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Introduction

‘And when difficult times come … in years of injustice and defeat, the roar of the Vistula’s waves will sing to your descendants of hope, strength, and victory’

Artur Oppman, ‘Syrena’, 1925

Hundreds of years ago, the poet Artur Oppman tells us, in a small fishing settlement on the west bank of the Vistula, two fishermen were enraptured by the heavenly strains of a mermaid’s song. The fish could wait, they decided, and they set about capturing the mermaid as a gift for a local prince. The magical creature escaped her bonds – but she vowed to hide in the waves of the river and to watch over the people of the city and the generations that came after them.

There are many myths surrounding the mermaid on Warsaw’s coat of arms. If we were to indulge ourselves in reading between the lines of Oppman’s version, we might say it tells us something about how Varsovian people have seen themselves through history: canny, opportunistic – or resourceful – and prone to seduction by mysticism. In any case, the mermaid has become an integral part of Warsaw’s aesthetic culture and public imagination, woven into the urban landscape through innumerable statues, reliefs, and murals from which she looks over the city and its people as promised.

Oppman’s fairy tale points to another truth: that the history of a city is more than its foundation, its architecture, and its skyline. Warsaw – the city that was razed to the ground not once, not twice, but three times in 400 years – is one of the best testaments to this. The so-called ‘Phoenix City’ stands as a monument less to a sense of historical continuity than to its tireless resurgence and its ability to weather the most brutal of storms; not for nothing is the city’s motto Semper invicta, ‘ever invincible’. This means that to understand the history of Warsaw, we have to go deeper than the aesthetic and material record – much of which has been deliberately destroyed. We have to look at the people, their experiences, the stories they told about themselves: what they chose to rebuild, what they left unearthed, which questions remain unanswered – and which unasked.

On the one hand, Warsaw can be viewed as a microcosm of the convoluted, tumultuous, and troubled history of Polish people as a whole. In 966, the first Duchy of Polonia was established to unite the ‘people of the field’ who set themselves apart from neighbouring Bohemian, Czech, and Rus Slav tribes by their distinct language. This also marked the inculcation of the Polanie people into Christendom, and there followed centuries of dynastic ebbs and flows, frontier shifts, and regional adjustments that left their mark in kaleidoscopic ethnic and cultural variation. Jewish, German, and Bohemian immigrants were generally welcomed to contribute their services beyond the native agrarian economy, and ethnic definitions of statehood were almost completely absent during the Middle Ages. By the 15th century, the fishing settlement of Warszawa – then part of the Duchy of Masovia – had grown into a bustling hub, the steady flow of migrants into the city fuelling its expansion beyond its original core (later known as Old Town) and turning it into a home for diverse crafts and trades. The potential for conflict between ‘native’ Polanie and newly arrived migrants was amplified in the streets of Warsaw, where economic and administrative disparities between the city’s precincts inevitably bred resentment towards specific population groups – especially the Jews of New Town. 

There was nothing particularly unique in the Polish kingdom’s ethnic diversity during this period, especially in Eastern Europe. What did set the Polish dynasties apart from their feudal European neighbours was a unique lack of vassalage which kept the szlachta – or gentry class – independent, and the power of centralised authority in check. The result was a ‘compromise between regionalist tendencies and an underlying sense of kinship and political unity’; identifying oneself with the Polish kingdom relied less on rigid bureaucratic hierarchies and more on political and, increasingly, religious affiliation.1 Another important difference was that, from the 14th century onwards, Polish monarchs were denied automatic hereditary succession and were instead elected to serve by the szlachta – and later, by the parliamentary Sejm. This concept of government by consent was still a long way from constitutional democracy, but crucially, it deprived Polish rulers of the unalienable ‘divine right’ to rule enjoyed by monarchs elsewhere on the continent. By the 16th century, the szlachta actually held a legal right to resist the authority of the king and instigate a revolution – or rokosz – if they felt their liberties were under threat. 

Why does this background matter in the context of a world war that broke out centuries later? The answer is that distinctive patterns of Polish identity, attitudes towards authority, and mechanisms of resistance – all severely tested between 1939 and 1945 – were beginning to emerge long before questions of political nationhood and independence came to the fore. When we tease out stories from occupied Poland, we pull on the threads of social, cultural, and political forces centuries in the making.

