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Epigraph

It was books that were victorious in the fight. We should build a monument to books.

Adam Michnik, editor-in-chief, Election Gazette

There is nothing to hide any more. On the contrary, we need to tell it like it was. Not to boast, but so that people don’t create a legend.

Jerzy Kulczycki, publisher and owner, Orbis Books
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Author’s Note

The quotations at the start of each chapter are drawn from works by authors who were promoted, in one way or another, by the CIA. This doesn’t imply that these people or their publishers were all working with US intelligence, or knew the Agency was sponsoring their work, although some were, and some did.




Prologue

Teresa’s Flying Library


Words can be like X-rays if you use them properly – they’ll go through anything. You read and you’re pierced.

Aldous Huxley, Brave New World



To begin with, a book. A very special book, which lives these days in the library of the social sciences department of Warsaw University, a literary treasure trove heavy with the scent of dust and old paper, and so jammed with shelves that in places the only way to move around is sideways. The volume is slim, about the size of a mass-market paperback, and comes wrapped in a glossy dust jacket depicting a 1970s computer room, where high priests of the information age, in kipper ties and flared trousers, tap instructions into the terminals of some ancient mainframe. The only words on the front are ‘Master Operating Station’, ‘Subsidiary Operating Station’ and ‘Free Standing Display’, while the back is filled with lists of codes and technobabble from a bygone era. Is any publication less appetizing than an out-of-date technical manual?

Turn inside, however, and the book reveals a secret. The pages here are yellowed, brittle, ragged-edged, and although the spine has been reglued and the cover boards carefully replaced, the leaves still threaten to tumble to the floor: this isn’t a 1970s publication at all, nor a technical manual. The front papers reveal that it was first printed in Paris in 1953, and the title page proclaims the book’s name and that of its author: 1984, by George Orwell. It is a Polish-language edition of the British socialist’s famous anti-totalitarian novel, which was banned for decades by communist censors in the Eastern Bloc. How did it arrive here, and why? To answer those questions, I turned to the woman who owned the book for much of its life.

Teresa Bogucka lives with two cats in the Warsaw suburb of Solec, in an apartment crowded with books and artwork. She has a view to the north over a park, where the trees on this wet autumn day seem to drip liquid gold, and to the south an open window admits the clamour of songbirds wanting to be fed. On the ground floor of the block is a library named for Jan Nowak, the war hero, writer and long-serving head of Radio Free Europe’s Polish service, who lived out his retirement in this building. Invisible beyond the east wall is the River Vistula, Poland’s defining feature, which oozes north across the flat land towards Gdańsk and the Baltic.

It was Teresa’s father, the art critic Janusz Bogucki, who brought the book to Poland. In 1957, during a short window of liberalization that opened after Stalin’s death, Janusz was allowed to visit the West for the first time, and he chose to see Paris. He picked up the Orwell translation from a Polish distributor there, probably Libella, a small bookshop on a quiet backstreet on the Île Saint-Louis, not far from Notre-Dame. He took several other titles, too, including a collection of poems by the future Nobel Prize-winner Czesław Miłosz, and several copies of the Polish émigré journal Kultura. Although all of these were banned in Poland at the time, Janusz smuggled them back through the border in his luggage and brought them to the rural town where he and his family had moved to escape the Stalinist purges. He gave 1984 to his daughter.

Teresa was ten or eleven years old then, but she was a precocious reader, and Orwell’s story struck her like a thunderbolt. ‘I was absolutely traumatized by it,’ she said.

Even at a young age, she recognized the ways in which communist Poland mirrored Oceania, Orwell’s fictional dystopian state. The language her teachers used at school was highly codified, designed to promote communist ideology and prevent dissenting thoughts. Every lesson adopted propaganda points put out by the Party, which assumed Poland was threatened by Western imperialism, that German fascists wanted to invade again and that the Americans planned to drop the Colorado beetle on Polish potato crops to starve the population. This was very different from the way her parents spoke at home, but her mother and father couldn’t tell her the school was lying in case word got back to the Party. To live in communist Poland required what Orwell called ‘doublethink’, which meant the ability to hold ‘two contradictory beliefs in one’s mind simultaneously’ and accept they were both true.

In the mid-1960s, Bogucka won a place at Warsaw University, where she joined a circle of bright young people who wanted to question everything. She took her books with her, including 1984, and loaned them out. Some of her friends had never seen uncensored material before and were scared: if they were caught with the books they could be thrown off the course and blackmailed by the secret police. But those who did dare to read were bound together by their shared, illegal act. They entered a conspiracy.

Bogucka and her fellow students had all been brought up in the communist system, trained to see the world through Marxist-Leninist philosophy, but they were also confident in their own intelligence. ‘Everywhere around us they would be talking about the Marxist dialectic,’ she said, ‘whereas we believed we were young revisionists. We wanted to understand what it was really all about.’ They devoured as many books on economics and sociology as they could, because they wanted to know, was Marx right? Their reputation as radical thinkers led a professor to dub Bogucka and her group ‘the Commandos’. In time, the Commandos reached the heretical conclusion that would define their adult lives: Marx was wrong.

Some years later, in 1976, when the country was rocked by strikes and unrest, Bogucka joined the emerging opposition movement. She had the idea then of creating an uncensored library, to give people access to history they weren’t meant to know and literature they weren’t supposed to read. She told her friends she wanted their books, and donated her own collection, including 1984. The SB security service, Poland’s KGB, kept continual watch on her, eavesdropping on her conversations, arresting her and searching her apartment, so she asked neighbours to store the books. Much of the time, though, they would be circulating among the readers, since this would be a ‘Flying Library’, which rarely touched the ground. The system of covert lending ran through a network of coordinators, each of whom was responsible for their own tight group of readers. Bogucka sorted the books into categories – politics, economics, history, literature – and divided them into packages of ten, before allocating each coordinator a particular day to pick up their parcel, which they took away in a rucksack. The coordinator would drop the books back the following month at a different address, before picking up a new set.

