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NOTES ON INTERVIEWS, SOURCES,
AND FORMATTING

Mia (Thtusty) Truskier is the main narrator of this book. Mia’s story was
told in her own words to me over many hours in her home in Berkeley,
California. From 2010-2013, I lived with Mia at intervals of one to two
weeks and recorded over twenty hours of audio interviews, in addition to
two hours of video in which she talks about her art, displays newspaper
clippings, photographs, and varied memorabilia. Because we interacted on
a daily basis, shared meals, and talked about a wide variety of subjects,
many of our conversations, and my observation of her day-to-day life and
surroundings, were not captured on “tape.” On those occasions, I jotted
down notes and wrote summaries afterward.

I also interviewed members of Mia’s family, her friends, relatives of her
deceased husband, Jan, and people she knew through her work in refugee
rights. These interviews provide background to the era in which she lived,
occasionally add alternative perspectives on historical events, and deepen
our understanding of Mia personally and as a political activist. In the text
that follows, large portions of my informants’ testimonies—again espe-
cially Mia’s—alternate with my own voice. I have indicated in the text
when I draw on the words of Mia and other informants, especially Peter
and Mary Truskier, Gabriela (Truskier) Sherer, Abraham Lacheta, Anh
Tran, and Sister Maureen Duignan. If they, or Mia, provided me with
written or published comments, I placed the remarks in quotes and pro-
vided citations. In a few cases, I have labeled a particular passage with a
name to distinguish the comments from Mia’s.

Finally, I relied on Gretchen Muller’s transcribed interview of Mia,
especially regarding the latter’s early years in Poland. Throughout the
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Xii  NOTES ON INTERVIEWS, SOURCES, AND FORMATTING

text, I interspersed Mia’s words from the Muller transcription with those
from Mia’s interviews with me, sometimes noting how she repeated and
slightly altered an account that she relayed to both of us. Gretchen Muller
interviewed Mia from November 1999 through October 2001 and com-
pleted the transcription in December 2001. I began to interview Mia ten
years later, when she was in her nineties and had endured more health
problems, but was still very alert mentally, if more confined in terms of
mobility. My conversations with Mia went beyond in topic and time period
the interview with Gretchen and focused on her political activism, work
with the East Bay Sanctuary Covenant, and views on current politi-
cal events.

In deciding on the visual presentation of Mia’s testimony, I am influ-
enced by the advice of Alessandro Portelli. In his many books and essays
on the practice and uses of oral testimony, Portelli emphasizes the impor-
tance of placing the interviewee at the center of the narrative. The voice of
the interviewer, the person arranging, constructing, and conveying the
testimony in a written document—in this case my voice—should, he warns
“be used as sparely as possible.”! Because it is Mia’s own life history that
interests us, her testimony is primary. Nonetheless, my comments and
questions to Mia, my agreements, disagreements, and conclusions, as well
as empirical documentation, are indispensable to the presentation of Mia’s
life. In effect, Mia and I are conversing as historians with the goal of
understanding her experiences and the era in which she lived.

The interviews with Mia have been digitized, loosely indexed, and por-
tions have been transcribed. Copies of these interviews, Gretchen Muller’s
transcript, and many letters in Polish, are in my possession and in the pos-
session of Mia’s son, Peter Truskier. We plan to deposit them in a scholarly
archive.

NOTE

1. Alessandro Portelli, “What Makes Oral History Different,” in Robert Perks
and Alistair Thomson, eds., The Oral History Reader (New York: Routledge,
1998), 68-69.
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CHAPTER 1

Mia Truskier: The “Oldest Refugee”

On May 17, 2014 a large group congregated at St. John’s Presbyterian
Church in Berkeley, California for a memorial service in honor of Mia
Truskier. Sister Maureen Duignan, Executive Director of the East Bay
Sanctuary Covenant (EBSC) and Mia’s closest friend and collaborator,
greeted the congregants: “We are gathered here this morning to bid fare-
well to our dearly beloved sister Mia Truskier for whom we grieve and
whose life spanned ten decades. As we honor Mia today, we celebrate a
woman who truly loved her family beyond compare, a woman of peace,
who tried to bring harmony in conflict, a woman of hospitality, whose
door was wide open to all, especially the immigrant and the refugee.”

St. John’s Presbyterian may have seemed an odd choice for honoring
the life of a secular Jew and spiritual skeptic, but as one of the founding
parishes of the Sanctuary Movement in 1982, it was entirely fitting. Along
with four other Bay Area churches (University Lutheran, St. Joseph the
Worker Catholic Church, St. Mark’s Episcopal, and Trinity Methodist),
St. John’s joined with Southside Presbyterian Church in Tucson, Arizona,
to provide sanctuary to thousands of people fleeing torture, imprison-
ment, and death at the hands of the brutal military-ruled governments of
El Salvador and Guatemala. Mia was active in this cause, serving on the
EBSC Board of Trustees until her death on February 8, 2014, just short
of her ninety-fourth birthday.

