jezus mały. 

 

Nad Nim Anieli, w locie stanęli, 

I pochyleni klęczą, 

Z włosy złotymi, z skrzydły białemi, 

Pod malowaną teczą. 

 

Wielkie zdziwienie: wszelkie stworzenie, 

Cały świat orzeźwiony; 

Madrość Madrości, Światłość Światłości, 

Bóg-Człowiek tu wcielony! 

 

 

SHABBY CALM 

 

 

Shabby calm little stable, 

Full of blue glory, 

Behold laying before us sleeping, 

In rays little Jesus. 

 

Over Him Angeles stood in their flight, 

And bend as they kneel, 

With golden hair, with white wings, 

Under the painted rainbow. 

 

Great amazement: all creatures, 

The whole world refreshed, 

Wisdom to Wisdom, Light to Light 

The God-Man here incarnated! 

 

 

Paweł then explained the meaning of the less familiar words and some forms characteristic 

for the nineteenth century Polish, such as: „z skrzydły‟ (now „ze skrzydłami‟ with wings) and 

„z włosy białemi‟ (now „z białymi włosami‟ with white hair).  When the children understood 

all the verses, Paweł invited them to repeat every one of them a few times without music.  He 

also encouraged children to sing louder and praised every such attempt.  Since children were 

becoming more confident with pronouncing the words, Paweł now asked them to sing two 
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stanzas in a row and then wrote the third and last stanza on the board.  From time to time, 

Paweł praised the children who were following his instructions and scolded those who were 

not.  He used Polish and English in turns without any clear pattern.  It seemed as he used 

whichever language was at hand at a given moment.  For instance, he once responded 

speaking English to the child that said something in English to him, but then again he came 

back to Polish and continued speaking to that child in Polish. 

To enrich the children‟s performance, Paweł asked Quetzali Szwaykowski, a teenage 

girl, to play the third stanza on her violin.  Now the kids sang two stanzas and then the 

violinist played solo.  The last stanza of the carol was to be performed together.  Since 

Quetzali had to tune her instrument, Paweł sent the children to the main hall for a break.  He 

stayed with Quetzali to repeat the melody of the carol a few times until she mastered it. 

 As soon as the children got their snacks in the main hall, Joanna called them to sit 

around the table and asked them what their parents like to do in the forest.  When it turned 

out that they like to pick up the mushrooms, Joanna unfolded the poster with eatable and 

poisonous mushrooms, and discussed with the kids, which species they should avoid and 

why.  Then she asked the children to point to the mushroom which is the most dangerous to 

eat – „muchomor‟ (fly agaric).  However, although „muchomor‟ was dangerous to eat, it was 

beautiful to look at, and therefore it made a perfect ornament for the Christmas tree, Joanna 

concluded.    

 Now the children were about to go back to the music room.  Joanna reminded them to 

leave food and drinks in the main hall and wash their hands before returning to the music 

room.  There she soon joined them and sang the new carol with the children and Paweł.  This 
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time Joanna helped the kids to follow the verses by pointing the words on the board.  After 

repeating the carol two more times, Joanna reminded the children to say „Thank you‟ to 

Paweł for teaching them such a beautiful new song. 

 Once again, Joanna called for the children‟s attention and informed them that the 

reason they learn to sing carols was to perform them at upcoming community celebrations, 

including the one in the Polish Club, in which St. Nicolas would be participating.  When the 

children got excited, she asked them why people sing carols in the first place.  When they all 

agreed that the carols were sung to honor „Boże Narodzenie‟ (God‟s birthday), Joanna asked 

the kids to repeat loudly the phrase „Boże Narodzenie‟ after her.  Finally, Joanna asked the 

children if there were some other important things - green and smelling lovely - which help 

people in celebrating Christmas.  In respond, the children shouted that it must be the 

„choinka‟ (Christmas tree).  It turned out that „choinka‟ could not be put in the house without 

any decorations.  Now Joanna told the children that before people had modern ornaments, 

they used to adorn their Christmas trees with fruits, nuts and different decorations made of 

paper, bread, and hay.  These were usually shaped into chains, stars and different animals 

like hedgehogs and birds.  She also reminded them about the particular ornaments, stars and 

angels made of straw, which last year she brought from Poland for them as a Christmas gift.   

Joanna then invited children to go to the art room, where their parents prepared the 

materials for making various Christmas decorations.  Since some of the kids were walking 

away ready to fool around, Joanna called them back and said that they should stay and work 

together with other kids.  She left them no choice.  Inevitably, the “marauders” joined the rest 

of the group.  
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In the art room the children found the pieces of the colorful paper already cut out, 

ready to create Christmas chains and lanterns.  As soon as the kids sat at the table, the adults 

first showed the model to the children, and then assisted particular kids in gluing and putting 

the paper pieces together in order to mimic the original.  Meanwhile, Joanna put the Polish 

Christmas carols on.  The music immediately created a calm homely atmosphere, which we 

like to associate with Christmas.  While gluing and folding the paper, one of the moms all of 

a sudden recalled how she was preparing similar Christmas ornaments long time ago back in 

Poland.  All at once similar childhood memories came flooding back.  The children were 

listening to the music and stories carefully working on their chains and lanterns.   

 

 Since most of the young boys did not show up for the rehearsal, Joanna again joined 

our group.  Having brought several books about Christmas traditions in Poland to the art 

room, she opened one of them and stopped next to every child in the room showing him or 

her pictures of the traditional Polish Christmas ornaments and decorations made of pieces of 

straw, hay and wood.  As soon as all the children looked at a few illustrations and heard what 

they saw, Joanna invited all the children to sit next to her on the carpet and make another 

ornament – the Christmas „muchomor‟.  The kids, who finished the first ornaments, circled 

her tightly and watched her intently.  When they saw how to cut mushroom out of the paper, 

they began working on their own mushrooms.  Again, Joanna assisted them, patiently 

showing each kid how to fold and cut the paper, how to put it together and glue it.  The white 

and red „muchomory‟ made by the children were really beautiful.  The kids proudly showed 
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them to their parents and to Joanna.  We collected all of them to keep the ornaments for 

decorating Christmas tree in the Nicholson Hall for the Mikołajki and Jasełka.  

 

Now Joanna asked the willing children to join Quetzali and try to play Christmas 

carol on flutes.  Some of the children then went back to the music room, where Quetzali 

supported by Mateusz Schmit (a teenager and quite proficient piano player) taught them how 

to play several notes on the flutes.  Quetzali drew a model of the flute on the board, and 

showed the kids which holes they should cover with their fingers at a given moment to obtain 

a certain sound.  She checked each child and asked it to play specific sounds individually.  

Then the kids repeated the sequence several times playing it together.  Quetzali frequently 

praised the children for their efforts.  So did Mateusz, who kept assisting the less fortunate 

musicians.  These ones, of course, were the most easily disrupted.   

 While the children were busy playing flutes, the parents, after cleaning the art room, 

discussed the upcoming community events.  Together they decided who would be 

responsible for food, gifts, and decorations at the Mikołajki and Jasełka celebration as well as 

at the Christmas dinner of the Arizona Polish Club, and at the Father‟s Ed birthday party.  

The usual, more than two hour long, Friday meeting was ended. 

  

Although usual, this Friday meeting was not absolutely typical.  Due to numerous 

projects planned for that evening, namely learning the new Christmas carol, making different 

ornaments, and playing flutes, ironically there was no time left for dance practice.  A typical 

dance practice, however, was recorded a week earlier, on November 2
nd

, 2007. 
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Dance Practice 

After singing Christmas carols with Alicja Kurkiewicz, who accompanied the 

children playing on piano, Joanna invited all the kids, young and older, on the dance floor.  

This time they were to work on the children‟s song called „Kukułka‟, which was relatively 

new for them: 

 

KUKUŁKA 

“Siedzi sobie kukułka na wysokim buku, 

Ile razy tam spojrzę tyle razy “kuku”. 

 

Śpiewajmy: 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra.” 

 

 

CUCKOO 

“The cuckoo sits on the high beech tree, 

Each time I look there, there is “coo, coo”. 

 

Let‟s sing: 

“ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra.‟” 

 

Joanna put the song on, took one of the little girls‟ by hand and asked her to dance.  

Joanna firmly led the girl showing the pattern of simple steps and gestures to the rest of the 

group.  The children liked the song with its funny words, which they could easily repeat, so 

they chose their partners willingly and copied Joanna.  At this point the parents of the 

smallest children got involved by becoming their dance partners and thus solving a few 

sudden sociable problems.  When the ensuing commotion eventually died down, Joanna 

turned the music off, and repeated with the children the entire sequence over and again to 

make sure that everyone and the parents knew what to do.  She with her little partner was 
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standing in front of the children either facing them (as in a mirror reflection) or backward to 

them to help them instantaneously imitate her steps and gestures.  When the kids seemed 

comfortable with the new pattern, Joanna put the music on again and danced the „Kukułka‟ a 

few times more along with the CD recording.  As soon as the children showed some signs of 

loosing interest in the new song, Joanna moved to the next dance, this time more familiar 

ones, the children‟s songs „Tu paluszek‟, and „Ulijanka.‟ The kids, who already got off to run 

around, came back to the dance floor, stood in pairs and started dancing and singing along 

with the music: 

 

TU PALUSZEK 

 

Tu paluszek, tu paluszek, 

Kolorowy mam fartuszek. 

 

Tu jest rączka, a tu druga, 

A tu oczko do mnie mruga. 

 

Tu jest buźka, tu ząbeczki, 

Tu wpadają cukiereczki. 

 

Tu jest nóżka i tu nóżka, 

Chodź zatańczyć jak kaczuszka. 

 

 

HERE IS A LITTLE FINGER 

 

Here is a little finger, here is a little finger, 

I have a colorful apron. 

 

Here is a little hand, here is the other one, 

And here a little eye winks to me. 

 

Here is a little face, and here are little teeth, 

Here go candies. 

 

Here is a little leg, and here is a little leg, 

Come to dance like a little ducky. 

 

Right after, before taking a short break, the kids line up and started dancing „Ulijanka‟ 

individually.   
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ULIJANKA 

 

Uli Ulijanko, klęknij na kolanko, 

Podeprzyj se boczki, 

Chwyć się za warkoczki, 

Umyj się , uczesz się, ubierz się, 

I wybieraj kogo chcesz. 

 

 

ULIJANKA 

 

Uli Ulijaka, kneel down, 

Put your hands on your hips 

Pull on your braids, 

Wash yourself, brush your hair, get dress 

And choose whom you wish. 

 

Since “Ulijanka‟ is a kind of game, in which players show exactly what they sing about, the 

children first kneeled down, then they put their hands on their hips, pulled their hair, 

pretended to wash their faces, brushed their hair, dressed up, and then stood up again and 

rotated in a little circle looking for somebody to pick to play with.  The younger kids were 

trying to imitate either Joanna or older kids, so their sequence of movements was always one 

step behind a right note.  Nevertheless, they seemed to enjoy dancing it.  

Consisting of simple words and repetitive phrases, the songs were quickly learned by 

the children, although they might not always remember their exact meaning.  To ensure that 

the kids understand what the songs were about, Joanna occasionally asked them if they 

remembered what the particular words meant.  The children usually provided the right 

answers like „warkoczki‟ meant „braids‟.  In contrast to the Sunday class, however, they 

tended to provide their explanations in English exclusively, instead of trying to use other 

Polish words.  Since a few of the Lajkonik dancers were native English speakers, Joanna 

often switched from Polish to English. So did the children. 
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The dance programme for the ordinary rehearsals often depends on who is actually 

participating in the meeting.  Since November 2
nd 

2007, when the Polish pilots‟ families with 

young children joined our group, Joanna decided to focus on simple children‟s songs that 

were more attractive for the little kids than sophisticated folk dances.  However, as soon as 

the little ones were satisfied with the songs they just learned, Joanna asked them to go to 

another room and start working on the portrait of Miss Autumn.  Before all the children left 

the main hall, she called the older ones to stay and prepare to rehearse another dance, Trojak.   

According to its name, this dance is traditionally performed by a boy/man dancing 

with two girls/women partners.  Since one girl was missing, Joanna took her place and 

danced with the children.  Even though the dancers were quite familiar with the 

choreographic sequence, still Joanna kept reminding them about particular movements and 

steps, counting the rhythm, and trying to coordinate all threes to dance in a like manner.  

After repeating the particular parts of the dance without music, the children danced Trojak 

three times more along with a music recording.  Finally, Joanna thanked the children and sent 

them to the art room.  The dance practice was over. 

 

The Festival Season 

 The usual structure of the Friday rehearsal completely changes before an upcoming 

festival.  At those times, all dancers get together in the main hall and are supposed to 

rehearse the dances according to the sequence of the specific festival programme.  In 

practice, however, it looks rather like chaos in the dance room.  Children are running and 

shouting, young people are arguing and laughing, while adults are busy commenting on 
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recent and coming events.  In the middle of this playful crowd, Joanna is attaching the 

festival schedules to the walls for all to read and learn the subsequence of dances.  The names 

of dances performed by each age group are printed in different color and font to be easily 

recognized.  As soon as it becomes clear what program we are going to present at the 

festival, Joanna arranges particular music pieces for the following dances.  When she is 

ready, the parents keep the children in a proper line before the music is played loudly enough 

to get them to dance.  While dancers are performing particular prances, Joanna corrects them 

and reminds them about the right stage behavior, like smiling, moving on with dancing 

despite making mistakes, keeping a straight posture, facing the viewers, and finally bowing 

to the public at the end of each dance. 

 While each group of dancers is rehearsing their choreographic routines, the so-called 

„assistants‟ work on appropriate costumes and decorations.  They either stitch, or adjust, or 

embroider jackets, skirts, and aprons trying to complete their projects before the end of the 

meeting.  From time to time the assistants ask individual dancers to leave the dance floor and 

try on new costumes or different head decorations.  This, of course, causes an additional 

commotion.  Nobody (except young children), however, fuss about it.  The point is to look 

and perform our best. 

 

The Actual Dance Practice before the Family Arts Festival 2008 

 Since several visitors
185

 were willing to perform on the stage with us during 

upcoming Family Arts Festival (FAF), Joanna decided to change a routine and put each 
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 Polish pilots‟ wives and daughters  
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group of dancers in different room.  In this way, the new dancers could have more time to 

practice with fewer distractions.  Accordingly, the children went to the art room, and the 

adults stayed in the main hall.  As the teenage girls were participating in some children and 

adult‟s dances, namely the small Trojak and Kujawiak, they were moving back and forth 

between the rooms.   

 Young children accompanied by parents were practicing a series of national, 

children‟s and folk dances, specifically the Ułani, Gaik, Kukułka, small Trojak, Tu paluszek, 

Ulijanka, and Krakowiak.  The advanced dancers in this group were dancing in the first row, 

whereas the recent apprentices were in the back of the imagined stage.  During less 

complicated dances, like the Kukułka and Gaik the advanced dancers were dancing with the 

less proficient, teaching them what to do and when.  Joanna kept telling the children to smile, 

bow the head on one side, turn, listen to the music, keep the straight line, remember about 

equal spaces in between the dancers, and also bow to the public every time the music is over.  

Although easily disturbed, still the children were repeating the familiar sequences and 

following Joanna‟s instructions.   

   

 

 

 

 

Figure 62 

Rehearsal of the Lajkonik dance group before the Family Arts Festival 2008   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 
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At the same time, the group of adults was refreshing the Kujawiak, a slow dance performed 

by women and girls.   

 Dressed in new warm costumes sewn for winter festival, we first recalled together all 

the movements and steps involved in this dance, and then we showed the sequence to the 

pilots‟ wives and daughters.  We all repeated it without music while counting the steps and 

clarifying how to make particular moves, to which side to turn, how to hold a scarf as not to 

loose it during dancing, and how to walk in slippery dance shoes.  As the new dancers did not 

have much trouble with following the sequence of steps and turns, we put the music on and 

tried to dance according to the traditional tune.  All of the sudden some of the girls felt lost 

without counting the steps, so we kept repeating the dance over and again until all dancers 

felt comfortable dancing it.  When Joanna came over to see how we were doing, she got quite 

impressed by the progress we all made.   

Now, we had to rehearse the big Trojak
186

, so we asked our male partners to join us.  

Although the new dancers were still practicing with us, they were not to dance during the 

festival.  Since we did not have to instruct anybody, but ourselves, the practice of the big 

Trojak went smoothly.  So did the Suita Rzeszowska, which I danced with my husband.  Still, 

Joanna was assisting us, correcting and paying attention to every detail.  When our dances 

were ready, Joanna called the young boys for their part. 

The young men were to perform only three dances, the Żabiok, Kucznierz and 

Góralskie, the lively dances from the southern part of Poland.  However, as soon as the boys 
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 The “big” Trojak is danced by the adults, whereas the “small” Trojak is danced by the children. 
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entered the main hall, some of them put the scarves on their heads and started acting like 

girls.  

 

Figure 63 

Mateusz Schmit in disguise Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 It took Joanna quite a moment to make them actually dance.  There was much 

laughing and joking before the boys performed their dances.  Interestingly, although Joanna 

kept correcting them, she did not force them to do their best.  Joanna knew that they would 

do it properly tomorrow on the stage before festival public.  

 

Conclusion 

Although Sunday class and Friday rehearsal serve similar purposes, namely 

practicing Polish identity, socializing children and building a Polish community, their 

structures vary.  While Sunday classes appear to be more focused on a specific topic with 

different activities integrated around a leading theme, like the above lesson about amber 

demonstrates, the Friday rehearsals seem to be more syncretic and dynamic.  Learning how 

to sing a Polish Christmas carol and how to play it on the flute, making Christmas ornaments 
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and discussing how to recognize eatable and poisonous mushrooms all take place during the 

same meeting.  In addition, regular dance practices are quite independent from any particular 

cultural theme that we discuss with the children.  From the moment a specific dance is 

introduced to the Lajkonik dancers, it becomes a permanent element in a group repertoire.  

Such a dance is regularly rehearsed regardless of time of the year and a current topic of the 

meeting.   

The dance practice depends rather on a profile and attendance of the group members, 

including the newcomers.  In other words, the group members as much as visitors tend to 

influence the programme and the manner of the rehearsals.  During the two meetings 

described in the previous sections, first Joanna practiced primarily the children‟s songs due to 

the presence of many new young children.  Second, contrary to the usual rehearsal practice 

before the festival, Joanna divided the group and allowed the pilot‟s wives and daughters to 

practice alone in the main hall.  Also, the dance practice of the youth group during the 

meeting on November 9 2007 did not take place at all because of the absence of most of its 

members.  Since Joanna was not engaged instructing the boys, she spent most of her time 

working with the young children.  These dynamic arrangements apparently are determined 

by current circumstances, which involve attendance and attitudes of the dancers.   

  

 The structure of Sunday class and Friday rehearsal also differ in regard to time and 

resources management.  Although both meetings begin with a social time, Sunday class has 

only one break (just before the art project) whereas the Friday meeting is more flexible in this 
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regard.  After a school week, on Friday evenings, children tend to be tired, and thus need to 

take frequent breaks to carry out different tasks.   

Similarly, during the Sunday class there are fewer references presented to the 

children.  The booklets used by the students are designed to provide all necessary 

information to talk, read, and write on a specific topic.  Additional books, albums, music, 

artworks and crafts pieces freely available on Fridays, on Sundays are carefully selected and 

only occasionally distributed among the kids.  The difference in the approach to the use of 

the additional materials derives from the nature of both meetings.  During Sunday class 

children work individually on developing their literary skills, and therefore are to focus on a 

given text exclusively, in order to be able to answer various questions, which directly refer to 

the text.  In contrast, on Friday rehearsal, the children mostly work as a team both when 

dancing and playing music.  The additional materials are meant rather to inspire them to 

explore their native culture, and experience its richness and diversity.    

 

 The final distinction between two weekly meetings is linked to the Polish language 

use.  While Polish is a primary language of instruction on Sunday class, on Fridays the 

instructors use both languages interchangeably.  Again, the difference comes from the profile 

of the speakers participating in both meetings.  Although, on Fridays, Joanna and Polish 

parents speak mostly Polish to the children they work with, the native English speakers, who 

teach dancing or playing on different musical instruments, use English.  The children, for 

their part, speak Polish during the Polish lesson, but tend to switch to English whenever left 

unattended.  On Fridays, in turn, they tend to respond either in Polish when asked in Polish, 
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or in English when interrogated in English.  In other words, they freely draw on their 

linguistic repertoire depending on who is involved in the conversation. 

