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Abbott Gleason

Andrzej Walicki

I first met Andrzej Walicki when he was twenty-nine and I was twenty. The year
was 1959-60, some time ago now. I was a senior at Harvard College and
Andrzej was dividing his time that year between Harvard and the University of
California, Berkeley. It was his first trip to the United States. He was a very
welcome appearance in my life, for a number of reasons. First of all, he knew
about the subject of my senior honors thesis — the only person I then knew who
did, aside from my tutor, James Billingon (now United States Librarian of
Congress), who had suggested the topic. I was writing on a (to me) little known
Bavarian Catholic romantic philosopher named Franz Baader and his contacts
with Russia in the second decade of the nineteenth century.

Baader was a rather important figure in the history of the European
counter-revolution, which was why Billington had suggested him to me. But to
the struggling and rather provincial history and philosophy student that I then
was, he seemed hopelessly obscure. My college roommates, most of whom were
also writing undergraduate honors theses, all seemed to have much more
exciting topics: ,,Nietzsche’s Critique of Liberalism,” ,,Divergent Historical
Explanations of German National Socialism,” etc., etc. When I told people
what I was writing about, conversation stopped instantly. I felt trapped in
a topic that I had not yet understood and would be too difficult for me. And in
addition, all the research was in German, French and Russian. Almost nothing
existed on Baader in English.

But when I told Andrzej Walicki what I was doing, he was warmly
responsive. ,,Baader,” he said, his face breaking into a broad smile. ,,He’s
extraordinarily interesting.” He made me feel that my obscure subject was
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significant and took a supportive interest in my halting progress. He subsequen-
tly even cited my undergraduate thesis in his magisterial The Slavophile
Controversy (W kregu konserwatywnej utopii), elevating my little student essay
to the status of a Master’s dissertation.

During the months we spent together in Cambridge, Walicki took over my
education. He explained to me the importance of pre-romanticism, who Lavater
was, why Boehme and Swedenborg were relevant, and made many helpful
suggestions about what more I needed to read. That year marked the beginning
of a considerable period of discipleship for me. Andrzej introduced me to the
work of Karl Mannheim, and explained the significance of Mannheim’s use of
»Styles of thought” in examining the rhetoric, vocabulary and conceptual
apparatus of political thinkers of various traditions. He also helped me with
Karl Marx, whom at the time he admired, albeit with distinct reservations. He
was the first teacher I had ever had who gave me a beginning sense of what kind
of a scholar I wanted to become myself. He encouraged my interest in the
Russian Slavophiles, and when some eight years later I completed my disser-
tation on Ivan Kireevskii, my work was very much influenced by Walicki’s
Slavophile Controversy.

Returning to my college years, it must be said that Andrzej Walicki was
a somewhat exotic figure in the Harvard student world of 1959. Organized
exchanges with the communist world had not yet begun. None of my friends
knew anyone from Poland; most had never met anybody from a Communist
country. Andrzej, furthermore, was more reserved and formal than most young
Americans. He was one quarter Manteuffel, he used to say, in elucidating his
social style. When I introduced him to one of my friends, he bowed formally
from the waist, clicked his heels and said in a resonant voice ,,Walicki”. My
friend, from the American mid-West, assumed that ,,Walicki” was the Polish
word for ,,bello” or ,,how nice to meet you”. So he smiled and also said
,,Walicki.” This was a puzzle, but eventually the matter was straightened out.

James Billington, my Harvard tutor, was convinced that Walicki would
never understand the United States unless he understood the American game of
baseball. So he proposed that we take Walicki to see the Boston Red Sox play at
Fenway Park. We did so, but things did not work out exactly as planned.
Billington and I both threw ourselves into the game like the fans that we were,
but Walicki was bored to death. At the end of the first inning he said how
interesting it had been, but surely it was now time to go. He expressed this wish
in stronger terms at the end of the third inning, but he looked truly doleful when
he discovered that the game was only one third over. In desperation he seized
the newspaper we had bought because it had a scorecard for the game on the
back. He looked through it hopefully but then turned to me again. ,,Please,
Tom, where is the political news?” It was his first experience with an American
tabloid newspaper — which of course had virtually no political news. Somehow
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he managed to get through the next hour and a half, before being permitted to
return to the Harvard Library. ,,Most interesting, but one time is enough,” was
his courteous verdict on baseball. He politely but firmly dismissed the idea that
this excruciating experience would help him to understand the United States.

When Walicki had completed the Harvard part of his American trip he took
a bus across the United States to spend some months at Berkeley. Somewhere in
the upper Midwest — perhaps in Iowa — a farmer got on the bus and sat down
next to him. A conversation ensued and Andrzej informed him that he was from
Poland. ,,Poland,” said the farmer thoughtfully. After several minutes he turned
to Andrzej again and said: ,,perhaps you can answer a question I've always
wondered about. Are Poland and Holland the same place?”

After I graduated from Harvard College, I spent a year in Germany on
a DAAD fellowship from the German government. I took a seminar at
Heidelberg with the well known literary scholar Dmitrii Tschijewskij, heard
lectures by Karl Loewith and Werner Conze, and studied Russian and Polish
languages — in German. By the end of the second semester, I was ready for some
relief from my studies and was delighted when Andrzej invited me to Poland for
a visit. My three weeks in Warsaw were a thrilling period in my life. I met many
Polish intellectuals, discovered how good Polish jazz was and wandered for
hours through the older quarters of the city. At the end of a few weeks, however,
Andrzej and his family went on vacation in the Tatry Mountains and were kind
enough to take me along.

