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PART ONE


PROLOGUE
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A sudden tremor followed by a strident whistling abruptly wakes me up, forcing me to open my usually lazy eyes. I discover a train compartment, both surprisingly elegant and very old-looking. In an instinctive move, I touch my forehead and realise that my heavy glasses aren’t where they’re supposed to be. That’s odd: even if I often fall asleep when I travel, I never take them off.

Wait... I’m not supposed to travel for a couple of days and even if our trains look old, they’re not that old. Oh... another semi-lucid dream, apparently. You know it’s not real but cannot help to say and do odd things. Well, just have to wait I guess. At some point, it will become completely absurd and I will either wake up or fall into another dream.

Got to admit, this one is quite vivid and realistic though. Outside, there seems to be some kind of large train station with people wearing vintage clothes and signs in German. So... “Lane number 3” with the clockwork indicating 11 A.M?

Fair enough. I yawn and touch my face. Wait, am I not supposed to be some kind of floating thing here? And yet I can see everything: the hands, the legs with dark green pants and leather boots and... a holster? Why in hell I’m having a holster? Oh God, it got a handgun in it! Put it out! Put it out! Calm down... Calm down. It’s just a dream. Some kind of Freudian nonsense will soon come and turn the gun into a tiny plastic toy. Everything will be fine.

Jesus, just go smaller you damn piece of metal! Stop being so heavy and cold! What are you waiting for? Wait, are you loaded? Got to disarm it. Inspire. Inhale. Exhale. Slow down and relax. Some sort of Colt pistol apparently? So where’s the button to release the magazine? Here you go. Thank God: It’s empty! I check the chamber but no there’s nothing here too. I’m bit relieved and put it back in the holster...

There’re bullets in the holster now?! What’s this nightmare?! I’m not supposed to carry a gun like that! They’re going to arrest me! They’re going to take me down! Why am I so keen on punishing myself in my slumber? Something is coming up. I’m not feeling well. Toilets! Where are the bloody toilets! I rush out of the compartment and reach the end of the wagon, stumbling upon a middle-aged woman in the process. She responds with something in German. Lord that sounds fast and angry!  No time for that: I mutter a “Tut mir Leid” and run away.

Here are the toilets. Oh a mirror! Wait... That’s not me?! THAT’S NOT ME! I see a thin, emaciated man in his early forties, a full dark green uniform and some military ribbons on his chest. Dream!!!! Dream!!! That’s not real! