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Nata Drobot – An oral history and gossip 

By Vladimir Drobot 

 

 

 
Nata on the front porch on Irving Way. Great shot by Frank. 

Vast majority of the content of this article came from here. 

 

0. Introduction. Several years ago I wrote an article about my father, Stefan 
Drobot, click  here to read it. It was fairly well received by my extended family, for 
whom it was essentially intended, and also by an assorted collection of his 
students, my friends, and the public in general. Maybe 2 or 3 times each year I get 
an e-mail from various sources, telling me that they read it and enjoyed it. An 
obvious next step would be to do the same for my mother Natalie Drobot. In many 
ways she had a much bigger influence on me than my father did. The problem is, 

http://www.vdrobot.com/Stefan/Perspective02.pdf


2 

however, the amount of available sources. In the case of Stefan, there are plenty of 
documents, letters, verbal communications from numerous people who knew him, 
etc. Most of the stuff I wrote could be verified. The few unsubstantiated guesses 
and conjectures were clearly delineated and a case was made regarding their 
validity. In the case of my mother, there is a dearth of such evidence. There are 
some documents, my brother Frank keeps them well scanned and catalogued, but 
compared to Stefan there are far and few in between. There is, however, a very 
large amount of what could be called an oral history. During the last 15 – 20 years 
of her life I was living in California and she was in Columbus, Ohio. She was 
taking care of Stefan who suffered a severe brain damage. I would visit her about 
twice a year, and stayed for about two weeks each time. During the day I helped 
her with the usual chores, doctor’s visits, repairs to the house etc. The evenings 
were, however, usually quite free. Now, she was my mother, but she was also a 
very good friend with whom I could talk on just about any subject. So we did. In 
the summer we would go to the front porch, see the picture above, in the winter we 
stayed in the nook off the kitchen, and talked for hours and hours. She provided a 
very large quantity of homemade wine, and we smoked, drank, and talked, and 
talked, and drank some more, and smoked etc. There were no limits on the subject, 
really. With Stefan, I talked a lot about mathematics (I remember one conversation 
lasting from the end of the dinner to 1:00AM), politics (especially the global 
variety), Polish literature (he was quite well read in this) etc. But talking about his 
brothers was a big no-no, and I absolutely never talked to him about his Jewish 
background. And “absolutely never”, means absolutely never. There were no such 
restrictions while talking to her. She told me a lot about her life, her view of places 
and of the people etc. I have practically no way to verify most of what she said, but 
I believe it is true. She was definitely not a bull-shitter. More to the point, most of 
the stories she told me were repeated several times, invariably with very long time 
breaks in between, and the story was identical each time. Considering the amount 
of wine we consumed, it is clear that these stories must have been true, and her 
assertion that this and that happened were pretty much correct. So, I decided to 
write an article about her, essentially based on our drinking sessions and my 
recollections of them. It is really an oral history, or gossip, but once again, I think 
it is true and it would be a pity if it were lost. 

In the case of Stefan I organized my narrative in chronological order. It was 
basically a biography, with my comments thrown in. It Nata’s case, which is what 
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we all called her, I will discuss her in terms of the subjects. Within each subject I 
may jump forward or backward in time, but I think it represents a better picture. 

1. Origins. This should deal with the usual issues of where and when she was 
born, and both are a bit complicated. She told me many times that she was born in 
the western part of Russia, in Lithuania actually, which then was a part of the 
Russian empire. The local populace was not too enthused about the Russians, and 
viewed them as occupiers and oppressors. A number of the documents in Frank’s 
possession gives her birthplace as Kniaginin, or Knaiginino, in a county 
Novowilejka, or Nowa Wilejka, depending on which document you read, and 
which transliteration you use. Now, poking around on the web, I found a fair 
number of places named Kniaginin(o): 13 in Russia, two in Ukraine and one in 
Belarus. None of these is in a county named Nowa Wilejka, they are all in a 
counties named differently. I also located a county named Nowa Wilejka near 
Vilnius in Lithuania, but it does not contain a town called Kniaginin(o). In case of 
the town in Belarus (in western Russia) named Kniaginin, I could not find the 
name of the county at all.  Now, my hunch is this: The county Nowa Wilejka is 
quite close to Vilnius and it used to contain a town named Kniginino. As the city of 
Vilnius grew, or for some other reason, Kniaginino either was absorbed by Vilnius 
and its name was abandoned, or it was renamed. Knaiginino sounds very Russian. 
But, this is only a hunch, essentially based on my recollection of her telling me that 
she was born in Lithuania. Feel free to think otherwise. 
     I have several of her birth certificates, provided by Frank, but they are all in 
Polish and are all translations, or court-ordered duplicates. Here is one:  
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Some obvious peculiarities. This copy of her birth certificate was issued by some 
office in Lodz, a town about 150 miles from where we lived (far by Polish 
standards) and was issued on June 2, 1959. It was obviously done in preparation 
for us going to the USA. I don’t think anyone in the family was ever there, but the 
people in Lodz were happy to do issue a birth certificate, probably for a healthy, 
unofficial fee. 

The date of Nata’s birth is listed as October 14, 1915. According to Nata, and 
she was quite adamant about it, she was actually born in 1912, and Stefan fudged 
the numbers after they got to Poland. He didn’t think it was appropriate for a wife 
to be older that her husband. All her Polish papers show her being born in 1915, 
and almost all the Russian papers that would have that information are missing. 
There are only a couple circumstantial items that support this, Frank calls them 
smoking guns. The situation is as follows. Every adult person in the Soviet Union 
was required to have, what’s called, an employment booklet. It listed all the jobs 
the person had, both current and in the past, and the booklet had to be produced to 
the authorities upon demand. This is in addition to the identity booklet, which 
listed the current and the past addresses. The identity books for both Stefan and 
Nata are missing, but miraculously both employment booklets survived and are 
reproduced on page 5. The first page of such a book contains some personal 
information, in particular the year of the birth of the holder. As you can see, 
Stefan’s book lists 1913, and the date in Nata’s book is carefully torn out. I don’t 
know if it would stand up in an American court, but she talked about this on 
numerous occasions, and I am absolutely convinced it is true: She was born in 
1912. According to her, all this was done behind her back: when she came to 
Poland she discovered that all her papers listed her as being born in 1915. There is 
another piece of evidence even more supportive of the assertion, discovered by 
Frank. On page 6 there is a translated copy of her diploma from the Tomsk 
University. It clearly states that she began her studies in 1931 and finished in 1937. 
If she were born on October 14, 1915, and the university started in September, she 
would have entered the university at the age of 15, theoretically possible, but not 
very likely. She never mentioned that she started her studies at a super early age of 
15, but I am sure she would have done so if this were the case. If she were born in 
1912, she would have begun her studies at the age of 18, a perfectly normal age. In 
any case, I am certain she was born in 1912, contrary to all the efforts by Stefan to 
prove otherwise. 
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The employment booklets of Stefan (top) and Nata (bottom 
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Nata’s university diploma. It says that she began her studies in 1931, completed 
them in 1937 and her degree was in Physical Chemistry. 

