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Polish Engineering Tradition in Canada

Mark Wegierski

This article first appeared in the February, 1994 issue
of The World & I, a publication of the Washington Times
Corporation, and is reprinted with permission.

I n February, around Saint
|| Valentine’s Day and before
_\ the onset of Lent, the annual
ball of the Association of Polish
Engineers in Canada (APEC) is
held. It is a festive occasion. All
dress formally. Gentlemen
behave with courtly, Old World
Polish gallantry, kissing a lady’s
hand in greeting. The waltz pre-
dominates. Memories are
evoked of the elaborate balls of
pre-World War Il Poland and of
the royal and imperial balls of the
Austro-Hungarian monarchy.
The APEC ball reached its
opulent height in the mid-1980s.
For years, it was held in an ele-
gant hotel. More recently, it has
been moved to more intimate

surroundings in a lodge outside
the city, but it still may be attend-
ed by government officials,
senior executives of major firms,
or members of federal and
provincial parliaments.

The ball is one of various
events, including graduation ritu-
als for engineers who are to
receive their iron rings, that mir-
ror the unique place, both in the
Polish-Canadian community and
in Canada, held by engineers
and technicians of Polish
descent. They are accepted at
the highest levels of society and
form an unabashedly elite immi-
grant group that has maintained
its status because of intellectual,
rather than folkloric, ethnic tradi-
tions. Indeed, the formal political
leadership of the entire Polish-



Canadian community *(particu-
larly the Canadian Polish
Congress) has largely consisted
of engineers and technicians.

In fact, since World War I,
Polish immigrants and their
descendants have made a signif-
icant contribution to the intellec-
tual and physical development of
Canada, one out of proportion to
their overall numbers. It has
been possible to descry a specif-
ic Polish, or Polish-descended,
tradition of technical, engineer-
ing, architectural, and scholarly
achievement and a particular
community focus in that direc-
tion. A community and technical-
ly oriented Polish-and English-
language newsletter, the New
Link, has been published for
many years.

During the 1960s, ‘70s, and
‘80s, a significant number of
Polish immigrants were qualified
in the technical professions:
there were also a few scholars in
the theoretical, applied, and
social sciences. The émigrés
were able to parlay these abili-
ties into securing and elevating
their social status in Canada.
The continued arrival of immi-
grants with scientific and techni-
cal backgrounds is expected.
However, now that Poland
is free, many won-
der whether

the scientific and technical tal-
ents of people clamouring to
immigrate to North America
would not be better utilized in
their homeland. Some émigrés
have considered going back at
some point, but, to date, most
prefer to remain in Canada.

A unique community
emerges

& rior to 1939, Polish immi-
g’ gration, ongoing since
the 18503 had largely
consnsted of peasants and
labourers. Nevertheless, the
influence of two prominent engi-
neers, Sir Casimir Gzowski and
Aleksander Edward Kierzkowski,
is seen in projects such as the
bridging of the Niagara River and
the construction of various
roads, railways, and bridges
across Upper Canada (Ontario’s
pre-1867 name) during the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth centu-
ry. Note should be made of the
work of eighteenth-century car-
tographer Charles Blaskowitz, a
Loyalist who came to Canada as
a result of the expulsion of the
Tories from the United States.
In 1940, about a thousand
highly trained Polish per-
sonnel (subsequently

joined by about three thousand
family members) were allowed to
enter Canada to help with the
war effort. APEC was founded in
1941 and incorporated in 1944,
Immigration expanded in the
1950s. Thousands more techni-
cally trained persons, as well as
some scholars, entered Canada,
mostly via Britain. (They had
refused to return to a Poland
ruled by communists.). Generally
speaking, this generation of
Polish engineers and scientists
operated according to rigorous,
Continental European traditions
of design and craftwork. Their
approach was new to the
Canadians, who were accus-
tomed to provincial, British-
derived technological models.
(Some immigrants had finished
their education in Britain, and
this was highly regarded by
Canadians.).