Firstly, we see Warsaw as the centre of Poland’s political life and place on the world stage – with all the highs and lows this entailed. In the 1520s, the city was formally reincorporated under the Polish Crown and established as the seat of the Sejm; by the end of the century, its position between Polish Kraków and Lithuanian Vilnius made it the ideal capital for the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. The city’s growth accelerated in line with its political status – and also made it a significant target for foreign invaders. As much as 90 per cent of Warsaw’s population was wiped out in the Swedish Deluge of 1656, marking the start of a tragic pattern of destruction that would become horribly familiar.2 The opening years of the 18th century brought another portentous glimpse of Poland’s future as it was transformed into a battleground – this time, between the Swedes and the Russians – at the expense of Polish people. It was only in the second half of the century that the city’s development picked up pace once more – just in time for another political setback.

In 1772, the three powerful neighbours of the Commonwealth – Russia to the east, Austria to the south, and Prussia to the west – agreed to redraw the map of the region, each taking control of large swathes of territory. Their troops moved into the Commonwealth and rapidly overcame local resistance. King Stanisław August Poniatowski, the ruler of Poland, appealed in vain to other European powers for aid and support, and with varying degrees of reluctance Poland accepted the imposed redrawing of its borders. The brazen land grab came as a shock to much of European public opinion, but Catherine the Great and Frederick the Great were able to seize on the criticisms of French philosophers to justify the invasion and portrayed the partition as a mission to civilise an ‘obscurantist backwater’ plagued by disputes of succession. That these conflicts were in large part stoked by foreign intervention was beside the point; as Voltaire declared, the First Partition came both as a result of and as an attempt to overcome ‘Polish disorder’.3 Attempts to continue to function as an independent state resulted in war with Russia in 1792 after Poland entered into a treaty with Prussia. To the dismay of the Poles, their new allies quickly abandoned them in exchange for further territorial gains, resulting in the Second Partition of Poland in 1793. More than half of the remaining territory of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth was annexed by its rapacious neighbours. Allies had proven unreliable, enemies merciless.

Warsaw emerged from the Napoleonic Wars as the capital of Congress Poland – which comprised the territories formally ceded to Russia at the 1815 Congress of Vienna. Alongside Łódź and the Dąbrowa Basin it became one of the centres of rapid industrialisation that was so long overdue and began to reshape Poland’s agricultural economy. Workers flocked to the city in search of work in the new manufacturing industries, including textiles, metallurgy, and glassware, and this flow only increased with the Russian abolition of serfdom in the 1860s. By 1897, it had grown to be the third largest city in the Russian Empire behind Moscow and St Petersburg, numbering 626,000 inhabitants. Although the majority were Catholic Poles, the city was also home to large numbers of Belarusians, Ukrainians, and Jews; the population of the latter had grown significantly as Jews migrated from other parts of the Russian Empire in an attempt to escape antisemitic policies and pogroms.

Secondly, we can also trace the character of Varsovian attitudes to authority – and resistance – through the centuries that precede our main story. The seeds of Warsaw’s revolutionary spirit were sown as far back as 1525, when rampant abuse of power and wealth on the part of city authorities inspired a popular revolt. Over three hundred years later, under partition, the Poles rallied around the figure of Tadeusz Kościuszko, a military commander who had led his troops with distinction against the Russians and had served in Washington’s army in the American War of Independence. The consequence was an uprising across Poland in 1794, which yielded notable success; a combined attempt from Prussian and Russian troops to capture Warsaw was thwarted by a widespread civilian insurgency in the city and inspired further uprisings across the country. Also in Warsaw, Kościuszko was petitioned to issue a call to arms in Yiddish and assembled the ‘Beardlings’, the first all-Jewish military unit since the previous millennium. 

Not for the first time, the population proved willing to put aside their ethnic and cultural differences in the interest of confronting a foreign occupier. Nor was this the last time that they would pay a heavy price for doing so: it is estimated that over 20,000 Poles – a mixture of civilians and soldiers – were killed as the Russians sacked Warsaw and quelled the uprising.4 After the last remnants of the insurgents were mopped up, the remnants of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth disappeared in the Third Partition of Poland. Henceforth, Warsaw’s experience of foreign occupation and its resistance towards authority diverged from other Polish territories. Whilst relationships with Russian imperial rule were universally fractious, Polish suspicions, antagonisms, and reactions were generally magnified in Warsaw.