 

Her parents were: father Dionizy and mother Marie, nee Woloskowich. Dionizy 
was a high school teacher, I think Nata said several times that he was actually a 
principal. High school education was quite rare in Russia in those days, so he was a 
fairly important figure, must have graduated from a university for sure. He died 
fairly early, in his 50’s I think, due to an ulcer. In those days ulcer was a deadly 
disease. I believe it happened around 1920, when the communists were already in 
power. I don’t know much about her mother, but according to Nata, she used to 
buy gold coins while her husband still worked, and bought enough to last until 
Nata went to work in 1937. No one worked until then and they subsisted by selling 
these coins.    

 



7 

 
 

Nata’s mother, Marie, with her grandson. 
I don’t remember this, but the pictures don’t lie. 

 
She was brought up in a non-religious environment. Before the revolution the 

Russian population consisted of 95%+ of almost illiterate peasants, living in an 
absolute squalor, a few rich oligarchs of unbelievable wealth, and a small sliver of 
professionals who actually had to work for living. These consisted of lawyers, 
doctors, engineers, teachers (very much so) etc. They were collectively called 
“intelligentsia” and that’s where her family fit. The feeling among these people 
was that one of the reasons for this wretched state of affairs was the religion. 
(Rightly so, in my humble opinion.) Now, you could not have been blatantly anti-
religious, by law you had to be a believer, but not attending the church was 
commonly tolerated and widely practiced among this intelligentsia. Nata’s parents 
were following this trend. I don’t think she was actually baptized. 
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2. Siblings. She had three brothers: Stanislav, Vladimir, and Denis. I don’t 
know about the relative ages of Stanislav and Vladimir, but Denis was the oldest 
and she was the youngest. “Denis”, of course, is “Dennis” in English, but I retain 
the Russian spelling, with one “n.”  

Not much is known about Stanislav. After the Germans invaded Russia in 1941 
he was drafted and sent to the front. Initially Germans were phenomenally suc-
cessful and captured about a million or so of Russian soldiers. The Germans did 
not consider Russians to be proper human beings, their long term plans were to 
treat Russia as a very large pool of slave labor for the German race. Now, having a 
million people presented problems, they had to be housed, fed etc. So, they divided 
the prisoners in groups, surrounded each group by a barbed wire, left them to die 
after a week or so, then cleaned up the place and brought in the next group. Very 
civilized were these Germans, but I digress. I don’t have any photo of Stanislav, 
nor any material backing up the claim, but Nata was convinced that this is what 
happened. I agree with her on that. I don’t think Stanislav was ever married. 

One of the other brothers was Vladimir. According to Nata, I was named after 
him. Vladimir was a student at a university, and while there told a joke about 
Stalin, was arrested by NKVD (Soviet secret service, later renamed KGB), and 
sentenced to 5 years in Gulag. (Frank recalls it was 5, my impression it was 10, but 
it doesn’t matter.) He was yanked out of the university, and served his time in 
Gulag. I don’t think he ever served in the armed forces, he was viewed as 
“suspicious.” When he was released after the war, he became a laborer, and later a 
truck driver. I never met him. And no, I don’t know what the joke was, but I wish I 
did. Nata didn’t know it either.  

The oldest brother was Denis. He was trained as a chemist, and might have had 
a Ph. D. He was working in the chemistry department of the Novokuznetsk 
(formerly Stalinsk) Polytechnic, I think for his entire life. Eventually, he became 
the head of the department. He was drafted when the war broke out and was 
assigned to the chemical force. Chemical weapons were never used in the WWII, 
but everyone, or at least the Soviet Union, was ready just in case. He was 
discharged after the war and returned to Stalinsk while Nata and I were still living 
there. I very vaguely remember him, I was about 5 years old when he reappeared. I 
sort of remember that he taught me how to read. Specifically, using a newspaper, 
he showed me the connection between the symbols on the paper and the sound one 
makes when reading them aloud. In Russian it is an ironclad rule that it is the same 
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in all cases, no exceptions. English is much more lackadaisical, for example the 
symbol “c” produces two completely different sounds in “constipation” and in 
“cypress.” In fact, the two sounds come the opposite parts of the mouth: One from 
the front, the other from the back. In Russian, no such thing is allowed. In any 
case, I remember having declared myself to be able to read.  

 

 
Nata’s brother (and my uncle) Vladimir. Taken in Moscow in 1968. 
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I met him once more. In 1966 I was attending a math meeting in Moscow, and 
he came all the way from Siberia to meet me. Nata gave me a whole suitcase full 
of clothing to give him, and also some money. One interesting thing she told me 
about Denis is that he objected to her marrying Stefan, because Stefan (then 
Samuel) was Jewish. But, as far as I know, they were always friendly. 

 

 
Denis Taganovitch and his wife Valentine.  

He married late in life and had no children. 

There is an interesting story that Nata told me came from Denis, and she 
retold it to me on several occasions. Since Denis was a chemist he spoke German. 
In 1930’s the scientific language of choice was German, and every self-respecting 
scientist had to know it. By now it is pretty much English. In any case, since he 
knew German, in addition to his chemistry duties, he was assigned to help handling 
the German prisoners of war. They were generally in a horrible state, lying for 
weeks in mud, unbelievably filthy etc. The first thing the Russian attempted to do 
was to let them wash themselves. They rigged a room with shower heads on the 
ceiling, drain on the floor and the plan was divide them in bunches, 20 or so in 



11 

each, and let each bunch go in and wash the filth away. Completely to the 
bewilderment of Russians, the Germans were refusing. Denis was said he could not 
understand why, Germans had a reputation for cleanliness etc., and he was 
perplexed as to what was going on. It’s only later on, when the Russians entered 
the concentration camps, did he figure out the reason. So much for the Germans’ 
story that no one knew what was going on with the Jews. They even knew the 
details. 