The demand for Bogucka’s books was such that soon she needed to find more. They could only come from the West. Activist friends smuggled word out to London, where émigré publishers arranged to send in shipments of thirty or forty volumes at a time. They would take them to the Gare du Nord in Paris, the western terminus of the transcontinental sleeper service that shuttled back and forth across mainland Europe. A courier would board the train there with a suitcase of books and head to a toilet compartment, where they would unscrew a ceiling panel and push the case into the roof space. After leaving the train, they would pass on the number of the carriage to Warsaw via a coded telephone call. In Poznań, the first train stop in Poland, another passenger would board, unscrew the panel and remove the case, bringing the books to Bogucka.

By 1978, Teresa Bogucka’s Flying Library had a stock of 500 prohibited titles. She opened sub-branches in other Polish cities, and when she moved over to other opposition activities she passed the library to another activist, who continued to loan out the books through the 1980s. After 1989, when the Berlin Wall had fallen, the library came here, to the social sciences department at Warsaw University.

How many people read this copy of Orwell’s book in those crucial Cold War years? Hundreds, probably thousands. And this was just one of millions of titles that arrived illegally in Poland, which in turn was just one country in the wider Soviet Bloc of nations, every one of which received great quantities of banned publications. Books arrived by every possible means: smuggled in trucks, aboard yachts, sent by balloon, in the post or in travellers’ luggage. Mini-editions were hidden in the sheet music of touring musicians, packed into food tins or Tampax boxes. In one instance, a copy of Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago was carried on a flight to Warsaw hidden in a baby’s nappy. From the late 1970s, banned books and pamphlets were also reproduced in huge quantities by underground printers in Poland, on presses smuggled in from the West, amplifying the literature’s effect. Increasingly the underground would publish homegrown titles, too, and by the mid-1980s the so-called ‘second circulation’ of illicit literature in Poland grew so large that the system of communist censorship began to break down.

The impact of this literary tide was huge. Poland was the most crucial of Eastern Bloc nations: when communism collapsed in 1989, this was the first domino to fall, and it was literature that won the war here, as the Polish dissident Adam Michnik maintained. ‘We should build a monument to books,’ he told me. ‘I am convinced it was books that were victorious in the fight. A book is like a reservoir of freedom, of independent thought, a reservoir of human dignity. A book was like fresh air. They allowed us to survive and not go mad.’

What some suspected, but very few knew for sure, was that the uncensored literature flooding the country wasn’t reaching Poles by chance. It was sent as part of a decades-long US intelligence operation known in Washington as the ‘CIA book program’, and part of the programme’s strategy was to build up circulating libraries of illicit books on the far side of the Iron Curtain. Bogucka’s copy of 1984 is an early example of works the programme sponsored. It was published, along with the Miłosz poems and the issues of Kultura, by a US intelligence asset in France known to the CIA as QRBERETTA, and the Libella bookstore where Janusz picked it up was a long-running distributor for the CIA scheme. If Bogucka’s book had spent thirty years quietly undermining Soviet communism from within, that was precisely the job it was designed to do.

Almost four decades after the end of the Cold War, influencing campaigns are everywhere. Intelligence agencies, activists and terrorist organizations now have a near-infinite number of ways to launch political-psychological operations and sway opinion, and the propaganda space is in some ways more important than the battles fought on the ground. Disinformation threatens Western liberal democracy as never before, while censorship and book bans are once again turning schools and libraries into ideological battlegrounds. Viewed from today’s vantage point, the CIA literary programmes appear almost quaint. They had political goals, but these were not achieved through lies and indoctrination. This was an ‘offensive of free, honest thinking’, according to the programme’s leader, George Minden, which they believed would work because ‘truth is contagious’, and if they could only deliver it to the oppressed peoples of the Soviet Bloc, it was certain to have an effect.

The result must rank among the most highbrow intelligence operations ever undertaken. As well as glossy lifestyle magazines such as Marie Claire and Cosmopolitan, the CIA sent copies of the New York Review of Books and Manchester Guardian Weekly, works by the Nobel-winners Boris Pasternak, Czesław Miłosz and Joseph Brodsky; philosophical texts by Hannah Arendt, Albert Camus and Bertrand Russell; literary fiction from Philip Roth and Kurt Vonnegut; writing advice from Virginia Woolf; the plays of Václav Havel and Bertolt Brecht; and the spy thrillers of John le Carré, to name a few. Where some early titles have a whiff of cultural imperialism and aim to promote American art, say, or the American way of life, in later years the most popular works were often by Soviet or East European writers, chosen and edited by people who lived in the bloc, or by émigrés.

Almost all files relating to the CIA books programme remain classified, as do those documenting the Agency’s wider operation in support of the Polish opposition, QRHELPFUL. What follows is based largely on other sources, including Minden’s field reports and interviews with many of his contacts. In Poland, the subject of CIA support for Solidarity, the key Polish opposition movement in the 1980s, remains taboo. Some veterans accuse the Americans of trying to steal credit for a Polish victory, or fear being cast as stooges who simply did the CIA’s bidding. Neither of these is true: the Agency supported the dissidents more than it directed them. But there is no question that the Americans played a significant role in defeating communism in Poland, and few Poles who knowingly benefited from covert US support had bad words to say about it. They were caught up in a conflict between two superpowers, after all, and were desperate to liberate Poland from Soviet oppression. In such a situation, as one dissident put it, ‘I’d almost take money from the devil himself.’

Teresa Bogucka didn’t know for sure who was paying for the literature she received from the West, but she was aware of the propaganda line pushed by the Polish regime that American intelligence supported émigré publishers, and the idea didn’t concern her at all.

‘I thought, wow, a secret service supporting books,’ she said. ‘That’s fantastic.’