 

 Despite structural differences, Sunday class and Friday rehearsal have much in 

common.  Both introduce to the children small segments of Polish texts either in readings or 

lyrics.  The words, lines, or stanzas are then repeated over and again until the children feel 

comfortable saying and remembering them.  The constant repetition is also involved in 

learning melodies and steps, as well as in acquiring social skills.  Children are regularly 

reminded by the instructors and their parents to say „dziękuję‟ (thank you), „proszę‟ (please), 

and „przepraszam‟ (sorry, excuse me) accordingly to a given context.  They also learn to pay 

attention, follow the instructions, work in a group, share, and help less fortunate, less skilled, 

and younger members of their group.  Parents share responsibilities, assisting each other and 

taking care of the young children, and the older children or young adults are expected to 

follow in their steps.  Both Sunday class and Friday rehearsals apparently rely on a collective 

effort.  Most group members participate in weekly activities, either dancing, playing music, 

working on art projects and new costumes, preparing food and cleaning after the meetings 

week after week.  People keep coming to build a Polish community, wherein they can speak 

Polish and engage in practicing native traditions.  They have been coming each week for the 

last ten years to do so. 

In her recent collection of essays and poems, Alicja Mann, a Polish born scientist who 

became an American writer, argues that genuineness includes an element of time.  Becoming 

genuine or real takes time.  She writes, “Time is needed for something to be genuine (…) It 
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takes a long time for coral to grow, to become a genuine coral, or for ordinary chair to 

become a genuine antique. The same goes for warmth or friendship. It takes time to express 

genuine warmth, and it takes time to receive it” (Mann, 2009:123,124).  Likewise, it takes 

time to build a real community, the locus of authentic experiences for which so many now 

long and search.  And like friendship, which cannot be made but happens to people
187

, a 

community is not suddenly made and synthesized but evolves and develops as long as people 

are willing to give their time to get together and to do things together.  The community of 

identity practices, which regularly gathers on Sunday classes and Friday rehearsals seem to 

be of genuine kind.  

  

                                                           
187

 The argument of the Rabbit talking with the Skin Horse in a children‟s story Velveteen Rabbit, recalled by 

Alicja Mann in her book, Looking at the World Twice, 2009, World Studio: Tucson, Arizona, Falmouth, 

Massachusetts. 
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CHAPTER 6 

POLISHNESS „FOR SALE‟:  

FESTIVALS, FIESTAS AND OTHER CULTURAL CELEBRATIONS 

 

What Is There to Sell? 

“Folk Music, Dance Vital Part of Polish Life” claims the title of one of the festival 

announcements produced by the Lajkonik group
188

.  This statement is repeated again in the 

following text, “Folk music and dance have been a vital part of Polish life.”
189

  The author 

supports his assertion by arguing that folk traditions from diverse regions of Poland have 

profoundly influenced its national culture.  He writes, “Some of the dances such as mazur, 

krakowiak, oberek, polonez and kujawiak, which originated in folk tradition, have over the 

centuries become Poland‟s national trademarks.”
190

  Similar national trademarks represent 

the specialties of Polish cuisine, such as bigos (hunter‟s stew), gołąbki (stuffed cabbage), 

kiełbasa, pierogi and placki ziemniaczane (potato pancakes), which are commonly associated 

with ethnic festival menu.  The popular image of Poland created from elements of its 

folklore, however, does not remain unchallenged.  In her recent book, Alicja Mann, a Polish-

born Tucsonan, strongly argues against that image.  She writes, “Fighting the stereotypical 

image of Poland so often connected with kiełbasa, gołąbki and the polka (which, in fact, is 

not a Polish dance), I am always ready to talk about Chopin and Maria (Marie) Skłodowska-
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 The festival brochure: Folk Music, Dance Vital Part of Polish Life published for 16 Tucson Slavic Festival 

2002. 
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 The festival brochure: Folk Music, Dance Vital Part of Polish Life published for 16 Tucson Slavic Festival 

2002. 
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 The festival brochure: Folk Music, Dance Vital Part of Polish Life published for 16 Tucson Slavic Festival 

2002. 
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Curie, Solidarity, Polish film and jazz” (Mann, 2009:6).  Consequently, Alicja declined to 

promote her new book, “Looking at the World Twice”, at the first Polish Festival organized 

by the Amber Restaurant and Gallery on the similar grounds
191

.  Although she participated in 

the festival, she suggested changing its character, and developing a more refined 

programme.
192

  

 

This local disagreement among Polish-Tucsonans in regard to what should be shown 

to the world echoes the culture strife between the opposing Poles of the “ethnics” and 

“immigrants” in Chicago in the late 1970s and the 1980s described by Patrice Erdmans.
193

  

While the “ethnics”, that is the working class Polish Americans, the descendants of the 

peasant immigrants of the 19th century, celebrate the folk culture, the new middle class 

“immigrants” of the 1960s and 1980s rather identify themselves with the high culture, that is 

Polish art, theatre, classical music, film and literature.  While the former claim their Polish 

identity through polka parties and ethnic parades, the latter were born in Poland, and grew up 

cherishing the works of world renown contemporary Polish writers, artists, musicians, 

composers, and film directors (Erdmans 1998:111-123).  Among those, poets and writers: 

Czesław Miłosz, Wisława Szymborska, Ryszard Kapuściński, cameraman Janusz Kamiński, 

composers: Krzysztof Penderecki, Henryk Górecki, Zbigniew Preisner, jazz singer Urszula 
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Dudziak, film directors: Roman Polański, Krzysztof Kieślowski, Agnieszka Holland, 

Krzysztof Zanussi and Andrzej Wajda are just the most prominent and known in the West. 

Constructing Polishness for public consumption, however, is not simply choosing 

between folk traditions and high culture or producing a combination of both.  What is to be 

sold is always a matter of negotiation among a profile of the specific cultural event, 

expectations of its potential or already established audience, and most importantly the 

resources of the Polish community in Tucson.  For the last ten years, it was the folkloric 

dance group “Lajkonik” that voluntarily represented this community to the Tucsonans during 

numerous multicultural festivals and fiestas.  In fact, Lajkonik has become identified with 

Polish culture in Tucson, which perhaps should be called a Polish festival culture.  The 

various images of this culture are negotiated in regard to particular local event.  

 

Negotiating Group Images 

Lajkonik as a Unique Neighbor of the Southwest Community 

One of the most spectacular cultural events in the Old Pueblo is the annual festival 

“Tucson Meet Yourself”, “a splendid gathering of cultures, traditional music, folk art, food 

and dance.”
194

  The festival is customarily held at downtown‟s El Presidio Park, near the 

birthplace of the Tucson community.  The “Tucson Meet Yourself” also called “Tucson 

Heritage Experience Festival” was established by the Southwest folklorist Jim Griffith and 

his wife Loma in 1974.  In a sense, it was a realization of their dream of getting to know their 

diverse neighbors better.  The dream of the Griffiths has become a primary project of the 
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Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson (CEC), a non-profit, all-volunteers organization, which 

was incorporated two years earlier, in 1972.  Accordingly, the Cultural Exchange Council has 

been working to encourage awareness, understanding, respect and expression of cultural 

diversity in Southern Arizona ever since. “We all have an ethnic heritage, and whether we 

are aware of it or not, we interact with those diverse heritages every day,” claims CEC 

mission statement.
195

  For the CEC volunteers, the best way of getting to know diverse 

neighbors is through celebration of their distinctive traditions and arts.  In the festival 

brochure from 2005 we read, 

In celebrating the diverse traditional arts of our community, we can discover 

and rejoice in the real similarities that underline the surface differences. 

Expressing and experiencing different cultural styles leads to mutual 

enjoyment, and through enjoyment comes respect – all of which helps bring 

us all closer together. We believe that our community is a better place to live 

in as a result of Tucson Meet Yourself‟s more than three decades of service.
196

 

In other words, sharing the beauty of native traditions serves here to overcome social 

differences and improve communication among diverse communities.  In 2007, while 

introducing the 33rd edition of the festival, Jim Griffith again emphasized that the festival, 

which was founded to satisfy our inherent curiosity about different neighbors and their 

customs, continues to celebrate “the individuals and communities in Greater Tucson that 

have hung onto their traditional ways of creating beauty.”
197

  For Griffith, “…beauty takes a 

lot of forms: there is beauty you can see, beauty you can hear, beauty you can taste. There is 

a stationary beauty of a Ukrainian Easter egg, for instance and the moving swirling beauty of 

                                                           
195

 Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson, Inc., CEC Mission Statement. 
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Program, presented by the Tucson Citizen, October 12,13,14, 2007. 



246 

 

 

a traditional dance. Above all, there is a beauty you‟ll find on the faces of people who are 

proud of their heritage.”
198

  Consequently, the motto repeatedly appearing on the festival 

brochures states, “This is who we are; know us by the beauty we have brought with us.”
199

   

To highlight the importance of folk artists and performers, who have shared their 

beauty, talents, and creativity with the festival public over the years, the CEC Committee 

founded a special award.  In October 2007 the Living Cultural Treasures Awards were for the 

first time presented to those individuals, who have made a lasting contribution to Tucson 

community.  Among the first three nominees of this award was a Polish master of wycinanki, 

Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta.
200

  

 

Figure 64 

Joanna Schmit and Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta at the Tucson Meet Yourself 2008 

Photograph by Monika Glowacka-Musial 
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 Validating unique traditions generally means displaying them to the public.  Indeed, 

Tucson Meet Yourself presents an impressive collection of festival cultures and promotes 

itself as the provider of a rare opportunity to sample the whole world in just three days.  In a 

way, enjoying traditional arts and customs of your neighbors becomes a tour around the 

world.  For instance, the author of the introduction to the 2007 festival brochure argued, 

“Tucson Meet Yourself is the only occasion on which one might eat a Thai egg roll, watch a 

Ukrainian Easter egg decorator, and listen to Tohono O‟odham polka band, all at the same 

time.”
201

  Accordingly, each year Tucsonans and visitors may choose to see performances 

given by about 75 folkloric and ethnic groups, including Lajkonik, watch folk artists and 

craftspeople, and also taste and sample from 30 different food booths operated by non-profit 

ethnic organizations, including “Solidarity Tucson”.   

 

Figure 65 

Jim Griffith with the “Solidarity Tucson” members   Photograph by Monika Glowacka-Musial 
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The festival also offers special activities for children, who are able to discover how to make 

cascarones (confetti eggs) and paper flowers, create Polish and Mexican paper cuttings, and 

tell good stories.  At this festival children are viewed as recipients of old traditions that not 

only are to be shared with neighbors but also are to be transmitted across generations in order 

to keep a local, cultural mosaic alive.  For many, Tucson Meet Yourself presents the multiple 

colors of the desert city founded at a cultural crossroads, where Native Americans, Mexicans, 

Asians, Europeans and Anglo-Americans have all brought their world views and traditions, 

and gradually learn to appreciate each other.  Consequently, at the Tucson Meet Yourself, 

Lajkonik is viewed as a group representing a distinctive ethnic community of the Southwest 

and a unique neighbor.  In recognition of this group‟s status, the pictures of the Lajkonik‟s 

young girls dressed in Kraków costumes were featured in the festival posters in 2006 and 

2007
202

.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 66 

Tucson Meet Yourself posters of 2006 and 2007 
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 The TMY 2006 festival poster includes a group picture of Kaja Pogorzelska, Hania Musial, Marta Kiela and 

Maja Kwiedacz along with five pictures of other people who represent their ethnic communities, while the 

TMY 2007 presents Kasia Kiela along with two other representatives, all dressed in their traditional costumes.   
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Lajkonik as a National Group, a Part of the European Community 

In contrast, at the local celebration of the nations called “The World Port‟99”, which 

took place on March 20
th 

1999 in Glendale, Arizona, Lajkonik represented both Polish nation 

and Europe.  Accordingly, it was seen as a national European group.  Dressed in folk 

costumes, children and adults alike held Polish national flags along with the signs with the 

name of Poland and Europe and marched on the grassy field first in the Parade of Nations 

and then in the Parade of Continents.  

Similar National Flag Parade has been continuously featured in the European Fall and 

Spring Fairs organized by the European Multi-Ethnic Alliance of Tucson (EMAT), a non-

profit, non-political and educational organization, which embraces European ethnic clubs 

operating in Tucson, including the Arizona Polish Club.  Initially held at the El Con Mall, the 

EMAT Fair was eventually moved to the Foothills Mall, where different European groups 

present their music and dance along with their foods, specifically cookies, pastry and breads.  

Here, Lajkonik is primarily viewed as a part of the European community. 

 

Figure 67 

Jola Kwiedacz and Vince Radkiewicz at the EMAT 2009   Photograph by Monika Glowacka-Musial 
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The European roots of the Lajkonik group also become relevant at the Oktoberfest, a 

Bavarian beer festival annually held at the Reid Park, Hi Corbett Field in Tucson.
203

  

Originally, Oktoberfest was started to celebrate the royal marriage of Prince Ludwig (later 

King Ludwig I of Bavaria) to Princess Therese von Sachsen-Hildburghausen that took place 

in Munich on the 12
th

 of October 1810.  Since the celebration was much enjoyed by wedding 

guests, it was repeated the next year and then over again.  By 1818 the tradition was well 

established.  In the intervening years the Oktoberfest has become a huge festive celebration, 

which offers a variety of foods, intense entertainment, including rides, merry-go-rounds, 

slides and jumping castles, and what is the most significant for the event: endless samples of 

fine beer served at the fourteen Bavarian Beer Tents for fourteen days in a row.  In Tucson, 

Oktoberfest organized by the Tucson Optimist Clubs, is celebrated for four days and involves 

numerous arts and crafts exhibitions, children‟s entertainment, and performances of local 

European tuba bands as well as dance groups, including Lajkonik.  The presence of the Polish 

dancers at the Bavarian celebration asserts historical and cultural connections between 

Central European neighbors.  Bavarians and Poles share not only the love of beer and white 

sausage, but also predominant religion that in both countries is Roman Catholicism.  The 

current pope, Benedict XVI, who befriended and succeeded Pope Paul John II, was born in 

Upper Bavaria and as Joseph Alois Ratzinger was Archbishop of Munich and Freising until 

2005 when he was elected in a papal conclave.
204

   In accordance with the Catholic charitable 

traditions, the proceeds from the Tucson Oktoberfest support local children‟s charities, such 
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as the Reading Is Fundamental (RIF), the Children‟s Cancer Program and the Children‟s 

Diabetes Program at the University Medical Center (UMC).  Contributing to the children‟s 

charities is one of the priorities of the Lajkonik group leader and artistic director
205

. 

 

Lajkonik as a Slavic Group 

A Slavic heritage of the Lajkonik dancers, in turn, is emphasized at the Slavic Festival 

annually held at the St. Melany Byzantine Catholic Church at the end of September and 

beginning of October since 2001.  Founded to promote the Harlan Heights Neighborhood, 

and at the same time to raise awareness of the Byzantine Catholic Church located there, the 

festival celebrates America‟s Slavic Heritage and richness of the Slavic culture through 

experience of food, music, crafts, and education.
206

  Byzantine Catholic Church (also known 

as Eastern Orthodox Church) is one of the six main rites in the Catholic Church, along with 

Alexandrian, Antiochean, Armenian, Chaldean and Roman.  According to 2005 festival 

bulletin, the Byzantine Ruthenian people, usually called the Carpatho-Rusyns, constitute the 

core of this church in Tucson, to which also belong the parishioners from Croatia, Ukraine, 

Russia, Slovakia, Hungary and Poland.
207

  Significantly, although participating in the Slavic 

festival among predominantly Orthodox Slavic communities, such as Russians (the Balalaika 

Orchestra, the Kalinka Russian Dancers), Ukrainians (the Barvinok Ensemble) and Rusyns 
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206

 Mnohaja Blahajal‟ta, Welcome/Vitajte, in the Tucson Slavic Festival St. Melany Byzantine Catholic Church 

brochure, September 30
th

/October 1
st
, 2005. 

 
207

 Mnohaja Blahajal‟ta, Welcome/Vitajte, in the Tucson Slavic Festival St. Melany Byzantine Catholic Church 

brochure, September 30
th

/October 1
st
, 2005. 
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(the Rusyny Folk Ensemble), the Lajkonik group neither relates to the Orthodox minority that 

has been present in Poland for many centuries,
208

 nor to its representatives in Tucson 

Byzantine Church.  Instead, it emphasizes its strong affinity with the Roman Catholicism and 

western Latin tradition.  In the section introducing the Polish dance group to the Slavic 

festival visitors published in the special brochure, the author stresses, “Poles belong to the 

western branch of the Slavic peoples. Religion plays a major role in Polish life, and the Poles 

have remained faithful followers of the Roman Catholic Church since the 10
th

 century. Their 

religious conviction strengthened their opposition to the communist government and helped 

bring about the fall of this regime and the restoration of democracy in the late 1980s. John 

Paul II, the first Pope of Polish origin, helped to maintain the religious faith of the Polish 

people during these continuing tumultuous times.”
209

  Despite religious differences, still, the 

Slavic people share many customs that originated in pre-Christian times.  One of them is 

Sobótka, the summer solstice celebration, also known as the Night of Kupała (a Slavic god of 

fertility and abundance), the Wianki (Solstice Wreath), and among the Carpathian 

highlanders - the Vatra. 

 The first annual celebration of the Southwest Vatra took place in 2008, and was 

founded by the Carpatho Rusyn Society in Tucson.  The Vatra (Bonfire) is a traditional 

Slavic Highlanders‟ Gathering held at the Carpathian Mountains of Eastern Europe in a 

mountain campground setting.  Polish Lemkos (Rusyns) are well known for these gatherings.  

During the Southwest Vatra held at the midsummer days and nights, on June 19, 20, and 21 
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in the mountains of Flagstaff (in 2008) and at Mount Lemmon in Tucson, Arizona (in 2009), 

the Rusyns hosted workshops and gave lectures on traditional Slavic Carpathian Rusyn 

culture interspersed with live music and dances.  The most significant event for these two 

evenings, however, was the ancient ritual of igniting a bonfire by the primitive method of 

rubbing two sticks together, or by striking flint to have the fire new and live.   

 

Figure 68 

Igniting the bonfire at the Southwest Vatra 2009   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

In this way, the Rusyns recreate the pre-Christian practices of worshiping ancient Slavic God 

of Sun and Thunder, Perun, which also involve singing, leaping over the fire and dancing 

around it.  According to old beliefs, the summer solstice, the shortest night and the longest 

day of the year, symbolically marked the struggle between good and evil, Perun and Żmij, 

and the victory of the light over darkness (Giejsztor 1980, Strzelczyk 1998, Szyjewski 2003).  

The fire from the numerous blazing bonfires lit by people was to lend strength to the Sun 

(Asala 2001).  In order to acknowledge a later Catholic influence, the Orthodox priest 

sprinkled the burning fire with blessed water to give a Christian meaning to the fire and make 

it a symbol of John the Baptist, once named by Jesus “a burning and shining light” (John 
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5:35) (Hodorowicz Knab, (1993) 2007).  Not surprisingly, this special night is also called in 

Poland the Noc Świetojańska (the Night of Saint John).  Although, the Lajkonik dancers did 

not perform during the Vatras
210

, the members of the group participated in this celebration as 

the legitimate descendants of the ancient Slavs.  