Thirdly, Warsaw served as the cultural heart of the discourses and debates shaping Polish identity – both despite and because of the city’s repeated occupations by various powers and the continuous redefinition of Polish territories. At the start of the 19th century, it seemed to many in Poland that their homeland was on the verge of becoming an independent nation once more. The arrival of the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte was greeted with great enthusiasm, and when the French created the Grand Duchy of Warsaw in 1807, the Poles placed their faith in Napoleon to restore Poland. The new statelet turned out to be very much under the sway of Napoleon, who was content to encourage Polish national aspirations while banking the region’s recruits and resources. Nevertheless, Polish support for Napoleon went deeper than uniting against a common enemy. For Napoleon, Poland was just another stepping stone on the path to eastern expansion, but to the Poles, marching alongside the Grande Armée was their chance to claim a place in the glorious annals of military history and to be more than an occupied territory. In 1808, 125 men of the Polish Chevaux-Légers charged 16 Spanish cannon at the Battle of Somosierra, to commander Jan Kozietulski’s cries of ‘Vive L’Empereur’ (or perhaps more likely, ‘naprzód psiekrwie, Cesarz patrzy’ – ‘forward, you sons of dogs, the Emperor is watching’).5 In any case, it is telling that of the guard that accompanied the banished emperor to Elba, half were Polish troops from the Chevaux-Légers; also that Prince Józef Antoni Poniatowski, Kościuszko’s supporter and nephew of the last king of Poland, was one of the most enthusiastic supporters of Napoleon. It was all too easy for Poles to see their defeat at the hands of the partitioning powers mirrored in the exile of Bonaparte – their tragic underdog hero.

Efforts to eliminate Polish and Lithuanian nationalism arose across the partitioned territories, but most intensely in the Russian-occupied regions. Being largely Catholic, the occupied populations caught here showed little inclination to accept their status as part of the Orthodox-first Russian Empire, and despite heavy-handed Russian regulations that banned many books and attempted to control schools and universities, the cultures of Poland and Lithuania not only survived but consciously crystallised under partition. Starting in the 1770s, the Polish cultural scene revitalised in opposition to the imperial powers with a burgeoning native enlightenment movement that became more reflective and didactic. Later, this gave way to a more self-conscious, nostalgic movement that lamented the invasion of foreign oppressors and hearkened back to the noble Sarmatism of pre-partition Poland. The works of Adam Mickiewicz, Józef Ignacy Kraszewski, Juliusz Słowacki, and, of course, Frédéric Chopin were celebrations of Polish history, and an affirmation of a cultural vitality that would not be wiped out. The occupied peoples took Rousseau’s words to heart: ‘You may not be able to prevent them from swallowing you up; see to it at least that they will not be able to digest you.’6

Polish identity had a unique flavour precisely because it transcended lines on the map. As the historian Brian Porter argues, nascent Polish nationalism demanded active affiliation, not passive acceptance; patriotic intellectuals were able to ‘reconceptualis[e] the nation as a spirit or an ideal’ beyond (and indeed, to escape) the grim geopolitical realities of partition.7 Crucially, this concept of ‘Polishness’ was not ethnically exclusive, or at least, not as explicit as it would become over the following century. To be ‘Polish’ was to long for the restoration of territories and to hope for independence. For the Lithuanians, Belarusians, Germans, and Jews who had lived side by side for centuries, it was inclusive, not divisive – united as they were in their struggle against the tyranny and oppression of the partitioning powers. As the prominent patriotic historian Joachim Lelewel encouraged his readers, it was important not to ‘differentiate the sons of Poland, whether they speak the Ruthenian, Polish, or Lithuanian language.’8

After another unsuccessful rebellion against Russian rule in Warsaw in November 1830, debates over Polish identity became more heated. The term naród (nation) began to be associated more frequently with the concept of lud (the people), raising inevitable questions about exactly who could call themselves Polish. Some, like activist Jan Janowski, started to leverage concepts of birth and ethnicity to exclude the international elites they blamed for subjugating the country.9 But the failure of the November Uprising revealed to those in the patriotic intellectual sphere the challenge of generating active support amongst ‘the people’ – most of whom had been apathetic to the rebellion. One result of this was a strong messianic movement that placed Poles at the centre of not just their own destiny, but the universal struggle against evil:


… for the Polish nation did not die. Its body lay in the grave and its soul had gone from the earth, that is, from public life, into purgatory, that is, into the domestic life of [those nations] suffering from slavery … And on the third day the soul will return to the body and the nation will rise again and free all the peoples of Europe from slavery.10



Adam Mickiewicz described Poland as the ‘Christ of Nations’, using the imagery of reincarnation to sustain visions of future renewal in a lexicon both familiar and awe-inspiring to Catholic Poles. What is interesting is that even this framing of nationalism did not come at the expense of religious toleration. Judeophobia continued to exist (as it had for centuries), but it was sidelined in the interests of fulfilling Poland’s historical destiny. When the next major Polish revolt erupted in 1863, Catholic, Protestant, and Jewish communities marched shoulder to shoulder in Warsaw and mourned each other’s losses in the fight for freedom.

Examining life in Warsaw during the partition era not only foreshadows but also goes someway to explain the Varsovian response to German occupation in the 20th century. When Georg Brandes, a visiting scholar from Denmark, arrived in Warsaw in 1885, he couldn’t help but notice the sinister effects of partition on the city:


The city is of great extent, but with its decayed grandeur and the horrible memories it calls up at every turn, it makes a mournful impression. In the last century, next to Paris, it was the most brilliant city in Europe; now it is a Russian provincial town. It then had the character of prodigal splendour; now it is a forlorn, neglected place, which declines more and more every day … Warsaw is the capital of a country whose existence the government does not recognise, and is a city whose pride the government wishes to humble in every way.11



Sometimes an outsider is the most honest observer – especially one such as Brandes, who arrived in Warsaw from Vienna, the ‘city of freedom from restraint’, the jewel in the crown of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His account gives an insight into how Warsaw was perceived by foreigners, both as a shell of its former self and as an alien amongst other Polish cities. By this time, Russian authorities had closed Polish schools, pushed for Russian to be spoken in Catholic churches, and made it illegal for Polish to be spoken in public. In many ways, Warsaw had become a ‘city of contradictions’.12 The pressure of Russification policies after 1863 seriously stymied education and cultural expression; censorship was far harsher for Warsaw than it was in its cultural rival, Kraków, in Austrian Galicia. Russian authorities feared that Poland could become a gateway for Western European propaganda that would invigorate workers’ movements and upset existing hierarchies across the empire.13 Brandes’ Kafkaesque exchange with customs authorities at the Russian Frontier reveals that the resulting incoherence and absurdity of Russian oppression was just as much of a nuisance to visiting foreigners as it was to the native population, leading him to conclude that ‘from this point we were outside the real precincts of European civilization’:


It was in vain that I called their attention to the fact that they might safely leave me the Danish books and newspapers, since no harm could be done with them in Poland, where no one understands Danish. ‘In the censor’s office they understand all languages,’ was the answer. – ‘Grant that that is true, although I have my doubts; but the government censor, who is Russian, I cannot corrupt, and the other people do not understand Danish, do they?’ – ‘That is true from your point of view,’ was the answer, and, acting from their point of view, they kept the books.14



Yet despite all this, the fact that by 1901 Warsaw outstripped St Petersburg in production of daily newspapers speaks to a vivacity of cultural activity that connected residents – or at least, the literate – in a shared intellectual space. Warsaw theatre, subsidised by St Petersburg, became a popular outlet for creative expression and the airing of grievances, especially as it was one of the only spaces free from linguistic censorship. Brandes found the Warsaw people to be humble and hospitable towards foreigners, and passionate and energetic with regard to their heritage and traditions. In an assessment that could be applied as aptly half a century later, he stated:


… the gaiety with which they whirl is not the common joy of life; it reminds us rather of that which the prisoners of the [French] Revolution displayed in their ignorance as to what the next day would bring forth. This levity is not common levity, but a lightness often found in those who daily defy suffering and death.15



And indeed, the Russian authorities’ fear (and, no doubt, anticipation) of further rebellion was so high that the most inconsequential of actions could lead to devastating reprisals. However nebulous popular Polish nationalism might have been at this point, it is difficult to understate the psychological fallout of Russian oppression. Brandes went on to describe an incident with a family he visited during his stay in Warsaw:


The son of the family, a boy of sixteen, the only son of a widow, one evening in the theatre had thrown a wreath … A few days later, in obedience to an order from the Minister of Education, the principal of the school called him up, and told him that he must not only leave the school, but that all future admission to any other school whatever was forbidden him; it was the punishment for having been guilty of a Polish demonstration. The boy went home and put a bullet through his head.16