 

 
Vladimir’s son Stanislav (our cousins), his wife Talia and their son Andrei. 

3. Siberia. As I mentioned, she was born in Kniaginino, wherever it is. At the 
time of revolution and Russia falling apart, the family moved to Morshansk, about 
260 miles southeast of Moscow. She apparently finished the high school there. 
Then came a big move east to the town called Tomsk in Siberia, about 2000 miles 
away. I have no idea why either of the moves happened. The perception one has in 
the West is that Siberia is one gigantic, frozen land, populated almost entirely by 
political prisoners, living in hellish Gulags. Now, there were plenty of these 
Gulags, but there were also plenty of people who just moved there on their own, 
for whatever reasons. The climate in Tomsk is actually quite similar to the climate 
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of Minneapolis or Winnipeg. In any case, they did move and were not living in 
prison. In Tomsk she attended the Tomsk State University, beginning in 1931 and 
graduating in 1937. Her degree was in chemistry. After graduating she had to find 
a job. The attitude of the state was that, since the state paid for your education, the 
state will decide where you work afterwards. You did not look for a job, you 
reported to some office and they told you where you will work. If you were well 
connected, like your parent being a big cheese in the communist party, or you had 
plenty of money, you would end up in a fairly cushy position. Nata did not qualify 
on either account, and so she was assigned to a job in a chemical plant near Lake 
Balkhash in Kazakhstan.  This is not to be confused with Lake Baikal, much 
further east in Siberia, which is a very pristine, clean, magnificent lake, reminding 
one of Lake Tahoe in California. Lake Balkhash is located a semi-arid region, and 
large portion of the land around it was completely devoid of any life. This occurred 
naturally, since there were large deposits of chemicals, reaching the surface, killing 
everything in sight. It might have been very ugly to look at, but it made it con-
venient to extract these chemicals. Thus, the Soviet government build a chemical 
plant in the vicinity, the plant needed competent chemists, Nata fit the bill, so off 
she went. She worked there for only a year, probably not much less than the life 
expectancy of those that stayed. There is one story about her time there that she 
told me, and she told it numerous times, so here it is. She was housed in a dormi-
tory of some kind, and one feature of the building was that there were no toilets 
inside. Instead, there was a long row of pit toilets outside with separate booths. The 
problem was that all the doors to these booths were busted, so you had to relieve 
yourself in the full view of the entire dorm. There was only one booth with a door, 
it was at end of one of the sides, but in the morning you had to be there at 5:00 AM 
or so to get it, otherwise it was occupied with a long line of people waiting to get 
in. I heard this story many times. She was an early riser and she would tell me that 
this was the result of her experiences Balkhash. Well, that is what she said. 
    After about a year of working in Balkhash, she got a job in Novokuznetsk, then 
called Stalinsk, at the Siberian Metallurgical Institute in the department of 
chemistry. It was basically an institution of higher learning, serving the educational 
needs of the local population. Her brother Denis was a lecturer there, and no doubt 
arranged the job for that. Her employment booklet says that she was first admitted 
to the job on the 8th of August 1938, as a lab assistant. Some of her duties were to 
prepare and run the laboratory sessions for the students, but she also assisted the 
faculty in their research. Three promotions followed, until on May 1st 1947 she was 
relieved of all duties due to her impending travel to Poland. 
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    Novokuznetsk traces its roots to the 17th century, it was a sleepy trading post in 
the middle of Siberia. Things changed rapidly after the revolution, especially in the 
early 1930’s, when large deposit of coal and iron were discovered in the vicinity. It 
was an ideal place to build a heavy duty steel mill, you saved a lot of money on 
transporting the raw material. The communists proceeded to do just that on a grand 
scale, assisted actually by an American company Arthur McKee & Company from 
Chicago. In short order, a large industrial town sprung up producing a lot of iron. 
In 1931 it was renamed Stalinsk, and reverted back to Novokuznetsk in 1961. At 
home the place was always referred to as Stalinsk, both Nata and Stefan knew it as 
such when they lived there. (Parenthetically, in my C.V. I always write that I was 
born in the Soviet Union, when my family name was Djament, in the town called 
Stalinsk, and then moved to Wroclaw, but now it is Russia, my birth town is called 
Novokuznetsk, Wroclaw used to be called Breslau and my last name is Drobot.) 
The entire Taganovitch family (Nata, her mother, and Denis) moved and lived in 
Stalinsk. They lived on Tel’besskaia Street No. 8, apartment 8. I actually located 
some pictures of their home street from that time, they are shown on page 14. The 
first is a general view of the section of the city where they lived, and the second is 
a shot of how Tel’besska Street looked in 1930’s. In the upper picture, the writing 
in Russian on the lower right side, with an arrow, says, in Russian: Tel’besskaia 
Street, and in the second photo the sign says, again in Russian: Tel’besskaia Street 
in Upper Colony, that’s how our neighborhood in Stalinsk was called. The text on 
the web says that both pictures reflect the views as they existed in 1930’s. On the 
web you can find the street in question on the map, see  this link; it is not Google, 
but some Russian equivalent. The entire street seems to have only about 20 houses, 
so the chances are good that Nata, Stefan, and I lived in one of the houses on the 
picture.  