The Polish engineering tradi-
tion bore fruit in the 1950s. This
was a time when design,
research, and development work
was done by individuals or small
project teams. Consequently,
considerable individual credit
could be claimed, and that
reflected on the community as a
whole. For example, Antoni
Piechota is credited with playing
a large role in the construction of

the country’s military radar-
antenna system. In
recent years,
research and devel-

The CN Tower,
Toronio’s newest
landmark and attraction
for sighteers, is one of
the tallest freestanding
structures in the world.
#Many of the tower’s
electronic systems were
designed and installed by
engineer Eugeniusz Danowski.



The technically oriented bilingual publication New Link

opment work has generally been
assigned to much larger teams,
at least in major firms.

During the 1950s, may Polish
technicians, designers, and even
test pilots were involved with a
grand project, the Avro Arrow.
This advanced-prototype jet
fighter was claimed to be two
decades ahead of its time. The
project was cancelled by a parsi-
monious government, a decision
that virtually crippled Canada’s
putatively independent air and
aerospace industries. Many
engineers went on to work for de
Havilland, the major airplane
builder from the 1950s to 1980s,
and that firm hired significant
numbers of Poles in all technical
capacities.

Another significant contribu-
tion is in the realm of architec-
ture and building. Civil engineer
Ludwik Alejski was involved in
the design and supervision of
construction of the first real high
rises in Toronto: the stark black
Toronto-Dominion Bank towers,
the Robarts Library at the

University of Toronto, and
Toronto’s premier symphony
concert venue, Roy Thomson
Hall. In recent years, much of the
construction and electronics for
Toronto’s newest landmark, the
CN Tower, one of the tallest free-
standing structures in the world,
were designed and installed
under the supervision of
Eugeniusz Danowski. Architect
and builder Tadeusz Jeruzalski
has been involved in many con-
struction projects in Montreal
and Toronto.

The 1950s émigrés made a
significant literary contribution as
well. B.D.E. Prazmowski wrote
on the Polish wartime experi-
ence in Eagles’ Brood: A Life in
the Polish Resistance. During
most of World War |,
Prazmowski served in the Polish
Underground Home Army (Armia
Krajowa). In 1945, he escaped

Cover designs for
Bohdan Ejbich’s
books recalling the
wartime exploits of
Polish squadrons in
the Royal Air Force.
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the oncoming Soviet armies and
joined the Polish army under
British command in Italy.
Between 1951 and 195\66, as an
engineer involved in oil-refinery
construction, he travelled
throughout the Far East and
Africa. He immigrated to Canada
in 1967 and is now president of a
research and development firm
dealing with environmental tech-
nologies that holds several
patents in Canada and the
United States.

Another engineer/author,
Bohdan Ejbich, has written sev-
eral books about the heroic
wartime experiences of the
Polish air force squadrons that
fought beside the British Royal
Air force during World War II.
Ejbich is known as a wit and
raconteur in the Polish-Canadian
community. He completed his
engineering studies at the
London Polytechnic after World
War Il and worked for
Westinghouse in Britain as an
electrical engineer. After coming
to Canada, he worked for many
years at General Electric,
designing electrical transformers.
Ejbich’s youngest son is the
manager of safety engineering at
Warren & Lambert, a multination-
al that produces everything from
pharmaceuticals to chewing
gum.

Wojciech Krajewski began his
engineering studies at the
Polytechnic of Lwow, in what
was southeastern Poland before
the Second World War and is
now part of Ukraine. His autobi-
ography, My Home, is both a
personal and historical record. It
describes the massacre of the
professors of Lwow University
(including an especially large
number of teachers from the
Polytechnic) by the Nazi occu-
piers, apparently with the con-
nivance of Ukrainian collabora-

The Robarts Library at the University of Toronto.

tors.