PART ONE

HOPE

1980–1981

[image: A black and white photo of a man (Lech Wałęsa), standing on top of raised podium and giving a speech. There is a large flag mounted in front of him. He is holding flowers and some pieces of paper, with his arms extended out to either side, addressing a large crowd which is separated by wooden gates. A woman stands behind him holding a microphone to amplify his voice.]
Lech Wałęsa speaking at the gates of the Lenin Shipyard, August 1980 (Associated Press/Alamy Stock Photo)



1

A Snaggle-Toothed Thought Machine


And so they burst into our poor, hushed apartments as though raiding bandits’ lairs or secret laboratories in which masked carbonari were making dynamite and preparing armed resistance.

Nadezhda Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope



One Tuesday evening in March 1980, they came to arrest the publisher Mirosław Chojecki for the forty-third time.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn called it the ‘night-time ring’, the moment state security agents show up at your door after dark, trailing their insolent, unwiped boots across your floor, and announce that they have orders to take you in. They are experts in arrest science, and they know from millions of cases such as yours that the evening, at home, is the time and place of least resistance. The best response most can bleat is ‘Me? What for?’ But the agents do not give answers. So you race with trembling hands to grab some things for the unknowable journey ahead, and within a few short minutes you are walking out to the transport that stands idling in the street, wondering how you haven’t found time even to say goodbye.

‘Each of us is a centre of the universe,’ Solzhenitsyn wrote in The Gulag Archipelago. ‘And that universe is shattered when they hiss at you, “You are under arrest.”’

Chojecki, pronounced hoy-yet-ski, was thirty years old that night – a tall man, with a mane of red-brown hair and a penetrating, blue-eyed gaze. One Polish author described him as Christlike, ‘only somehow bolder’, with the same patriotic zeal to fight evil shown by his war-hero parents. He lived with his young family in a third-floor apartment in Żoliborz, a vibrant suburb of northern Warsaw, and was cooking dinner for his young son and talking to his father-in-law, Jacek, when they heard the door. There were three men outside, a local cop in the jackboots and grey tunic of the Citizens’ Militia, and two plainclothes agents of the SB security service. They flashed their badges and told him to get his coat. There was no explanation. He had just enough time to calm his crying son, grab a toothbrush and a pack of cigarettes and whisper in Jacek’s ear, ‘I think it’s going to be longer this time.’ Then they clapped handcuffs on his wrists and took him to the police Fiat waiting in the road below.

It was 25 March, and the air was still sharp with winter. An iron lid of cloud had stood over the city all day, releasing a light snowfall that caught in the beams of the Fiat’s headlamps as they drove south along Stolichna Street, with its plaintive, tolling trams, past Paris Commune Square, towards the haunted ground of the Nazi-era ghetto. Warsaw, city of cursed heroes, what horror had unfolded in these blood-soaked acres. Here was the Umschlagplatz, the holding yard where the SS assembled Jewish men, women and children before loading them into the boxcars that would carry them to Treblinka. There was the Old Town, rebuilt in facsimile on the dynamited ruins that were all Hitler left. Ahead rose the city’s tallest building, whose original name, Józef Stalin Palace of Culture and Science, could still be read in its weathered stonework, and close by it the statue to Feliks Dzerzhinsky, Polish founder of the Soviet secret police, who had murdered and deported hundreds of thousands of his compatriots.

A hundred yards before Dzerzhinsky, the Fiat swung into the headquarters of the metropolitan militia, the KSMO. They took Chojecki down to a crowded underground cell, where he passed a sleepless night. In the morning they brought him before the prosecutor, Anna Detka.

Detka sat behind a desk, typing. At length she cranked the paper from the machine and gave it to him to sign. He was being detained for three months, the document said, for stealing a state-owned duplicating machine worth around fifty dollars with three co-conspirators. This was an act that was ‘highly prejudicial’ to the People’s Republic of Poland.

He protested. He hadn’t stolen any duplicator and had never met two of the men whose names Detka had listed. What was the evidence against him?

‘I’m the one who asks the questions,’ snapped the prosecutor. Did he have anything to say to clarify this matter or not?

He did not.

Harassment, assault, imprisonment: this had been the publisher’s lot for the past half-decade. Sometimes the agents the SB sent against him were violent. A gang had once dragged him off the street, laying into him with fists and boots. Another time, professional thugs ambushed him in a courthouse, headbutting him and pushing him down a staircase. His face was black with bruises for weeks afterwards. They had targeted his family, trying to expel his kids from nursery, and his livelihood too: he had been sacked from his job at the Institute of Nuclear Research and put on an employment blacklist. They kept a round-the-clock watch on his apartment and hauled in his friends and contacts to try to turn them into informers. They eavesdropped on his conversations and sent spies to win his trust. Their most time-consuming tactic was arrest. They had the power to hold you for forty-eight hours without a warrant, so that’s what they did, over and over again. They would release him from one detention, watch him cross the street, then pick him up again on the far side. On average, he reckoned he spent a day a week in the police cells.

[image: A black and white photograph of a man, Mirosław Chojecki. He is bearded, wearing an open shirt with pockets and a T-shirt underneath seated. He is looking contemplatively to the side, and behind him on his left is a small shelf of books.]
Mirosław Chojecki as a young activist in Poland (Chojecki family)
Now he was heading to Mokotów jail, a house of terror to rival the KGB’s Lubyanka headquarters in Moscow. A fortress of high walls topped with barbed wire, Mokotów prison was one of the few structures to have survived the levelling of Warsaw in 1944. The Red Army had captured it intact, and the communists straightaway put it to use. It stood now as another symbol of Russian oppression, a place where Polish freedom fighters had been brought down the decades, for interrogation and torture in the tested Soviet manner.