The city’s sense of dislocation was heightened by the fact that Poles, Jews, and Russians occupied parallel worlds separated by religion, language, dress, and culture. There existed a stratum of more affluent Jews who opted to speak Polish as opposed to Yiddish and adopted elements of European dress alongside their Polish neighbours, but these suggestions of assimilation were inconsistent and often caused consternation amongst Catholic Poles and traditional Jews alike. The writer Aleksander Kraushar encapsulated a sense of identity crisis that would have been common to many assimilationist Jews:


What kind of future awaits my poor child? He was born a Pole, the Muscovites demand that he be a Muscovite, [notorious antisemitic journalist] Jeleński forbids him to be a Pole, he doesn’t want to be a German, and he’s incapable of being a Jew.17



With dissent increasingly dangerous and few channels to vent their frustrations, Polish residents of Warsaw still held tight to their cultural roots. Every incident of confrontation fuelled the simmering resentment against foreign rule whilst raising the temperature of patriotic feeling. The controversy around the Mickiewicz monument was a case in point. In 1897, nearly a quarter of a million rubles was raised via public newspapers and journals after the governor-general of the city approved the erection of a monument to the national poet. The following year, sculptors worked feverishly to complete the project in time for the centenary of the poet’s birth on 24 December, when an heir of his literary tradition, Henryk Sienkiewicz, was to play a leading role in the unveiling ceremony. At the last minute, the Russians had misgivings over Sienkiewicz’s potential influence and Minister of the Interior Ivan Goremykin forbade the writer from speaking in public. Other speakers pulled out in protest, and in the end the statue’s unveiling was accompanied only by music and a few religious ceremonies. Once again, the Russians’ inconsistent and clumsy displays of power managed to dispel any potential reconciliation with the native population. The memory of this kind of repression would linger for decades in Warsaw’s collective consciousness and compound the sense of distrust towards foreign powers.

The patterns of the history of pre-20th-century Poland are frequently overlooked when historians focus on more recent events. What is most striking about the writings of Kraushar and Brandes quoted above is that their descriptions of life under Russian imperial rule could have been just as apt in describing conditions under German occupation between 1939 and 1945 – and, of course, the 44 years of Soviet rule that came after. Indeed, the experience of invasion, occupation, subjugation, and efforts at cultural annihilation unleashed during the Second World War were not without precedent; nor were the patterns of social and political rebellion or cultural resistance on the part of the Poles. To be clear, the scale of suffering and destruction during the Nazi occupation was unparalleled, but many of the corollary themes would have felt distressingly familiar to Poles whose parents and grandparents had endured the partition era: Poland became a battlefield for warring neighbours, and Warsaw the epicentre; everyday life was dictated by foreign invaders; the population was at once bound together by common hardship and fractured by mutual suspicion; allies failed to intervene in Poland’s interests; and assertions of Polish identity and independence fell on deaf ears on the global stage. 

By 1945, over 80 per cent of Warsaw had been reduced to rubble. At that point in time, the city was little more than an index of the tragedy inflicted upon it, ‘a Nazi script that demanded [its] complete disappearance’. It is no coincidence that 96 per cent of landmarks deemed historically significant before the war were either fully or partially erased in the Germans’ systematic annihilation of the city’s identity.18 If piecing together the story of a ruined city wasn’t hard enough, years of Soviet censorship added another layer of obfuscation to the historical record and hindered attempts to restore the city’s collective memory. History is never truly objective, but, as the historian David Crowley puts it, Warsaw’s ruination provided a blank canvas for ‘acts of ventriloquism by architects, politicians, film-makers, artists and writers over a period of more than six decades.’19 

Today, some of the most powerful memorials to the city’s past aren’t immediately obvious. To the average visitor, the monument to Adam Mickiewicz on Krakowskie Przedmieście appears at first glance unremarkable – a memorial to a cultural icon in a capital city. But digging deeper, we realise it is a monument to something much more profound: the expression, survival, and revitalisation of Polishness in spite of repeated attempts at its annihilation. Half a century after its controversial unveiling ceremony, the Mickiewicz monument became a prime target in the Nazis’ campaign against Polish culture; like thousands of other such statues across the occupied territories, it was dismantled and cut into pieces to be melted down and transformed into materiel for the Nazi war machine. The majority of the statue was therefore lost, but incredibly, the head survived – so whilst the body of the modern iteration differs slightly from the original, Mickiewicz’s head was recast as a perfect replica. The statue we see today serves as a perfect metaphor for Warsaw itself: much of the city, like Mickiewicz’s body, was irretrievably lost, and has been rebuilt or reimagined in new ways; some parts – like the statue’s pedestal – are original, but indelibly marked by the scars of war. But the most important things, the windows to the soul of the city, can still be found – if you know where to look. 