Formally absent at the Vatras, Lajkonik officially did represent the heirs of the pre-

Christian Slavs in 2005 at the multicultural celebration of marking the Summer Solstice held 

at the Arizona State Museum.  At this colorful event Lajkonik accompanied a Polish folk 

artist, Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta, who introduced the ancient Slavic ritual practices to all 

participants and visitors interested in summer solstice traditions.  Besides describing the old 

Slavic ceremonies, Magdalena made several solstice wreaths and created a paper-cutting 

illustration of the Wianki.
211

   

  

Figure 69 

Hania Musiał and Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta at the Solstice celebration 2005 

Wianki cut out by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta   Photographs by Joanna Schmit 

 

                                                           
210

 The Lajkonik dancers did not performed at the Vatras due to an absence of most of the group members, who 

were on summer vacation at both times. 
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 Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta, Wianki – Polish Summer Solstice, a leaflet published for a Multicultural 

Celebration “Marking the Summer Solstice”, June 18, 2005. Also, Joanna Schmit, Powitanie lata w Tucson, 

published in Biały Orzeł/White Eagle on 07/05/2005. 
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Unlike the Vatra, which emphasizes the element of fire and Sun, the ceremony of 

Wianki stresses the element of water.  In fact, the Wianki reminds one of the early rituals of 

spring cleansing, which also involved asking water spirits for protection against devastating 

storms and floods (Hodorowicz Knab, (1993) 2007).  Over time while immersion in water 

has changed its meaning and became a ritual of the baptism (after John the Baptist), the 

throwing of flowers on the waters became associated with marriage divinations.  Magdalena 

briefly described this custom in the festival leaflet.  This is how she explained the ritual 

procedure and its symbolism: 

 As in the old days, on that night the young women will gather to make their 

wreaths, and wish for the unknown recipient who in the old days could 

become their husband. If the wreath is caught by a young man, the girl will 

marry soon, but if it sinks she will not get a husband that year.  In Poland so 

many wreath and flowers are floating on the waters that the saying arose that 

„on St. John‟s the water blossoms‟.
212

 

Today‟s Polish custom of placing candle lit wreaths on the water at St. John‟s Eve 

represents the importance of the two elements, fire and water, retaining an old Slavic 

tradition. 

  

Association with the Slavic culture also led the Lajkonik dancers to perform at the 

Chech-Slovak American Club on April 8, 2006 in Tucson.  To emphasize common cultural 

features between the neighboring countries, Poland, Slovakia and Chech Republic, the 

Lajkonik group performed mostly the dances and songs, which originated in bordering 

regions of the Beskids, Tatras and Pieniny, such as the Trojak, Kucznierz, Żabiok, and Nie 
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chce cię znać.  Similar role of highlighting commonalties between different groups of 

western Slavs
213

 played the folkloric costumes, in which Polish dancers were dressed.  The 

blue richly embroidered waistcoats worn by the boys came from the Pieniny Mountain range, 

which stretches across southern Poland and northern Slovakia. 

 

Figure 70 

Spisz costumes   Photograph from Lajkonik‟s archives 

 

Lajkonik as a Polish-American Diasporic Group 

Participation in the Annual Polish Festival hosted by the Polish Pastoral Mission of 

Our Lady of Częstochowa in Phoenix, Arizona reveals yet another image of the Lajkonik 

group.  In Phoenix Lajkonik becomes a part of greater Polish-American diaspora, which 

shares its Polish heritage with the American public.  Founded in 2004, the Polish festival 

aims to celebrate the native culture of over 10 million Americans of Polish descent who 
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“grew to be Americans while preserving their Polish roots”
214

.  The continuous stage 

entertainment during this two-days event is primarily provided by renowned Polish-

American folkloric ensembles, such as the “Stella Polonia” from Toronto, Canada, the 

“Krakusy” from Los Angeles, and the “Łowiczanie” from San Francisco, as well as by the 

local bands and dance groups like the “Polskie Maki” and the “Giewont Highlanders” both 

from Phoenix, and the “Lajkonik” from Tucson.   

 

 

Figure 71 

VI Polish Festival in Phoenix 2009 Photograph by Darek Kocoń 

 

The organizers of the event emphasize the authenticity and uniqueness of the 

presented costumes, along with dances and music performed in Phoenix.  In the festival flyer 

from 2008, the author stresses, “All artists, dressed in exquisite authentic Polish costumes, 

will present traditional dances from different regions of Poland.”
215

  Similarly, festival foods 

include original Polish pierogies, gołąbki, bigos, kiełbasa, along with homemade pastries, 
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cakes, and imported Polish beer.  Besides enjoying live entertainment and unique food, the 

festival visitors are invited to attend Roman Catholic mass in Polish and to see the exhibition 

of Poland‟s history.  They are also encouraged to visit and use the mission library with an 

extensive collection of Polish books.  All these elements combined constitute a diasporic 

celebration of cultural uniqueness, “a very interesting piece of the great cultural mosaic of 

the United States”.
216

 

  

Lajkonik as a Native Group 

 By contrast, to the American Air Force officers, Lajkonik appeared to be a native 

Polish cultural group, whose performance greatly contributed to the Polish Air Force 

Celebration held on September 9
th

, 2006 at the Air National Guard in Tucson.  Invited by the 

Polish squadron commanders to prepare an artistic programme for a special dinner 

celebrating the Polish Air Force holiday, Lajkonik impressed the American guests with 

colorful costumes and a variety of dances.  In fact, both American and Polish officers became 

so enthusiastic about Polish dances that at some point they joined the Lajkonik dancers on the 

floor and performed together the final Polonez.   

                                                           
216

 5
th

 Annual Polish Festival, April 5-6, 2008 http/www.polishchurchphoenix.org 



259 

 

 

 

Figure 72 

Polish Air Force Celebration September 9, 2006  Photograph from the Lajkonik‟s archives 

 

As Polish commanders later emphasized the Poles were the only group among foreigners 

trained at the Air National Guards in Tucson, who organized a national celebration and 

shared their native traditions with their American hosts.
217

  

 

Lajkonik as a Part of Roman Catholic Parish 

 Another important facet to the Lajkonik‟s identity creates its connection to the Saint 

Cyril Roman Catholic Church in Tucson.  At St. Cyril‟s Multicultural Evening “It‟s a Small 

World”, which took place on October 2001 as well as at the annual St. Cyril‟s Fall Fair held 

in mid-October and at the annual Feast of St. Cyril of Alexandria celebrated in mid-June, 

Lajkonik is perceived as an integral part of this Roman Catholic parish.  In addition to the 

group performances that entertain parishioners and their guests during these festivities, 
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 Monika Głowacka-Musiał, Obchody Dnia Polskiego Lotnictwa w Tucson, published in the Biały 

Orzeł/White Eagle on October 17, 2006. 
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Lajkonik along with the “Solidarity Tucson” also contributes traditional Polish dishes and 

cakes for sale, which benefits both, the parish and the St. Cyril Catholic School. 

  

Figure 73 

Polish food stand at Palm Sunday April 1, 2007 and the St. Cyril Fall Fiesta 2005 

Photographs by Monika Glowacka-Musial and Robert Schmit 

 

 Association of the Lajkonik group with Roman Catholicism resulted in group‟s 

participation in various inter-religious citywide initiatives and events.  For instance, the 

project of celebrating diverse customs related to the end of the year called the Festivals of 

Light hosted by The Tucson Children‟s Museum in December 2003, led program director, 

Xóchitl Gil, to invite the Lajkonik dancers to present their authentic Polish Christmas 

traditions, which are deeply rooted in European Roman Catholicism
218

.  The Polish group, 

viewed as people of distinctive faith, shared their dancing, caroling, and story telling along 

with Muslim (Eid al-Fitr), Indian (Diwali), Celtic and Saxon (Winter Solistice), Jewish 

(Hanukah), African (Kwanzaa), Japanese (Japanese New Year), Latin American (Día de los 

Reyes Magos) and Chinese (Chinese New Year) children‟s groups.  As the director explained 

in her thank you letter to Joanna Schmit, “Festival of Light Series is founded on the principle 

that direct experiences with real materials, cultures, traditions and people create the most 
                                                           
218

 Like at Summer Solstice celebration, at the Festivals of Light, Lajkonik accompanied Magdalena Nowacka 

Jannotta.  
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powerful learning opportunities.”
219

  For this reason, the involvement of the Lajkonik group 

insured that the festival appropriately reflected Polish Catholic Christmas tradition. 

In a similar role of representing the Roman Catholicism, Lajkonik played at the Unity 

Fiestas in September 2000 and 2001.  Organized by the Spiritual Assembly of the Baha‟is of 

East Pima County and Inter-Religious Council of Southern Arizona, these two fiestas 

celebrated unity in diversity.  The events took place in the Leo Rich Theater and Tucson 

Convention Center, respectively. 

 

Lajkonik as a Polish Heritage Children‟s Group 

Also, the members of the Arizona Polish Club view the regular performances of the 

Lajkonik group, given twice a year at the club‟s Christmas and May Dinner Dances, as 

productions of a Polish heritage children‟s group which the club sponsors.  Lajkonik was 

similarly perceived by visitors of the Holiday Market organized in mid-December 2001 by 

the Tucson Arts District.  During the Holiday Market the visitors could listen to live holiday 

music, watch different Christmas performances, and purchase unique and affordable gifts 

handmade by local artisans.  At these popular holiday events the Lajkonik‟s children usually 

sing Polish and American Christmas Carols and perform a few folkloric and children‟s 

dances. 

                                                           
219

 A thank you letter dated on 1/14/04 from Xochitl Gil, Program Director Tucson Children‟s Museum to 

Joanna Schmit in appreciation of participation of Lajkonik in the Festival of Lights “Polish Christmas 

Celebration” December 2003. 
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Figure 74 

APC Christmas Dinner Dance 2008   Photograph by Darek Kocoń 

 

Lajkonik as a Family Group 

Finally, at the annual Family Arts Festival Lajkonik participates as a family group of 

unique artists.  Established in 2000 by the Glassman Foundation and the Tucson Pima Arts 

Council, the Family Arts Festival is a big city carnival, which celebrates the creative spirit of 

artists and audiences alike.  For the past eight years one day of every January over 60 

performing arts groups have presented their shows on multiple stages in downtown Tucson.  

The mission of the festival is “to provide interactive multicultural and multidisciplinary arts 

experiences for all ages, and to showcase a diversity of arts in an accessible setting in the 

heart of downtown Tucson.”
220

  Thus, in addition to stage entertainment, visitors are invited 

to experience the arts up close and personal.  This they do at the Sculpture Tent, Sound Tent, 

and at numerous different Open Projects, such as Tineo Murals, UA Poetry Center, African 

Rhythms, Japanese Drumming, KUAT: Creating animated flip books, and RUMBA: an 
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 Family Arts Festival, A Project of the Tucson Pima Arts Council 

http://www.familyartsfestival.org/mission.htm 

http://www/
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exhibition of recycled art.  “Live the art. Become the art. Recycle the art”
221

 are the main 

festival slogans, which aim to engage children and grownups in creative arts either for a 

winter afternoon or for a lifetime. As it does at the Tucson Meet Yourself, Lajkonik presents 

its finest artistic programme at the Family Arts Festival.  

 

 

Figure 75 

Family Arts Festival 2008 Photograph by Darek Kocoń 

 

Negotiating Programmes 

 Considering many faces of the Lajkonik group, which one sees as either a unique 

neighbor of the Southwest, or a national group, a part of the European community, a Slavic 

ensemble, a part of Polish-American diaspora, a Roman Catholic group, or just a family 

group, one would expect Lajkonik to have multiple repertoires to support these images.  

Surprisingly, however, the programme of this dancing group consists of about twenty dances 
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 Glassman Foundation Family Arts Festival, Sunday January 13
th

 2008 Downtown Tucson, presented by 

Tucson Pima Arts Council – festival brochure 
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and songs, which Lajkonik has added to its repertoire over the years
222

.  Although, the 

number and sequence of the dances varies depending on a profile of specific event, time 

limits for the performance, and an attendance of the group members, the general structure 

remains the same.  Almost each of the festival programs of the Lajkonik begins either with 

the Krakowiak, the Trojak or the Ułani and ends with the Polonez.  In other words, these four 

dances constitute a framework for most of the shows.  Within this framework, the dancers 

present a composition of national, regional, and children‟s dances, which also includes: the 

Kujawiak, the Oberek, the Mazur and Mazurek, the Kucznierz, the Żabiok, the Kołomajki, the 

Beskidy (Owieziok), the Góralskie, the Spisz, the Wściekła Rzeszowska, the Gaik, the 

Poleczka, the Nie chce cię znać, the Paluszek-Ulijanka, the Kukułka and recently added the 

Polka Warszawska. 

 

National Dances 

Both, the opening vivacious Krakowiak and the final stately Polonez belong to the 

category of national dances of Poland, which also include the graceful lively Mazur, the slow 

lyrical Kujawiak, and the fast-paced joyful Oberek.  According to Ada Dziewanowska, the 

author of a monograph on Polish folk dancing
223

, the category of national dances is well 

justified by an enormous popularity these dances achieved in Poland.  First, the five dances 

are well known in all regions of Poland.  Second, they have been used by different social 
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 The sample of the Lajkonik‟s festival programmes is presented in the Appendix 7. 

 
223

 Ada Dziewanowska, 1997, Polish Folk Dances and Songs: a Step by Step Guide. New York: Hippocrene 

Books.  Ada Dziewanowska currently is an artistic director and choreographer of the Syrena Folk Dance 

Ensemble based in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 
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strata.  And third, they “truly reflect the Polish character and spirit,”
224

 which obviously have 

multiple facets.  Although these dances originated among the peasantry, each in a specific 

region of Poland, they were adopted by the gentry and nobility as early as in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 

centuries, and then progressively spread throughout the country.  Via celebrations of the 

nobility these dances eventually found their way to the Polish magnate and royal palaces.  

During the 18
th

 and the 19
th

 centuries they also became fashionable at the aristocratic salons 

and royal courts of Europe, specifically those, which were politically involved with Poland, 

namely Vienna, Paris, Stockholm, Dresden, and Petersburg (Dziewanowska 1997).  Over the 

course of their development, as different social strata and diverse regions of Poland adopted 

the dances, their initial vocal accompaniment was transformed into instrumental 

accompaniment, and thus became much more consistent stylistically.  Similarly, a regional 

variety of steps and figures were gradually converted and refined into more homogenous 

compositions of a particular style.  As such, the dances were embraced by Polish and foreign 

composers, who recreated original folk melodies into virtuosic art forms.  The Krakowiak for 

piano and orchestra op. 14, as well as 58 Mazurkas, and 10 Polonaises written for solo piano 

by Fryderyk Chopin are all acclaimed classical works.  Among other European composers, 

who developed the popular Polish themes were Johann Sebastian Bach, Georg Teleman, 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Ludwig van Beethoven, Modest Mussorgsky, Aleksander 

Borodin, Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Michal Kleofas Ogiński, Stanisław Moniuszko, Henryk 

Wieniawski and Karol Szymanowski (Dziewanowska 1997, Trochimczyk 2007, Wade-

Matthews and Thomson 2002).   
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 History of the Dances of Poland, http://www.syrenadancers.com/content/view/36/2/lang,en/ 



266 

 

 

The early historical diversity within a particular national dance is somehow 

maintained by a lack of strict requirements as to the appropriate costume, which should bear 

characteristics of the area, from which the specific dance originated.  In other words, the 

Krakowiak or Kujawiak do not have to be presented in the costume from Kraków or the 

Kujawy province respectively.  Since every national dance had been developed in various 

regions of Poland, it is a regular practice of the Polish and Polish-American folk dance 

groups to present national dances for various historical and regional outfits regardless 

common preferences of matching a dance with a related costume.  This practice allows for 

greater flexibility in designing stage programmes, which do not require many costume 

changes, and thus many dancers perform on the stage alternatively in order to give the fellow 

dancers a necessary time for change.  Consequently, the small folk dance groups can develop 

fairly rich repertoires without seriously compromising tradition.  Needless to say, this 

practice also works well with limited financial resources, which small ensembles tend to 

have.   

 

Significantly, the Lajkonik‟ s repertoire includes all five national dances and some of 

their variants, namely the Krakowiak, the Kujawiak, the Oberek, the Mazur along with the 

Mazurek (a small Mazur), and the Polonez, each in a special choreography.  The basic pattern 

of steps and figures for particular dances come from the ethnographies by a renowned Polish 

folklorist, Oskar Kolberg, who collected an impressive material on Polish folklore in the 19
th
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century, now a primary source for scholars and amateurs interested in folk cultures.
225

  In 

addition to Kolberg, Joanna Schmit relies on works of contemporary experts and 

distinguished folk choreographers, like Ada Dziewanowska as mentioned above and Witold 

Gruca, who worked with the Gawęda Group.  As Joanna recalls, in his projects, Gruca 

attempted to create dynamic stage compositions by always changing graphical patterns of 

various lines, circles and squares formed by groups of dancers.  He wanted to tell a visual 

story, which engaged performers and audiences alike.  His idea of dramatic adaptation of 

dances profoundly influenced Joanna‟s approach, which has become quite innovative.  

Despite her creative vision and resources, Joanna still faces a considerable challenge as she 

designs particular dance suites for Lajkonik‟s available amateur dancers, who are largely 

women and children.  Unfortunately for her, the majority of Polish dances is performed in 

pairs, and the man plays a dominant role as “the leader and “star” performer” 

(Dziewanowska 1997:26).  Having a few women and young children at her disposal, Joanna 

thus tends to choose less sophisticated variants of dances with simple repetitive figures, 

which can be easily and quickly learned.  However, when a chance comes and talented 

dancers are available, more complicated suites, such as the intricate Mazur and acrobatic 

Oberek are introduced into the group‟s programme
226

.  Now with a growing youth group of 

five young couples the initial challenge has definitely eased and has allowed for including 
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 Oskar Kolberg (1814-1890) was a distinguished Polish ethnographer, folklorist and composer.  He is an 

author of a comprehensive compilation of folk traditions entitled “Lud” (The Folk People), which includes 

customs, rituals, beliefs, ways of life, songs, legends, fairy tales, proverbs, riddles, plays, dances, and costumes 

from all the regions of Poland.  His monumental work consists of 36 volumes (last 3 published after his death). 

 
226

 Initially, the Mazur and the Oberek were presented by Joanna Schmit, Magda Kaczmarska and Klimka 

Szwaykowska. With a departure of Magda and Klimka, those two dances were no longer featuring in the 

Lajkonik‟s programme. 
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more sophisticated dances into the Lajkonik‟s programme.  Furthermore, in the group‟s 

practice, some of the national dances are specifically adopted for either adults or children 

(like the big and small Krakowiak) or for the whole group (the Krakowiak and Polonez).  In 

other words, some dances performed by Lajkonik have different age variants and some have 

also an age inclusive choreography, which involves both older and younger dancers.  This is 

usually the case for the opening dance, which introduces the Lajkonik group to the viewing 

public and for the ending dance, which gathers all performers on the stage for the grand 

finale.  The age variants, on the other hand, allow for keeping a particular dance in the 

group‟s programme regardless of common fluctuations in the membership and attendance.  

For instance, when the group of adult dancers cannot perform the big Krakowiak due to their 

limited number, the children will still present the dance on the festival stage. 

 

Besides choreography, the music poses another challenge.  With a limited access to 

original folk and children‟s recordings, Joanna initially relied on single tapes collected in 

Poland by her relatives and friends.  Consequently, the programme of the group solely 

depended and was limited by the musical pieces, which were available at the time.  The 

addition of new dances became possible soon after Joanna obtained permission to use the 

recordings of the Gawęda Group.  The Lajkonik‟s Ułani, the Oberek as well as the big 

Góralskie and the Mazur with the music from the national operas of “Halka”(“Helen”) and 

“Straszny Dwór” (“The Haunted Manor”) by Stanisław Moniuszko
227

 directly relate to the 

productions of the Gawęda.  Similarly, over the years other folk dance groups have come to 

                                                           
227

 Stanisław Moniuszko (1819-1872) was a Polish composer, who introduced Polish folk themes to the opera 

genre.  He is often called a father of Polish national opera.  
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share their musical recordings with the Lajkonik.  For instance, Dzieci Płocka based in Płock, 

Poland contributed a collection of the notes and recordings of particular musical instruments, 

typically used in popular children‟s and folk melodies.  Likewise, the Łowiczanie Polish Folk 

Ensemble based in San Francisco just recently allowed Lajkonik to use the music along with 

choreography for the Spisz dance.  Additional sources of musical recordings were found in 

the publications of folk dance monographs, like the tutorial by Ada Dziewanowska, or 

special editions of Polish Folk Music: Polonezy, Mazury, Kujawiaki and Krakowiaki 

published by Polskie Nagrania Muza in 1994.  Again, these materials allowed for enrichment 

of the basic repertoire of various regional and national dances.  Recently, with a spread of 

electronic sources, like Google and YouTube, the limitations, which previously restricted the 

access to folk music and dances no longer exist.  Now, free from technical constraints, the 

Lajkonik‟s programme is designed according to the skills of the dancers and specific needs of 

the group, which is representing Polishness to the different festival audiences.  The Polish 

national dances seem to convey its essence. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 76 

Krakowiak at the Octoberfest 2005 Photograph by Robert Schmit 
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Naturally, the trademark dance of the Lajkonik group is the Krakowiak, which 

originated in a vicinity of Kraków, Małopolska (Little Poland).  Some scholars argue that it 

was linked to the courtship ritual.
228

  Krakowiak is a fast dance in double metre with various 

running and stamping strides (the gallop, the hołubiec, and the krzesany) and characteristic 

group figures (the running, the shuffling, and the passing) (Dziewanowska 1997, 

Trochimczyk 2007).   In Lajkonik‟s performance, the Krakowiak is danced by six/eight 

women, who after the standard running, shuffling and passing figures create a backdrop for 

one or two soloists.  At the end of their part, these soloists bring a group of older boys 

followed by the children, who enter the stage just before the Lajkonik, a colorful dancer 

dressed in a Tartar‟s attire, who rides a hobbyhorse.  The group‟s mascot prances in front of 

all dancers until the final note is played, and he then leads the children off the stage.  The 

children‟s variant of the Krakowiak involves two pairs dancing in front of the rest of the 

children, who, for their part, stamp the characteristic rhythm of the Krakowiak at the back of 

the stage.   