After the war, Krajeski was
offered employment by Ontario
Hydro, the provincial public utili-
ty. He joined his compatriot
Czeslaw Brzozowicz at the huge
firm. It was snidely said by some
Anglo-Saxons in the late 1950s

53

that the Poles
had “virtually ta-
ken over” Ont-
ario Hydro. Kra-
jewski worked
on the design
and casting of
ironworks  for
several coal-
generating sta-
tions, among
them Lakeview
(2,400 mega-
watts); Lambton
(2,000 mega-
watts); and Len-
nox (2,300 me-
gawatts.) Kra-
jewski also
worked on hy-
droelectric and
atomic power
stations. He is
known in the
community for
his gallantry and Old World
politesse, typical of the Kresy
(Poland’s eastern borderlands)
from whence he comes. His
friend Brzozowicz worked as a
longtime consultant to Ontario
Hydro rather than as a salaried
employee, because he preferred

Participants at the fiftieth anniversary of the APEC ball, held on May 19,
1991, in Ottawa. Guests included the Polish ambassador to Canada and a

senator from Poland.




to be independent. Krajewski’s
son is geophisist.

Longevity of the tradition

oles were the only group
to bring a defined
Continental technical tra-

dition to Canada. Furthermore,
Polish immigrants continued to
consciously identify themselves -
in some measure at least - as a
non-Anglo-Saxon community.
These two elements served to
create a dis-

sioned by the continued immate-
riality of Polish statehood,
embraced the concreteness of
the nauki scisle (exact sciences).
The rebirth of an independent
Polish state after World War |
gave this tradition a fully national
focus. '
Between the world wars,
Poland existed as a fully inde-
pendent state for the first time in
123 years. The desire to build a
modern state and the necessity
for rapid industrial advancement
fuelled the

cernible line of
continuity among
P ol i s h
Canadians.
Other European
immigrant
groups, even
those with an
engineering and
technical tradi-
tion, such as the
Germans, gener-
ally assimilated
so rapidly as to
become indistin-

ANETSEIRERIC

development
of traditions
of technical
specialization
and profes-
sional excel-
lence. The
intellectual
appeal of
ideas such
a S
Positivism,
futurism, the
Marxist con-
cept of the

guishable from
Canada’s Anglo-
Saxon majority.

“engineer of
souls” (the
superior man

Most immigrant
groups lacked
any real tradition
of technical
excellence.

The Polish engineering tradi-
tions were ultimately derived, in
their scientific and technical
aspects, from German models.
Standards were probably most
demanding at the imperial
German academies and techni-
cal schools. Their emphasis on
excellence was combined with
the quasi-aristocratic traditions
(and generally more humanistic
focus) of the nationalist Polish
intelligentsia. Some Poles, desir-
ing psychological release from
Romanticism, frustrated under
the rule of imperial Germany and
imperial Russia, and disillu-

The official poster of the fiftieth
anniversary APEC ball.

raised by the
role of tech-
nology), and
the exalta-
tion of hard, bracing Technik
(technology) added to the attrac-
tion of technical professions.
Technocratic and civil-service
elites emerged in a state model
called dirigisme (bureaucratic
authoritarianism). Thus, the
groundwork was laid for a cultur-
al identification with the engi-
neering professions that contin-
ued among immigrants in
Canada.

But it seems that the Polish-
Canadian engineering and schol-
arly tradition may not possess
any particular longevity.

Immigrants with technical train-
ing were able to quickly find a
social niche in Canada. Their
children, seeking to maintain
their parents’ social prestige,
also entered the technical pro-
fessions. Their parents even
encouraged them to intermarry
within the professional circles
and thereby continue a sense of
family tradition. The community
was further enlarged by other
Canadians of Polish descent,
whose parents were of humbler
working origins. They too looked
to engineering and technical
work as professions that would
elevate their social status. Added
to this was the large number of
persons with technical training
continually arriving form Poland,
particularly in the 1980s.