On his way home from the United States, Andrzej had bought a small
Citroen in Paris. As appropriate to a new driver, he was very cautious, and we
wended our way south from Warsaw rather slowly — but who was in a hurry? As
we went, Andrzej and his wife taught me the Warszawianka and other
significant Polish songs. On our first night out, Andrzej was heading for a camp
ground of which he knew, but we unfortunately missed the turn off the main
road. It was only a hundred yards behind us when we stopped, and I urged
Andrzej to just back up and we would make the turn into the campground.
,»INO” he said, with a mysterious sort of unease, ,,no, there is a better one just
a little way ahead. I think we’ll go there.” We drove on for at least another hour.
It was not until later in the trip that I discovered that Andrzej had learned how
to drive the car forward, but had not yet mastered driving in reverse, a skill that
did not elude him for long, however.

While we were hiking, mountain climbing and sleeping in peasant houses
and barns, the Berlin Wall was suddenly erected. But the communist press of the
time did not tell its part of the world what had happened for several weeks,
suggesting only that there was some kind of crisis in Germany, brought on by
the wicked forces of imperialism. Out in the country as were were, with access
only to the official Polish press, finding out what had happened was not easy.
»We can do it, though,” Andrzej said. The Polish press, he accurately told me,
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was much less opaque than the Russian press, and if we carefully read
everything we could find, we would soon discover what had transpired. Sure
enough, there were so many more-or-less sympathetic Western and non-Soviet
opinions quoted in Trybuna Ludu (most selectively, to be sure), that within two
or three days the existence of a physical barrier through the heart of Berlin was
clear to us.

My return trip from Warsaw through Berlin and on to Paris was memorable,
taking place as it did only two weeks or so after the Berlin Wall had gone up. Two
railroad cars were reserved for westerners, going on from Bahnhof Ost, in East
Berlin, across the now heavily guarded border to the western part of the city.
When we reached Berlin, I was deep in a conversation with some pleasant
Hungarians I had met, in the regular part of the train. I should have hurried back
to my own seat in the westerners’ carriage, but conversation was lively and
I lingered. Suddenly there was a jolt, and the train began to pull out of the station.
I ran to the end of the corridor and saw the two cars which were going on to West
Berlin still sitting in the railroad station. The rest of the train was going God
knows where. Without thinking what I was doing, I jumped off the moving train
and walked back into the station. Only as I was climbing up on to the platform
did I see how many Volkspolizei were pacing up and down, along the platform
and throughout the station. I suddenly realized the danger of my situation: an
American, without his luggage or passport, climbing up on to the platform
virtually surrounded by armed and probably nervous East German police. But
nobody bothered me and I walked back to my railroad car, shaking in my shoes.

Only when I was back in my seat did I realize that I had left a sweater of my
father’s — crimson, with a big white ,,H” on it — in the larger part of the train,
now headed for the yards or, for all I knew, on to Leipzig. My father had been
a member of the 1927 track team at Harvard, and I always hoped that his
sweater had fallen into the hands of someone who knew the significance of the
»H”. When I got back to Harvard, where I was entering graduate school, I went
to tell my story to the Harvard University Athletic Association. My pathetic
tale touched their hearts, and they gave my father a replacement sweater.

Back in the United States, my contact with Andrzej Walicki became
attenuated for a number of years, and he became someone I began to know
more from his books than from the slowly fading memories of my early
twenties. As I went through graduate school and began teaching at Brown
Univeristy, I realized that Andrzej Walicki was going to become one of the
major scholars in the Russian-Soviet field of my generation, a status which he
has long since achieved. I devoured his work on Marxism and Populism (The
Controversy over Capitalism); I assigned his history of Russian thought as a text
in my classes. A much later and equally important book on a badly neglected
subject is his Legal Philosophies of Russian Liberalism, originally published in
1987 by Oxford University Press and re-issued five years later by Notre Dame.
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After quite a few years Andrzej Walicki and I made contact again, first in
Warsaw and then in Washington D.C., at the Wilson Center, where Walicki had
spent time as a Fellow and I came to administer the Russian and Soviet
program (The Kennan Institute for Advanced Russian Studies) in the early
1980s.

A short time later Walicki made the determination to leave Poland, after
a trip to Australia, and accept a professorship at the University of Notre Dame
in the United States. A dean from Notre Dame telephoned me to find out about
Walicki. The dean seemed pleased by my enthusiastic responses to his
questions. Walicki’s scholarship? The best. His teaching? He taught me, at least,
more than anybody else. (But I also remembered that Walicki had never had as
many students in Warsaw as he wanted, because of the unpopularity of things
connected with Russia among the students there.) Then came another question,
and the dean seemed slightly embarrassed. Would Walicki be able to teach, er,
Catholic students? I replied that I didn’t know whether Walicki was a believer,
but as a Pole, he had considerable experience with the Catholic Church and that
nothing he would encounter at Notre Dame would be a total surprise.

Since coming on a full time basis to the United States, Andrzej and I have
been able to reunite personal contact with intellectual, and have seen each other
from time to time. He was a helpful critic and an enthusiastic reviewer of my
work on the concept of ,totalitarianism”. Thanks to Walicki’s changing
interests, I know much more about Polish messianism than I otherwise would
have. But his inspiriting example was most important to me in the early days,
which I will never forget. ,,Baader,” I can still hear him saying, his voice rising
slightly. ,,You're working on Baader.” He’s extraordinarily interesting.”