Occasionally, the big or small Krakowiak is introduced to the festival audience by the 

old Kraków tune of the Hejnał mariacki, which one of the older boys plays on a trumpet.  

The Heynal often called a Cracovian Hymn has been heard in Kraków every hour of every 

day in accordance with tradition for over 700 years.  A trumpeter, who plays the tune, stands 

by the open window of the highest tower of the St. Mary‟s Church at the Kraków Main 

Market Square, a historical center of the city.   

                                                           
228

 Maja Trochimczyk, Polish Dances: Krakowiak (Cracovienne) 

http://www.usc.edu/dept/polish_music/dance/krakowiak.html 

Also, Maja Trochimczyk, 2007, Polish Dance in Southern California, East European Monographs, Boulder, and 

Distributed by Columbia University Press: New York. 

http://www.usc.edu/dept/polish_music/dance/krakowiak.html
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Figure 77 

Mateusz Schmit plays Cracovian Heynal at the St. Cyril Fiesta 2005   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

For performing the Krakowiak adults and youngsters alike are dressed in lavishly 

ornamented Kraków costumes, which are the most popular traditional costumes in Poland 

and abroad (Trochimczyk 2007).  The women‟s outfits include white shirts, colorful 

embroidered vests, skirts in bold flowery patterns, lace aprons, red leathery boots, and 

bunches of multicolored ribbons attached to the back of the left shoulders and to the wreaths.  

The men, in turn, wear long dark-blue coats decorated with strings of metal plates, which are 

put over the white shirts.  The coats also partly cover the red-white striped pants, which are 

tucked into the black boots.  Men‟s heads are decorated with characteristic four-cornered 

caps (“rogatywki”) with long peacock feathers attached again on their left sides.   

The Kraków costume is the only one, which most of the members of the Lajkonik‟s 

group have by virtue of the collective effort.   Two original skirts donated by Polish 
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community members served as models for Joanna‟s mother, who bought material in Poland 

and sewed the skirts in Tucson.  Since the fabric used for the skirts was quite expensive, the 

skirts worn by the Lajkonik‟s dancers are not as wide as are the originals.  Most of the floral 

head arrangements, tunics, vests and lace aprons were bought in Kraków or in other Polish 

cities, while others were donated or again sewn and embroidered by the group members.  

Similarly, the ribbons were painted and assembled by Joanna Schmit, Grażyna Zreda, Jola 

Kwiedacz, and Renata Kocoń just as were the coral necklaces made either of wooden beads 

or the Christmas and Mardi Gras chains bought on sale at local stores.  Although not red but 

black laced boots (and pumps) for girls, which are used for most of the dances, were also 

purchased at local department stores.  In turn, the “boots” for the boys were made of either 

felt or leatherette in a form of tight covers that mask their regular shoes.  As a result, an 

extensive collection of the original and slightly adjusted Krakow costumes became a 

foundation for various regional outfits used in other dances. 

 

Figure 78 

Kujawiak at Tucson Meet Yourself 2009   Photograph by Darek Kocoń 
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To shift the tempo within a performance, the fast joyful Krakowiak is often coupled 

with the slow sentimental Kujawiak.  In this way the adult dancers can rest from running and 

jumping and also avoid costumes changes, which are commonly used for a sequence of two 

national dances.  Like the Krakowiak, the Kujawiak is performed by a group of six/eight 

women dressed in a Kraków fashion.  Here, a traditional practice of performing specific 

dance in a matching costume (viewed as an integral part of the dance) is compromised by the 

dynamics of the performance and the group‟s limited financial resources, which apparently 

prevent Lajkonik from purchasing original costumes for all dances and all dancers.  For this 

reason, the Kraków outfits that the group possesses serve as a base, which can be partly 

modified to suit the style of the subsequent dance.  For instance, women who do the 

Kujawiak, just after the Krakowiak ends, quickly change the wreaths, remove the ribbons 

from their shoulders, take off the lace aprons, and grab the colorful scarves, with which they 

perform the next dance.  All these changes take several seconds, during which one of the 

group members introduces the Kujawiak to the audience. 

 

The Kujawiak takes its name after the Kujawy province, a part of the Mazowsze‟s 

plains.  It is a dance with a slow tempo commonly done by several couples, who smoothly 

rotate around a large circle (Dziewanowska 1997).  Since there is a shortage of men dancers 

in the group, Lajkonik‟s female dancers gently spin either alone, in pairs, or in a whole group 

together.  While dancing they try to mimic the slow and graceful movements of maidens 

coming from the fields at the sunset, and carrying bunches of wild flowers.  The Kujawiak 

associated with a melancholy and contemplation ends the opening national suite.  
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The second national dance, which originated in the Mazowsze region differs from the 

Kujawiak in many respects, mainly in character and tempo.  Unlike the Kujawiak, the Oberek 

is a fast and vigorous dance for couple with lots of spinning, twirling, and lifting performed 

in 3/8 time (Dziewanowska 1997).   

 

Figure 79 

Oberek at the Slavic Festival 2002 

 

Although the Lajkonik‟s Oberek relates to the Gawęda‟s stage adaptation, which 

involved eight pairs and eight young girls, in Tucson it used to be performed by either two or 

three girls.  Dressed in original astoundingly colorful costumes from Opoczno and Łowicz
229

, 

the girls were running, hopping and spinning together in a quick rhythm, which requires 

much agility from the performers.   
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 The costumes for performing the Oberek were purchased at the Cepelia in Warsaw and from the folk artist in 

Łowicz in Poland.   
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Figure 80 

Mazur 2002   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

Similar skill is needed for dancing the Mazur, which also originated in the Mazowsze 

region of central Poland.  A lively dance in popular triple metre, the Mazur shares common 

rhythm and some choreographic features, such as irregularly spaced accents, with the related 

Kujawiak and Oberek (Dziewanowska 1997).  Unlike other Mazovian dances, however, the 

Mazur became associated with the noble class, and thus it is commonly performed in 

historical costumes of the gentry.  Accordingly, in both national operas Halka (1848) and 

Straszny Dwór (1865) by Stanisław Moniuszko the Mazurs are danced by members of the 

nobility, who wear the kontusze (the typical attire of the Polish nobility of the 16
th

 and 17
th

 

centuries).  The Lajkonik‟s modest adaptation of Moniuszko‟s Mazurs involved only two 

dancers, although both demonstrated considerable proficiency.  In line with the noble 

interpretation, the girls were dressed in white blouses, long light peach colored skirts with 

wide red sashes tided at their waists.  On their feet they wore silver pumps.  Unlike in the 

operas, however, the dress of the Lajkonik‟s dancers replicate the festive clothing typical of 
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Polish petty nobility rather than that of the rich nobles who used to wear expensive 

kontusze
230

. 

 

By contrast, in presenting a small Mazur, the Mazurek, Lajkonik consciously focuses 

on the Mazovian folk tradition and it‟s most spectacular representations.  In other words, 

Mazurek is occasionally performed by a single girl dressed either in the original costume 

from the Kujawy or more often from the Łowicz area in central Mazowsze.  The 

characteristic trait of this rich outfit is a brilliantly colored striped skirt and cape worn on 

white cotton shirt richly embroidered on the collar, gussets and sleeves. This dress is 

considered by many as the most elaborated and beautiful Polish folk costume
231

.  The soloist 

dances her part while holding a bouquet of flowers, which nicely corresponds to the patters 

on her shirt, bodice and lower parts of the skirts.  Again, the Mazurek done solo is a result of 

the complex interplay among physical and artistic skills of available dancers, costumes 

supplies, and dynamics of the performance, which often rely on alternating solo and group 

dances.  The Mazurek solo usually precedes the final Polonez performed by the whole 

ensemble. 
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 See Piskorz-Branekowa, 2008, Poland: Folk Costumes, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: Warszawa, pp.30-31. 
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 See Piskorz-Branekowa, 2008, Poland: Folk Costumes, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: Warszawa, pp. 34-35 
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Figure 81 

Polonez at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2006    Photograph by Malgorzata Wyżga 

 

The Polonez, widely known by its French name “polonaise”, is a slow dignified 

processional dance in ¾ time.  It is customarily performed by couples, who gracefully walk 

around the hall during special public events.  The Polonez derives from the peasant wedding 

dances and is closely related to their later variants of “chodzony” (walking dance), 

“chmielowy” (hops dance) and “świeczkowy” (candle dance).  Once the nobility adopted the 

dance, it became closely associated with a culture of upper classes, and thus were performed 

during important private and public ceremonies, such as christenings, weddings, formal balls, 

and official receptions.  As such, it developed into one of the most representative Polish 

national dances often called the “Grand March of Poland”.  The association of the Polonez 

with the Polish nobility is especially visible in the choice of historical costumes for this 

dance.  As a rule the dancers wear either the kontusze or the empire dresses and cavalry 
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uniforms from the Napoleonic period of the Duchy of Warsaw (1807-1813).
232

  Similarly, a 

style of presenting the dance is courtly.  Characteristic figures of shifting hands, turns, 

frequent bows, parting and passing of the couples, and group promenades are to be executed 

with a noble elegance and dignity (Dziewanowska 1997, Trochimczyk 2007).  

 Although the Polonez performed by Lajkonik involves all dancers of the group, the 

major part is done by women dressed in various national and regional costumes, including 

one kontusz, which was sewn by a garment maker of the National Theater and Opera in 

Warsaw, Poland.   

 

Figure 82 

Jola Kwiedacz in kontusz at the Slavic Festival 2004 

 

It is a fur-lined plain burgundy-colored jacket with long slit-sleeves, which partially covers 

long skirt of rich fabric in the same color.  Since the typical fur hat embellished with jewels 
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 Napoleon Bonaparte established the Duchy of Warsaw in 1807 with one of Napoleon‟s allies, Frederick 

Augustus of Saxony, as Duke.  After Napoleon‟s defeat in Russia, the duchy was occupied by Russian and 

Prussian troops from 1813 until 1815 when at the Congress of Vienna it was partitioned between neighboring 

powers (Zamoyski, (1994) 2007). 



279 

 

 

would have been too expensive, and at any rate, would be virtually impossible to wear and 

dance with in Tucson due to a hot Sonoran weather, the dancer pins her hair up in a stylish 

bun, the only head decoration she has.  Because of local high temperatures, she also prefers 

to wear pumps instead of high leather boots.  These simple changes, occasioned by the local 

climate, fortunately are very much in line with an elegant fashion of the Polish nobility.  

Unlike folk people, the nobility tended to avoid bold patterns and bright contrasting colors in 

their common and ceremonial outfits.  This significant difference between styles of various 

Polish social strata is clearly visible during the Polonez done by the Lajkonik‟s dancers.  

However, it is not social differentiation in Poland that the group aims to demonstrate in this 

dance.  Rather, the colorful parade, which presents the whole group yet involves figures 

focusing on individual dancers, is meant to give the viewers a sample of the richness and 

diversity of Polish traditional culture.  Accordingly, in addition to noblewomen dressed in the 

historical kontusz, other dancers wear folk outfits from Kraków, Podhale, Cieszyn (Silesian 

Beskid), Opoczno, Łowicz, Kujawy as well as White and Green Kurpie respectively.  In a 

way, Lajkonik‟s Polonez, which introduces specific social strata and various regions through 

representative costumes, relates to the first recorded historical event, when the Polonez was 

officially danced at the royal court.  In 1574 during the coronation of French Prince Henry 

Valois in Kraków, the Polonez served to introduce the Polish statesmen and their families to 

their newly elected king (Dziewanowska 1997).   The idea of presenting particular costumes 

as a grand finale of the Lajkonik‟s performances, however, has also local roots.  The 

ceremonious Southwest “Paseo”, during which representatives of various cultures walk on 

the main stage dressed in their traditional clothes, has been a feature of the Tucson Meet 
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Yourself festival each year since 1974.  In an analogous manner, the Polonez performed in 

the end of the Lajkonik‟s programme has become a kind of Polish “Paseo” introducing and 

demonstrating the rich variety of traditional Polish attire set to music, which seems strongly 

similar in purpose to that occurence over 400 years ago at the distant royal court. 

 

Regional Dances 

 The big Trojak, which often opens the Lajkonik‟s performances, plays a similar role 

to the Polish “Paseo”.  The Trojak, however, is less spectacular than the Polonez because of 

the limited variety of costumes presented.  

 

Figure 83 

Trojak at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2006   Photograph by Małgorzata Wyżga 

 

 A very popular Silesian folk dance, the Trojak, accordingly to its name, is performed by 

trios of dancers, a man and two women, who dance a variety of figures to the repetitive 

musical pattern.  This pattern has two alternating parts; a slow dignified one in triple metre 

and the fast action-filled one in double metre (Dziewanowska 1997).  The contrasting 



281 

 

 

musical sequences, in fact, create a multiform engaging dance.  There are three and five trios 

among the adult and children‟s Lajkonik dancers respectively.  Both, the big and small trios 

are dressed in a combination of Cracovian costumes and a Silesian one.  In particular, women 

wear white shirts, colorful vests and red boots from Kraków combined with long, plain but 

glistening skirts with rich wide aprons in the same pastel colors characteristic for Upper 

Silesia region.  (The stylized skirts almost entirely covered by the heavy aprons were meant 

also to fit historical costume of the Duchy of Warsaw in the Mazur).  In addition, women‟s 

heads are decorated with wide flowery wreaths embellished with pearl like beads, all 

modeled on originals.  The men wear either the highlander outfits from the Beskid and 

Podhale regions or the costumes from Kraków and the Łowicz area of the Mazowsze region.  

The diversity in dancers‟ appearance again results from the limited resources available to the 

group.  On the other hand, however, the absence of homogenous costumes adds a 

multicolored glitter to the stage performance, which often turns out to be a group asset.
233

   

 

 The small Trojak, danced by the children, is performed by five trios, four of them 

dancing while the fifth sings a popular song - “Zasiali górale owies” (The highlanders  

sowed oats)
234

.   

                                                           
233

 In contrast to other local folk dance groups that use single attire for their entire performances, Lajkonik 

impresses the audience with a variety of costumes presented during one show. 

 
234

 See the Appendix 4 
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Figure 84 

The “small” Trojak at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2009    Photograph by Darek Kocoń 

 

As are the women described above, the girls are dressed in a combination of costumes from 

Kraków (shirts and vests) and stylized Silesian long skirts covered with glittering bright 

aprons.  The characteristic Silesian wide wreaths nicely decorate girls‟ heads.  In case of the 

girls‟ stylized outfits, faithfulness to the originals is purposely compromised for the stage 

appeal.  Since the small Trojak uses much more repetitive figures than does the big one, the 

bright girls‟ costumes add a necessary flash.  Likewise, the diverse costumes of the boys, one 

from the Silesian Beskid region and two from the Łowicz area, contribute to the 

attractiveness of this dance.   

In contrast to the popular Trojak performed by adults and children, three additional 

dances of the Upper Silesian Beskid Mountain are now done by the group of Lajkonik‟s 

adolescents.  While the “showoff dances” of Kucznierz and Żabiok are presented by young 

men, the joyful Kołomajki is performed by four young couples.   
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According to Ada Dziewanowska, the Kucznierz might have originated from the 

single man‟s weaving dance. In this dance a young man frequently passes a handkerchief 

under his raised knee, supposedly imitating the threading work of weaver.  Women, who 

joined in the dance much later, do not weave but rather wave the handkerchief at men in a 

teasing gesture (Dziewanowska 1997).  Similarly to Trojak, the weaving dance has both 

slower and faster parts, which allow for combining less with more sophisticated figure 

sequences, the latter ones showing the competence of dancers.  In Lajkonik‟s practice, 

Kucznierz is primarily designed for boys, although initially young girls were dancing in a 

separate circle along with older boys.  Instead of handkerchiefs, the boys use hats to pass 

them either under their keens or above their heads in different group patterns.  Initially, the 

boys played with Łowicz hats, which were bigger and softer than the proper highlanders‟ 

caps and easier for children to handle.  Now, as the dancers and their skills have matured, 

they use the original mountaineers‟ caps.  

 

  

Figure 85 

Kucznierz at the Slavic Festival 2004 and at the 4th Avenue Spring Fair 2009 

Photographs by Robert Schmit and Joanna Schmit 
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Like the original weaving dance, the Żabiok meaning a frog dance is designed for 

men to show their strength, agility, and skill.  When imitating the leaping of the frog, the men 

in pairs either jump together from squatting position, or pass one another moving in a push-

up position, or just individually improvise with different jumps and hop schemes 

(Dziewanowska 1997).  The intended flexibility in presenting the dance allows young men 

from the Lajkonik group for some latitude for acting, which involves elements of competition 

and humor or joke playing. 

  

Figure 86 

Żabiok at the St. Cyril Fiesta 2005 and at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2009 

Photographs by Robert Schmit and Darek Kocoń 

 

  Unlike the man oriented Kucznierz and Żabiok, Kołomajki is a typical highlanders‟ 

dance for couples, who move and hop together but never hold each other.  Initially danced by 

the Lajkonik‟s adult female dancers, it is now presented in a form closer to the original dance 

as described by Ada Dziewanowska.
235

  Boys and girls dance side by side at a fast tempo 

creating a composition of ephemeral squares, lines and circles.  As in all Beskid dances the 

boys wear white linen shirts with wide long sleeves, bright red jackets with black pompoms, 

                                                           
235

 Dziewanowska, 1997:348 
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stylized mountaineers‟ pants decorated with a traditional design of parzenice (a heart like 

pattern) and covered on waists by leathery wide belts (these from the Podhale region), and 

also high black boots and black felt hats with red strings.  The girls are dressed in Kraków 

tops and blue skirts dotted with fine colorful flowers.  Unlike the boys, who wear boots in 

rich mountaineers‟ manner, the girls wear kierpce, the traditional had-made leather 

moccasins.  Their braided hair is decorated only with red ribbons and small bunches of fine 

flowers.  

 

  

Figure 87 

Kołomajki at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2009 

Photographs by Joanna Schmit 

 

  Except for the hats, which were brought from Wisła, Upper Silesia, Beskid costumes 

for boys were all made in Tucson, based on an original Silesian outfit, which was donated by 

a Polish community member.  This genuine highlander‟s clothing is now worn by a soloist, 

who with his female partner dances the last suite from the Beskid region, called Owieziok. 

Traditionally, Owieziok is a simple solo dance for a mountaineer couple, which was 

as popular in Polish as in Slovakian parts of the mountains.  Again, it consists of contrasting 
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sequences, a slower, teasing sequence danced separately, and a fast one of turning in place, 

which is danced together (Dziewanowska 1997).  Unlike the girls, who use the stylized 

Podhale costumes for all the Silesian dances, the woman performing Owieziok is dressed in 

an original outfit from Cieszyn, an old Polish border town in the Beskid Mountains.  She 

wears a short sleeve white shirt and a long purple dress with a vest lavishly embroidered in 

silver and gold flowery patterns.  The front of the dress is partly covered with a light pink 

clear apron additionally fasten at the waist with a wide golden sash.  In the case of a married 

women, the dancer‟s forehead is decorated with lace and a glistening scarf tied on the back of 

her head.  To match the color of the bright jacket worn by her partner, she wears short red 

leathery laced boots. 