 
The Wikipedia gives the population of the town to be about 600,000, as of 

2010. It is still producing steel on the big scale, and some of the articles on the web 
describe it as one of the worst polluted cities in Russia.  A very large percentage of 
the population moves away each year to escape the toxic air. In my article about 
Stefan there are more pictures from Stalinsk (the building Nata and Stefan worked 
etc.), so in an unabashed plug for you to read it, here is the link. I don’t want this to 
be a photo album, but I do have a large number of pictures, in no small measure 
due to Frank. 

http://mapkarta.ru/%D0%9A%D0%B5%D0%BC%D0%B5%D1%80%D0%BE%D0%B2%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%8F__%D0%BE%D0%B1%D0%BB/%D0%9D%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%BE%D0%BA%D1%83%D0%B7%D0%BD%D0%B5%D1%86%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%B9__%D1%80%D0%B0%D0%B9%D0%BE%D0%BD/%D0%9A%D1%83%D0%B7%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%B5%D0%B2%D0%BE__062/%D0%A2%D0%B5%D0%BB%D1%8C%D0%B1%D0%B5%D1%81%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B0%D1%8F_0039
http://www.vdrobot.com/Stefan/Perspective02.pdf
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The neighborhood in Stalinsk where Nata lived. 
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Continuing with the narrative, Stefan came to Stalinsk and, according to his 
employment booklet, started his job on the 25th of March 1940. Presumably he met 
Nata shortly thereafter, they got married on the 1st of January 1941, according to 
the Russian marriage certificate, and I was born on October 30th. The life and the 
struggle for survival went on. There was no food in the stores, you had to grow 
your own etc. I describe some of it in the article on Stefan. The war ended in May 
1945, and Stefan, together with Janek, was allowed to go back to Poland; his last 
day of work was on the 16th of July, 1946. He went by himself, Nata and I were not 
permitted to join him. 

According to Nata, she never expected to hear from Stefan again, and she was 
fully resigned to spend the rest of her life as a single mother, her husband being a 
continent away in his homeland. She had a plenty of company, there was a 
tremendous shortage of men due to the war, she met a fellow, an exotic European, 
had a roll in the hay, and I was born. There were a lot of women in the situation 
similar to her. A story as old as the humanity. But, to his eternal credit, once Stefan 
got to Poland he pursued the matter of bringing Nata and me to Poland to join him. 
There was an office dealing with things like that, he filed an application there, and 
about a year later he got a letter saying that Nata and I will be allowed to join him. 
There were rumors that he even directly wrote to Stalin pleading his case, but I 
have not a shred of evidence to support the claim. Nata and Julek thought he did 
so, but had no proof of any kind either. The commission also wrote him that they 
will contact Nata with instructions, but Nata never heard anything. Then, out of the 
blue, a telegram came to her. It said: 

I am asking second time what kind of difficulties do you have with your 
exit to Poland. Did you fill out the application to the local police for the 
choice of citizenship? Chairman of the Polish delegation Volpe. 

There is a long and complicated story regarding this telegram, To Nata, it was 
the first sign that things are moving and she might be able to go. She brought it 
back from Siberia, kept it throughout the years, and told me about it several times. 
But then we could not find it again. Both she and I thought it got lost somewhere 
and somehow, but miraculously Frank discovered it among his material      
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The famous telegram 

 

The telegram, while short, turned out to be rather difficult to translate. A lot of 
the text is misspelled or mangled, letters from some words migrated to a neighbor, 
etc. It was written by a Pole, whose primary language was not Russian, and whose 
choice of some phrases was peculiar. It’s like some foreigner, after looking up the 
words in a dictionary, asks in English: “What’s the velocity boundary on this 
road?” The telegram was transmitted from Moscow to Stalinsk over the distance of 
over 2000 miles, one the letter at a time, using the wires hanging on poles next to 
the railroad track. I actually needed help of a native Russian speaker to do the 
translating, and even she had problems. After the corona thing dies down, I’ll be 
taking her out for a dinner as payment.  

In the hindsight, it was the first sign that I was not going spend the rest of my 
life in the town depicted in the pictures above. I am eternally and forever grateful 
to Stefan for that. But anyway, the story is about Nata not me. 
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      4. Poland. Nata and I came to Poland in the summer of 1947. Stefan arrived a 
year earlier and after visiting few cities he settled on a job with the University of 
Wroclaw. He met us at the Polish-Russian border and from there we went straight 
to Wroclaw. He had an apartment there ready for us, and after a short delay we 
moved in. Wroclaw was an essentially a German city, named Breslau, and was 
given to Poland in the process of the general rearrangement of the European 
geography by Stalin, Roosevelt, and Churchill. The German population, which 
meant pretty much everyone who lived in the city, was summarily loaded into the 
cattle cars and shipped west, and the hordes of Poles came in to replace it. In our 
apartment we had several remanences of the previous occupants: bread basket, 
meat grinder, and few other such items. The city suffered tremendous losses, it was 
well over 50% in ruins. It surrendered only after Berlin did. Our apartment was in 
the neighborhood named Sepolno, in German it was Zimpel. It was one of the very 
few neighborhoods that did not have numerous ruins from the fighting.  

   

 
Neighborhood in Wroclaw where we lived for over 10 years. 

I have no idea about the people in the photo. I got it from the web. 
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The picture on page 17 gives an idea of how it looked from outside. If you 
went through the gate and took immediate left turn, the first door on the left was to 
the unit housing our flat. There were 4 apartments in each unit, two downstairs and 
two upstairs. There was a very large city park close by, and in general the place 
was, by the then current standards, a relatively pleasant one. There are some 
additional pictures of our apartment in my article about Stefan. 
     Nata started working shortly after the arrival, again in the position of a lab 
assistant. She spoke no Polish at first, but the language was very similar to Russian 
and whatever problems arose were relatively minor. She continued with her work 
until the middle of 1949, when Frank and Kathy were born. After that, she 
essentially became a housewife, taking care of the children, husband, apartment, 
etc. It was not an easy job. The life might have been a little better in comparison 
with what she remembered from Siberia, but never-the-less it was a struggle, 
especially with two newborns.  