We hope to show that Warsaw should not be defined by these circumstances, especially since the city, like any other, was always defined by its people more than its landmarks. This is a story not only of Varsovian natives but of refugees, of occupiers, and of others who found themselves tied up in the city’s fate. In some ways it is a microcosm of the Polish war experience; in others, of any civilian population at war. But most of all, it is a story of a unique city with a distinct character that was made to suffer incomparable devastation. It is testament to the strength of the spirit of Poland as a whole and Warsaw in particular that recurring cycles of violence, occupation, and repression failed to extinguish the flame of Polish identity. Oppman’s mermaid would have been proud to see the city she sheltered rise up time and again, semper invicta.




Chapter 1 The Rebirth of a Nation

… And happy he that perished in the strife

If for the others he’d prepared the stage

Of fame and honored life.

En masse, Young Friends!

Though steep and icy be our path

Though force and frailty guard the door:

When force is used, with force respond and wrath;

While young, upon our frailty wage a war …

Adam Mickiewicz, ‘Ode to Youth’, 18201



The Nowhere State

On 15 May 1935, a procession departed the Belvedere Palace in Warsaw to commence its three-mile journey to St John’s Cathedral. The cortege passed slowly through Warsaw along streets lined with police officers, soldiers, and clergy – at its heart, a horse-drawn carriage bore a flag-draped coffin, flanked by guards in dress uniform. At the cathedral, the coffin containing Marshal Józef Piłsudski, the man who had towered over Poland since its rebirth from the ashes of the First World War, was transferred to an artillery carriage, which was then taken to the main railway station in the city. Here, it was carefully loaded aboard an open railcar and commenced a slow journey across Poland to Kraków. It was estimated that during the 14 hours the train crawled across the country, half a million Poles stood bare-headed at the railway tracks and stations to pay their respects; the entire nation seemed to recognise that something of great significance had taken place.2 Warsaw resident Irena Protassewicz noted the extraordinary effect the marshal’s death produced on city life: ‘It was said that when Marshal Pilsudski died, not a single burglary took place in Warsaw; the criminal world too felt the solemnity of the moment.’3

At a time when storm clouds were gathering across Europe and the threats to Poland seemed to be encroaching from all sides, it was a singularly bad moment for the country to lose such a powerful figurehead. In so many aspects, Piłsudski – like Warsaw – had come to embody all of the contradictions of Poland, and without his presence the future suddenly seemed very uncertain.

How did Warsaw get here? How did the city that started the century under the fist of foreign occupation find itself lamenting the hero of Poland’s newfound independence just three decades later? And, before the end of the decade, how did it enter yet another era of occupation – one unmatched in its brutality?

The answers reveal just how cataclysmic and consequential the opening decades of the 20th century were in Poland. By the time Hitler invaded in September 1939, the Polish had survived a world war, thrown off an enemy occupier, repelled an unprecedented ideological threat, witnessed a coup d’état, and reinserted themselves – or at least, attempted to do so – onto the world’s diplomatic stage. The drama of these years is the story of the ethnic and political tensions within Poland as well as the difficulties it faced in its dealings with the rest of the world. These issues, and how the Poles attempted to address them, shaped the social, political, and cultural fabric that was torn apart by the Nazi invasion and came into sharp focus in Warsaw; they also give an insight into the Poles’ sense of identity, internal social conflicts, and their instinct for resistance. Perhaps most of all, the journey from partition to independence to occupation puts into stark relief the nation’s historical tragedy – one that might be overlooked were we only to start our narrative in 1939.