  

Figure 88 

Owieziok i Wściekła Rzeszowska at the Tucson Meet Yourself 2008 and 2005 

Photographs by Darek Kocoń and Andrzej Weichsel 

 

Dressed in this Beskid attire, the couple also performs another regional solo dance, 

called Wściekła Rzeszowska, originated in the Rzeszów area of the southeastern Poland.  It is 
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a lively, dynamic dance in a double meter with lots of spinning sequences.  To be effective 

and thus attractive to the viewing public, fast turning requires that both partners hold each 

other closely and bend their knees fairly deep.  In this quick dance the wide Beskid dress 

looks absolutely spectacular when twirling around the dancers. 

 

 The next set of regional dances performed by the Lajkonik group comes from the 

culturally distinct Podhale region, and includes the thrilling Góralski/Zbójnicki and the Spisz.  

These dances still regularly performed by the highlanders in Southern Poland were 

historically associated with nomadic Wallachian shepherds as well as brigands, who both 

wandered the Carpathian Mountains in the centuries past.  Dziewanowska emphasizes that a 

Polish mountaineers‟ culture, specifically dances, legends, lyrics and attire have much more 

in common with neighboring Czechs and Slovaks, as well as with Rumanians, Hungarians, 

and Yugoslavs than with the rest of Poland (Dziewanowska 1997, 264).  Still, the 

highlanders‟ dances have become very popular in Poland and they are ordinarily featured in 

repertoires of Polish and Polonian folk dance ensembles (Trochimczyk 2007). 

 Commonly, the Góralski refers to the solo dance of one couple, who perform fancy 

steps and figures separately just facing each other, and they finally touch during the last fast 

turning.  The man attempts to impress his partner with his intricate footwork performed in 

2/4 time, while the women is responding to him with turning and stamping (Dziewanowski 

2007).  In Lajkonik‟s practice initially there were two variants of the Góralskie, the “big” one 

performed by a group of women, and the “small” one performed by a group of young boys.  
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Figure 89 

Big and small Góralskie at the EMAT 2001 and at the Polish Festival in Phoenix 2009 

Photographs by Robert Schmit and Darek Kocoń 

 

Now the grown-up boys do a combination of the Góralski and Zbójnicki, which is a man‟s 

show-off-dance, which consists of squatting and high jumping, including leaping over the 

axes as a part of an axe fighting routine.  For this dance, the young men are dressed in white 

shirts with long broad sleeves put into tight wool felt pants embroidered with a popular local 

pattern of the parzenice.  Traditionally made of threads or strings parzenice in Lajkonik‟s 

version are created from felt.  Similarly, around their waists the boys have wide ornamented 

belts made of leatherette, which imitates well the original heavy leather belts with metal 

clasps and thus not very suitable for acrobatic sequences.  Besides the belts, the only 

decorations of boys‟ plain shirts are metal studs carved in a form that resemble the pattern 

from the pants.  The men‟s black hats are decorated with red bands and hot glued white 

beans, which again substituted the original strings of shells from the Baltic Sea.  Since the 

Lajkonik‟s boys are not married yet, additionally they wear a feather in their caps as a sign of 

an available mountaineer bachelor.   
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 The girls, in addition to the Kraków tops wear multicolored flowered skirts with a 

single wide red ribbon tied in a bow and attached in the front.  This bright ribbon nicely 

corresponds to the three string coral beads that they have around their necks.  Around their 

shoulders they put colorful flowery headscarves, which corners they hold while dancing.  As 

with the Beskidy dances, the girls have their hair fixed in long braids.  They also wear leather 

moccasins as do their male partners just for the Zbójnicki dance. 

 Since young dancers sometimes explain to the public the symbolic meaning of 

particular elements of their traditional attires, they come up with interesting interpretations, 

which demonstrate their own understanding of what they wear and do.  For instance, this is 

how ten-year-old Mateusz Schmit described to the viewers the Podhale mountaineer‟s outfit 

he wore during the EMAT festival in 2002. 

“This is a highlander‟s attire. 

The highlanders wear leathery belts.  

If the highlander has a wide belt that means that he is important. 

Highlanders have feathers in their hats. 

When the highlander has the feather in his hat that means that he is not married. 

Therefore, we all have feathers in our hats and we all have wide belts.” 

 

The improvised explanation voluntarily provided by Mateusz was enthusiastically received 

by the EMAT festival audience.  In this exact form, it became a standard element of the 

Lajkonik‟s programme ever since.  
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Figure 90 

Mateusz Schmit talks about the highlanders‟ costume   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

The next Spisz dance is named after one of three sub-regions of Podhale, Spisz, 

Orawa and Podhale, each slightly differing in terms of music, dances and typical outfits.  It is 

again a dance for couple with two parts of alternating tempo, an opening slow one and an 

ending fast one with lots of turning and leap kicks (Dziewanowska 1997).  Unlike the 

previous dances, the first part of the Spisz is sung in a regional dialect gwara by the 

Lajkonik‟s youth group:  

 

 

Pod mostym 

 

Pod mostym, nad mosty 

Miała jedna dwie 

Cyrwone rózycki 

 

Under the bridge 

 

Under the bridge, over the bridges 

She alone had two 

Red  roses 
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Jednom dała mnie 

 

Jo jom pytoł w piwnicy 

Zeby dała przy świcy 

W piwnicy, przy świcy 

winka sie napić. 

 

One she gave me 

 

I asked her in the basement 

To let me in the candle light  

In the basement, in the candle light 

drink some wine. 

 

 

In this piece the singing is an essential part of dancing.  Accordingly, the young men and 

women sing and dance together to the music in a double metre.  This time the boys modify 

the Góralski outfit by putting on the blue jackets embroidered with colorful flowers.  The 

original three jackets came from a town of Szczawnica, next to Spisz.  They served as models 

for sewing the rest of the Spisz costumes.  The boys also change the kierpce for long black 

boots, which were donated by Mia Hansen, a representative of the Cultural Exchange 

Council of Tucson. 

 

 The very last, recently added dance performed by the Lajkonik‟s adolescents 

represents an urban folklore.   The playful Polka Warszawska, associated with the working 

class, shows the unique character of Warsaw street life in the 1920s and 1930s.  Although the 

name of this dance, polka, which in Polish means a “Polish girl”, has led many to attribute 

the dance‟s origin mistakenly to Poland, the polka originated in Czech lands in the middle of 

19
th

 century.  It‟s name actually comes from the Czech word „pulka‟ – literally “little half” – 

a reference to the short half-steps featuring in the dance.  The lively dance has quickly 

become very popular in all central European countries, including Poland.  Following the 

mass immigration from these countries in the 19
th

 and at early 20
th

 century, it won renown 
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also in the Americas.  The Tucson Native American Tohono O‟odham polka band best 

illustrates the profound influence this dance has exerted just in the United States. 

 According to Maja Trochimczyk, the polka has become an ethnic symbol of the 

American Polonia, (although one that is generally challenged by more recent immigrants), 

and a favorite dance of Polish Americans, often included in the repertoires of their folk 

ensembles (Trochimczyk 2007).  In due course, the Polka Warszawska as a matter of fact 

was introduced to the Lajkonik young dancers by a member of the Łowiczanie, a Polish 

American folk dance group based in San Francisco.  In Tucson, however, the polka is not 

viewed as representing the essence of Polishness
236

, but rather as a playful dance, which 

allows for funny acting and jokes played right on stage, very much in the taste of the group 

adolescents.  Hence, girls in their multicolored old fashion dresses and straw hats casually 

enter the stage and wait for their partners to make up their minds.  Eventually forced by their 

fellows, boys dressed in checkered suits and caps give a single rose to the girl they like.  

After an initial commotion all pairs start dancing together to the old Polish song describing a 

colorful world of this unique sub-culture of the prewar Warsaw.  The initial scene is soon 

repeated, but this time the girls decide with whom they want to dance.  The boy, who is 

chosen, holds in his teeth the rose he was given from the girl, and by this gesture he 

expresses his affection and at the same time mimics the tango style.  The dance ends with 

much laughing from both dancers and the audience. 

                                                           
236

 Polkas frequently feature in monthly dinner dances organized by the Arizona Polish Club.  The Polish 

members of young generation, who attend these social gatherings, do not even know how to dance polka.  
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Figure 91 

Polka Warszawska at the Polish Festival at the Amber Restaurant and Gallery 2009 

Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

 Some of the highly fashionable costumes for this dance were donated by the Polish 

community members, who thoroughly searched their closets for this cause.  Other pieces 

were bought in the local second hand stores, like Savers, and on garage sales.  None of the 

folk costumes, which the Lajkonik‟s group owns, was collected as quickly and effectively as 

the ones for the Polka Warszawska.  With whimsical acting and an array of fancy clothes, the 

Polka brings a comical element into the Lajkonik‟s programme. 
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Children‟s Dances 

 Unlike adult and most of the adolescent‟s dances, the children dances are designed to 

popular songs, which the young performers sing along when dancing.  Here, the songs are 

truly as much of a part of dancing as it is in the folk tradition.  There are two regional songs 

regularly presented by the Lajkonik‟s children, the Gaik, and the Poleczka. 

 

 

 

Figure 92 

Gaik and costumes from Opoczno   Photographs from Joanna Schmit‟s archives 

 

 In Tucson, the Gaik is performed to the well-known Kujawiak from the Opoczno 

region (a part of Mazowsze), entitled “Czerwone jabłuszko” (Red Apple) (Contoski 1953).
237

  

Accordingly, dressed in stylized costumes from Opoczno, the children sing while walking 

and dancing around the Gaik holding its ribbons in their hands.  In Opoczno variant, the girls 

wear Kraków tops combined with red striped skirts and red or blue headscarves with painted 

flowers copied from genuine Opoczno embroideries.  Boys, in turn, are dressed in Łowicz 

                                                           
237

 The text of the “Czerwone jabłuszko” is included in the Lajkonik‟s children‟s dances and songs collected in 

the Appendix 2. 
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tunics (lejbiki), white pants and Łowicz hats.  All elements of these outfits were either made 

or bought in Tucson. 

In Polish folkloric tradition, dancing around the Gaik, a long pole decorated with 

green brunches and multicolored long sashes and ribbons, is closely associated with 

ceremonies of welcoming the spring.  In mid-March after ritual drowning or burning the 

straw mannequin of Marzanna, a symbol of winter and death, the villagers cut a small green 

tree, decorate it with ribbons, feathers and colored egg shells and as a token of a new life 

bring it back to the village (Hodorowicz Knab (1996) 2007).  This ancient Slavic tradition of 

summoning the life power, in Lajkonik‟s performance is reenacted on stage for purely 

aesthetic reasons, namely as a decorative prop for presenting an old folk song.  In fact, the 

children dance around the Gaik to a sentimental love lyric, in which either boy or girl talks to 

their loved one in riddles.
238

  Obviously, the choice of the song performed by the young 

children next to the Gaik is based on its musical value rather than its content, quite far from 

the songs performed by the Gaik party.  To be sure, the group of young villagers, who used 

to tour their neighbors‟ houses with the decorated green brunches early in spring, had a very 

specific purpose, namely to bring spring to the village but at the same time, to collect 

samples of foods and small gifts presented to them as a returned favor.  To accomplish this, 

in their songs the Gaik party first wish good health, harvest, and happiness for the farmers, 

but then request a free food, such as a basket of eggs (see Hodorowicz Knab, 2007:86-89).  

Consequently, the immediate connection between the traditional songs once used in the Gaik 

ceremonies and the old love song performed by the Lajkonik‟s children would be hard to 

                                                           
238

 If it is a girl or boy depends on particular version of the song. 
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find.  Distant from the Gaik ritual, nevertheless the “Czerwone jabłuszko” enchants with its 

melody and lyrics.  The riddles frequently repeated in the song somehow hide the emotions 

of the couple and expose the playful element of the song seemingly more suitable for the 

children.  The melody, however, still carries a melancholy and longing for something that is 

not easily found.  Perhaps, one may argue that a purely aesthetic combination of the old ritual 

and a love song has indeed a deeper correlation.  A calling for life in bringing spring may not 

be very far from the calling for true passion. 

 

 Like the sentimental Gaik created for the stage performance in Tucson, the joyful 

Poleczka Tramblanka
239

 was also designed to be a part of the stage repertoire.   Based on a 

folk melody recorded in the Opoczno region, Eugeniusz Papliński composed the Tramblanka 

for the Polish State Folk Ballet “Mazowsze” in the 1950s.  Although created by a modern 

composer for a professional dance ensemble, the Tramblanka soon attained such a popularity 

that became adopted by the Polish amateur folk dance groups, including the ones from the 

Opoczno region (Dziewanowska 1997).  Sung in a local dialect, the Poleczka expresses a 

pure joy of dancing, running and jumping.  Since the quick Tramblanka is often coupled with 

the slow Gaik, the Lajkonik‟s children perform the Tramblanka dressed in the same eclectic 

colorful costumes, although the girls additionally hold white handkerchiefs in their hands. 

Two pairs of children dance different figures of various chains, windmills, crosses and stars 

clearly enjoying running across the stage.  The white handkerchiefs finely emphasize their 

energetic movements. 

                                                           
239

 The text of the “Poleczka Tramblanka” is presented in the Lajkonik‟s children‟s dances and songs collected 

in the Appendix 4 
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Figure 93 

Poleczka at the Slavic Festival 2002   Photograph by Joanna Schmit 

 

 The only children‟s dance, which frequently opens the Lajkonik‟s festival 

performances is a popular Polish soldier song “Przybyli ułani pod okienko” (The Lancers 

Came by the Window)
240

 presented mainly by young boys.  Dressed in costumes that imitate 

historical uniforms of the Polish Lancers from the Duchy of Warsaw period, the boys either 

ride their hobbyhorses or march to the song reenacting the plot of the song‟s lyrics.  

Accordingly, at night the lancers arrive to the village and stop by a window.  They knock at it 

and ask to water their horses.  Soon a maiden in nightgown appears and starts questioning the 

visitors.  As they explain to the girl their purpose and current needs, the lancers present 

themselves as brave defenders of their country, who fight for its freedom against many foes.  

The girl is so impressed that she invites the lancers to her home.  Following the Gawęda‟s 

theatrical adaptation of the song, The Lajkonik‟s children recreate only the first stanzas of the 

song and of course slightly modify the original scenario.  As the boys arrive on the stage, 

                                                           
240

 The text of the Ułani is included in the children‟s dances and songs collected in the Appendix 4.  
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they stop by a beautifully painted window
241

, in which a girl dressed in the Kraków costume 

already smiles at them.  While dancing, the boys proudly present their uniforms and soldier 

skills of regimented marching and horse back riding.  The girl impressed by their skill and 

appearance smiles even more to them and to the audience. 

 

 

Figure 94 

Ułani at the Tucson Meet Yourself 2000 and Alexia Kocoń at the EMAT 2007 

 

 Besides an apparent decorative purpose, the lavishly painted window in the Łowicz 

fashion, exhibited on the stage during the Ułani song, refers also to ancient Polish customs of 

announcing marriageable daughters, who lived within the branded house. According to 

Hodorowicz Knab, different regions had different ways of marking houses, in which maidens 

were ready to marriage.  Dotting or painting the windows were the most popular 

(Hodorowicz Knab, 2007: 181).  Another eye-catching elements on the stage are the boys‟ 

costumes that directly relate to the famous Polish lancers, which served under Napoleon
242

.  

                                                           
241

 The window was painted and decorated by Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta. 

 
242

 See Zamoyski, Adam, The Polish Way: A Thousand-year History of the Poles and their Culture, pp.264. 



299 

 

 

The elegant lancers‟ uniforms along with the four-cornered hats, made by group members, 

were sewn from deep blue felt and then decorated with golden strings and buttons.  Similarly, 

the hobbyhorses were fabricated from broomsticks and pieces of sponge covered by yellow, 

brown and gray felt, all bought in local stores.
243

.  In regard to the historical costumes, the 

Ułani corresponds to the Polonez, and therefore serves as an opening song, which frames the 

performance along with the Polish Paseo.  

 

 The final group of the children‟s dances consists of four popular kindergartners‟ 

pieces the Kukułka, the Nie chce cię znać, the Paluszek, and the Ulijanka.  Originated in folk 

tradition, all four somehow illustrate common situations among playing children.
244

  The first 

song invites children to come together and play.  Its short lyric describes a common Polish 

bird, the cuckoo, which sits on a high tree branch, and calls loudly “coo-coo”.  The children 

invite each other to mimic a sound, which the cuckoo makes, and repeat it together.  While 

they sing, they first march in pairs forward and backward, and then, during the refrain, stand 

facing each other and clap their hands together.  According to the game rules, each time they 

repeat the song, they add one more sound of “coo-coo”.   

Unlike the Kukulka, which gathers children to play together, the Nie chcę cię znać (I 

Do Not Want to Know You) refers to common crisis situations, in which playmates first 

argue and then attempt to come to the agreement, forgetting the temporary differences 

between their world views and opinions.  Accordingly, the children dancing this song in pairs 

                                                           
243

 The lancers‟ costumes and hobbyhorses were made by Jola Kwiedacz and Grażyna Zreda. 

 
244

 The texts of these four songs are included in Appendix 4. 
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first depart from each other and turn their backs to their partners.  A moment later they turn 

back, call each other to come closer, take their hands and dance together in a circle.  Like in 

many children‟s songs, the same sequence is repeated several times. 

The Paluszek (Little Finger) in turn, is a song, which enumerates particular body parts 

and their essential functions.  Hence, the fingers are to point to a colorful apron, eyes to 

wink, mouth and teeth to receive candies, and little hands and legs to dance like a little duck.  

While singing, the children show their fingers and hands, and then point to their eyes, mouths 

and legs respectively.  All these body parts appear to be quite useful for the presentation of 

the next song.    

 

Figure 95 

Paluszek at the Saint Cyril Fiesta 2004   Photograph by Robert Schmit 

 

Indeed, the Paluszek is commonly combined with the Ulijanka, a song named after a 

little girl.  The Ulijanka, in fact, is a game, in which players show exactly what they sing 

about.  Thus, the children address Ulijanka, a girl from the song, and they ask her to kneel 
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down, put her hands on her hips, pull her hair, wash her face, brush her hair, put her clothes 

on, stand up and choose someone she wishes to play with.  As the children sing subsequent 

commands, they imitate Ulijanka‟s imaginary actions.   

The children‟s songs are presented in various costumes.  Since there are no precise 

requirements as to the appropriate outfits, and the time limitations of the performances 

constrain many costume changes, the children perform kindergartners‟ dances in Kraków, 

Łowicz or Silesian outfits depending on a sequence of dances in particular festival 

programme.  Regardless of the kinds of costumes, the children receive an enthusiastic 

response from every festival audience.  They are viewed as altogether charming.  And they 

are a sign of the living ethnic tradition. 

 

Festival Announcements, Stage Decorations and Props 

 Naturally, the introductions of the group to the festival audiences along with the 

announcements of the subsequent dances constitute an integral part of the programme.  The 

prologue uttered either in English or Polish, usually presented after first two dances, serves to 

welcome the viewers of the specific cultural event and briefly introduce Lajkonik to them.  In 

this introductory part, the fitting image of the group is appropriately highlighted in regard to 

the specific festival profile.  For instance, at the Family Arts Festival 2007, the speaker 

emphasized especially the familial character of the group, in which various family members 

were involved to pass on the tradition and have fun.  Implicitly, engaging in various 

traditions and artistic experiences as well as having fun are also the main purposes of the 

Family Arts Festival: 
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“Welcome to the performance of Polish dances and songs presented to you by a few 

Polish families from Tucson.  Our group was created about 10 years ago and our goal is to 

teach our kids about their Polish heritage and also share this heritage at festival like FAF. We 

meet once a week at St. Cyril Church of Alexandria to learn about Polish culture and have 

fun.  We are sponsored by Arizona Polish Club of Tucson as well as Solidarity Tucson as 

well as by private Polish people and people loving international culture to whom we are very 

grateful, because thanks to their support and hard work of sewing moms and grandmas we 

can present to you wonderful Polish costumes and culture.” 

 

On the other hand, at the 2009 Annual Polish Festival hosted by the Polish Pastoral Mission 

of Our Lady of Częstochowa in Phoenix, Arizona, three speakers, an adult and two children, 

put emphasis on the Lajkonik‟s connections with Polonian community and its main activities, 

such as celebrating mass in Polish language, maintaining Polish customs, and supporting 

Catholic charities.  In Phoenix, the Lajkonik‟s presenters not only spoke Polish, but also 

referred to the well-known Polish dance group Gawęda and the specific regions of Poland, 

which names should be familiar to Polish-American diaspora members.  They also invited 

the audience to join Lajkonik in dancing and singing.  The latter would be extremely difficult 

for non-Polish speakers:   

Dzień Dobry, 

 

(Hania Musial, Marta Kiela, Pawel Kiela) 

 

M. 