There were tremendous shortages of just about everything, with very long lines 
in the stores. There were no supermarkets as we know them. The bakery was 20 
minutes away, you went there, waited for 20 minutes in line, then walked for 
another 20 minutes to the butcher shop, which most of the time was empty, but 
occasionally had some bony meat. There you waited half an hour for that, then you 
went somewhere to buy sugar and so on. I did help some, but it was basically 
Nata’s responsibility. One thing she particularly hated was heating the apartment in 
winter. You bought a pile of coal in the prior summer, it was stored in the base-
ment. (Each apartment had a room in the basement to store stuff). On the day the 
place had to be heated, you had to go to the basement, fetch a bucket of coal and 
haul it upstairs. There was no central heating, each room had a separate stove; 
there were 3 or 4 of these. You had to clean the ashes from the last night, dump 
them somewhere, and start a fire anew in each stove. The entire operation lasted 
maybe two hours. I helped the best I could, but most of the days I was off to 
school, so it all fell on her shoulders. Stefan had his head in the clouds, talking 
mathematics with his coleagues, so most of this fell on her. Our daily diet was 
quite simple. Three or four days a week the menu consisted of several pieces of 
dark and hard bread, smothered with lard. I once told that to Dolores and she 
dismissed at as a fairy tale, I was just making it up. Then, we went to Poland and 
some of my high school friends visited me in San Jose. After they confirmed the 
fact that that was the way we all lived, she did change her mind. Because of the 
notorious shortages of meat, Nata bought and kept chickens, maybe 10 of them or 
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so at one time. When the supplies in the stores were especially bad, she would kill 
one of them and cook it. It was not as simple as it sounds. The chickens had to be 
fed, the place had to be cleaned (chicken produce enormous amount of shit) etc. 
We kept them in the basement, together with the coal, potatoes, sauerkraut, etc. 
Cooking them was not that simple either. You had to kill the chicken first. I’ll 
spare you the gory details, other than say that it had to be done outside — you 
didn’t want the blood to be all over the kitchen. Then you had to pluck the feathers 
from the bird, and it is a very messy job, an hour long, or more, per bird, minimum. 
The story of the daily struggles can go on, this is on top of taking care of the 
babies. 

 
Summertime in Sopot. 

 

 One relief from all that was that in the summer we would take two months’ 
vacation somewhere. Three or four times it was by the Baltic Sea in Ustka, once in 
Sopot, also by the sea, and once in Rabka, in the mountains. We rented a room 
from the locals, and stayed there for the summer. The routine, at least in Ustka, 
was the same each day: After breakfast in the morning, we packed up and went to 
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the beach. Then, for most of the day we laid on the sand, absorbing the sun. 
Occasionally we took a dip in the Baltic Sea, it was damn cold. One such summer 
we spent together with Rutkowskis, Adam has a movie about it. All I have is a 
picture of all five of us, see page 19, on the way to or from the beach in Sopot. 
Idyllic as it sounds, it was not without problems. Five people staying in one room 
is not a picnic. The bathroom was shared with other people in the building, so one 
had to be quick and patient. Traveling to/from the location meant spending one 
night standing up in the wagon’s corridor. The trains were hopelessly over-
crowded. But, the memories Nata and I have of these sojourns were basically 
pleasant. 

The life in Poland might have been harsh by American standards, but I did not 
feel deprived. Vast majority of people lived like that and I basically didn’t know 
anything else. For anyone who cares to listen, I consider myself to have had a 
happy childhood. People who belonged to the communist party, like Janek, had it a 
bit easier, but not all that much. They had special stores for them, “behind the 
yellow curtains” they were called, but basically they also suffered the same trials 
and tribulations, and their diet was pretty much what I ate. Most of us were in the 
same boat. Janek climbed the party ladder and was able to join the Foreign Service, 
actually lived quite a bit better. He had the access to the foreign currency, and his 
lifestyle was well above that of the rest of the country. He was a part of the elite. 

A brief note about Stefan’s financial position in Poland. It was actually a bit 
better than the average Joe’s. Mathematics in Poland was a world class. If you 
went to a random university in Europe or US, stopped at a biology department and 
asked for a name of a prominent Polish biologist, you would surely draw a blank. 
If you went to a mathematics department, you would probably get five names, 
minimum. So, the government tried to encourage the situation. The old, reliable 
method was to pay these people more, but that was not an option under the 
communist ideology. You just could not pay a university professor more than you 
paid a miner. A scheme was then devised as follows. Polish Institute of 
Mathematics was created, and anyone who was a half decent mathematician was 
invited to join. The salary was the same and on top of the old salary, and there 
were no extra duties of any kind. In this way, Stefan’s salary was about twice the 
average. This does not mean it was extravagant. I remember Stefan wanted to buy 
a bicycle for himself to ride to work on a non-rainy day. The time it took was about 
the same as using the trolley, and it gave him some exercise. He did buy a bicycle, 
quite a simple one, but as I remember it was quite a bit of a financial effort.  
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Nata didn’t have an easy life in Poland. On top of all the problems I’ve already 
mentioned, there was also an attitude issue. She never became fluent in Polish, 
although we spoke Polish at home, and as soon as she open her mouth you knew 
she was from Russia. The Russians were hated and despised by the local 
population, it’s a long and quite a complicated story, and I will not dwell on it. But 
basically, she was ostracized. I don’t think she was ever a subject of a physical 
attack, but people would yell at her on the street: “You whore, go back home!” (Ty 
kurwa jedź do domu!). I heard it myself several times and, according to her, it 
happened a lot. She never made any friends in Poland and had no desire to visit it 
again. 

In 1956 it became possible for Jews to emigrate to the West. Stefan’s papers 
were in order, so he qualified. The simplest way to do it was to go to Israel, but 
Stefan was adamant against going there; just like Julek was, I understand. What he 
wanted was an invitation from some university, so that leaving Poland would look 
like a normal professional move, not of him escaping away from something. He 
applied to several of these in Australia, New Zealand, and Canada (I think), but 
nothing came back for over a year. He and Nata were convinced that Janek was the 
stumbling block. Whether it was real or only perceived so, is a different story. I 
describe all this in considerable detail in my essay on Stefan, so read all about it  
there .  Nata also wanted badly to go. Here she was, standing in lines for bread, and 
what not, and Janek was attending the diplomatic receptions, had five servants etc.; 
she felt it was not fair. Janek at that time was stationed in India, where he was 
recruited by the CIA, so he was in effect an American spy. He periodically would 
come to visit Poland, and on one of his visits came to see Stefan in 1957 or 1958. 
Nata took him for a walk in a park and blackmailed him: Either he arranges for 
Stefan to get a job somewhere, or she will go to the secret police and denounce 
him. I have no idea how real the threat was, or whether it was only a bluff, but 
Janek felt it was legit. He got in touch with his CIA handler, and in short order a 
job offer came from the University of Chicago, together with a visa promise from 
the American Embassy. Such a promise was required by the Polish authorities 
before issuing a passport. 