Chojecki entered through the main gate, beneath a guard tower. He was made to change and check in his clothes and belongings, before being issued with a bowl, a spoon and a fork. He was then led down a vaulted brick corridor into the dark interior, which rang to the tune of slamming doors and jangling keys and reeked of testosterone, fear and rotting brick. Each block was an open-plan rookery of cells reaching up to the roof, with steel staircases linking the landings, and suicide netting to stop the ‘jumpers’. In future decades, researchers would find hundreds of skeletons buried in the prison grounds. Some had been killed in the efficient manner of the NKVD, forerunner of the KGB, with a single bullet to the back of the head; others had been hanged, either outdoors in the yard or – in special cases – in a basement cell, where the execution was hidden from other inmates. The priest who took the condemned prisoners’ last confessions was working for the security service. Many of the human remains showed signs of torture. Popular methods used by the Polish secret police included slowly tearing out fingernails, applying ‘temple screws’ that steadily crushed a victim’s skull, and putting on ‘American handcuffs’, which constricted the flow of blood in a prisoner’s hands until the skin burst. They would place lovers or married couples in adjacent cells, so that the strangled cries of one would encourage the other to confess.

Chojecki was brought to Block III, a wing that had been reserved for political prisoners and ‘swallowers’. It was common for inmates in Polish jails to force bucket handles, welding rods or anything else that would show up on X-ray down their throats to get transferred out to hospital, but the authorities had grown wise to this and decreed that such prisoners should be held in the jail until the foreign object showed signs of piercing their internal organs. He had been in Block III before, once for ‘vilifying the Polish People’s Republic’ and again for ‘organizing a criminal group with the aim of distributing illegal publications’ – at least then he had known the real reason for his detention. They put him in Cell 13 on level two, a bare room with four child-sized bunk beds, a basin and a barred and frosted window. There were two men in here already, both around forty years old, who had been sharing this small space for months.

Chojecki dumped himself on a spare steel bed. As the days dripped by, he and his cellmates talked politics and played chess with a set made from heavy black prison bread, and he tried to secure his release.

He wasn’t allowed a lawyer. He hadn’t even been given a copy of the charge sheet, so he asked the prison supervisor how he could challenge the indictment. The supervisor told him to look it up in the library. When he mentioned this to his cellmates they laughed out loud: the library had been shut for months. How then could he get hold of legal textbooks? A guard told him to speak with the supervisor. The Kafkaesque circle of Polish justice closed.

At Easter, when he had been locked up for ten days without being summoned to court or allowed to contact his family, he decided to take the only option left, the one chosen by powerless prisoners everywhere: he would go on hunger strike. He wrote to the prosecutor to announce that he would refuse food until she either explained the charges against him or set him free. The next day he was brought before the supervisor. This time there was another man waiting in the office, too: the prison warden.

‘What are you fooling around at, Chojecki?’ the warden jeered. ‘I advise you to stop this childish game. It will not change your situation. The authorities have handed you over to us, commended you to our special care. Therefore I am ordering you to stop your hunger strike!’

‘I will not.’

‘Then I will have to punish you.’

‘So be it.’

‘For resisting your superiors and breaking the order of the detention centre, for behaving contrary to the regulations, I am giving you fourteen days of solitary confinement.’

‘Thank you.’

Solitary in Mokotów usually meant a punishment cell called the kabaryna, or ‘hard bed’. He had been in there before, and he knew how tough it was. The room was 3 feet wide and just a few inches longer than the wooden cot, where the prisoner would lie on bare boards. The bedding consisted of a thin blanket, which was only allowed at night and was far from sufficient to keep out the Warsaw winter. Whatever time it was, the prisoner found it impossible to sleep, and the cell was so small there was barely room to stand, let alone exercise. They would shut people in here for up to two weeks at a time. He had never heard of a hunger striker being put in the kabaryna.

For now, though, they returned him to his shared cell, where he continued to starve and await his fate. Each day he was allowed thirty minutes to walk around a small outdoor cage with his cellmates. He would gaze up at the patch of open sky between the high concrete walls and feel his life force ebbing away. There was still no word of his case from the prosecutor’s office.

On the eighth day of his strike, Chojecki was brought to the doctor. At best, medics in Soviet-era prisons had compromised their Hippocratic oath; at worst, they actively assisted in the torture. As Solzhenitsyn had written:


The beaten prisoner would come to on the floor only to hear the doctor’s voice: ‘You can continue, the pulse is normal.’ After a prisoner’s five days and nights in a punishment cell the doctor inspects the frozen, naked body and says: ‘You can continue.’ If a prisoner is beaten to death, he signs the death certificate: ‘Cirrhosis of the liver’ or ‘Coronary occlusion’ … whoever behaves differently is not kept on in the prison.



Chojecki had lost seventeen pounds, the doctor found. Did he intend to continue the hunger strike? He did. Then they would start to force-feed him.

They transferred him that afternoon, not to the kabaryna but to another cell, identical to the last, where he was held in solitary in the day, and at night was given a chaperone in case he tried to kill himself. They searched him again, taking his few remaining belongings, including his precious cigarettes. All he had was the Party propaganda sheet, the People’s Tribune, which they brought each evening, and a pen and some paper. Although he could barely stand, he decided he had to write, to force himself to think. At first he wrote to friends and family, but when he realized his letters wouldn’t get past the prison censor he began a diary in tiny, cramped handwriting, on scraps of paper he hoped one day to smuggle out.

‘In order not to become completely dull,’ he began, ‘in order to force my mind to work, I start to write this text without knowing how it will develop, without having any sketch, plan, without having any idea apart from describing what I am experiencing here and will continue to experience.’ Writing, he found, staved off the loneliness, the hunger and the exhaustion of waiting for the cell door to open and a guard to say he was being set free.

‘When they take you, you never know if it will be for two days or two years,’ his friend Jacek Kuroń had once said. That was their power.

Around noon the following day, day nine of his strike, the door did open, and the doctor entered with a nurse, flanked by prison guards. They carried a length of half-inch rubber pipe with a funnel at one end, and a pot filled with two pints of sweet, fatty mush. He was told to sit on a stool and open his mouth.