Serdecznie witamy Państwa na występie 

naszego zespołu Lajkonik z Tucson w 

Arizonie. 

 

H. 

Nasz zespół istnieje 10 lat i występuje kilka 

razy w roku na lokalnych festiwalach w 

Tucson, w domach spokojnej starości oraz 

w czasie naszych polonijnych uroczystości. 

 

Good Morning,   

 

(Hania Musial, Marta Kiela, Pawel Kiela) 

 

M. 

Welcome to the performance of our group 

Lajkonik from Tucson, Arizona. 

 

 

H. 

Our group exists 10 years and performs 

several times a year at the local festivals, 

nursing homes as well as during our 

Polonian ceremonies. 
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M.  

Pracujemy przy kościele Św. Cyryla z 

Aleksandrii w Tucson, przy którym raz w 

miesiącu pod przewodnictwem księdza 

Edwarda gromadzi się na polskiej mszy 

Polonia z Tucson. 

 

H. 

Dyrektorem i założycielem zespołu jest 

pani Joanna Schmit, była uczestniczka 

polskiego zespołu Gawęda, a na co dzień 

inżynier optyki. 

 

M.  

Przedstawiamy Państwu tańce i pieśni z 

różnych regionów Polski, a głównie z gór, 

Śląska, Kurpii i Warszawy. 

 

 

H. 

Piękne stroje i rekwizyty jakie Państwo 

zobaczą wykonane są głównie przez 

naszych zdolnych i pracowitych rodziców. 

Część strojów została zakupiona w Polsce, 

a część otrzymaliśmy od naszej Polonii w 

Tucson. 

 

P 

Fundusze na stroje mamy dzięki donacjom 

organizacji “Solidarity Tucson” oraz 

Arizona Polish Club of Tucson. 

 

P 

Nasz zespół jest zespołem rodzinnym i 

liczy ponad 30 osób. Wystepują w nim 

dzieci, młodzież jak również rodzice. 

Naszym celem jest podtrzymywanie 

polskiej kultury wśród polskich rodzin oraz 

przedstawianie piękna polskiej kultury w 

Tucson i w Arizonie. 

 

H. 

Zapraszamy na nasz występ, do wspólnego 

M. 

We work at church of St. Cyril of 

Alexandria in Tucson, where Polonia from 

Tucson gather once a month for a Polish 

mass celebrated by Father Edward. 

 

 

H. 

A director and founder of the group, Joanna 

Schmit, formerly was a member of the 

Polish group Gawęda, and now is an 

optical engineer. 

 

M. 

We will present to you the dances and 

songs from various regions of Poland, 

mainly from the mountains, Silesia, 

Kurpie, and Warsaw. 

 

H. 

Beautiful costumes and props, which you 

will see, are mostly made by our talented 

and hard-working parents.  Some of the 

costumes were bought in Poland and some 

we have received from our Polish 

community members in Tucson. 

 

P. 

Funds for our costumes come from 

donations of the “Solidarity Tucson” and 

the Arizona Polish Club of Tucson. 

 

P. 

Our group is a family group, which 

consists of over 30 persons.  Children, 

youth and also parents perform with the 

group.  Our purpose is to maintain Polish 

culture among Polish families as well as to 

present the beauty of Polish culture in 

Tucson and in Arizona. 

 

H. 

We invite you to see our performance and 
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śpiewania i tańca. Życzymy wszystkim 

miłych wrażeń. 

 

sing and dance along with us.  We hope 

that you have a great time with us. 

 

Besides identity adjustment for a specific occasion, the introduction of the group‟s 

performance commonly includes information about Lajkonik‟s origin, character, purpose, and 

its weekly meetings at the St. Cyril Parish along with the names of main group sponsors.  

With that basic information provided at the beginning of the show, the additional 

announcements focus on describing the dances, their historically significant places of origin, 

selected legends linked to those places and their inhabitants, and finally the costumes and 

their symbolism.  These brief announcements not only play an educational role, but also 

regulate the tempo of the performance and backstage preparations.  Since Mateusz‟s initial 

success in telling the highlander‟s story, announcements are often done by the children.  

Here, Marta Kiela introduces the Polish tradition of the Gaik. She somehow avoids talking 

about rather weak connections between the Gaik and the song: 

“In spring time, the girls decorate a young tree with flowers and ribbons. This 

decorated tree is called the “Gaik” The girls walk with the “Gaik” from one house to another 

and sing songs. We will sing “Czerwone jabłuszko” (Red Apple). 

 

Decorations of the stage as well as stage props constitute another essential element of 

the programme.  In their narratives, the speakers often refer to particular stage props, 

pictures, and emblems, which frame the performance and at the same time define the 

performing group.  For instance, the portrait of the Lajkonik figure with the name of the 

group above it frequently serves to introduce the group and also illustrates the Lajkonik‟s 

legend.  Similarly, the impressive paper-cuttings displayed in the back of the stage emphasize 
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the folkloric profile of the group, while the signs with the name of Poland define its ethnic 

heritage.  All of these components, the dances, costumes, announcements, stage props and 

decorations serve to construct Polishness „for sale‟. 

 

  

Figure 96 

Lajkonik‟s group and painted Łowicz wheelbarrow   Photographs from the Lajkonik‟s archives 

 

Constructing Polishness 

 Defining the essence of culture involves a few familiar processes, such as drawing on 

old native traditions, selection of heritages, building ethnic pride, searching for authenticity 

and integration of community.  Apparently the multi-faceted identity of the Lajkonik group, 

as demonstrated in the first sections of this chapter, derives from the richness of Polish 

culture, long history of Polish State, and its geopolitical location between Russia and 

Germany.  Poland is an integral part of Europe, as well as a part of ethnic and linguistic 

community of Slavic Peoples.  Baptized in the Roman rite, in 966 it became a state and a part 

of Western Christendom.  For centuries a powerful Commonwealth of diverse cultures, in 

1795 it disappeared completely from the map of Europe for over a hundred years.  After 
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many attempts to recover its sovereignty it finally proclaimed it in 1918, just twenty years 

before devastating forces of fascism and Stalinism took their toll on the Old Continent.  In 

1980s with the Solidarity movement, Poles contributed to bringing down the Soviet system in 

Central and Eastern Europe, which eventually collapsed in 1991.  In 2004 Poland once again 

became a legitimate member of the Western European Community as it joined the European 

Union.  The changing fortunes of the Polish State frequently caused many people to leave 

their native country and look for new homes.  Polish diasporas have formed across the world, 

including the United States and Arizona.  In Tucson, founded by members of the Polish-

American community, Lajkonik is to maintain Polish heritage and represent it to the 

Tucsonans during various festivals, fiestas and other cultural celebrations.  In presenting 

Polishness the group heavily draws upon the established traditions, but also includes some 

new local elements.  What is to be presented is carefully selected and the selection regards all 

elements of the performance. 

 

Selection of Traditions 

 During a few moments before the show begins, group members quickly decorate the 

stage.  Depending on the character of the festival, they put up numerous or just a few icons of 

Polishness, choosing from an emblem with the name of Poland, Polish national flags with 

white eagle, as well as white and red flowers and balloons.  The sign with the name of the 

group illustrated by the colorful Lajkonik‟s figure is commonly placed in front of the stage.  

In addition, if the stage is substantial and sturdy, the heavy large panels with paper-cuttings 

are exhibited.  While national symbols and colors are self-evident, the presence of paper-
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cuttings reveals a diasporic context, in which folklore is closely associated with a Polish 

heritage.  

 A great number of publications about Polish customs, myths, traditions, kitchen, folk 

medicine and even language published in the United States are illustrated by paper-cuttings.  

The front covers of a series of books on Polish culture by Sophie Hodorowicz Knab present 

reproductions of Łowicz paper-cuttings.  “Polish Folklore and Myth” edited by Joanne Asala 

is entirely illustrated by original “wycinanki” designed by Alice Wadowski-Bak.  Likewise, a 

series of textbooks for learning Polish as a Second Language by Oscar E. Swan, “First Year 

Polish” and “Intermediate Polish” are embellished with paper cuttings by folk artists, 

Madgalena Gliński and Magdalena Novacka, respectively.  As a result, the paper-cuttings 

became symbols of Polishness.  In Tucson, for many years the art of “wycinanki” created by 

Magdalena Nowacka-Jannotta have solely represented Polish culture at numerous cultural 

events.  Lajkonik maintains and adds to this tradition. 

 Besides a variety of Polish symbols, Lajkonik has in its programme all five national 

dances.  Most representative, the Krakowiak and Polonez usually frame the whole 

performance.  Significantly, the Krakowiak was the first dance ever presented by the group, 

which somehow defined its strong national character.  The choice of the name for the group 

along with the selection of its basic costume directly linked the Polish-Tucsonans with 

Kraków, the historical capital of Poland, a seat of Polish kings and a strong cultural center.  

Accordingly, the only Polish legends recalled in the dance announcements pertain to the 

history and culture of Kraków.  While the first one explains the Lajkonik‟s figure, the second 

one illustrates the Cracovian Heynal.   
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Kraków also is associated with the last heroic deeds of Prince Józef Poniatowski, who 

stayed there to defend the Duchy of Warsaw after Napoleon‟s retreat from Russia.  After 

rejecting Tsar Aleksander‟s proposal of joining the Russian army, Poniatowski and his 

lancers continued to serve Napoleon till the Battle of Nations at Leipzig.  The ever faithful 

Vistula Lancers were allowed to stay with Napoleon as his symbolic guards during his exile 

on Elba.  The famous Polish Chevaux-Légers, who became a model of honor, bravery and 

valor for many generations of Poles
245

 appear on the Tucson stages in the Ułani song.  Their 

legendary figures evoke one of the most powerful national myths of the military glory.  

Consequently, by no mistake, Mazurek Dąbrowskiego, which was written in 1797 when the 

first Polish Legions under Napoleon‟s aegis were formed, in 1927 became the Polish 

National Anthem.  In the announcement introducing the song about lancers, the speaker 

emphasizes that the white eagle embroidered on their hats is a symbol of Poland.   

 

 The Mazurek danced by the Lajkonik‟s soloist evokes another national symbol, the 

most beautiful folk outfit, the Łowicz dress.  This Mazovian outfit became famous all over 

the world along with the “Mazowsze” State Ensemble named after the Mazowsze region of 

Poland.  “Mazowsze” has promoted a rich folkloric culture of Central Poland and other Polish 

ethnographic regions in 51 countries on 6 continents.
246

  The Łowicz attire is commonly 

featured in covers of the group‟s audio and visual recordings.  In Tucson, Magda 

                                                           
245

 See Zamoyski, Adam, The Polish Way: A Thousand-year History of the Poles and their Culture, pp.258-266. 

 
246

 “State Folk Group of Song and Dance „Mazowsze‟” was established in 1948. http://www.mazowsze.waw.pl/ 
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Kaczmarska danced the Mazurek dressed in original Łowicz outfit in front of the Mayor of 

Tucson, Robert E. Walkup, during St. Patrick Day celebration in 2005. 

In addition to national dances, a bulk of the Lajkonik‟s regional repertoire is 

associated with Polish Highlanders, the unique ethnic group in Poland that still maintains its 

distinctive way of life.  Polish mountaineers (górale) continue to speak their old dialects 

(gwara), wear their traditional cloths, build their wood houses, shepherd their herds of sheep 

on the high altitude meadows (hale) and celebrate in their traditional manner.  Their folkloric 

art, music, songs and dances are very much a part of their everyday life (Dziewanowska 

1997).  A capital of Polish Tatras, Zakopane has been a strong cultural center since the turn 

of the last century.  The stylish resort has attracted many Polish artists, writers, and 

composers, who included local art, music and legends into their works
247

.  Also, Polish-

American diaspora shows a strong influence of the highlander‟s culture.  The górale, who 

live in the United States, lovingly preserve their native traditions.  The folk dance group of 

the Giewont Highlanders based in Phoenix, is closely associated with “The Polish 

Highlanders Alliance of America” established in 1929 in Chicago, Illinois.  This organization 

has also many branches in the Podhale region, including Zakopane.  The Giewont group 

participated in the Southwest Vatras and taught some of the Lajkonik‟s dancers the intricate 

steps of the Zbójnicki dance.  To learn from the real highlanders was a rare and valuable 

opportunity.   

                                                           
247

 Some of the notable residents of Zakopane were composer Karol Szymanowski, writers Jan Kasprowicz, 

Władyslaw Orkan, Kornel Makuszyński, Stanisław Witkiewicz, Stanisław Ignacy Witkiewicz (Witkacy), and 

sculptor Władysław Hasior. 
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Figure 97 

Giewont highlanders at the Southwest Vatra 2009   Photograph by Paweł Musiał 

 

Quest for Authenticity 

 Original music, dances and costumes play a fundamental role in constructing the 

Polishness „for sale‟.  As the first sections of this chapter demonstrate, there is a great 

demand for authentic products.  The sponsors of the multicultural and ethnic festivals as well 

as participants, and audiences, they all expect to encounter true Poles, who dressed in their 

traditional clothing, present their authentic dances, and sing their popular songs in their real 

language.  

Although having an extensive collection of original costumes improves the quality of 

the performance, and adds to its authenticity, it is rarely possible for a small family ensemble 

to afford it.  Folk costumes sewn for professional dance groups are very expensive.  Those 

made by the local artists in Poland are not cheap either.
248

  The high price of the authentic 

folk costumes, however, is not the only challenge. 

                                                           
248

 Interestingly, artists who sew the costumes based on originals from distinct ethnographic regions, often 

display the official seal of approval issued by a special state commissions (Krajowa Komisja Artystyczno-

Etnograficzna w Krakowie – Fundacja “Cepelia” Polska Sztuka i Rękodzieło w Warszawie; http://www.cepelia 

pl./komisje), which certifies their capacity of reproducing the authentic costumes.  These costumes are usually 

http://www.cepelia/
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 Performing in the authentic outfits can be a challenge by itself.  The original Łowicz 

woman‟s dress weights 14 kilograms (30.8 lbs.), while the tight Highlanders pants made of 

rough thick wool, are impossible to wear on a bare skin.  In Tucson the use of original Polish 

clothing is additionally put to the test by the hot Sonoran weather.  Dancing in the sun while 

wearing the thick wool outfits is rather a memorable experience.  The dancers can hardly 

smile.  To be sure, one of the highlanders from Liptów when commenting on similar 

situation said, “Kto by sie ta piók w starych holoszniach!”
249

 (“Who would roast himself in 

old woolen pants!”). 

 The authenticity of the outfits is compromised not only by costs, costume features and 

climate but also by their stage appeal.  The Polish peasants‟ everyday clothing as portrayed 

by Oscar Kolberg would barely suit the requirements of the stage performance.  By nature, 

the stage promotes the most spectacular outfits that impress the public with the brilliance of 

colors and patterns.  Accordingly, the folk costumes made for dance ensembles often display 

brighter colors and are made of lighter fabrics, which not only allow for but also emphasize 

the swift movements of the dancers.  Perhaps, the adjustments of the folk outfits meant for 

the stage are not in opposition to their previous evolution, in which changing lifestyles, 

access to natural and synthetic materials and dyes, as well as different fashions and outside 

influences have continuously shaped their appearance.  The present forms of many folk 

outfits arbitrarily certified by the state ethnographers may be viewed as ones frozen in time.  

                                                                                                                                                                                    

handmade from natural fabrics, such as linen, cotton and wool. View the web-site of one of the costumes stores: 

http:// www.perfekt.krakow.pl 

 
249

 Antoni Kroh, 2000, Sklep Potrzeb Kulturalnych, Prószynski i S-ka: Warszawa,  p.23 

http://www.perfekt.krakow.pl/
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Nevertheless, these approved authentic costumes constitute the models that folk dance groups 

seek to imitate. 

 In the Lajkonik‟s quest for authenticity a conspicuous lack of financial resources has 

been counterbalanced by both creativity and common sense.  For instance, instead of 

embroidering vests, ribbons and head decorations, parents use either strips of fabric or paints 

and copy the embroidery motifs.  Likewise, local white beans were used to substitute for 

Baltic shells in decorating the highlanders‟ hats.  In response to local climate conditions, 

cotton pants and skirts replaced the original woolen ones.  Also, combining elements from 

different costumes, like putting on Cracovian shirts and vests together with Silesian skirts 

and wreaths, can be well explained in the context of strict time limitations and fast tempo of 

the performance.  Keeping the same tops while changing the skirts
250

 and head decorations is 

simply more effective. 

By the same token, borrowing costumes more suitable for the children for a specific 

dance became a regular Lajkonik‟s practice.  Łowicz outfits and hats were initially used in 

the Kucznierz, a “showoff dance” from the Beskid region.  As soon as the boys grew up and 

gained enough experience the dance started to be performed in appropriate Beskid outfits.  

Similarly, the typical couple dances, the Góralskie and Kołomajki, previously presented by a 

group of women, now are danced by five young couples.  Here, the evolution of Lajkonik‟s 

dances towards greater authenticity proceeded along with growing children and incoming 

dancers.  The gradual development of the group, in which the dancers improve their 

                                                           
250

 Skirts of young girls are often Velcro-fastened to help in fast changing. 
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performance, and at the same time increase their authenticity, would not be possible without 

a support of many people. 

 

Integration of Community and Building Ethnic Pride 

Indeed, Lajkonik integrates a variety of people to begin with its diverse members.  

Engineers, scholars, students, military personnel, construction workers, housewives, and 

businessmen come together to uphold their native traditions and language and pass them on 

to their children.  In their continuous efforts to adjust their busy schedules, encourage their 

children to participate in weekly classes and rehearsals and also prepare the festival 

programmes, they receive a generous support from their families and friends in Poland, 

Polish-Tucsonans, larger Polish-American diaspora, different ethnic groups and city-wide 

organizations.  Many of the original folk costumes were bought in Poland by relatives of the 

group members.  Others were donated by Poles, who live in Tucson or other American cities.  

Krystyna Parafinczuk, who used to run the Polish dance group “Stokrotki” in Chicago offered 

Lajkonik skirts, petticoats, and Kraków vests. Polish and Polish–American dance groups, 

such as “Gawęda”, “Dzieci Płocka” and “Łowiczanie” shared with Lajkonik their music, 

choreography and experience.  Similarly, the Rusyny Folk Dance Ensemble has frequently 

invited the Lajkonik‟s dancers for the highlanders‟ workshops.  Saly Lefko, an artistic 

director of the Mexican dance group, donated white pants and red skirts for the Lajkonik‟s 

young dancers.  To return the favor, Joanna created for her group, interested in international 

dances, choreography for the Mazur and Polka Tramblanka.  Finally, Mia Hansen, a 

president of the Cultural Exchange Council of Tucson and a former member of international 
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dance ensembles recently contributed to the group the Kraków vests, Podhale shirts, and 

dance boots. This collective effort results in performances, which bring joy to people, and 

impress them with variety of dances, and costumes.  Last but not least, the performances of 

Lajkonik build the ethnic pride. 

In March 2009, the Arizona Polish Club bulletin published the following information:  

Patrick Schmit received the 3
rd

 place finish in the Tanque Verde Optimist 

Club essay contest.  The topic this year was “The Power of Youth”.  Patrick 

chose to address the prompt by discussing his work with the Lajkonik Polish 

dance group and its involvement within the Tucson community. Specifically 

he wrote about the ways the group brings understanding and joy to others 

through the sharing of Polish songs and dance. He also revealed that his 

involvement with the group brought such happiness and appreciation. Patrick 

received a plaque, medal and thesaurus for his work. Congratulations 

Patrick!
251

 

This news was repeated in the “Solidarity Tucson” newsletter published in April.  