One silly morsel, not really relevant, but here it is. I just said that she “took 
him to for a walk in the park etc.” There is no dispute, actually, that it happened. 
Now, if you look at the picture on page 17, you see it was taken from a road 
leading to the gate where we lived. Going back on that road was the way to the 
park (Park Szczytnicki), in fact it is the only way to get there from our apartment. 
Since neither Nata nor Janek were hikers in any sense, they probably didn’t get 

http://www.vdrobot.com/Stefan/Perspective02.pdf
http://www.vdrobot.com/Stefan/Perspective02.pdf
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very far, and might have had their fateful conversation on the road in question. We 
will never know. 

 
5. Columbus, Ohio In any case, we were leaving Poland. We arrived in New 

York on November 30 1959, it became an unofficial Djament’s holiday. We stayed 
in New York for a couple of days, there is an interesting story about it in my article 
about Stefan, and then proceeded to Chicago. The mathematics department at the 
University of Chicago was one of the best on the planet, and was clearly well 
above Stefan’s head. His salary for about 6 months was paid by the CIA, and it 
was clear that he was expected to find a different place fairly quickly. (The check 
was issued by the university, but the money came from CIA.) Nata’s English was 
essentially nonexistent, but she started to work on it right away. She and I dutifully 
attended a course of English for the immigrants run by the city. It met once a week 
and it was actually quite useful. Stefan found a job at the University of Notre 
Dame, also known as the Home of Fighting Polacks, learned how to drive, and 
even designed and built a house. He was, however, essentially unhappy at work, he 
felt he deserved to be at a better place. The chairman of the department at Notre 
Dame, Arnold Ross, got into some kind of argument with the dean, and took a job 
of the chairman at the Ohio State in 1963. He offered to several faculty members at 
Notre Dame, Stefan included, an option to transfer with him, and basically all of 
them took him up on it. The money was quite attractive. In Columbus, Ohio, where 
OSU was located, the family lived in a succession of two or three houses, one of 
which was a former boarding house. I actually left the home nest by then. In 1963 
when Stefan, Nata, and the twins moved to Columbus, I went to the graduate 
school at the University of Illinois in Urbana, 300 miles west of Columbus. I never 
lived in Columbus permanently, but I did spend a considerable amount of time 
there during the summer vacations, Christmas breaks, etc. About 5 years after 
moving, Stefan, in his usual manner, got into some kind of argument with Arnold 
Ross, and they were basically not on speaking terms for as long as they lived. 
Classic Stefan. 

She never worked again, Stefan was strongly against that. He felt that woman’s 
place was at home. She was away from chemistry for too long to resume the 
career, but another prospect came up. Close to Notre Dame there was a women’s 
college named Saint Mary’s. They had a fairly strong foreign language program 
and were quite interested hiring people who were fluent in Russian. Nowadays 
these are dime-a-dozen, but in those days it was quite unusual. They sniffed out 
Nata and offered her a part time gig. Originally, it was to read some Russian text 



23 

into a recording device, but it was quite clear it could open up to other possibilities. 
She took them up on it and started the work, but Stefan was vehemently opposed; 
it was painful to watch. One day she went there, did some stuff, and called back 
home for a ride. His suggestion was that she hitchhike. I actually had to drive and 
get her. Shortly thereafter she quit the job and never tried to work again. 

 

 
 

The house in Columbus, Ohio. Nata and Stefan lived there for 35 years. 
 

In any case, after a few years of living with the suitcases still packed, so to say, 
they bought a house at 217 Irving Way, Columbus, Ohio, 43214. It was in 1965 
and it became the family ancestral home. If you screwed up, you could always go 
there and they would not turn you away. In fact, you were always welcomed. It 
stayed that way for about 35 years, until Nata had a stroke and the house was sold. 

 
At first, she continued with her homemaking activities. These were much easier 

in America then in Poland, and she appreciated it very much. In many of our 
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conversations she said that one thing she really liked in America was that she 
didn’t have to make a fire in those damn stoves to heat up the place. If it got cold, 
you just adjusted the thermostat. “Amazing”, she would always add, in English 
actually. The time spend on the house matters was drastically less than in Poland, 
but according to Parkinson’s Law, work expands so as to fill the time available for 
its completion. Thus, together with Stefan, she began doing things that were not 
really essential, like fixing sauerkraut, curing pickles and making homemade wine. 
This last item was stored in the gallon jars from milk. They would make sauerkraut 
by the barrel. First, you had to shred the cabbage, then add various ingredients like 
salt, shredded carrots, caraway seeds etc. You mixed it thoroughly, put it all in the 
barrel and then you pressed it to force the cabbage juices out. No water added at 
all. After these juices fermented, in about two weeks, the sauerkraut was ready. 
Pressing normally consisted of getting some heavy rocks and putting them on top 
of the sauerkraut. It could be also done, however, with ones’ feet, see the picture 
below on page 25. I assume she washed her feet beforehand, but in any case the 
stuff tasted delicious. Notice the size and the number of the pots to hold the 
product. They were not the real barrels, but served the purpose well. They bought 
two separate refrigerators for the basement just to keep these things cold. 

She liked to garden and did a lot of it. Behind the fence in their yard there was a 
small piece of land, which I think belonged to a power company. In any case, no 
one complained when she planted vegetables there. There were tomatoes, 
cucumbers, zucchini, raspberries and what not. OSU also rented out plots of land 
to their employees. It was the beginning of the politically correct diet, and the 
program was quite popular. The university divided a large chunk of land into 
parcels, maybe 50 feet by 50 feet each, and leased the parcels out. They sprinkled 
the whole lot a couple times a week, to provide the irrigation, and you grew 
whatever you wanted.  I don’t think anyone cultivated marihuana, but just about 
any legal vegetable was OK. Stefan and Nata planted corn, potatoes, cabbage etc. 
She also liked to go there by herself early in the morning, with a thermos of coffee, 
to enjoy the peace and quiet and watch the sunrise.  

As Mr. Parkinson said, work expands so as to fill the time available for its 
completion. All the stuff they grew and made was easily available in the stores, at a 
considerably smaller cost. I told that to Nata several times, and she agreed 
wholeheartedly. They just liked to play in the dirt.  
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A very fine sauerkraut in the making. 
 