He had imagined this moment at the start of his ordeal and had believed then that it would be possible to resist. For years he had stood up to his oppressors. Each time they had beaten him, he had dusted himself off and told himself it was proof he was doing the right thing. Now he felt broken. His body was weak, but he sensed it most keenly in his head. Never in his life would he feel worse than at that moment. He realized he didn’t have the mental strength to say no. He couldn’t even raise his hand in protest.

He opened his mouth.

The doctor inserted the hose, pushing it deeper and deeper. It scratched his oesophagus and made him gag. Then the nurse began to pour in the sickly mixture, which slid from the funnel down into his complaining stomach. He felt his eyes prick for the first time in fifteen or twenty years. Tears ran down his face, of helplessness, rage, revulsion. When the food was gone, the doctor whipped out the tube with a smooth movement, and he and the nurse left without a word. Chojecki stumbled to the toilet bucket and vomited. He fell on the bed and lay there for some time.

[image: A black and white photo of a dimly lit hallway inside Mokotów jail, featuring closed cell doors on each side and a barred set of windows and skylights above a small amount of light to filter through, illuminating the middle of the picture.]
Inside Mokotów jail (Courtesy of author)
He had not yet recovered when the guards returned and forced him to climb three landings up to an interrogation room, where an intelligence officer was waiting. It was Lieutenant Chernyshevsky, an old sparring partner from the KSMO.

How was he feeling? Chernyshevsky asked.

‘Bad.’

Eyeing the weakened creature before him, even the policeman registered a flicker of concern.

‘Do you know that there is a printing house on Reymonta Street?’

Chojecki didn’t answer.

‘Do you have Jan Nowak’s book Courier from Warsaw? If so, where, when and how did you come into possession of it and what is your relationship with the author?’

There were six or seven questions in this vein, all about the underground press. Chojecki gave the same response to each: as long as he didn’t know what the evidence was against him, as long as he hadn’t received a full justification of the charge, they had nothing to discuss.

Realizing the interrogation was pointless, Chernyshevsky brought it to an end. He offered the prisoner a cigarette, which Chojecki accepted. Then the guards took him back to his cell.

Of course he knew all about Nowak’s outlawed text. His publishing house had just printed it. It was, he said later, one of the best books they had ever produced.

He hadn’t set out to become a publisher. He was a nuclear physicist by training, and compared with some of his student friends he wasn’t even especially well read. But publishing turned out to be the best way to resist, and resistance was in many ways the Chojecki family business.

His mother, Maria, was a Polish war hero. Although only twelve when the Germans invaded in 1939, she had adopted the codename ‘Kama’ after a literary heroine with a never-say-die attitude and joined the Home Army partisans. While still a teenager, she had enlisted with the Parasols unit, which carried out death sentences passed on Nazi officers by the Polish underground court. She was trained to handle guns and explosives and perform reconnaissance missions. One February morning in 1944, her team struck the resistance’s heaviest blow, gunning down the murderous SS police chief Franz Kutschera in broad daylight. The Germans shot hundreds in reprisals, but Kutschera’s death radically cut the number of Poles being executed at random. That August, Maria joined the Warsaw Uprising, the doomed attempt to expel the Germans and establish independence before the Red Army arrived. She carried messages and led groups of wounded to safety through the city’s sewage system, as machine guns rattled in the streets above.

Few countries have suffered as much as Poland did then. The number of defenceless people massacred by the Germans was as large as the population of Switzerland: one in five Poles were killed, including 90 per cent of the country’s 3.3 million Jews. When Stalin’s troops liberated Warsaw there was no let-up, as another Soviet army followed on their heels, made up of NKVD secret police. They imposed the dictator’s rule through torture and murder, and installed a puppet communist government. As Warsovians emerged, shell-shocked, from the ruins the Germans had left them, they discovered they had simply swapped one totalitarian occupation for another.

Maria married a fellow Home Army veteran, Jerzy Chojecki, after the war. Mirosław was the elder of their two children, born on 1 September 1949, the tenth anniversary of Hitler’s invasion. When Mirek was three, the family home was demolished to make way for Stalin’s ‘gift’ to the Poles, the Palace of Culture and Science, which would squat over Warsaw like a toad. This huge building, designed in the Soviet social realist style, quickly became the city’s most hated structure, and the butt of Polish jokes:

Why does the Palace of Culture have the best views in Warsaw?

Because it’s the only place you can’t see the Palace of Culture.

When he was young, Mirek couldn’t talk about his parents’ wartime experience, it was too dangerous. Communist propaganda portrayed the Home Army as the spawn of the capitalist West, a ‘spit-spattered dwarf of reactionary forces’, as one slogan put it, and an ‘enemy of the state’. Even as family friends were being dragged away to have their limbs broken in the Stalinist prison system, teachers at Mirek’s school, where portraits of ‘Uncle Joe’ hung on the walls, instructed their pupils that the Soviets were Poland’s saviours and protectors. Perhaps this was why he found himself in trouble so often. He was expelled twice, once for annoying his Russian teacher, the head of the Party organization in the school, by turning up late for a lesson. When she asked him how to contact his parents to complain, he gave her their number and said she must ask for a ‘Mr Kazimierz in the fish department’. His father was not called Kazimierz and did not work in a fish department.

In the mid-1960s, Mirek arrived at Warsaw High School Number Seven, a liberal institution by Polish standards, where he met some of the people who would later join the struggle against the communists. One of them was his form teacher, Krystyna Starczewska, who would later be dismissed from the profession for the obscure religious offence of ‘raising young people in the spirit of fideism’. Somehow, illicit Polish-language editions of banned books were arriving regularly in Warsaw from the West, including works by George Orwell and Hannah Arendt, as well as the famous Polish literary journal Kultura, produced by a group of émigrés in Paris. Starczewska introduced Chojecki to this illegal material, setting him on the first step towards his future in underground publishing.

‘She got me interested,’ he remembered. ‘She got me reading.’