Nevertheless, the largest
demographic group in the Polish-
Canadian community today is
the generation born in Canada. It
has been estimated that no more
than 20 percent of those persons
identify strongly with their Polish
heritage and that the transmis-
sion of Polish cultural values has
been somewhat sporadic.
Ironically, those who retain a
substantial sense of identification
with the engineering community
might actually be holding on to
intellectual and social ideas that
are somewhat archaic even in
comparison to those in Poland
today.

The point to be made is that
the Polish-Canadian technical
and scholarly traditioh™springs
from cultural roots that no longer
obtain in North America. What
were once modern ideas now
appear distinctly reactionary.
Therefore, those born in Canada
who attempt to follow that tradi-
tion have to find ways to adapt it
to newly emerging circum-
stances. The result is an imper-
fect fit of the values received - if
only in modified form - from a
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generaton of immigrant parents
with the values held by society at
large.

The question of ethnic identity
and traditional loyalties - that is,
whether immigrants and the sec-
ond generation consider them-
selves Polish, Canadian, or both
- is not clear cut. Canada is offi-
cially a multicultural country and
does not seek to assimilate eth-
nic groups in any way. It does
not formally ask a person to give
up his language or culture as a
condition of  citizenship.
Practically speaking, however,
Canada (with the possibie, par-
tial exception of French-speaking
Quebec) is part of a North
American mass-media culture
and technology field that exercis-
es powerful assimilative pres-
sures.

For white ethnics like Poles,
the situation is curious.
Contemporary society and media
culture ever-more insistently
focus on gender and visible-
minority issues. Indeed, the
accommodation of visible minori-
ties might be offered as the real
implication of the term multicul-
tural in today’s North American
academia and media. However,
white ethnic groups are not con-
sidered accredited minorities.
For example, the program
responsible for employment
equity in Ontario mandates
numerical employment targets in
virtually all job categories, public
and private, for designated
groups. However, the program
does not consider any white eth-
nic minority so designated. Over
time, European immigrants are
being reduced to a bland, gener-
ic, “white” category, essentially
ignoring the residues and distinc-
tion the cultures of their nations
of origin. Curiously, in the 1950s,
long before it became a fashion-
able topic in Canadian society as
a whole. social scientists of

Polish descent pioneered studies
of ethnic identity and of the prob-
lems of conflict between compet-
ing identities in the individual and
community.

Diminishing expectations

" n the 1990s, the community
of Polish engineers faces an
.\ era of diminishing expecta-
tions. The intellectual traditions
that defined their cultural identifi-
cation and social status have
limited vitality; a renewed influx
of highly trained compatriots
from the homeland - who could
share and revitalize their com-
munity tradition - is unlikely; and
an ethnic identification according
to folk culture can prove no more
than an archaic curiosity. Some
have moved to the path of least
resistance: wholesale assimila-
tion, if not for themselves, then
certainly for their children. But
the attractiveness of North
America, despite its offered living
standards, may also diminish.
With the possibility that skilled,
well-motivated persons may
eventually be able to succeed
socially and economically in a
free eastern Europe (Poland,
until recently, seemed in a partic-
ularly favourable position), there
might even be a move toward
remigration.

For those who immigrated
before World War 11, or during
the 1950s or ‘60s, and have
reached or are approaching
retirement age, there is little
guestion of returning to Poland.
This could only be a journey to
die symbolically in the homeland.
In fact, many cannot return to
familiar locales: Poland’s eastern
regions (one third of prewar
Poland) were absorbed into
Soviet territory after World War 1l
and are no longer considered
part of the nation.

But for those who came to
Canada in the 1970s and ‘80s,
who generally were the products
of postwar Poland and were
introduced to the earlier tradition
in Canada, the possibility of
return is likely to be considered.
Even in a free Poland, the
prospects for obtaining appropri-
ate rewards for technical and sci-
entific endeavour remain bleak.
Nevertheless, the brain drain,
the departure to the West of
technical talent from eastern
Europe and Russia, has created
a vacuum that skilled persons
with a cultural affinity for the Old
Country might wish to fill.