She was learning English as fast as she could. She never got very proficient in 
it, and always had a strong accent, but she could converse easily.  She liked very 
much the fact that people accepted her freely, irrespective of her origin. It was 
dramatically different from Poland, where she always was viewed as a Russian, 
and people attitudes were antagonistic because of that. There was an informal 
custom among the wives living on the street to meet once a month or so, and 
gossip about whatever. She was invited with open arms, and became a chartered 
member. She got to be friendly with a lot of departmental wives, and there was a 
constant stream of lunches, gym classes, and what not. She did have a full social 
life.  

One thing that she discovered was travel, primarily to Europe. She did a lot of it 
with Kathy. The first time she and Kathy wet to Europe was in 1967, I think, they 
stayed for maybe 6 weeks.  
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Partaking in Columbus’ social life. 
With Frank, at his manor. 

 
 

They were quite apprehensive about it, made prior hotel arrangements at some 
places, etc. They traveled all over via train using Eurail Pass which allowed you to 
travel all of Western Europe, all for a fixed price. They took a full advantage of it. 
In the subsequent trips they got quite experienced, knew how to get cheap hotels, 
meals etc. as they went. There was invariably a tourist office at most of the railroad 
stations, and you could get a very inexpensive accommodations there. After 
chasing away the fleas and the cockroaches, it was also quite comfortable. I used 
the service myself, but they were real pros at it. They went several times, stayed in 
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Europe a couple of months each time, and saw most of the Western Europe. They 
never went to Poland. At our drinking sessions she liked to tell a lot of 
inconsequential stories about these trips: how they missed a train in Portugal, or 
what they ate for lunch in Greece, etc. 

 

 
 

Traveling to Europe with Kathy. Somewhere in France. 
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With her brothers and their wives in Moscow on Red Square. 
 
In 1968 they went to Russia, specifically to Moscow. The trip itself was a bit 

more expensive than her other travel, but not outrageously so. They had to do all 
the bookings in advance, with the Soviet foreign travel agency (Intourist it was 
called, an acronym of Innostrannye Touristy, foreign tourists). She was required to 
stay in a specified hotel, and had a full time handler assigned to her for the duration 
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of the trip. I am sure he had to write a detailed report afterwards. They had a bit of 
a tradition of stealing ashtrays from the hotels they stayed in, but in Moscow’s case 
I think they stole two, because of the price of the room. Both of her living brothers 
came with their wives to meet her again: Denis from Stalinsk and Vladimir from 
Morshansk (I think). They were together for 3 or 4 days, kissing, and hugging, and 
crying etc. One thing I remember she said was that both her brothers and their 
wives remarked that Kathy’s dress was entirely too short. A bit of an intriguing 
fact about the trip was, however, that she almost never recounted much of what 
happened, as she did so voluminously about her other travels. She also never went 
back again, even after the communism collapsed and she could have traveled more 
independently, even go to Stalinsk. She also invited Denis to come and visit her for 
a month in Columbus, at her expense, but he declined. I never thought about until 
now, but I conjecture that what happened is that they all felt they lived on different 
planets, and really could not reconnect. One morsel from that trip she recounted, in 
a way confirming this, is as follows. She was describing the weather in Columbus 
in the summer, it was hot as hell there, and she said we had an air-conditioner. 
Apparently Denis thought that the entire town was covered by a plastic bubble and 
it was cooled inside somehow. Anyway, she went to Russia to see her family, did it 
only once, and was sort of reticent about it. I offer a guess why, but it is only a 
guess. 

After Kathy got married, Nata and Stefan went together to Europe once, but it 
was all different. Stefan was a difficult person to travel with, she said so several 
times, and I can attest to it. It was pretty clear that they would not do it again. What 
they did do together was to go to Florida in several winters to enjoyed the warmth 
and escape from the snow and ice. They planned to buy a place there after Stefan 
retired, and split their time between Florida and Columbus. It was not to be, 
unfortunately.  

I would like next to say a few words about her relation with her in-laws: Julek 
and Janek.  

She basically liked Julek. They met and interacted while vacationing in in 
Ustka and got along fine. She always admired Julek’s attitude about the family: it 
was always first and foremost in his thoughts. I have feeling she wished that Stefan 
was a bit more of the same. But, she was not above holding grudges. Shortly after 
we came to America, Julek was shopping for a house, needed money, and Stefan 
sent him some. I believe it was about $500, which was then a fair amount (early 
1960’s). She was not too pleased about it, we needed money too. We came to the 
United States with $25, and were also trying to buy a house. She mentioned that to 
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me several times. Now, after Stefan became ill, Julek did send Nata some money to 
repay for Stefan’s help. The amount he send reflected the inflation, the time 
elapsed, etc. She took out her calculator, and figured out it was nowhere enough. 
Never-the-less Julek was in her “good guy” category. A note to Adam: I am not 
making any judgements, I just report what I saw and heard. To put this matter 
completely behind us, I propose the following deal, which I hope you cannot 
refuse. When we meet in Montreal in September, we each buy each other a cup of 
coffee. Nothing fancy, just the standard Starbucks product. Afterwards, we will 
declare that all our financial obligations to each other are completely squared off, 
nobody owes nobody no money no more, and from then on, we shell each pay for 
our own drinks. 

Her relationship with Janek was quite simple: They hated each other. There 
were periods of truce, when Stefan and Janek were cautiously interacting, but she 
was quite happy not to have anything to do with him. During such periods of truce, 
Janek would visited Columbus on occasion, and once it so happened that I was also 
visiting there. When I used to come, Nata fussed a bit and fixed me some dishes 
that she knew I liked: Pielmeni (Russian ravioli), borscht Russian style (no beet 
leaves), cold cucumber soup etc. Stefan was usually not too happy with some of it, 
but obediently ate it, it was only for a day or so. Janek basically refused to eat that 
“peasant swill”, as he called it, and I think Stefan took him to a restaurant 
somewhere. The quarrel reached crescendo after Stefan cardiovascular event. 
Janek would call periodically, giving his advice on how to take care of Stefan (feed 
him more vegetables, take longer walks etc.) Then he started to openly say that he 
didn’t think we took good care of him. Most of the time he talked to me on the 
phone, but I recounted to Nata all the conversations. She finally declared she didn’t 
want to do anything with Janek. He occasionally would come to Columbus for a 
visit (it was only an eight hour drive) or arranged a visit when we took Stefan to 
Kathy in Washington D.C. The procedures were draconian in all cases. She 
dictated when the visit was to take place, like Wednesday from 3 to 6 PM. If Janek 
came too early, he was told to wait around the corner for the appointed time. 
Shortly before 3 she would leave the house, leaving the door open. Janek was also 
told that if Stefan is not back by 6 PM, she was going to call the police. She never 
had to do it, but would have been very happy if she did. She told me several other 
stories of the same nature. 