Patrick‟s essay is better understood in the context of numerous thank you letters and 

certificates of appreciation that Joanna Schmit continues to receive from different sponsors of 

festivals.  For instance, in March 2004, Curt Pederson, the current president of EMAT along 

with Anne and Bob Baker, the Entertainment Coordinators expressed their gratitude for the 

Lajkonik‟s dancers,  

Dear Joanna, On behalf of the entire EMAT Spring Fair committee and the 

EMAT Board of Directors, thank you for helping to make this EMAT Fair the 

best ever! We are always impressed with the high quality entertainment your 

group brings to the Fair! Well!!! You did surprise us once again!! Your group 

is a delight to watch and they are improving more each time we see you. Your 

little ones steal the show and it is so great to see children learning their 

traditional dances.
252

   

                                                           
251

 Patrick‟s Schmit letter is attached in Appendix 8 

 
252

 The letter from the EMAT written on March 23, 2004 is kept in the Lajkonik‟s archives. 
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A year later in June 2005, Lisa Falk, Director of Education of the Arizona State 

Museum wrote similar letter:  

Dear Joanna, Thank you for participating in Arizona State Museum‟s 6
th

 

annual Marking the Solstice: A Multicultural Celebration event June 18, 2005. 

Over 1,200 people attended this year‟s Solstice celebration, the culminating 

program of our free family series Culture Craft Saturday. We had great 

publicity, including full-page editorial pieces in the Tucson Weekly, Tucson 

Citizen and the “Caliente” section of the Arizona Daily Star.  We got many 

enthusiastic comments about great mix of performances, presentations and 

hands-on activities. The performance by Lajkonik was wonderful!” Ms. Falk 

added in handwriting: “Thanks to the kids – so beautiful!
253

 

In addition to official recognition, Lajkonik‟s performances are warmly received by 

various audiences.  However, a majority of those, who after the shows come to the dancers in 

order to express their appreciation, are of Polish origin.  They come to say that they are proud 

to be Polish and that they greatly enjoyed a piece of Poland they just saw on the stage. 

 

 

Conclusion 

So, what is a piece of true Poland?  According to Katarzyna Rokicka, the author of 

the article published in the Polish biweekly Biały Orzeł/White Eagle entitled “Lajkonik z 

Tucson – kawałek prawdziwej Polski”
254

, it is a familiar name and special gatherings where 

Poles feel at home, even at the Sonoran Desert.  Indeed, the piece of true Poland in Tucson is 

a group of people, who keep getting together on Friday rehearsals, Sunday classes, and 

multiple festivals in order to share language, customs, traditions and beliefs.  This 
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 The letter from the Arizona State Museum written on June 28, 2005 is kept in the Lajkonik‟s archives. 
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 Rokicka, Katarzyna, Kawałek prawdziwej Polski, published on November 28, 2006, in Biały Orzeł/White 

Eagle. 
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community of identity practices constitutes a locus of authenticity, a source of ethnic pride, 

and it is also a living experience of diverse cultural influences.  The Polish Paseo seems to 

encapsulate all these elements that create the essence of Polishness in Tucson.  Perhaps, that 

is why we end our performances with the Polonez. 

 

 

Figure 98 

Polonez at the Slavic Festival 2004   Photograph by Robert Schmit 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

 

Niyi Akinnaso once told me that an anthropologist needs to own a community 

otherwise he or she would not be an anthropologist.  I cannot imagine the community I 

would associate myself more than with the Lajkonik of Tucson.   

Established 5.000 miles away from a native land, a green country in Central Europe, 

this community was set in a new and strange environment of the Sonoran Desert.  Based on a 

grassroots initiative of a few families who associate themselves with Poland and have been 

supported by local institutions, Polish folkloric dance group Lajkonik before long became 

one of the icons of Tucson.   

While representing the Southwestern city, Lajkonik has been recognized as a truly 

Polish group by Polish visitors who have been coming to Tucson.  One of them, Katarzyna 

Rokicka, published an article in the Polish-American biweekly White Eagle, entitled: 

“Lajkonik z Tucson – kawałek prawdziwej Polski”, which means Lajkonik of Tucson – a 

piece of true Poland.  In her article Rokicka described her impressions of a newcomer, and 

emphasized a role the Lajkonik played for her family, namely - a group of people, at whose 

gatherings she and her daughter could feel at home, even at the exotic Sonoran desert. 

 

“How has a piece of true Poland been created in the Old Pueblo on the Sonoran 

Desert, and not only that, how has it been thriving there ever since” - became my research 

question.  In a way, the title of the article somehow defined the nature of the Lajkonik‟s 
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dance group and thus also the framework for my thesis: “Lajkonik of Tucson – a piece of true 

Poland: Constructing Polish-American identities in an ethnically heterogeneous society.”  

The first part of my title encapsulates basic elements of the diasporic experience, such as 

fragmentation, distance, reproduction and longing for authenticity.  The second part of the 

title in turn refers to the actual practices of producing diasporic identities in the Southwestern 

city.  And as it is, a daily practice of constructing diasporic identities simultaneously involves 

three phenomena:  a quest for authenticity (a piece of true Poland), negotiating heritages 

(Lajkonik of Tucson) and building the community (a piece of Poland).  In other words, 

Lajkonik, a Polish-American community of identity practices that relates to homeland and its 

past, negotiates different local influences, and integrates people, who have common purpose, 

namely one to uphold and share with others a familiar tradition that gives meaning to their 

lives. 

 

Upholding native tradition plays a fundamental role for a diaspora, which is 

contingent on community and continuity.  Thus, a few families of the Lajkonik group, who 

associate themselves with Poland, reproduce its past in multiple ways. They speak and 

communicate in Polish language, teach their children the heritage tongue, follow the Polish 

calendar of traditional holidays and national celebrations, and continue to explore Polish 

culture.  They also create and perform the very essence of Polishness in local multicultural 

festivals. 

While constructing the Polishness „for sale‟, Lajkonik‟s group does not make 

selection of native traditions alone, but includes also those associated with the Polish-
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American diaspora.  The quest for providing authentic experiences is additionally 

compromised by the group‟s limited financial resources, local hot weather, stage appeal, and 

dynamics of performances.  Inevitably, the reproduction of the past is affected by presence, 

in which the past is performed. 

Negotiations of past and present experiences constitute a diasporic life. In addition to 

reproducing native culture, Polish-Tucsonans by now use local languages, practice diverse 

customs and create a variety of syncretic artistic representations.  Celebrations of native and 

local traditions, in turn, integrate different generations and people who constantly get 

together to share their common practices and beliefs.  

In short, Lajkonik of Tucson creates a locus of authenticity, represents a living 

experience of diverse influences and joins diverse people together.  In performing these vital 

interrelated functions, the group constitutes a source of diasporic identity and community in 

an ethnically heterogeneous context. 
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The article by Katarzyna Rokicka published in Biały Orzeł/White Eagle on November 28, 
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APPENDIX 2  

 

The essay by Czesław Miłosz published in Special Supplement to April 1982 National 

Geographic. 
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APPENDIX 3     

 

Topics of Sunday classes: 

Spring 2008 

1. Tradycje wielkanocne: O 

wielkanocnym stole 

2. Tradycje wielkanocne: Święconka 

3. Wiosna: Rozmowa z bocianem 

4. Pierwszy dzień wiosny i Marzanna 

5. Prima Aprilis 

6. Wiosenne przebudzenie zwierząt 

7. Zwierzęta nocne: Ćma 

8. Dzień Matki 

9. Znaczek pocztowy z Tucson 

 

 

 

1. Easter traditions: On Easter table 

 

2. Easter traditions: Easter food basket 

3. Spring: Conversation with stork 

4. First day of Spring and Marzanna 

5. April Fool 

6. Spring awaking of animals 

7. Nocturnal animals: moth 

8. Mother‟s Day 

9. Post stamp from Tucson 

2008/2009 

1. Wakacyjne skarby 

2. Fryderyk Chopin: Pianino 

3. Fryderyk Chopin: Deszcz  

4. Owoce rosnące w Polsce: Entliczek 

Pentliczek Jana Brzechwy 

5. Polskie warzywa: Na Straganie 

Jana Brzechwy  

6. Złoty liść 

7. Jak wygląda wiatr 

8. Pastorałka i krakowska szopka 

9. Kartka na Boże Narodzenie: 

 

1. Vacation‟s treasures 

2. Fryderyk Chopin: Piano 

3. Fryderyk Chopin: Rain 

4. Fruits growing in Poland: Entliczek 

Pentliczek by Jan Brzechwa 

5. Polish vegetables: On the Street 

Booth by Jan Brzechwa 

6. Golden leaf 

7. How does wind look like? 

8. Nativity play  

9. Postcard for Christmas:  
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Życzenia Świąteczne 

10. Tradycje wigilijne 

11. Noworoczne dary 

12. Śnieżynki, szron i mróz 

13. Sporty zimowe 

14. Kalendarz, luty i rok przestępny 

15. Maskarada: Karnawał 

16. Zegary stare i nowe 

17. Dzień i noc: Mikołaj Kopernik 

18. Polskie Zamki: Ballada o trzech 

słowach: Przepraszam, proszę i 

dziękuję. 

19. Zwiastuny wiosny w Polsce 

20. Wielkanoc 

21. Zwyczaje wielkanocne: Śmigus 

Dyngus, Kurek i Gaik 

22. Kwiecień: wiosenne kwiaty 

23. Lech i biały orzeł: legenda 

 

Christmas wishes 

10. Christmas traditions 

11. The gifts of New Year 

12. Snowflakes, frost, cold 

13. Winter sports 

14. Calendar, February and leap year 

15. Masquerade: Carnival 

16. Old and new clocks 

17. Day and night: Mikołaj Kopernik 

18. Polish Castles: A story about three 

words: sorry, please and thank you. 

 

19. Heralds of Spring 

20. Easter 

21. Easter traditions: Wet Monday, 

Kurek, Spring Wreath 

22. April: Spring flowers 

23. Lech and white eagle: a legend 
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APPENDIX 4  

Polish children‟s songs practiced during Friday rehearsals and presented during various 

festivals: 

 

CZERWONE JABŁUSZKO 

Czerwone jabłuszko upadło pod łóżko, 

Spodobało mi się Jasiowe serduszko. 

 

Gęsi za wodą,  

kaczki za wodą, 

Uciekaj dziewczyno, bo cię pobodą. 

Ja ci buzi dam, ty mi buzi dasz, 

Ja cię nie wydam, ty mnie nie wydasz. 

 

Mazurek, mazureczek, 

Oberek obereczek 

Kujawiak, kujawiaczek, 

Choćże Maryś do mnie, choć, choć. 

 

Nie patrz na mnie z krzywa, ja nie lubię tego 

Ja sama wesoła, lubię wesołego. 

  

Gęsi za wodą,  

kaczki za wodą, 

Uciekaj dziewczyno, bo cię pobodą. 

Ja ci buzi dam, ty mi buzi dasz. 

Ja cię nie wydam, ty mnie nie wydasz. 

 

Mazurek, mazureczek, 

Oberek, obereczek 

Kujawiak, kujawiaczek, 

Choćże Maryś do mnie, choć, choć. 

 

 

This song has different text variants
255

 

RED APPLE 

Red apple fell under the bed, 

I became charmed by John‟s heart. 

 

Geese are beyond the pond,  

ducks are beyond the pond, 

Run away my girl or they will snap at you. 

I will kiss you once. you will kiss me once,  

I will not betray you, you will not betray me. 

Mazurek, mazureczek, 

Oberek obereczek 

Kujawiak, kujawiaczek, 

Come to me Maryś, come, come. 

Do not look at me like that, I do not like it,  

I am cheerful, and I like cheerful boys. 

 

Geese are beyond the pond,  

ducks are beyond the pond, 

Run away my girl or they will snap at you. 

I will kiss you once, you will kiss me once,  

I will not betray you, you will not betray me. 

Mazurek, mazureczek, 

Oberek, obereczek 

Kujawiak, kujawiaczek, 

Come to me Maryś, come, come. 

 

 

 

                                                           
255

 See Wacholc, Maria, 2002, Śpiewnik Polski, Oficyna Wydawnicza “Impuls”: Kraków, p. 176 
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POLECZKA TRAMBLANKA 

 

Oj zagrajta nam poleczkę, poleczkę, 

poleczkę 

Oj zatańczymy troszeczkę 

Oj zatańczymy troszeczkę 

Oj zagrajta nam poleczkę 

Oj zatańczymy troszeczkę. 

 

Dobra poleczka, bo skoczna, bo skoczna, 

bo skoczna 

 

Ale najlepsza z Opoczna 

Ale najlepsza z Opoczna 

Dobra poleczka bo skoczna 

Ale najlepsza z Opoczna. 

 

 

LITTLE POLKA TRAMBLANKA 

 

Oy play us little polka, little polka, little 

polka 

Oy we will dance a little 

Oy we will dance a little 

Oy play us little polka 

Oy we will dance a little. 

 

The little polka is good because it is lively, 

because it is lively, because it is lively 

 

But the best one is from Opoczno 

But the best one is from Opoczno 

The little polka is good because it is lively 

But the best one is from Opoczno. 
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PRZYBYLI UŁANI POD 

OKIENKO 
 

Text written by Feliks Gwiżdż in 1914 

 

1. Przybyli ułani pod okienko, 

Przybyli ułani pod okienko. 

Stukają pukają, puść panienko, 

Stukają pukają, puść panienko. 

 

3. O Jezu, a cóż to za wojacy? 

O Jezu, a cóż to za wojacy? 

Otwieraj, nie bój się, my czwartacy, 

Otwieraj, nie bój się, my czwartacy. 

 

 

 

4. Przyszliśmy napoić nasze konie, 

Przyszliśmy napoić nasze konie, 

Za nami piechoty całe błonie, 

Za nami piechoty całe błonie. 

 

THE LANCERS CAME BY THE WINDOW 

 

 

 

 

1. Lancers came riding and stopped by the 

window, 

Lancers came riding and stopped by the window, 

They knock and call, let us in fair maid, 

They knock and call, let us in fair maid. 

3. Oh Jesus, who are these warriors? 

Oh Jesus, who are these warriors? 

Open, and don‟t be afraid, we are from the fourth 

regiment, 

Open, and don‟t be afraid, we are from the fourth 

regiment. 

 

4. We came to water our horses, 

We came to water our horses. 

Lots of infantry follows us, 

Lots of infantry follows us. 
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KUKUŁKA 

“Siedzi sobie kukułka na wysokim buku, 

Ile razy tam spojrzę tyle razy “kuku”. 

 

Śpiewajmy: 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra kuku 

ojra tarira ojra.” 

 

 

CUCKOO 

“The cuckoo sits on the high beech tree, 

Each time I look there, there is “coo, coo”. 

 

Let‟s sing: 

“ojra tarira ojra coo, coo 

ojra tarira ojra coo, coo 

ojra tarira ojra coo, coo 

ojra tarira ojra.‟” 

 

NIE CHCĘ CIĘ ZNAĆ 

 

Nie chcę cię,  

Nie chcę cię, 

Nie chcę cię znać. 

 

Choć do mnie, 

Choć do mnie, 

Rączkę mi daj. 

 

Prawą mi daj, 

Lewą mi daj, 

I już się na mnie nie gniewaj. 

 

Prawą mi daj, 

Lewą mi daj, 

I już się na mnie nie gniewaj. 

 

I DO NOT WANT TO KNOW YOU 

 

I do not want, 

I do not want, 

I do not want to know you. 

 

Come to me, 

Come to me, 

Give me your little hand. 

 

Give me your right, 

Give me your left, 

And do not be angry with me anymore. 

 

Give me your right, 

Give me your left, 

And do not be angry with me anymore. 
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TU PALUSZEK 

 

Tu paluszek, tu paluszek, 

Kolorowy mam fartuszek. 

 

Tu jest rączka, a tu druga, 

A tu oczko do mnie mruga. 

 

Tu jest buźka, tu ząbeczki, 

Tu wpadają cukiereczki. 

 

Tu jest nóżka i tu nóżka, 

Chodź zatańczyć jak kaczuszka. 

 

 

HERE IS A LITTLE FINGER 

 

Here is a little finger, here is a little finger, 

I have a colorful apron. 

 

Here is a little hand, here is the other one, 

And here a little eye winks to me. 

 

Here is a little face, and here are little teeth, 

Here go candies. 

 

Here is a little leg, and here is a little leg, 

Come to dance like a little ducky. 

 

 

 

ULIJANKA 

 

Uli Ulijanko, klęknij na kolanko, 

Podeprzyj se boczki, 

Chwyć się za warkoczki, 

Umyj się, uczesz się, ubierz się, 

I wybieraj kogo chcesz. 

 

 

ULIJANKA 

 

Uli Ulijanka, kneel down, 

Put your hands on your hips 

Pull on your braids, 

Wash yourself, brush your hair, get dress 

And choose whom you wish. 
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TROJAK 
 

Zasiali górale owies, owies, 

Od końca do końca, tak jest, tak jest. 

Zasiali górale żytko, żytko, 

Od końca do końca, wszystko, wszystko! 

 

A mom ci ja mendelicek, w domu dwa, w domu 

dwa, 

U sąsiada śwarnych dzieuch gromada, gromada 

A mom ci ja trzy mendele, w domu dwa, w domu 

dwa, 

żadna mi się nie podoba, tylko ta, tylko ta. 

 

Zasiali górale owies, owies 

Od końca do końca, tak jest, tak jest! 

Pożeli gorale żytko, żytko, 

Od końca do końca wszystko, wszystko! 

 

A na polu góraliczek gromada, gromada, 

Czemużeś się wydawała, kiejś młoda, kiejś młoda 

Czemużeś się wydawała, kiejś mała, kiejś mała, 

Będzie z ciebie gospodyni niedbała, niedbała. 

 

TROJAK 
 

Highland folks were sowing oats, oats, 

From near end to far end, that‟s right, that‟s right. 

Highland folks were sowing rye, rye, 

From near end to far end, everything, everything! 

 

I have shock of oats, two at home, two at home! 

My neighbor has a group of great girls, a group 

I have three shocks of rye, two at home, two at home! 

I like none, but this one, only this one. 

 

 

 

Highland folks were sowing oats, oats 

From near end to far end, that‟s right, that‟s right, 

Highland folks were reaping rye, rye, 

From near end to far end, everything, everything! 

 

On the field there is a group of highland girls, a group, 

Why have you married when you are still young,  

when you are still young, 

Why have you married when you are still small,  

when you are still small, 

You will be a poor housekeeper, poor. 
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APPENDIX  5 

 

The booklet of the Amber Restaurant and Gallery 
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APPENDIX  6 

 

Selected materials used by Joanna Schmit for preparing Friday rehearsals and festival 

programmes: 

 

Folk Dances and Songs: 

Borowski, Ryszard, 1998, Kolędy, Wydawnictwo Polonia Records. 

Bednarzowa, Bożena, Maria Młodzikowska, 1996, Tańce: poradnik metodyczny, 

Wydawnictwa Akademii Wychowania Fizycznego. 
 

Chotomska, Wanda, 1988, Tańce polskie, Nasza Księgarnia, Warszawa. 

 

Dances of Poland, University Press Aberdeen Scotland (print copy without references) 

 

Dąbrowska, Władysława Grażyna, 2006, Taniec w polskiej tradycji: Leksykon/DVD, 

Wydawnictwo Muza S.A.: Warszawa. 
 

Dziewanowska, Ada, 1997, Polish Folk Dances and Songs: a Step by Step Guide. New York: 

Hippocrene Books. Also, http://www.syrenadancers.com  

Furgalińska, Joanna, 2009, Entliczek pentliczek czyli polskie wyliczanki, Wydawnictwo 

Sonia Draga, Katowice. 

Hryniewiecka, Jadwiga, 1990, 5 Tanców Polskich, Centralny Ośrodek Metodyki 

Upowszechniania Kultury, Warszawa. 

 

Hryn-Kuśmierek, Zuzanna Śliwa, 2007, Encyklopedia Tradycji Polskich, Wydawnictwo 

Publikat S.A. 

 

Jakubowski, Krzysztof, 2007, Polskie Tańce Narodowe: Przykładowe układy towarzyskie dla 

potrzeb szkolnych zabaw tanecznych, Wydawnictwo AWF: Warszawa. 

Ludwig, Irena, 1962, Tańce Polskie, Orbis Polonia: London. 

 

Kreiner-Bogdanska, Agnieszka, Christmas Carols for Instrumental Ensemble. 

 

Kuźniecow, Janusz, W mojej małej ojczyźnie: Wielkopolska, Edukacja regionalna – 

dziedzictwo kulturowe w regionie, Wydawnictwo Dermat. 

 

Marcinkowa, Janina, 1996, Tańce Beskidu i Pogórza Cieszyńskiego, Centrum Animacji 

Kultury, Warszawa. 