The Polish technical and
scholarly tradition in Canada,
which crystallized in the first
three decades of the twentieth
century, at one time was definite-
ly forward looking. The history of
this tradition demonstrates how
rapidly the process of massive
technological change is affecting
cultures, subcultures, and folk-
ways across the planet. In the
era of mass culture, MTV, and
CNN, the tradition appears
stodgy and generally inaccessi-
ble to younger people.

In fact, the perennial problem
facing all ethnically based cul-
tures is how much technology
can enter a given society or frag-
ment culture before the seeming-
ly inevitable corrosion occurs.
The ultimate fragility of a tradi-
tion challenged by technological
development, even when that
tradition is buttressed by its
grounding in a technical and pro-
fessional status, leaves one pes-
simistic about the endurance of
any particularity in the onrushing
arrival of, in George Parkin
Grant’s words, the “global,
homogenous world-state”. In this
context, the Polish engineering
and scholarly tradition in Canada
possesses no extraordinary stay-
ing power.



Ten, ktoéry poswiecat swe ziemskie zycie

W dniu 7 kwietnia 1994 odszedt na
wieczny spoczynek nasz kolega,
cztonek Stowarzyszenia Technikéw
Polskich w Kanadzie od roku 1948,
Wojciech Adam Krajewski.

Urodzit sie 9 sierpnia 1912 roku,
wychowany w Rzeszowie, gdzie
otrzymat $rednie wyksztalcenie.
Absolwent wydzialu Inzynierii Ladowo-
Wodnej Politechniki Lwowskiej i asystent
na wydziale Lesnym przy katedrze
Zabudowania Gorskich Potokow (1937-
38). Pracowat nad projektami inzyniery-
jnymi w Karpatach Wschodnich. Jako
podchorgzy rezerwy brat udziat w
Kampanii Wrzesniowej, a nastepnie
stuzyt w wojsku polskim we Francji oraz
w polskich sitach zbrojnych na terenach
Szkocji, Anglii i Niemiec. Pracowat przy
projektowaniu i budowie lotnisk dla
ciezkich bombowcow alianckich w
Wielkiej Brytanii. Zakonczyt stuzbe
wojskowa w stopniu porucznika
lotnictwa. Reszte zycia spedzit w
Kanadzie.

Osiedlit sie w Toronto, gdzie od roku
1948 do 1977 pracowat jako inzynier w
Hydro-Electric Power Commission of
Ontario. W latach 1960-76 byt kiero-
wnikiem grupy projekiantéw konstrukcii
stalowych i zelbetowych dla elektrowni:
Lakeview (2400 MW) w Mississauga,
Lambton (2300 MW) koto Sarnia, Na-
nticoke (4000 MW) na jeziorem Erie,
Wellesley (2300 MW) i Lennox (2300
MW) koto Kingston. Projekty te
wymagaty scistej wspotpracy zespotéw
ladowo-wodnego, mechanicznego,
elektrycznego i architektonicznego. Kol.
Krajewski byt znany wsréd wspotpra-
cownikéw, podwtadnych i zwierzch-

—OGLOSZENIE

dia dobra innyc

nikéw, jako wybitny fachowiec z ktérym
kazdy chetnie pracowat. Dzieki jego
umiejetnosciom potgczenia podstaw
teoretycznych z praktycznym doswiad-
czeniem, zrozumienia catoksztattu
zadan oraz znajomosci detali - dzieki
jego sumiennegj pracy oraz szacunkowi i
wyrozumieniu dla wspoipracownikow -
projekty wykonywane pod jego kierowni-
ctwem osiggaty wyniki szczytowe.
Elekitrownia Lennox zostata wyrézniona
na zjezdzie Canadian Electrical
Association w Winnipeg, Manitoba, w
roku 1976, jako projekt wyjatkowo
praktyczny, ekonomiczny i estetyczny,
wykonany w terminie.

