
 
 

‘And after that, like a dumb prophet, 
watched me pegging my tents 

Further and further south of Hadrian’s Wall.’ (Feliks Skrzynecki) 
 
The end of the second world war in 1945 saw exceptional displacement of many people 
throughout Europe, creating an influx of European migrants into Australia. Peter 
Skrzynecki’s anthology ‘Old/New World’ is a reflective exploration of the migrant experience, 
intertwined with a subtle appreciation for his natural environment and broader notions of 
family. Skrzynecki’s poetry reveals the challenge of the disconnection he feels to his cultural 
heritage from his Old World in Poland, whilst living in his New World of Australia. 
Skrzynecki’s poetry also makes light to the challenges for himself and other European 
migrants attempting to fit into their New World of Australia, particularly in relation to 
discrimination around language and culture. However, Skrzynecki’s poetry as a whole 
ultimately conveys how the challenges he experiences can be overcome by the benefits of 
living in his New World, particularly in relation to his appreciation for the Australian natural 
environment.  
 
Skrzynecki’s poetry reveals the challenges associated with a disconnection to his native 
Polish culture heritage and identity, whilst he is trying to fit into a new Australian environment 
that is unfamiliar to him. Exploring the innate, inseparable connection to his cultural roots, 
Skrzynecki mournfully reveals his inability to adapt into wider Australian society. In his poem 
‘Translated into Polish’, Skrzynecki reflects upon his rapid loss of cultural heritage through 
language. Skrzynecki conveys that he “still feel[s] out of place” in Australian society, 
highlighting the disconnect he feels to his foreign identity. The quickened pace of the third 
stanza is aided by a greater number of syllables, supports Skrzynecki “quickly forgetting” his 
native language, “since both parents have died”. Skrzynecki fundamentally believes that 
language is an integral part of his cultural heritage, something that he recognises he is losing 
hold of. Moreover, Skrzynecki, although tied emotionally and by bloodline, views himself as a 
“traveller” to Europe and a “stranger” in Australia, labelling the profound disconnect that 
Skrzynecki struggles with between his Old and New Worlds. Interestingly, in his poem ‘Feliks 
Skrzynecki’, Skrzynecki conveys this growing estrangement to his cultural heritage from the 
perspective of his father, who “watched [him] peg [his] tents further and further south of 
Hadrian’s Wall”, symbolic of the division between Skrzynecki and his cultural roots. 
Skrzynecki finds himself with the challenge of fitting into his New World environment, whilst 
still attempting to hold onto his cultural heritage and identity from his Old World.  
 
Skrzynecki’s poetry divulges the challenges experienced by himself and other European 
migrants, attempting to fit into their New World of Australia, particularly in relation to the 
challenges around language and culture. The Australians in some of Skrzynecki’s poetry 
demonstrate ignorance as Skrzynecki communicates that mispronunciation of his Polish 
surname is by choice. In his poem ‘The Polish Immigrant’, the Australians ask to “tell [him] of 
Strzelecki’ or of the mountain named “Kosciusko”, ultimately to undermine any reason why 
the apparently hypocritical Anglo-Australian cannot pronounce Skrzynecki’s surname. 
Skrzynecki reveals the discrimination towards himself and others outside of the ‘white 
Australia policy’ that the Anglo-Australians believed in at the time. Furthermore, Skrzynecki, 
in a mocking tone, depicts a “department clerk” who asks whether his “father ever 
attempt[ed] to learn English;”. Skrzynecki ironically describes the question that was asked “in 
dancing-bear grunts”, suggesting that the foolish clerk is nothing short of illiterate and still 
criticises Feliks for his inability to speak English. This discrimination is compounded by the 
deliberate, public scrutiny of the child’s name on his ‘First Day at School’ by the Sir who 
“tongue-[ties] himself” as he “mispronounces [his name]”. This again highlights the 



challenges of fitting into Australian society experienced by European migrants like 
Skrzynecki, who were forced to endure this racial discrimination as a result of not being 
apart of the ‘white Australia policy’ that was culturally accepted in Australian society, during 
the post-world war two period.  
 
However, Skrzynecki’s poetry also conveys how his challenges of fitting in can be overcome 
with the benefits of living in his New World, particularly in relation to his appreciation for the 
natural environment. In a metaphorical celebration of growing up in the Australian 
landscape, Skrzynecki’s poem ‘The Wind in the Pines’ derives a sense of satisfaction and 
appreciation for the Australian environment in order to overcome the challenges that he 
faces. Amongst the Australian landscape, Skrzynecki is able to cast his mind “back to where 
[he had] come from” and joyfully recalls the “yellow-dust road” that is indelibly ingrained with 
memories of his upbringing, providing him with a sense of identity from his past whilst 
appreciating his New World environment. Skrzynecki recognises that the wind “blows 
nonstop”, suggesting that it is perpetually a part of his identity and the nostalgic sentiments 
of his childhood are always accessible through the “wind in the pines”, for which Skrzynecki 
fills with hope and optimism. Furthermore, in his poem ‘A Bag of Oranges’, Skrzynecki 
recalls the beginning of his new life in Australian suburbia which was denoted by his father 
gifting him with “a bag of oranges”. Skrzynecki imagines these oranges “glowing/warmly in 
the dark”, the oranges radiating an optimistic warmth that Skrzynecki requires in order to 
overcome the challenges that he faces. Skrzynecki conveys the sense of comfort he had 
previously derived from the gift, which he later learns is “too cold to grow” in his Old World in 
Poland. These oranges symbolise the hope and optimism Skrzynecki’s develops from nature 
in Australia, and how he uses it to overcome the challenges of fitting in between his Old and 
New Worlds.   
 
Fundamentally, the challenges associated with fitting in between his Old and New Worlds 
are an integral part of Skrzynecki’s anthology. Skrzynecki’s poetry reveals the challenges 
associated with a disconnection to one’s cultural heritage living in an unfamiliar environment, 
as well as the challenges experienced by himself and other European migrants in relation to 
discrimination around language and culture. However, Skrzynecki’s collection also reveals 
that the challenges of being a migrant can be overcome, particularly in relation to developing 
an appreciation for the natural landscape, which Skrzynecki uses himself in order to 
overcome the adversities that he endured.  
 
 
 