Starczewska couldn’t physically show her students these books at school: the risks of being caught crossing the authorities were extreme. The secret police once threatened to have her daughter gang-raped if she didn’t sign a document agreeing to cooperate. But she did tell her pupils about uncensored literature and encouraged them to seek it out. This wasn’t hard for Mirek since his parents were already plugged into the dissident intellectual circles where these books were passed around, often disguised in sheets from Party newspapers. He was never allowed much time with each publication as they had to be given to other readers. But the fragments he read, often overnight, were enough to sow the seeds of dissent. ‘They showed you there was somewhere out there in the world where culture is free,’ he remembered.

‘WAR IS PEACE. FREEDOM IS SLAVERY. IGNORANCE IS STRENGTH.’ These three ‘doublethink’ slogans are inscribed on the towering Ministry of Truth in Orwell’s novel 1984. The ministry is ironically named: its purpose is not to safeguard the truth but to destroy it, to edit history to fit the present needs of the Party and its leader, Big Brother, since ‘Who controls the past controls the future: who controls the present controls the past.’ Orwell’s hero Winston Smith comes here each day, to work at falsifying the public record, redrafting reports of speeches given and production forecasts made, and airbrushing out politicians who have fallen from favour. After applying his changes, he covers his tracks by throwing his instructions in an incinerator chute known as the ‘memory hole’.

Every country in the Eastern Bloc had its equivalent of the Ministry of Truth, modelled on the Moscow template, the Main Directorate on Literature and Publishing Affairs, and in Poland the system of ideological manipulation was one of the most complex in the world. The Main Office for the Control of Presentations and Public Performances occupied the better part of a city block on Mysia Street, opposite the Party headquarters in downtown Warsaw. Here, state censors, supervised by the Politburo, worked to align the thoughts of the people with the aims and edicts of the Party. The Main Office reached into all aspects of Polish life. It had sub-branches in every city and region, and employees in every television and radio station, every film and theatre studio and every publishing house. Every typewriter in Poland had to be registered, access to every photocopier was restricted, and a permit was needed even to buy a ream of paper. If you wanted to create a business card, a rubber stamp, a piece of sheet music or a theatre programme, you needed approval from the censor. More than merely prohibiting and cutting inconvenient facts and opinions, the Main Office also instructed the media on which subjects to cover and how to handle them.

Unlike the Nazis, who burned books as a public ritual, in the Soviet system the destruction of literature that didn’t fit the Party’s ideas was designed to be invisible. The lists of banned titles sent round to libraries and bookstores every year were secret, works were pulped covertly, and when censors made pre-publication changes, they wanted the reader to think the adulterated text was what the writer believed. Authors who kicked up a fuss were suppressed. The existence of censorship was itself censored: instructions to Main Office employees were sent around the country in code, and kept under lock and key until such time as they were to be used. Allusions to censorship were not allowed.

In the Stalinist ‘terror’ years of the late 1940s and early 1950s, entire genres of pre-war literature were destroyed in a bid to erase the pre-communist past. A list of prohibited publications from 1951 details 2,482 items, including 238 works of ‘outdated’ socio-political literature and 562 books for children. Mostly these were proscribed for ideological reasons, such as showing the Soviet ally in a poor light, or referencing figures who had suffered the Orwellian fate of being ‘vaporized’. Works by or about the pre-war nationalist leader Józef Piłsudski were destroyed, as were many books with Jewish themes. Western books, such as Gone with the Wind by Margaret Mitchell and the works of Agatha Christie, were restricted even if they had no overt political message, since the depiction of life outside the communist system was deemed propaganda enough. Some of the censor’s rulings made little sense even within the bizarre logic of the Party: an anthology of Grimms’ fairy tales could be published by one house but not by another; a book about growing carrots was destroyed for implying that vegetables could sprout in individuals’ gardens as well as in those run by collectives.

Polish culture came in for particular scrutiny. Since Moscow was intent on Sovietizing the country, anyone who wrote about a distinct Polish identity, as the poet Czesław Miłosz did, was rendered invisible, along with any information that revealed the Soviet Union for the aggressor it had been. It was forbidden, for instance, to refer to the Secret Protocol to the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact of 1939, in which Stalin and Hitler had carved up Poland between them, or to Stalin’s deportation of more than a million Polish women and men – almost the entire professional class – to Siberia, where half of them would die. Perhaps the most totemic cover-up in Polish history was of the Katyń massacres, a series of executions in 1940 in which the NKVD murdered 22,000 Polish prisoners of war, mostly military officers, policemen and intellectuals. No Soviet crime would preoccupy the Polish psyche more than this. With so many important gaps, Polish history under communism had come to resemble Kurt Vonnegut’s description of the totalitarian mind in Mother Night, ‘a system of gears where teeth have been filed off at random. Such a snaggle-toothed thought machine … whirls with the jerky, noisy, gaudy pointlessness of a cuckoo clock in Hell.’

[image: Black and white photo of downtown Warsaw, and The Main Office for the Control of Presentations and Public Performances. The scene shows large, stately office buildings lining both sides of a cobblestone street. Pedestrians are seen walking along the pavements, and a few cars are parked on the street. A bare tree stands in the foreground. The sky is clear with a few clouds.]
The Main Office for the Control of Presentations and Public Performances on Mysia Street (Zbyszko Siemaszko/National Digital Archive)
Few areas of society were so damaged by censorship as the news media. Knowing certain subjects were off-limits, Polish journalists simply stopped addressing them, which meant areas of great public concern were missing entirely from national dialogue. Important information and ideas were pushed down the Orwellian ‘memory hole’, and in their stead the Party created what Miłosz described as a ‘logocracy’ – a government of words, which bore little relation to reality. In the logocracy, language was manipulated to promote Marxist-Leninist thinking and reinforce communist propaganda, just as ‘Newspeak’ aimed to reinforce the Party’s ideology in 1984. It was assumed, in this parallel world, that the Warsaw Pact protected Poland from attack by ‘revisionist’ German neo-Nazis and ‘Western imperialists’, even though the main imperialist threat came from the East.