When she was in her 70’s, two calamities struck and changed her life. One was 
the cardiovascular incident Stefan suffered and which caused his brain damage, 
and the other was the rheumatism of her knees.  
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Her life changed dramatically when Stefan suffered the brain damage. She 
diligently took care of him. Everyone helped as much as they could, but in the final 
analysis it was she who was ultimately responsible for his care. At the beginning 
she would not leave the house by herself, because she didn’t want to leave Stefan 
alone. Frank, Kathy, and myself would come and babysat with Stefan, so she could 
go somewhere and rest. Eventually she began to go out with her friends, and leave 
Stefan alone, but it was always a nerve wrecking experience. She didn’t know what 
she would come back to.  Later on, she began “parking” him periodically, so to 
say, in a nursing home, when she took trips out of Columbus. In that way, when 
some of the children came, she could visit with them. The trips were with some of 
her Columbus friends. There was a curious statistical aberration at the math 
department at OSU. A large number, like 10 or so, of the faculty died when still 
teaching and while in their 50’s and 60’s. I assume it was a statistical quirk, since 
the diseases were all different: heart attack, stroke, cancer, jaundice, etc. This 
resulted in there being about 10 widows (all the cadavers were males). They stuck 
together, forming an informal club, with an unending string of lunches, concerts, 
trips to a museum, etc. They were also very invaluable in providing for each other 
transportation to doctors, dentists etc. Nata was not a widow legally, but she 
certainly qualified and became a part of the group. She went on cruses and/or trips 
with some them. One of these that I can recall was a trip to China with Shirley 
Levine, the widow of Norman Levine. I also know she took cruises to Alaska, the 
Panama Canal and Egypt. During each of these travels, however, she was worried 
about Stefan. She was truly heroic doing all this, her life revolved, basically, 
around talking care of a mental invalid.  

She also took over dealing with the financial issues, since she had no choice in 
the matter. After Stefan retired, his pension and his income from various 
investments was about $2500 per month (in 1980’s dollars). This was basically 
enough for a modest living, but it would make it harder to go on cruises and alike. 
She started to play the stock market and was quite successful at it, thanks almost 
entirely to Frank’s advice. She would mainly buy and sell various stock of Silicon 
Valley companies. It came close to doubling her income, and she became 
moderately affluent, especially since she lived fairly frugally. Once she made a 
nice profit on Adobe (Frank worked there once) and she asked me: What do they 
make? I roughly knew what a .pdf file is (but I would not like to take an exam on 
the subject) and I tried to explain the stuff to her. I am sure nothing registered, but 
the check from the broker didn’t bounce so she was happy.  
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With her drinking buddy. 
 

One anecdote from this time she liked very much to tell: She was sort of 
addicted to the TV news, especially those that were nationwide in scope. In 
America these were based on an “anchor”. She had strong opinions on these, liked 
some more than others. The one that she didn’t like at all was Barbara Walters. 
(Aficionados of Saturday Night Live know her as Baba Wawa — she had an 
English accent and a slight lisp.) In any case, Nata hated Walters with a passion, 
would call her stupid, arrogant and what not. My advice to her was always to 
switch the channel, but it didn’t work. So, one day she called the local station to 
complain about Ms. Walters. The receptionist obviously said they had nothing to 
do with the choice of the anchor, and gave her the number of the network in LA or 
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in New York. She called the network next, the receptionist listened politely, I am 
sure she was instructed not to argue on the phone. By a phenomenal coincidence, 
Barbara Walters lost her job about two weeks later. Nata was proud as hell. She 
would say: “I called LA, or whatever, and they fired her.” I got worried a little that 
she was losing the touch with reality, and asked her a bit about it, and she actually 
knew well that this was only a delusion, but she loved it. 

In the early 90’s she could not continue any more with taking care of Stefan. Her 
knees were failing her completely, and it was impossible for her to carry on with 
basic house chores. Frank and I arranged for Stefan to come to California, and we 
took care of him for the rest of his life. 

The second calamity that struck her was that in her mid-seventies she developed 
a very bad case of arthritis of her knees, as well as of other joints. She had a hard 
time walking, especially up the stairs. She went through several surgeries to help 
her with these things, but the relief was only temporary. Couple of times she 
moved her bed downstairs and lived on the first floor, because she could not get up 
the stairs. She had considerable pain in her knees and had a hard time sleeping at 
night. Frank and I tried to convince her to move to the Bay Area, where we could 
do a lot more to help, but she was determined to stay in her house. We both would 
fly to Columbus with some regularity, at the end it seemed that she had a surgery 
each time one of us came; she scheduled her medical procedures to coincide with 
our visits. She suffered a stroke around Mother’s Day in 1999. Frank and Maureen 
had send her flowers on the occasion. The mailman saw these placed on the front 
steps, but the next day he noticed they were still not picked up. He went around the 
house to investigate and found her lying on the floor in the kitchen. It is possible, 
in fact likely, that she was laying there for over 24 hours. She had no recollection 
afterwards of what happened. We transferred her to a nursing home in the Bay 
Area. She lingered on for about a year and a half, and passed away on the 10th of 
October, 2000. Her body was cremated, and the ashes are buried, together with 
those of Stefan, in San Jose, CA.  

 
Anyway, thanks for reading. I enjoyed writing it, it brought back many fine 

memories. I didn’t have the homemade wine to give me strength in this endeavor, 
so I had to make do with whiskey, but the memories were just as fine. 

  
I would like to thank my brother Frank for providing (and maintaining) a lot of 

pictures, documents, etc., and for good advice and information on some of the 
issues. I also got good advice from my wife Dolores, in addition to a substantial 
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number of corrections of grammar, spelling etc. Any remaining errors, in form as 
well as in substance, of spelling, grammar, omissions, inaccuracies etc. are entirely 
my own fault. 

 
 


