SKRZYNECKI'S POEMS REVEAL A CHALLENGE IN FITTING IN BETWEEN
THE OLD AND THE NEW WORLDS. DISCUSS.

‘And after that, like a dumb prophet,
watched me pegging my tents
Further and further south of Hadrian’s Wall.’ (Feliks Skrzynecki)

Throughout Skrzynecki’s poems it is evident that fitting in between the old and new world
was very much a challenge. Skrzynecki’s experience of the Old world provided many mental
and emotional challenges, which were difficult to overcome; however, upon arriving to the
New world it was apparent that many more challenges were to come. Challenges which
were faced in the New world were often more personal than those of the old world, however
once all challenges were overcome one was able to find a greater sense of prosperity in life.
Skrzynecki writes of his own personal experience a great amount however, he also uses
those of his parents to fully portray the way in which the migrant experience affected them.

Skrzynecki’'s poems explore the experiences endured during the Old world, which was often
one of isolation and hardship which, in turn proved it difficult to belong. In the poem ‘Sailing
to Australia’ it is clear that the migrant experience was a challenge which greatly contributed
to the loss of their sense of identity and belonging. An example of this is where Skrzynecki
wrote; ‘we had no names’, referring to each migrant as nothing but a ‘tattooed number’.
Portraying people in this fashion is a form of dehumanisation; taking away their identity in
order to avoid viewing them as an individual, with whom one could relate with. This would
have been difficult for the migrants as this experience was one which was full of uncertainty,
and to lose one’s sense of self on top of this would have been very tough. Clear imagery
used in ‘Sailing to Australia’ depicts an image of ltaly post-war, describing ‘aeroplanes lying
broken in a forest... like a butterfly’s torn wings.’. This imagery helps the reader to
understand the isolation and powerlessness migrants felt towards the outside world due to
the mental barriers they enforced upon themselves. Similarly, in ‘Arrival from Austria’ the
same image is depicted of the planes ‘broken like giant toys, carved from fragile wood’. This
simile truly portrays how surreal this experience was for the migrants as he describes
something so horrific in such a detached way. The theme of disconnectedness is further
reinforced in ‘Arrival from Austria’ where Skrzynecki wrote ‘rain continued to spatter [their]
faces and hands in drops that ran off like hieroglyphics.” The placement of the word
‘hieroglyphics’ imposes the concept that the adversity that has been endured for so long has
caused the migrants to become numb to their surroundings, not needing an explanation nor
understanding around what is to come next.

Upon arriving to Australia, the challenges of the Old world were almost forgotten however,
the new world confronted the migrants with new personal challenges around one’s sense of
being accepted and welcomed. In the poem ‘Migrant Hostel’ the barrier of the boom gate
which ‘sealed off the highway from [their] doorstep’, from which they required its ‘sanction’ to
enter and leave, develops the idea that each migrant was left feeling shut in, detached and
without their freedom. Skrzynecki describes this boom gate as one that ‘rose and fell like a
finger/ pointed in reprimand or shame’, enforcing a simile; designed to personify the barrier
into something more ominous, which worked to make the migrants feel isolated and alone
during a time full of uncertainty. Again in ‘Migrant Hostel’ Skrzynecki uses a simile to depict
how restrained migrants felt throughout their period of transit where he says, ‘for over two
years we lived like birds of passage’. This creates the concept that the barriers which told
them where to go and what to do contributed greatly to strengthening the sense of isolation
and loneliness each migrant felt. Differing from this sense of solitude, but still relating to the
challenges of an immigrant in Australia; Skrzynecki depicts how something so simple as the
pronunciation of his name contributes so greatly to how alienated he felt. He wrote how tired
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he’d become of the ‘clichéd pronunciation’ of his name, describing that upon being asked
with either ‘humour or rudeness’ how to say it; all he could think of was ‘places in history...
where a name’s/ not laughed at, reviled or twisted’. These three words of great emphasis
work to properly portray the divide Skrzynecki felt between himself and the Australian society
around him, which; due to the white Australia policy and the way immigration was viewed at
the time, regarded him as an outsider. In the poem ‘Feliks Skrzynecki’ it is revealed that
Peter Skrzynecki finds it a challenge in fitting in between the old and new worlds. Where he
wrote that his father ‘watched [him] pegging [his]tents/ further and further south of Hadrian’s
Wall.’ It is evident that Skrzynecki’'s lack of belonging in the New world, after enduring the
Old world is something he struggles with greatly.

Once overcoming the challenges faced between the old and new world, one can progress in
life through such a way that shows prosperity and strength. Furthermore, in the poem
‘Sunday Visits’ the blissful and liberating atmosphere during their gatherings is intimately
connected to the relationships they have developed with one another, something which has
become so strong because of the challenges they had all encountered. Where Skrzynecki
wrote ‘toasts made to absent friends, relatives or the ‘little ones”, the reader’s attention is
turned to imagine who these people being alluded to are, and are in turn able to understand
that they were cherished so dearly because, after enduring similar challenges they
developed such a connection that allowed them to find prosperity within one another. In the
poem ‘Feliks Skrzynecki’ one can comprehend the sense of prosperity Feliks gained after
finding an affinity with his garden- whose paths he swept ‘ten times around the world’. Peter
Skrzynecki describes his father’'s devotion and passion for his garden as something he loved
‘like an only child’, a simile which truly portrays to each reader the real significance of the
connection Felix Skrzynecki held with his garden. Later in this poem Skrzynecki describes
the peaceful picture of his father relaxing in the evening ‘with his dog, smoking... happy as |
have never been’. This comparison undoubtedly confirms the idea that Feliks Skrzynecki
had found prosperity through the harmonious connection he carried with his garden,
something which would never have been so profound had he not endured the adversity
which came with being a migrant. Similarly, in the poem ‘Mother and Son’, Skrzynecki finds
a sense of prosperity through admiring a photo of ‘a mother standing with her son in her
arms’ (himself). This image begins to come to life before the reader through the seamless
use of imagery which flows throughout the poem. It is evident that while reflecting upon this
image Skrzynecki is filled with filial admiration as he writes ‘all that matters to me is that
smile of pure love’ describing that one is able to ‘see it in her eyes’. This poem delves into
the deep devotion Skrzynecki held for his mother, and truly authenticates the idea that times
of struggle work to strengthen relationships and one’s sense of prosperity.

Throughout their experience of both the Old and New world, the migrants faced many
challenges relating to isolation, uncertainty, and loneliness however, once they are
overcome, they allow people to find prosperity in ways they would not have been capable of
beforehand. The challenges of the old world forced the migrants to become detached, for
example when Skrzynecki wrote ‘aeroplanes lying broken in a forest... like a butterfly’s torn
wings.” Whereas the challenges of the new world made the immigrants feel isolated from
their new home where Skrzynecki’'s name is ‘laughed at, reviled/ or twisted.’. These times of
adversity only worked to strengthen the sense of prosperity one would later in life appreciate.
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