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 1
Switzerland AG 2021
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As a historian of Latin America, I interviewed Mia about her work while
in the first stages of a book on North American activists involved in pro-
viding sanctuary for Central American refugees in the United States (US).
Our conversations began in 2011 and continued over the next two years.
In her nineties, physically frail but mentally sharp as ever, Mia was continu-
ing to offer material and moral support to the EBSC projects and fundrais-
ers, even making it down to the Berkeley office on occasion. When I asked
why she devoted so many hours to this work, she responded: “The answer
is simple, because I will never forget what it is like to be a refugee.”

FroM SURVIVAL TO ACTIVISM

Often called EBSC’s “oldest refugee,” Mia along with her husband and
other family members had escaped from German-occupied Poland in the
spring of 1940, lived semi-clandestinely in Italy through World War II,
and immigrated to the US in 1949. Although her journey from Poland to
Italy to Nebraska, and eventually California, is a remarkable tale, it is not
what drew so many people to her memorial service. Mia’s son Peter said it
best in his welcoming remarks: “This is the thing that most impresses me
when I think back on my mother’s life. The fact that her experience during
the war made her more, not less, able to embrace the common humanity
of all people and that she felt compelled to act on it.” Mia had traded in
the dangers and disappointments of the war years for a life of responsible
activism in aid of refugees facing similar circumstances today. As the many
testimonies during the memorial service revealed, Mia’s was an activism
that crossed racial, ethnic, and national lines.

Mia identified as a refugee but used the rights citizenship accorded her
to advocate for new waves of refugees. She recognized that just as doors
had slammed shut denying safe harbor to Jews fleeing Nazi persecution,
people currently escaping violence, abuse and grinding poverty are deserv-
ing of our assistance. Since she had been refused asylum in Switzerland
and elsewhere in Europe in 1940 when she and her family desperately
needed it, she was not going to sit by while the same thing happened to
millions fleeing from El Salvador, Haiti, Syria, Sudan, Palestine, and many
other places.

Most often, refugee narratives focus on dangers overcome, on near-
misses with capture and death, and on survivors’ arrival to a safe and
meaningful present. We discuss the lives of refugees in our book clubs,
teach or learn about them in classrooms, and ponder the refugee crisis
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Fig. 1.1 Mia selling crafts at the EBSC table at the Berkeley Holiday Craft Fair,
ca. 2009. (Credit: Truskier Family Collection)

from a comfortable distance. The heroic memoirs, biographies, collected
oral testimonies, films, and podcasts that chronicle the plight of millions of
displaced people inform us of suffering and human deprivation across the
globe. Mia’s story is different, possibly quite rare. As a former refugee, she
worked with others to provide housing, employment and a path to citi-
zenship for all refugees, regardless of their particular backgrounds. In the
EBSC newsletter that she edited, Mia explained what motivated her work.

A few years ago, at one of our EBSC gatherings, I was jokingly introduced
as “our oldest refugee.” I accepted the title in the way it was intended. I felt
amused but also honored. The fact is that I never was a refugee in this coun-
try. I came to the U.S. on an immigration visa and have been a citizen for
half a century. Still, I do deserve the title of refugee because, during World
War II in Europe, I became what today people often refer to as an “illegal
alien.” I think that, regardless of when, where, or under what circumstances
they have to flee their country, all refugees have so much in common that
they are entitled to speak on each other’s behalf. We don’t become refugees
by choice.!
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Mia recognized her status as an immigrant to the US, but tended to
speak of herself as a refugee, particularly in her later years. The Pulitzer
Prize-winning novelist Viet Thanh Nguyen, whose family escaped from
South Vietnam in 1975, emphatically refers to himself as a refugee, not an
immigrant, as a way of legitimizing all refugees. According to Nguyen,
“We call ourselves a ‘nation of immigrants’; it’s part of our mythology that
immigrants come here and achieve the American dream. ... But refugees
are different. Refugees are unwanted where they come from. They’re
unwanted where they go to.” Immigrants, the myth would have it, came
here willingly, worked hard, overcame discrimination, beat back hardship
and constructed a great land. Refugees, by contrast, are victims with no
standing in the creation of national greatness, mythical or otherwise.
Nguyen turns the tables by insisting on his identity as a refugee and, simi-
lar to Mia, using it as a source of empowerment “to advocate for the new
refugees today.”?

Possibly because she came to America as an adult anxious to embrace
the opportunities her new life afforded, Mia saw no benefit in parsing a
distinction between refugee and immigrant. Certainly she had not chosen
to leave Poland, but she did choose to come to the US for the very specific
reason that this was a place where she could participate fully in civic life.
When I asked why she and her husband Jan (pronounced “Yon”) did not
remain in Italy, where many people had assisted them when they really
needed it, where they had found work, and where they had made many
friends, her response was definite. “We could not become citizens in Italy,
at least for a very long time. We had no future there.” Ryszard, Jan’s
cousin who escaped with them from Poland, remained in Italy, married
and had children, but was only able to obtain citizenship after twenty-five
years. That was not an existence Mia and Jan envisioned for themselves
and their family; they sought a place in which they could participate as
full-blown citizens. In the wake of the war, destruction, and the Holocaust,
neither Poland nor Italy afforded them such rights and, crucially, respon-
sibilities. Despite the fact that the US had not in the past shown any will-
ingness to admit Poles, nor to provide refuge to Jews escaping Nazi
oppression, it was a country willing to grant citizenship to refugees.

