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Zielony Balonik — The Scottish Polish Book Club

Jenny was a co-founder of Zielony Balonik which began its activities in 2006. Ever since,
in our bi-monthly meetings, we read and discuss Polish contemporary literature (fiction,
non-fiction and poetry) available in English translation as well as works exploring Polish
culture and history. Some members read the English version of text, others the original
Polish and some both. Our discussions and communications are always in English. We are
committed to the promotion and enjoyment of Polish literature in the UK as a way of
supporting a stronger connection between the two cultures. Mainly coming from the
Edinburgh and Glasgow areas, our membership includes both Polish nationals and UK
citizens who are interested in Polish literature and culture. Some of us have family or work
links in Poland and some have developed friendship links over the years. This range of
experience and knowledge adds hugely to the richness of our group discussions committed
to the promotion and enjoyment of Polish literature in the UK as a way of facilitating a
mutual understanding between the two nations.
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Jenny Robertson on the Zielony Balonik website

Jenny remains a presence on the Zielony Balonik website (zielonybalonik-bookclub.org.uk)
by way of her own books, her comments on books we read, and her contributions to the

blog.

In recent years we have read two of her books: From Corsets to Communism (2019),
her biography of the novelist Zofia Nalkowska (1884-1954), and Ukraine: A Personal
Exploration before Putin’s Invasion (2023). The notes of our discussion of the
Natkowska book are fairly descriptive, covering the subject’s life rather than the
biographer’s approach. We also read one of Natkowska’s novels Boundary, and after our
discussion Jenny wrote a long note in which her admiration for the woman and her work
shine through: the book is ‘an excellent, indeed inspired, study of Poland during the inter-
war period ... a piece of hugely intelligent writing, totally honest, written by an author who
was a brilliant observer and amazingly honest for her time, particularly for her views on the
sexual, social and economic interaction of women and men.’




The Nalkowska biography opens with this touching dedication: ‘Stuart our shared
commitment to Poland has underscored our lives from our 1st meeting when those 6 words
you uttered, “would you like to learn Polish?” turned out to be an invitation to far more
than the intricacies of Polish grammar.” Her first encounter with Poland had however come
some years earlier, when she was still at school, as recounted in the post ‘Krakéw in sepia’
(2024). She writes, ‘my first inkling of Poland came in a Glasgow classroom when we were
shown on an old reel to reel projector a broken film, barely visible, made by Film Polski.
Only years later did I realise it was about the restoration and return of the Wit Stwosz altar
to the Mariacki church in Krakéw. It thrilled me with a sense of survival and of valuing
something precious: Polska.” (I was pleased to find that very film, itself restored, available
on YouTube, and share the link with her.)

The post also includes two poems by Jenny, one about seeing the film at school, and the
other about when she, ‘careless twenty’, first visited Krakéw ‘in soaring summer heat’. As
for Ukraine, that came later, as the notes of our discussion on her book about that country
outline. ‘Jenny spent time in Ukraine between 2005 and 2018. She first went when her
husband Stuart, an Anglican priest, was asked to do a locum for the congregation in Kyiv.

Jenny was reluctant to go and agreed only on condition that they travel around the country.
When in Ukraine she kept ad hoc diary notes and took some photos, with no particular aim
in mind at the time. The languages Jenny and Stuart know (and those they don’t, or know
less well, including Ukrainian) are part of the story. (...) Travelling by bus and train wasn’t
always comfortable or convenient — but a good way to see the country as locals experience
it

Jenny’s comments on other books reveal something of the range of her interests and
experiences and underline her restless curiosity. Reflecting on the thriller Blnded by the Lights
by Jakub Zulczyk, a ‘grim book’ in her view, she recalled that, ‘as it happened a Glasgow
godfather bought the house next door to ours in Provan mill, Glasgow...” The narrator of
Kornel Filipowicz’s The Memoir of an Anti-Hero reminded her ‘of the Vicar of Bray in a song
that was in a collection my mother had long ago. I’'m sure no one sings it now, but this
Vicar was determined to remain in his post through the dangerous years of religious conflict
in seventeenth century England and fit into the prevailing mood, Royalist or Puritan and
keep his living and his head until the Restoration.” When we read The Penguin Book of Polish
Short Stories (2025), she wrote about “When the Glow of Dawn Appears” by Marek
Nowakowski, describing a work outing to pick mushrooms in People’s Poland. She
highlights many references not obvious to the Anglophone reader, explains her dislike of
the English title and, prompted by Magda’s reminder that ‘mushroom gathering plays a part
in the great national epic Pan Tadens3’, says has ‘re-read Pan Tadensz in Bill Johnson’s
wonderful translation.” This was six months before her death, when she had already been
ill for some time, but I'm struck by the appetite and undimmed curiosity she retained all
that time for Polish literature.

As for Flights by Olga Tokarczuk, Jenny wrote a long reflection on this book, covering its
title, the characters and the translation, and taking issue with the notion that moving is
always better than staying put. She’s honest about her misgivings regarding the book. ‘For
me, it was a long and difficult journey, often an annoying one. I have to admit I skipped
bits, then wished I hadn’t and went back and re-read them. But I felt cheated.” In the end,
however, she is prepared to challenge herself and her own expectations. ‘Perhaps, having
reached the end of this complex book, I too shall get on board this tantalising F/ights once




again, deal with the many thought-provoking issues the author is unafraid to raise and push
back my own understanding of what literature is and where it can take us.’

