A REMARKABLE COUNTRY, AND TWO REMARKABLE TENNESSEANS
By Doug Brown and George Paine

(a version of this article appear in the Nashville Tennessean on Sunday, July 5, 2009)

Earlier this month, a group of Nashvillians visited Poland under the auspices of the Nashville Committee on Foreign Relations.  After a week of intense immersion in Polish history, politics, the Holocaust, and the influence of the Roman Catholic Church, we left with a renewed appreciation of this European country, its current relationship with the United States, and the difference that two remarkable Tennesseans are making there.

Poland has suffered throughout its thousand or so year history from invasions and partitions.  Most recently, the Nazis killed three million Polish Jews, and the Nazis and Soviets combined to kill another three-and-a-half million non-Jewish Poles.  Needless to say, one can understand why the Polish national tends to distrust both Russia and Germany.  However, the Poles love Americans and America.  Poland had the world’s second oldest written constitution after our; they sent soldiers, including Generals

Kosciuszko and Pulaski to assist in our Revolution, and huge numbers of Poles emigrated to the United States.  Throughout our journeys in Poland, we were warmly received and embraced by the Polish people.  The sentiment of anti-Americanism so prevalent in other European countries is not found in Poland.

Poland has been a steadfast ally of our country since the fall of Communism.  The Poles consider themselves as a country of the “West,” not the “East.”  On most major foreign policy issues, Poland has joined a few other countries, such as Great Britain and Australia, in consistently standing by America.  However, with respect to their country’s needs, the Poles are concerned that America is distracted with other concerns and more focused on big powers such as Russia.  The young dynamic, Oxford-educated Foreign Minister, Radek Sikorski, gave as an example the disparity of U.S. foreign aid to Poland in comparison with EU aid to Poland.  He also noted the relatively few U.S.-backed Fulbright Scholarships allowing Polish students to come to our country in comparison with the hundreds of such educational opportunities underwritten by EU governments.  Lastly, he argued strongly, as did everyone from the Pauline monk (who guided us through the monastery housing the famed Black Madonna) to our overall tour guide, that the United States should not go back on its promise to provide Poland with military rocketry for their Eastern border.  We all concluded that we should not be pennywise and pound foolish with such a loyal friend.

Ambassador Victor Ashe of Knoxville facilitated the organization of the trip to Poland and hosted a dinner at his residence in Warsaw for our group.  He has had a hugely successful five-year tenure as ambassador, has visited all parts of Poland, and has become very well-known and respected by the Polish people.  His fame is both within Poland and in Washington, D.C., where nonpartisan praise comes from the likes of Congressman Jim Cooper, who has acclaimed him one of our most successful ambassadors.

Ambassador Ashe, who has hosted numerous Tennesseans, including Mayor Karl Dean and Governor Phil Bredesen, underscored the necessity of retaining the loyalty of the Polish nation and the need to foster that friendship.  Given the relationship and friendship between the two countries, Ambassador Ashe travels and lives with modest security.  He has made us all proud to claim him as a fellow Tennessean.

While in Krakow, we had the good fortune to meet with Nashvillian Gina Kuhn, who is working at the Galicia Jewish Heritage Institute’s Museum.  The museum celebrates the Jewish culture of Poland, commemorates the victims of the Holocaust, and presents Jewish history from a new perspective.  Gina went to Poland as a high school exchange student while attending University School of Nashville and then took a year abroad in Poland as a student at Northwestern University.  At twenty-three years of age, she is truly making a difference in her work at the museum.

Gina’s museum sponsors exhibitions and educational programs as well as publishing materials and books.  It also provides a forum for a multicultural dialogue and understanding and raises awareness of Jewish history and culture in Poland.  One of the surprises to our group was the huge number of Israeli tourists, from high school students to uniformed Israeli Defense Force soldiers, who come to Poland to visit the sites of the Holocaust—the ghettos, concentration camps and death camps set up by the Nazis.  These groups are a natural constituency for Gina’s work in addition to Jewish and non-Jewish Polish citizens.

Our tour of Poland was both an educational seminar and a cultural delight.  The two Tennesseans we encountered there demonstrate the positive efforts of many individuals to foster improved Polish-American relations.  Our two countries share a common strategic view of the world, but more importantly a relationship based on fundamentally shared values.  Hopefully, the Poles’ love for America will be maintained and promoted by continued military and cultural support to the extent possible by our government.