Alfred Jarry’s 1896 play, Ubu Roi, opened with a comment that was as prescient as it was surreal: ‘As to the action which is about to begin, it takes place in Poland – that is to say, nowhere.’4 Not only was a unified Poland missing from the map at the turn of the century, its statelessness meant it was little more than an afterthought in mainstream political discourse. To outsiders, it was literally and conceptually ‘nowhere’. As for Warsaw, the city was little more than any other provincial centre – a pin in the map of the sprawling Russian Empire. The trends of rapid urbanisation and industrialisation that were surging around Europe arrived slightly later in Warsaw, which only added to the suddenness of the city’s population explosion; during the 50 years prior to the First World War, its population quadrupled from approximately 200,000 to 900,000 residents.5 Warsaw had always been a trading hub, but the growth of manufacturing during this period contributed to the city earning a ‘great reputation’ for high-quality goods in Russia and beyond, especially in the textile, button making, and knitting industries, but also metallurgy, artisanal crafts, and, later, arms.6 As the 1911 Encyclopaedia Britannica noted, this was in spite of considerable political and economic disadvantages: ‘The barrier of custom-houses all round Poland, and the Russian rule, which militates against the progress of Polish science, technology and art, are so many obstacles to the development of its natural resources.’7 Inevitably, and despite Russian interference, Varsovian society and culture diversified too. Amongst the myriad ethnic groups that now called the city their home, the most populous were Poles, Jews – accounting for around one third of the city’s population – and Russians. Of these three groups, the last were the least numerous but the most powerful; both Poles and Jews were excluded from public office and local government, living at arm’s length from the Russian authorities who viewed both groups with suspicion.

This is not to say they lacked political ambition. Internally, Poland’s statelessness gave rise to an ideological vacuum around the concept of national identity, with extensive censorship under partition – especially in Russian-controlled Warsaw – making it difficult for Poles to study their own history and even harder to reach a consensus on what ‘Polishness’ represented. This was more than an academic problem. The definition of national identity was considered integral to the shaping of an independent Polish state, and to answering the question of which groups amongst the current population were to be included or excluded. This ideological vacuum naturally attracted a broad spectrum of competing discourses, but the most influential – and most consequential to the nation’s future – were emblemised in two political rivals: Józef Klemens Piłsudski and Roman Dmowski.



Nationalism Divided

Piłsudski was born in 1867 in a manor house close to the village of Zułów (now the Lithuanian Zalavas), about 35 miles northeast of Vilnius. His mother, Maria, was a strong influence, giving him a lifelong love of Polish history and literature; she also insisted that her children show respect for all people with no regard to social rank, and domestic servants in the manor were instructed to ignore the children if they did not show proper politeness and respect. The Piłsudskis came to prefer the writings of Słowacki, who wrote in 1848 that the liberation of Poland required not just the expulsion of foreign occupiers, but also the end of aristocratic privilege.8

By 1885, the young Piłsudski was active in underground politics, and, convinced that independence had to be accompanied by great social change, increasingly interested in the growing socialist movements in the Russian Empire. Inevitably, this led to clashes with the authorities, and he would be imprisoned or exiled more than once. He became a supporter of the new Polska Partia Socjalistyczna (‘Polish Socialist Party’ or PPS), which called for universal suffrage, a ban on legal discrimination between religious or ethnic groups, a minimum wage, equal employment rights for women, and an independent Polish state. This state would have as its boundaries the historic frontiers of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, and would inevitably incorporate large populations who were ethnically not Polish – Lithuanians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, Germans, and Jews. Piłsudski recognised the importance of gaining the support of the Jewish community for the Polish independence movement and categorically rejected the antisemitic views of those who favoured the creation of an ethnically pure Poland. In 1898, he wrote in the journal Robotnik, the underground newspaper of the PPS: ‘Any trace of antisemitism among our comrades will be persistently fought against, and under no conditions will we allow its manifestation in the life of our movement.’9

These principles of toleration were not, however, universal. Roman Dmowski, the son of a Warsaw stonemason, was another rising star in Polish political circles; in later years, he was the co-founder of the-right-wing Narodowa Dekoracja (‘National Democracy’) or Endecja movement. He took a very different approach to that of Piłsudski and the PPS in terms of both what independence should look like and how it should be achieved. The confrontation between the two men – one born from a working Varsovian family, the other the Polish–Lithuanian gentry – came to symbolise the unbridgeable divide in the Polish nationalist movement. While Piłsudski rankled under Russian oppression, Dmowski’s formative years exposed him to the reality that questions of national sovereignty came secondary to those of subsistence for the average working-class or peasant Pole. In 1893 he co-founded the right-wing National League, which later grew into the Endecja, a body that would constitute the major opposition to the PPS and Piłsudski’s insurrectionist tactics.