Ken Cockburn

Jenny — my friend!

"A particular theme of Zielony Balonik has been to read and celebrate not only new and
well publicised Polish authors but also those now forgotten. When Jenny joined us, she
was already well known as a Scottish poet and author.

She crossed the boundary between Scotland and Poland with her own highly praised
writings, having chosen to study Polish at the University of Glasgow following a teenage
pen friendship with a Polish lady in a displaced persons’ camp in Germany. Following
Goethe’s advice to travel to a poet’s homeland to understand his/her poetry, her
own works draw on her travels and experiences of living in Poland. They include Poems
of the Warsaw Ghetto 1939-1943 (Lion Publishing 1989); Don’t Go to Uncle’s Wedding
(Azure 2000); From the Volga to the Clyde (Fleming Publications 2014); From Corsets
to Communism, the Life and Times of Zofia Natkowska (Scotland Street Press 2019);
and The Wolves of War (Scotland Street Press 2024), which chronicles the story of a
Polish family in the former Polish Borderlands. And a special mention for Wojtek War
Hero Bear (Bitlinn 2014) and her support for the Wojtek Memorial in Princes Street
Gardens in Edinburgh which was unveiled in 2015.

llustrated by TIM ARCHBOLD

I know Jenny would be so happy to know that a refurbishment of the memorial will begin
on the day of her celebratory memorial service.




Her writing talents were accompanied not only by her acute analysis of each book that we
chose to read but also in her respect for books new and old. The latter was valiantly
demonstrated in the many hours spent in the cold and spartan conditions of the Polski
Dom in the rescue of neglected Polish books before the clearance of the building for its
complete renovation.

For me friendship with Jenny was a rich experience and fun. Always elegant in every way.
Always courageous. Thank you, Jenny.”

Krystyna S zumelnkowa
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Launching of Jenny’s book From Corsets to Communism at Edinburgh Waterstones” bookstore, 2019

I met Jenny in 2006 when Zielony Balonik was launched as a Scottish Polish book club,
and from our very first meeting I deeply admired her insight, her passion for all things
Polish, and her never-ending desire to learn and to share that knowledge with others. From
that point on, I learned so much from Jenny: about Glasgow as a place of study in the late
1950s, about it being a city that ‘grows on you’; about Polish literature and its Jewish
heritage; about Ukraine and its connections with Poland; and about numerous Polish
writers, such as Zofia Natkowska, and their links to Scotland. Jenny was a wellspring of
knowledge, but equally a person of profound compassion.
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She was also ahead of her time in thinking of Jews and Poles together as a multiethnic yet
deeply interconnected community sharing history, language, and literature, despite many
painful wounds. Her research on the Warsaw Ghetto while writing Don’t Go to Uncle’s
Wedding was both revealing and insightful, bringing to light the Ringelblum Archive and
weaving its voices sensitively into her narrative. Jenny’s open mind, her soulful way of
thinking, her rich imagination, her passion for reading and her talent as a writer - for both
young adults and adults - defined her unique personality. She was someone who truly made
the world a better place.

I will miss Jenny terribly, but I take comfort in knowing that I can return to her beautiful
books and poems, whose legacy will endure for generations to come. Wherever you are,
dear Jenny, my love and memory are with you.

Elvira Grossman

L Magda Montgomery with Jenny
. and twin sister Margaret in Sopot, 2013
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Stuart and Jenny sorting out the books at the Dom
Polski, Edinburgh 2018
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Messages

- from, to and about Jenny

“That is very sad news indeed. Jenny was such a vibrant person, even during
her difficult last years. We will all miss her. Regards” Mark

“Sending deepest condolences to Stuart and family. May her memory be
a blessing.” Miriam

“That is very sad news. I thought we had more time. Only this morning I
wrote an email to Jenny. Too late. It is very much a memento mori for
me.” Grazyna

“Such a lovely and talented lady.” Patrycja

email sent a few days before her passing:

“Hi Jenny, regarding your recent email, it did have a significant impact on us.
No doubt it was much more difficult for you to receive this assessment from
your doctors - never mind deciding who and how to inform all those people in
your extensive circle.

Over the many years of our book club we have benefited greatly from your
charm, and your intelligent insight into many books; you will obviously be very
sorely missed. We are at a stage when we are losing friends, ex-colleagues and
neighbours but your absence from our meetings will, without a doubt, have a
marked effect on all of us for a long time to come!

We assume that the care you are receiving will enable you, over the time left to
you, to maintain your usual positive demeanour.

Best wishes, Bob”

Jenny’s reply: “Thank you for your kind words, Bob. Sending you and
Basia warmest wishes.”

Her words, written a few days before her passing, indicate her lovely nature.




Jenny - Our Last Wishes

and her ongoing presence!

Zielony Balonik

the Scottish Polish Book Club

-

All members of Zielony Balonik have fond memories
of you, Jenny, and of your valuable and thoughtful
contributions to our discussions. Wherever you are in
the spiritual world, you will always be present in our
memorties and future book discussions!

But perhaps you will be in a peaceful and beautiful place like the one in the
photograph below - taken in one of Warsaw’s beautiful parks you liked so
much.

Foto by Robert McMillan

All the texts in this booklet have been written by members of Zielony Balonik




Flowers from Poland in grateful memory of Jenny,
whose life brought insight and inspiration to us all!

(Fotos below by Robert McMillan)
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(‘I shall not wholly die’ by Horace Odes, 3.30.6)




