Wladislas (Władysław) Popiołek – A Short Biography
Wladislas was born on 6th March 1923 in Strzemieszyce Małe in Silesia to Leokodia and Maksymillian. His father had fought as a conscript machine gunner on the western front in the Kaiser’s army and then as a volunteer under Piłsudski in the Polish-Soviet war, where he was wounded in the defence of Lwów. Later, Maksymillian declined a plot of land and Frontier Guardsman role on the kresy because he was not a farmer.  The family emigrated to Northern France in 1925 and Maksymillian worked in the mines and as a butcher.
Wladislas had to enrol himself at primary school at the age of seven and wanted to continue with the next stage of schooling, after passing the Certificate D’Etudes Primaires, but was forced by his father to leave school and go to work, age twelve and a half, at a market gardeners and then in a textile factory. Wladislas nevertheless studied at evening classes, and also joined the “Preparation Militaire” as a cadet for which he gained a silver medal. When France fell he was 17 years old and all programmes of studies and a lot of employment ceased.

In the summer of 1941, on his own initiative, Wladislas left his home near Lille, in the Zone Interdite, and with a Polish friend made his way via Paris and the dangerous Zone Libre to the border of Spain and France, and the river Bidassoa, swollen by heavy rains.

Wladislas and his friend were captured on the Spanish side of the river, taken to a cellar, and kept as prisoners. Two days later, they were marched in chains to the station, and taken on a train to Miranda de Ebro, one of fascist Spain’s infamous concentration camps. (The story of this camp is told in the book “Urge to Live” by Bolesław Wysocki.) Despite the fact that Wladislas was in fact a naturalised French citizen, he declared himself a Pole on arrival at the camp and joined the Polish group under Captain Snarski. He took part with all the Polish prisoners in an eleven day hunger strike as a protest against the inhuman and degrading conditions. The living conditions in the camp improved somewhat after this and Wladislas was able to do some studies, taking his mała matura to fill in the gaps in his education under the guidance and friendship of Doctor Leon Słupiński and others.
The Spanish regime gradually changed its approach in response to changing influences in the war. The Poles were released in batches of one hundred per day.  Wladislas left in the third batch on 21st March 1943 and was evacuated from Portugal by the British navy to Gibraltar where he was able to join the Free Polish Forces, and wear a uniform. The troop carrier City of Norwich, escorted in a large convoy by the destroyer Błyskawica, survived bombing attack to reach Avonmouth on 30 May 1943.
In England Wladislas took his basic military training before volunteering for training as a pilot. Under the instruction of certain celebrated Battle of Britain pilots (see copy extracts from log book) he flew Tiger Moths, Harvards and then Oxfords. But with only one final examination to take place, and a few more hours flying, his section was disbanded, and his pilots wings were denied him. Wladislas stayed in uniform until the end of 1947, in the Polish Resettlement Corps. He elected to remain in the UK, taking a London University degree in Chemistry.
Wladislas married an English girl Audrey Kernahan in 1950 and built a successful business career in the UK. He was chief chemist and then managing director of Kores, an office supplies manufacturer, before setting up his own company.  Wladislas and Audrey live in Essex and have three children, ten grandchildren and three great-grandchildren. Wladislas is a regular visitor to Poland, normally with his youngest son Marc, who has business and recreational interests in Wielkopolska and Silesia.