The crux of Mia’s story, as the title to this book implies, was surviving
in order to start again in a place where full civic engagement was possible.
The hackneyed concept of “starting again” furthers a myth of America as
a land of opportunity where immigrants struggled and presumably were
able to fulfill their dreams. In reality the masses who poured into the
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harbors of New York, Boston, New Orleans, and San Francisco in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were often fleeing famine, war,
political oppression, and persecution in their homelands. Were they not
refugees? Indeed with the exception of indigenous people, who had not
invited the settlers to take their land, or Africans enslaved and transported
across the ocean, or Mexicans who lost their rights and property in war
and treaties, were not all the rest running from the hard times of the old
country? Alas, historical context is everything. Thousands of women,
men, and children escaping famine in Africa are in today’s terminology
refugees, but the multitudes who fled famine in Ireland in the nineteenth
century were immigrants. At what point does a refugee become an immi-
grant? When is a victim of oppression no longer a burden pounding at our
shores but is instead proof of the American dream? The outcome has
rested on the shifting sands of economic prosperity, political realignments,
and short-term policies. For the Truskiers, it was the difference between
prewar scarcity and the booming economy of the postwar era, the luck of
a presidential decree that opened the borders to victims of war who were
unable to return to their homelands, and the fortuitous existence of a
Truskier uncle in Nebraska who was willing to serve as a sponsor. Others
fleeing identical circumstances then and now have faced a closed, often
hostile, border. As her son remarked at her memorial, it was Mia’s own
experience in the war and, I would add, her own good fortune surviving
it, that made her more, not less, able to see the common humanity of all
refugees.

Wuo Was Mi1A TRUSKIER?

In our conversations, Mia told me stories about her happy, comfortable
childhood in Warsaw before the outbreak of war. She recounted her escape
in 1940 to Italy on a black-market visa, followed by the perilous war years
in Rome where she and her husband passed as gentiles, supporting them-
selves in the gray market of odd jobs available to those without working
papers. She was a go-between for Poles confined in Vatican City who were
supporting the Polish Government-in-Exile based in London. She and her
husband knelt in chapels to receive messages from partisan diplomats in
the Vatican intended for members of the underground resistance in
Poland. Always she worried about the health and safety of her mother who
along with thousands of other “hidden Jews” remained on the Aryan side
back in Warsaw, constantly evading the watchful patrols of the Gestapo.?
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Fig. 1.2 Trees for Haiti poster. (Credit: Truskier Family Collection)

Likewise, she was anxious to know the fates of her father, brother, and
sister-in-law, held in a work camp far into the interior of the Soviet Union.
The stories that had taken up residence in her mind while living through
World War 11, and in the years afterward as an immigrant political activist
building a new life in the US, now tumbled out into my digital recorder.
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MEETING M1A

I first met Mia, and her husband Jan, in 1975 at their home in Long
Beach, California. I got to know them through my partner, Andor Skotnes,
a friend for years of their son Peter and his wife Mary. Our first meeting
made an impression. I recall how they greeted me with such genuine
warmth and expectation of maturity that as a twenty-something student I
was caught off guard. Then, over the years, our relationship deepened
when Andor and I paid visits to Long Beach, and later Oakland, where
they moved to be closer to Peter and Mary. I only saw Jan a few times over
the years before his death in 1988, but remember him as gracious and

Fig. 1.3 Mia and Andy Truskier International Red Cross Passport for Travel by
Stateless Persons, 1949. (Credit: Truskier Family Collection)
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DPC-219
L=13-49

DISPLACED PERSONS COMMISSION
WASHINGTON 25, D. C.

Dear Sir or Madam:

The Displaced FPersons Commission welcomes you to the
United States of America.

The Congress of the United States of America has
established the Displaced Persons Commission to select for immi-
gration to this country, persons displaced as a result of World
War II. Under the principles laid down by the Congress, you are
n—" among those selected.

The Congress is interested in how displaced persons
fare after settling in the United States., So that the Congress
may be kept informed on this matter, it requires that each per-
son who immigrated to the United States as the head of a family
or as a single person provide certain factual information.

The information is to be provided twice a year, for
two years. The reporting dates are July 1 and January 1. The
first report is required on the next reporting date after you
have been in the country &0 or more days. Each of the reports
must be in the mails to reach us by the date specified, but may
be mailed as much as fifteen days earlier.

The form for reporting is provided by the Displaced
Persons Commission. The form to be used will be available on
May 15 for the July 1 report and on November 15 for the January
1 report. It will be available at local offices of the U. S.
Immigration and Naturalization Service.

The Displaced Persons Commission wishes you every
success in your new life in the United States of America,

Sincerely,

Fig. 1.4 Letter to Truskiers before leaving Italy from Displaced Persons
Commission, Washington, D.C., 1949. (Credit: Truskier Family Collection)