Kol. Krajewski byt cztonkiem
Association of Professional Engineers of
Ontario. Jego praca zatytutowana
"Structures for Power Stations in
Ontario” zostata opublikowana w
American Society of Civil Engineers
Proceedings 1976. Przeszedt na
emeryture w roku 1977, lecz pracowat
spotecznie do korica zycia. W roku 1978
wygtosit odczyt o elektrowniach w
Kanadzie na Politechnice Warszawskiej.

Polonia Kanadyjska znata kol.
Krajewskiego jako niestrudzonego
pracownika w ramach wielu organizacii.
O szczegotach jego wktadu serca,
talentu i zZmudnej pracy w zycie
polonijne pisato juz szereg osoéb na
tamach prasy. Jego wieloletnia
aktywnos¢ w STP objawiata sie w
odczytach, zebraniach, dyskusjach,
sympozjach, pracach organizacyjnych,
uroczystosciach jubileuszowych, wykta-
dach na kursach techniczno-informacyj-
nych. Stale nawotywat do wiekszego
udziatu w Zyciu spotecznym i hojniej-

8zego popierania wysitkow Polonii. Byt
przewodniczacym Zarzgdu Oddziatu
STP Toronto. Byt wieloletnim
pracownikiem Kongresu Polonii
Kanadyijskiej, prezesem Zarzadu Okregu
KPK Toronto (1950-52), wiceprezesem
Zarzadu Gtéwnego KPK (1952-54),
inicjatorem obchodow Tysigclecia Polski
Chrzescijanskiej, przewodniczacym
Komisji Millenium, sekretarzem obchodu
setnej rocznicy smierci A. Mickiewicza,
zatozycielem i pierwszym prezesem
Fundacji A. Mickiewicza, cztonkiem
Zarzgdu Polsko-Kanadyjskiego Instytutu
Badawczego, cztonkiem Zarzadu
Gtéwnego Zwiazku Polakéw w
Kanadzie, sekretarzem i przewodni-
czacym Dyrekeji Prasowe] Zwigzkowca
(1955-60), cztonkiem Stowarzyszenia
Polskich Kombatantdow, cztonkiem
Zarzadu Klubu Sportowego "Biaty Orzel’
(1950-55), wspotpracownikiem pism
polonijnych, autorem wielu artykutéw,
felietonéw zatytutowanych "A zycie
polonijne biegnie...” oraz ksiazki pt. "Mgj
dom”. Zostat wielokrotnie odznaczony za
prace spoteczng przez organizacje
poloniine i instytucje kanadyjskie.

Kol. Krajewski zostawit zone Marieg,
syna Krzysztofa i corke Anne.

Kol. Maria Krajewska, wieloletnia
cztonkini STP petnita funkcje sekretarza
Zarzadu Oddziatu Toronto oraz Zarzadu
Giownego przez kilka kadencji.

Serdeczne wyrazy wspotczucia dla
catej Rodziny sktada na rece kolezanki
M. Krajewskiej w imieniu czionkdw STP

Zarzad Glowny

Sprzedam praktyke inzynieryjna w Toronto w Don Mills (Structural Engineering).

Koszty utrzymania biura wynoszg okoto $5000 rocznie.
Podatki miejskie i licencje upowazniajace do prowadzenia praktyki optacone sg do konca tego roku.
Biuro miesci sie w jednym pokoju. Posiadam wszystkie oryginalne rysunki wykonawcze projektéw z ostatnich 40
lat (koscioty, szkoty, apartamenty, biura, silosy, paszarnie) razem z wszystkimi aktami zawierajacymi obliczenia
konstrukeiji i specyfikacje. Praktyke moze objac kazdy inzynier, ale musi byc czfonkiem PEO.
Moj wiek nie pozwala mi na dalsza prace. Pragne szybkiej decyzji i prosze powaznych i chetnych do pracy
samodzielnej kolegéw czy kolezanki do skomunikowania sie ze mna.

25 Ashgrove PI, Don Mills Ont. M3B 2Y9

Z. Przygoda, P.Eng.

Tel. 416-444-9196