Dmowski eschewed all ideas of armed resistance and adopted a social-Darwinist stance on ethnic assimilation. He envisioned a Catholic Poland that would fulfil a ‘healthy egoism’ by rejecting non-Polish minorities that threatened its integrity and unity. He himself was openly antisemitic, often describing Jewish schemes to take control of the world, and doubted whether the ‘Polonisation’ of minorities would be possible for the Jews – not least because unlike Lithuanians, they weren’t Catholics. He feared that the creation of a Jewish homeland in the Middle East would be the start of Jewish attempts to establish worldwide hegemony, but at the same time saw mass emigration of Jews from Poland as essential. Like the struggle for independence, however, he saw this being achieved by social and economic pressure rather than direct violence.

Hostility towards Jewish groups had of course existed for centuries, and attacks on Jews were widespread throughout Central and Eastern Europe in the 19th century. The expression pogrom – derived from a Russian term for violent destruction – was first applied to such attacks in about 1881. After he came to power in 1894, Tsar Nicholas II made no secret of his personal hostility towards Jews in private. Like other rulers throughout history, he recognised the benefit of identifying a group within society as ‘the enemy within’ and although his government condemned antisemitic attacks, Nicholas saw such incidents as a useful diversion of the anger of ordinary people away from the government. It is unsurprising that so many Jews within the Russian Empire became supporters of anti-monarchist groups like the fledgling Bolshevik movement.

In Poland too, there was a long history of hostility towards Jews, but it was not ubiquitous. Whilst the Catholic church was often a source of cultural resistance to attempts to Russify the population (and to impose Orthodox Christianity), it also had a long history of suspicion and hostility towards Jews. Nevertheless, the Russian authorities failed to acknowledge the fluidity of allegiances amongst the occupied peoples, and efforts to create division along religious lines didn’t always go to plan. After an agent provocateur paid by the Russians initiated the Białystok pogrom of 1906, for instance, survivors described how many local Poles had opted to shelter Jews rather than participate in the violence.10 The right-leaning Polish nationalist movement would become notorious for its antisemitism, but this was by no means a foregone conclusion in the 19th century. The claim by the historian Ezra Mendelsohn that ‘the triumph of unbridled Polish nationalism was bound to be accompanied by antisemitism, given the legacy of Polish–Jewish relations and the supreme Polish nationalist doctrine of “Poland for the Poles”’ overlooks the complexity of nationalist discourses of the time, not least because many Jews were fierce supporters of Polish independence and wanted to be part of the future independent Poland.11 The martyrdom of Michał Landy, a Jew killed in Warsaw during a pro-independence march for raising up a fallen Christian cross, was just one symbol of this.

Another nuance in the Polish–Jewish dynamic was the plurality within Jewish society itself, which varied widely in culture, politics, social status, and beliefs. The Jewish community in Warsaw exemplified the broad spectrum of Jewish experiences of urbanisation, ranging from strictly Yiddish-speaking Orthodox groups who isolated themselves from non-Jewish society, to the growing proportion of generally wealthier assimilationist or acculturated groups who adopted European dress, did business and integrated with non-Jews. Degrees of assimilation and acceptance fluctuated over the following decades, but with movements spanning from the socialist Bund labour union to the anti-assimilationist Folkspartei (‘People’s Party’) to various competing Zionist factions, the Jews consistently matched their Polish neighbours in engagement across the political spectrum.

When war broke out between Japan and Russia in 1904, Piłsudski travelled to Japan in the hope of securing aid, only to be frustrated by an intervention on the part of his rival, Dmowski, who advised the Japanese that a Polish uprising would have little support from the working classes. But when Piłsudski returned to Europe in 1905, a wave of strikes was sweeping through the Russian Empire, and he and his followers quickly set about inciting Polish participation. The results were impressive, with over 90 per cent of Polish workers walking out. Over the following days, scuffles with police escalated, culminating in a major uprising in Łódź in June; to Piłsudski’s dismay, the PPS-supported insurgents found themselves fighting not only Russian military and police forces, but also armed members of the Endecja faction loyal to Dmowski, who opposed the strikes and protests and favoured
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