 

Mazur, Paweł, 2005, Piosenki Ludowe, Wydawnictwo Muzyczne Contra: Warszawa. 



356 

 

 

Michalikowa Lidia, Folklor Górali i Pogórzan Ziemi Sądeckiej: Nuty, Wydawnictwa CK. 

Michalikowa Lidia, 1990, Folklor Górali i Pogórzan Ziemi Sądeckiej, Centralny Ośrodek 

Metodyki Upowszechniania Kultury: Warszawa. 

 

Mierczyński, Stanisław, 1973, Muzyka Podhala, Polskie Wydawnictwo Muzyczne: Kraków. 

 

“Polish Dances – Following in Oskar Kolberg‟s Wake” a series of videotapes published by 

the Folk Culture Foundation and Studio of Educational Programmes in Polish TV. 

 

Polska Muzyka Ludowa: Śląsk, Mazowsze, Kaszuby, Nowy Sącz, Kurpie, Wydawnictwo 

Accord Song. 

 

Rogoszówna, Zofia, 1993, Sroczka kaszkę warzyła, Wydawnictwo STO: Bielsko-Biała. 

Ścisłowski, Jan, 1994, Las, Państwowe Wydawnictwo Rolnicze i Leśne: Warszawa (a 

context for the Kukułka song). 

 

Sources of Polish Folk Music, Polish Studio Folk Collection, 1997, Radiowe Centrum 

Kultury Ludowej i Polskie Radio S.A.: Warszawa. 

 

Szancer, Marcin, Jan, and Piotr Robert Thor, 1988, Kolędy, Wydawnictwo Alfa: Warszawa. 
 

Szelburg-Zarębina, Ewa, 1996, Niedzielne Wierszyki, Akwilon Wydawnictwo Piotra i 

Pawła: Poznań. 

 

Szelc-Mays, Magdalena, 2003, Tańce malowane: podręcznik dla dzieci w wieku 

przedszkolnym i wczesnoszkolnym, Universitas, Kraków. 

 

Śląsk: 50
th

 Anniversary Concert: Live from Katowice Poland, The National Ballet of Poland 

im. Stanisława Hadyny, Grand Entertainment Inc. 2003. 

 

The Golden Book of Polish Songs (print copy without references) 

 

Videos of various folk dance groups, which performed at the Festival of Polonian Folk 

Dance Ensembles in Rzeszów. 

 

Wacholc, Maria, 2002, Śpiewnik Polski, Oficyna Wydawnicza “Impuls”: Kraków. 

 

Wieman, Maria, 2008, Polskie Tańce Ludowe, Triangel: Warszawa. 

 

Wolska, Helen, Dances of Poland, 1952, Crown Publishers: New York. 
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Zachwatowicz-Jasieńska, Katarzyna, 1991, Piosenki które śpiewali dziadkowie, gdy byli 

mali, Wydawnictwa Szkolne i Pedagogiczne: Warszawa. 

 

Folk Costumes and Art: 

Ataman, M. et al, 1989, Rękodzieło ludowe i artystyczne Cepelii: Informator dla 

sprzedawcy, Ośrodek badawczo-rozwojowy Cepelia: Warszawa. 

 

Atlas Polskich Strojów Ludowych, Polskie Towarzystwo Ludoznawcze: 

Jan Piotr Dekowski, Strój Piotrkowski,  

Franciszek Kotula, Strój Łańcucki,  

Aleksandra Jacher-Tyszkowa, Strój Kielecki,  

Jadwiga Świątkowska, Strój Łowicki,  

Edyta Starek, Strój Spiski. 

Frys, Ewa, Anna Iracka, Marian Pokropek, 1988, Folk Art in Poland, Arkady: Warsaw 

 

Jabłoński, Rafał, 2001, Poland, Wydawnictwo Festina, Warsaw. 

 

Karwicka, Teresa, 1995, Ubiory ludowe w Polsce, Polskie Towarzystwo Ludoznawcze: 

Wrocław. 

 

Królikowska, Elżbieta, 2000, The Polish Folk Dress: Guide to the Permanent Exhibition, The 

State Ethnographical Museum: Warsaw.   

 

Majewski, Lech, Janusz Pulnar, 2001, Polish Folk Art: Łowicz, Oficyna Wydawnicza MW: 

Warszawa. 

 

Piskorz-Branekowa, Elżbieta, 2007, Polskie Stroje Ludowe, Vol.1, 2, 3 in series: “Ocalić od 

zapomnienia”, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: Warszawa. 

 

Piskorz-Branekowa, Elżbieta, 2005, Polskie hafty i koronki, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: 

Warszawa. 

 

Piskorz-Branekowa, Elżbieta, 2008, Biżuteria ludowa w Polsce, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: 

Warszawa. 

 

Piskorz-Branekowa, Elżbieta, 2008, Poland: Folk Costumes, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: 

Warszawa. 

 

Polish Peasant Art, Monthly Revue. 

 

Polska Sercem Malowana – Poland Painted with A Heart – Works of Zofia Stryjeńska.  

 

Polskie Stroje Ludowe, Centralny Dom Twórczości Ludowej. 
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Sieradzka, Anna, 2005, Poland‟s Living Folk Culture, Wydawnictwo Parma Press, Marki. 

 

Szczucka, Anna, Joanna Kulakowska-Lis (eds.), 2001, Folklore: Polish Folk Culture, Bosz 

Art, Olszanica. 

 

Śledzikowski, Tadeusz, Polska: Zabytki drewniane, Wydawnictwo Kluszczyński. 

 

Links to other folk ensembles: 

Dzieci Płocka http://www.dzieciplocka.pl/ 

Gawęda http://www.gaweda.waw.pl 

Jedlinok z Wrocławia 

Łowiczanie http://www.polishfolk.org/ 

Syrena z Milwaukee http://wwwsyrenadancers.com 

Zespół SGH w Warszawie http://www.zpitsgh.pl 

http://asso.nordnet.fr/kalina/kalina_liens_gb.htm 

http://www.google.com/Top/Arts/Performing_Arts/Dance/Folk/Eastern_European/Polish/ 

http://www.usc.edu/dept/polish_music/dance/dancelinks.html 

 

 

The stores – a great source of information about costumes: 

www.stroje.pl 

www.perfekt.krakow.pl 

www.bartosz44.in.lub.pl 

www.stroje_ludowe.ipr.pl 

www.polonez2.ipr.pl 

www.euromag.ipr.pl 

www.olga.com.pl 

www.stroje_regionalne.pl 

www.rekodzielo.krakow.pl 

www.stroje-ludowe.klp.pl 

www.biz.akces.pl 

www.mnp.art.pl/2005/stroje/galeria.html 

www.fotoinfo.pl/sobstr096.html 

 

 

National and Folk Traditions: 

Baranowska, Marzena and Tomasz Janecki, 2004, Polska: Szkolna Encyklopedia 

Przyrodniczo-Krajoznawcza, Środowisko, Mieszkańcy, Symbole Narodowe, Centrum 

Edukacji Dziecięcej, Publicat S.A. Poznań. 

 

Brynkus Józef et al., Poczet Władców Polski, Wydawnictwo Kluszczyński. 

 

http://www.dzieciplocka.pl/
http://www.gaweda.waw.pl/
http://wwwsyrenadancers.com/
http://www/
http://www.stroje.pl/
http://www.bartosz44.in.lub.pl/
http://www.stroje_ludowe.ipr.pl/
http://www.polonez2.ipr.pl/
http://www.euromag.ipr.pl/
http://www.olga.com.pl/
http://www.stroje_regionalne.pl/
http://www.rekodzielo.krakow.pl/
http://www.stroje-ludowe.klp.pl/
http://www.biz.akces.pl/
http://www.mnp.art.pl/2005/stroje/galeria.html
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Bzdęga, Jan, 1992, Biskupianie, Centralny Ośrodek Metodyki Upowszechniania Kultury: 

Warszawa. 

Grotnik, Ewa, 1957, Polskie Kolędy i Pastorałki, Polskie Wydawnictwo Muzyczne, Kraków. 

Grzegorzewska, Jadwiga and Maria Kaczurbina, 1986, Mało nas: Polskie dziecięce zabawy 

ludowe, Nasza Księgarnia: Warszawa. 

 

Hetman, Grzegorz, 2005, Co wiem o swojej ojczyźnie? Wychowanie patriotyczne 6-9 lat, 

Oficyna Wydawnicza Promocja: Wrocław. 

 

Hodorowicz Knab, Sophie, (1996) 2007, Polish Customs, Traditions and Folklore, 

Hippocerne Books: New York. 

 

Ogrodowska, Barbara, 2008, Polskie obrzędy i zwyczaje rodzinne, Wydawnictwo Muza SA: 

Warszawa. 

 

Skuza, Zbigniew, 2006, Ginące zawody w Polsce, Wydawnictwo Muza SA:Warszawa. 

 

Piłat, Zbigniew, 2000, Atlas Historyczny: szkoła podstawowa, Wydawnictwo Dermat: 

Warszawa. 
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APPENDIX 7 

Selected festival programmes of the Lajkonik group over the years 2003-2008: 

LAJKONIK – TMY‟03 
 

KRAKOWIAK 
KUJAWIAK (dziewczyny nie tanczace pomagaja chlopakom sciagnac krakowskie stroje) 
GORALSKIE MALE (male bez wiankow, duze chustki) 
GORALSKIE DUZE (dziewczyny nie tanczace pomagaja chlopakom zalozyc stroje do ulanow)  DUZE DZIEWCZYNY 
KIERPCE 
ULANI (zalozyc wianki i duze chustki) ( male dziewczyny oddaja chustki i szybko sa wstawiane z powrotem na scene) 
ULIJANKA (chlopcom trzeba pomoc przebrac sie do Kucznierza gdyz dziewczyny tanczace same sie przebieraja) 
KARUZELA (dzieciaki zostaja na scenie po Ulijance) 
KUCZNIERZ 
GAIK (male chusteczki na glowe i moze nowe spodniczki) 
MAZUR (LUB MAZUREK) 
POLONEZ 
 
 
 

LAJKONIK-program-_2003-4 
 

Mazur 

GORALSKIE MALE 

Goralskie duze 

ULIJANKA 

KARUZELA 

KRAKOWIAK 

Kujawiak 

BABA 

GAIK 

ULANI 

Mazuerek 

KUCZNIERZ 

POLONEZ 

 

LAJKONIK – EMAT 03.04 
 

 
1. ULANI (male bez wiankow, duze chustki) 
2. GORALSKIE DUZE  
3. GORALSKIE MALE (male bez wiankow, duze chustki) 
4. KRAKOWIAK 
5. ULIJANKA  
6. KARUZELA  
7. KUCZNIERZ 
8. KUJAWIAK 
9. GAIK (male chusteczki na glowe nowe spodniczki) 
10. POLONEZ 
11. MAZUREK 
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LAJKONIK – FAF‟05 
 

 
1. KRAKOWIAK 
2. KUJAWIAK  
3. Paluszek/ 
4. Ulijanka 
5. GORALSKIE DUZE  
6. GORALSKIE MALE (male bez wiankow, duze chustki) 
7. KOLOMAJKI  
8. ZABIOK 
9. Poleczka/ (chusteczki na glowe i w reku, spodnice w paski) 
10. Nie chce 
11. KUCZNIERZ 
12. BESKIDY-Obwieziok 
13. Gaik  
14. POLONEZ 

 
 

 

LAJKONIK – Phoenix‟05 
 

1.   KRAKOWIAK 
2.   KUJAWIAK  
3.   Paluszek/ 
4.   Ulijanka 
5.   GORALSKIE DUZE  
6.   GORALSKIE MALE (male bez wiankow, duze chustki) 
7.     KOLOMAJKI  
8.   ZABIOK 
9.     Poleczka/ (chusteczki na glowe i w reku, spodnice w paski) 
10.   Nie chce 
11.   KUCZNIERZ 
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12.   BESKIDY-Obwieziok 
13.   Gaik  
14.   Ulani 
15.   POLONEZ 

 
  
 
 

LAJKONIK St. Cyril 2005  
 

1. TROJAK  
2. Ulani   

i. Hejnal Chlopcy - krakowskie 
3. KRAKOWIAK 
4. KUJAWIAK  Chlopcy: goralskie(ciupagi, czapki, pasy) 
5.      Paluszek-Ulijanka  
6. KOLOMAJKI   Dziewczynki:  

a. dostaja chustki w kwiaty, 
b. zdejmuja wianki,    

  
7. Goralskie male 
   Mateusz zapowiada: Chlopcy – czrewone kamizelki, pasy zostaja    

    
8. Zabiok  Dziewczyki – niebieskie chusti i czerwone spodnice                
9. Poleczka       Gaik przygotowany              
10. Gaik     
11. BESKIDY  Chlopcy: lowickie (czarne katany i czapki)     

 Dziewczyki –biale chusteczki 
12. Nie chce 
13. Kucznierz                      
14. POLONEZ   
15. Karuzela 

 

Oktoberfest  2005 – Lajkonik 

 
1. TROJAK ________z zejsciem 

        (Joanna i Konrad 1-2)) 
2. Ulani 
 Hejnal 
3. KRAKOWIAK 
4. zejscie Krakowiaka 

5. KUJAWIAK 

        (Pawel 3 4  5 6) 
6.7. Paluszek-Ulijanka _______z zejsciem 

8. KOLOMAJKI– male dziewczynki zdjemuja wianki, dostaja chustki goralskie 

9. Goralskie male 

        (Mateusz 7 8,  Piotr 9, 11) 
10. Zabiok_dziewczynki - czerwone spodnice w pasy, Niebieskie chusteczki na glowe 

11.  zejscie        

 (Pawel 10) 
12. Poleczka – Gaik z wstazkami przygotowany do wejscia 
13. Gaik 

14. BESKIDY dziewczynki dostaja – biale chusteczki do reki 
        (Michal 13) 
15. Nie chce 

        (Tomek 14) 
16. Kucznierz________z zejsciem 

17. POLONEZ 
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LAJKONIK – EMAT‟06 
 

(small Microphone – middle, adult Microphone on the side of the stage) 
 
1. Ulani (1:37) (small Microphone – middle) 
 (Joanna-tall Microphone) 
(Mateusz-tall Microphone) 
2. Goralskie male (2:03)  
 (chlopcy (najpierw 4 mali) zakladaja czerwone kamizelki) 
4. TROJAK z zejsciem (2:48)  
(przygotowac GAIK …………………………) 
5. Gaik (1:32) (small Microphone – middle) 
(podac skrzypce) 
W poniedzialek  (Patryk zapowiada) (3 small Microphones) 
(czerwone spodnice, chusteczki niebieskie I biale) 
(Piotr-tall Microphone) 
 
6. Zabiok z zejsciem (1:58)  
(chlopcy lowickie) 
7. KUJAWIAK (2:03)  
8. Poleczka (1:05) 
9. Nie chce (1:35) (small Microphone – middle) 
(Tomek-tall Microphone) 
10. Kucznierz z zejsciem (1:46)  
BESKIDY 
Usnij 
11. POLONEZ (3:20) 

 

 
 

        LAJKONIK – Phoenix‟06 

 
 

TROJAK z zejsciem 
Ulani 
Hejnal 
KRAKOWIAK z zejsciem 
KUJAWIAK (Pawel opowida po Kujawiaku) 
Paluszek 
Ulijanka z zejsciem 
GORALSKIE Duze 
Goralskie male (Mateusz opowida o kostiumie) 
Usnij 
KOLOMAJKI z zejsciem 
Zabiok z zejsciem (Piotr zapowiada) 
Gaik (Marta zapowiada) 
W poniedzialek  (Patryk zapowiada) 
BESKIDY 
Kogut 
Poleczka 
Nie chce (Michal zapowiada) 
Kucznierz z zejsciem (Tomek zapowiada) 
POLONEZ 

 
 
 
 
 

LAJKONIK – Dzień Lotnika 
 

 
1. Ulani (1:37) 
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 !!!DANIEL I MICHAL – zdjac czapki 
  PATRYK I ALEX do goralskich (ciupaga, kapelusz) 
2. Paluszek (1:17) 
3. Ulijanka (1:08) 
 !!! MICHAL I DANIEL do goralskich ( ciupaga, kapelusz) 
     !!! DZIEWCZYNKI  do goralskich  (zdjac wianki, podac chustki goralskie),  
4. Goralskie male (2:03)  
      ! DZIEWCZYNKI, –Gaik – spodnice w paski  i chustki na glowe 
 !  MICHAL, DANIEL, ALEX, PATRYK-  Gaik - czerwone kamizelki i czapki z czerwonym  
       MATEUSZ, TOMEK, KYLE, PIOTREK –Zabiok- czerwone kamizelki  
5. TROJAK z zejsciem (2:48)  
!!!PRZYGOTOWAC GAIK!!! 
6. Gaik (1:32)  
 Dziewczynki - chusteczki do reki 
7. Zabiok z zejsciem (1:58)  
  MATEUSZ, TOMEK, KYLE, PIOTREK -  lowickie czarne 
8. KUJAWIAK (2:03)  
9. Poleczka (1:05) 
      PATRYK I ALEX - - lowickie czarne   
10. Nie chce (1:35)  
 !!!! MICHAL I DANIEL  - lowickie czarne   
11. Kucznierz z zejsciem (1:46)  
 DZIEWCZYNKI – odebrac biale chusteczki 
12. BESKIDY (1:10) 
13. POLONEZ (3:20) 

 
 

 
 

LAJKONIK APC 2006 
 

1. TROJAK  

2. Ulani   
  Hejnal male dziewczynki dostaja biale chusteczki 

3. KRAKOWIAK  

4. Nie chce  

5. Goralskie male  W czasie Mateusza zapowiedzi:  
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  Dziewczynki szybko dostaja chustki w kwiaty, 
   zdejmuja wianki,    
  oddaja biale chusteczki.  

6. KOLOMAJKI     Dziewczyki – niebieskie chusteczki  i  czerwone spodnice w pasy 
7. Zabiok    

8. zabiok zejscie                       

9. Poleczka       Gaik przygotowany              

10. Gaik     

11. BESKIDY 

12. Kucznierz 

13. POLONEZ  
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APPENDIX  8 

 Patrick Schmit‟s essay awarded in the Tanque Verde Optimist Club essay contest of 2009: 

Joanna Schmit <JSCHMIT@veeco.com>  Mon, Aug 3, 2009 at 12:00 PM  

To: Monika Glowacka-Musial <monika@temple.edu>  

 

Sometimes the power of youth brings a smile or a moment of happiness to those who may be 

lonely, feel that time has passed them by or not be able to visit with other people.  

The ability of children and young people to bring joy to others, especially the elderly, comes 

from sharing ourselves and often by simply being there. I am a member of a children‟s Polish 

folk dance group, and at many of our performances people come up to us and tell us how 

much they enjoy the performance, how it brings back memories, and how proud they are that 

we are learning and carrying on the traditions of our Polish culture. Our group has kids of all 

ages, from two to 17 years old, and I have been part of it since I was three years old. We 

perform about 12 times per year, presenting our songs and dances at festivals, malls and 

nursing homes.  

We try to perform at one nursing home year. Every time I visit a nursing home I see people 

sitting there, doing nothing, but when we come to perform, they all perk up and look happier, 

younger and livelier. Some watch as if our dancing were the most amazing sight they have 

seen in a while. Our coming to them entertains them and brings a smile to their faces. 

Once during a performance at a trailer park for retired people I remember the audience 

smiling, clapping to the beat and even singing along to the songs. Afterward, some people 

came up to us, hugged us and told us how glad they were that the music and dances they 

knew their whole lives would not be forgotten. 

Even at big festivals we seem to bring a smile to many. At the local Tucson Meet Yourself 

cultural festival this past year, I remember that we had a night performance and the stage 

lights were blinding us, so we couldn‟t see anyone in the audience. We were told that about 

500 people saw us perform. Many people came up to me and told me what a wonderful job I 

did and how much they liked it. I felt like I was teaching these folks about my Polish 

heritage. 

At another performance at the Foothills Mall in Tucson, my mom told us about an older man 

who was coming all the way up from Green Valley to see us perform. She said he was very 

sick and in a wheelchair, but he wanted to see the children perform. We dedicated the 

performance to him and met him after we were done. He was crying with joy and just wanted 

to talk to us and touch us. We felt like we had done something good.  

We dance and sing and share our Polish culture, but at times I feel we are also making 

someone‟s Saturday a little bit brighter. Sometimes power comes from making others happy. 