Orwell was inevitably on the censorship lists for pointing these things out, but when his stories did reach Poland they had an extraordinary power, even among Party members. 1984 was ‘difficult to obtain and dangerous to possess’, Miłosz wrote, soon after his defection to the West in 1951:


… it is known only to certain members of the Inner Party. Orwell fascinates them through his insight into details they know well, and through his use of Swiftian satire. Such a form of writing is forbidden by the New Faith [communism] because allegory, by nature manifold in meaning, would trespass beyond the prescriptions of social realism and the demands of the censor.



What amazed people most about Orwell, Miłosz continued, was that a writer who had never lived in Russia should have such a keen perception of its society. This idea, of Orwell as the Cassandra of totalitarian communism, held true all over the Eastern Bloc. As Zofia Reinbacher, an émigrée bookseller who read smuggled literature in Poland as a young woman, recalled: ‘We were living in Orwell’s world. Everybody was afraid of everybody else. The circumstances were different, but that was how people behaved. What Orwell wrote came true. He was really a genius.’ The British academic Timothy Garton Ash, an inveterate traveller in the East, found that ‘All over communist-ruled Europe, people would show me their dog-eared copies of Animal Farm or 1984 and ask, “How did he know?”’

Exploring the publications and authors his teacher recommended, the teenage Chojecki was struck most by the language: the writers of these books were not bound by the logocracy. The articles he read in Kultura, in particular, seemed to describe a new and completely different universe, in which the West was not always Poland’s enemy, and Moscow wasn’t always its friend. More and more, he understood that there was a deliberate policy of excluding Poles from their own history.

Soon after leaving school, he was shocked to meet a dissident journalist who told him that as Poles they had a duty to fight for independence. Moscow’s control of Poland in the late 1960s was more subtle than it had been in the 1950s. No one saw much of the hundred thousand Soviet troops stationed in Poland, and Polish TV even sometimes screened Western movies, or shows that gently poked fun at daily life under communism. But as he spent more time with well-thumbed copies of Orwell, Miłosz and Kultura, Chojecki’s independent spirit began to awaken. The only nudge he needed was a political crisis or two, and in Poland political crises were never far away.

In 1968, the ‘Year of Revolutions’, street battles broke out around the world between protesters and security forces as a new, countercultural generation rose up against the authorities. In the US, demonstrations were sparked by the Vietnam war and racism; in Czechoslovakia, people rose up against authoritarianism; in France, it was the war in Algeria. Poles that year took to the streets over censorship. In January, the Party cancelled a National Theatre production of Forefathers’ Eve, a 150-year-old play by Adam Mickiewicz, Poland’s equivalent of Shakespeare or Mark Twain, for being anti-Soviet. Students at the University of Warsaw protested and were brutally attacked by the security services. Chojecki, who was then studying at the Polytechnic, helped organize a march in sympathy. The demonstrators were met by a barricade of riot police, armed with shields, helmets and truncheons, who basically beat them up, he said later. Any lingering doubts he might have harboured about the nature of the Polish state or its independence from Moscow evaporated.

The Party sought to divert attention from the unrest by blaming it on the Jews. There weren’t very many left in Poland after the war, but tens of thousands were still forced into exile. The protest leaders who remained in Poland were harassed and jailed. Chojecki was arrested and thrown off his course at the Polytechnic, but he used his connections to enrol at the university the following year. He graduated with a master’s degree in 1974, and found a job at the Institute of Nuclear Research. But it wasn’t long before a new crisis pitched him back into conflict with the state.

In June 1976, tens of thousands of workers went on strike after the government announced drastic increases in the state-controlled prices of food. The Party responded as it always had, with violence, deploying tanks and helicopters, and a brutal anti-riot militia called the Zomo, whose training involved beating human-sized rubber dummies with their clubs while chants of ‘Gestapo!’ blared at them over loudspeakers. Several protesters were killed and hundreds injured, and more than a thousand workers were sacked. Chojecki dropped everything to help the victims and their families – ‘It was simply a moral decision,’ he said later, ‘people being beaten by the police for a cause that was my cause.’ This brought him into a circle of Warsaw intellectuals who had begun to support the strikers with food, money, medical care and legal aid. They called themselves the Workers’ Defence Committee and were known by the Polish acronym KOR.

The epicentre of the violence was the steel town of Radom, 60 miles south of Warsaw. Zomo units here used rubber clubs 2½ feet long, wrapped with barbed wire, to lash out at anyone who came within range. The worst violence took place in the police stations, where protesters were chained to radiators and attacked by groups of drunken officers, who would beat them unconscious. One victim said he had been assaulted for five days; another recalled waking up from a beating with a broken nose and no teeth; a third remembered seeing men beat a pregnant woman. One police ‘game’ involved forcing prisoners to walk the ‘path of health’, a 40-yard stretch between two lines of officers, each of whom would compete with their colleagues to do the most damage with their club, their fists or their boots. Chojecki, who led KOR’s relief effort in Radom, was an obvious target for the regime thugs. He was regularly arrested, abused and assaulted. As brutal as the police were, he drew strength from the knowledge of what his parents’ generation had suffered. ‘The fact that I was only being treated this way, and not worse, I thought that I was lucky,’ he said.

The 1976 events turned a group of bookish young graduates into hardened opposition activists, and it didn’t take them long to realize they needed a public voice. All news in Poland was manipulated by the Main Office, but what if they bypassed the censor? The first publications were leaflets, typed out by a network of sympathizers: whenever anyone shared a sheet of KOR information, they told the recipient to copy it out and pass both copies on. This dissident pyramid scheme helped create a wide network of engaged distributors, but it was slow and primitive. At the start of 1977 Chojecki got hold of a spirit duplicator, the sort of machine schools and colleges used in the West to produce blurry, purple lesson handouts. Working secretly in a friend’s apartment, he found they could print 500 copies of a small booklet in one sitting.

That spring, Chojecki left Radom to focus on publishing. He wasn’t the only pioneer of illicit printing techniques, but the operation he led, the Independent Publishing House NOWa, grew to be the biggest and most successful in the underground.

The mission of NOWa – pronounced nov-a – was ‘to lift society out of the state of apathy into which it had been dragged by the omnipresence of the Communist Party and its monopoly on power’. Chojecki put together a group of printers, suppliers and distributors, with an editorial board led by a fellow graduate of Warsaw High School Number Seven, Adam Michnik. Sometimes they produced books and publications on the handful of illegal presses that existed in Poland; at other times they persuaded employees in state print shops or collaborators abroad to do the job. The challenges of underground publishing were immense, as they faced the vast resources of the police state. Presses and materials were seized, printers arrested and beaten, but Chojecki was a conspiratorial genius, and somehow the NOWa presses continued to roll. He became a folk hero, celebrated by Poles everywhere for his apparently impossible feats. As one Polish émigré put it, ‘In a country that was so tightly, hermetically closed, you hear that someone is still printing and that every copy is legible. It’s unbelievable! An absolute phenomenon. How did he do that?’

From the start, NOWa aimed to serve what the historian Jan Józef Lipski called the ‘constantly persecuted Polish culture’, and by Christmas 1977 it had published short runs of half a dozen uncensored books by blacklisted writers in Poland. It also reprinted titles that had first appeared in the West – Polish editions of Animal Farm and 1984; volumes of poetry by Miłosz; Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich; and The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict, by the US national security advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski. NOWa took the text from the many copies that were smuggled in from the West. By 1980, it had published around a hundred volumes, from editions of the literary quarterlies Zapis (Record) and Puls (Pulse) to great novels and memoirs by future Nobel Prize-winners such as Günter Grass. The underground publisher was so successful that others sprang up in its wake. ‘NOWa showed the way,’ Lipski wrote. All of NOWa’s books aimed to undermine totalitarian communism in some way, but the most effective blow against censorship was a haul of documents from the Main Office itself.

In February 1977, a young Polish civil servant reached Sweden with 700 pages of secret material taped in watertight bags to his back and legs. Tomasz Strzyżewski had spent the previous eighteen months smuggling papers out of the Kraków branch of the Main Office, where he worked, in the hope of sharing them with the world. It was the greatest leak of censors’ materials in Polish history, and included seventy pages from the propagandists’ Bible, the so-called ‘Black Book’, which contained a list of edicts designed to hide the administration’s corruption, brutality and incompetence. These are some of the things Poles were not allowed to know, according to Strzyżewski’s documents:


	That chemicals used by industry and agriculture posed a direct threat to human life.

	That a pit disaster in Katowice had killed four miners.

	That the chemicals used to seal the windows of a Gdańsk school were so dangerous classes had to be abandoned.

	That Poland had a huge and growing alcoholism problem.

	That Poland was exporting meat to the USSR in spite of its own terrible shortages.

	That the Soviet ally Idi Amin of Uganda planned to erect a statue to Hitler.



As well as being published in the West, Strzyżewski’s documents made their way back to Chojecki in Warsaw, who picked out ‘the tastiest parts’ and reproduced them. Everyone sensed that the regime lied, especially when it came to the ‘economic miracle’ its leaders had promised, but the documents revealed a ‘truly amazing’ level of control, as the Polish émigré Leo Łabędź wrote in The Times. No subject seemed too trivial to attract a diktat from the Main Office, which prescribed everything down to the colour of the font – red – that was obligatory for the words that must be used to mark Second World War victory celebrations, ‘The 30th Anniversary of the Victory over Fascism’. The traditional function of totalitarian censorship was to ‘extol the emperor’s non-existing clothes’, Łabędź wrote. In Poland, however, the spell had been ‘largely broken’.

Chojecki’s parents had fought for Polish independence with guns and explosives, at the daily risk of their lives. Mirek, inspired by the uncensored, illegal texts to which he had been exposed as a young man, continued the struggle through literature and publishing. At times, his father Jerzy was sceptical of his son’s tactics. ‘Do you think, Mirek, that you’ll be able to bring down the communist system with your little books?’ he would ask. ‘Do you think your little words will make a difference?’

Chojecki would answer with a question of his own: ‘Would you prefer me to shoot someone?’
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Our Friends Down South


They had come to a time when no one dared speak his mind, when fierce, growling dogs roamed everywhere, and when you had to watch your comrades torn to pieces after confessing to shocking crimes.

George Orwell, Animal Farm

To the hard-liners of East and West the Second World War was a distraction. Now it was over, they could get on with the real war that had started with the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917, and had been running under different flags and disguises ever since.

John le Carré, The Spy Who Came in from the Cold



The CIA book programme can be traced back to an August afternoon in 1951, when a convoy of eleven large trucks, two buses, six cars, a radio vehicle and several taxis left the yard of Radio Free Europe’s headquarters in Munich and headed out into the Bavarian countryside. A hundred and seventy miles later, the snake of vehicles came to a halt at a predetermined spot outside Tirschenreuth and began to disgorge seventy CIA employees, who rapidly transformed this patch of West German soil into a hive of activity. A group of armed guards fanned out to establish a perimeter. Technicians cranked generators into droning life, flooding the area with light. Transport crews unloaded crates filled with gas cylinders, leaflets and – this being an experiment – two different types of balloons, then began hitching on gauges and hoses, and testing hydrogen nozzles.

They launched the ‘pillows’ first, giant polyethylene bags – each printed with the word Svoboda











[image: A black and white photo in which two men inflate large transparent balloons with the word ‘SVOBODA’ printed in bold, capital letters on them. In the background are many more of the same balloons, already filled up. In the foreground to the right of the photo is a large gas cylinder. The two men are young and smartly dressed in wearing shirts and ties.]
Free Europe Committee employees filling balloons of the type that flew propaganda into Czechoslovakia (RFE/RL, courtesy of Hoover Institution at Stanford University)
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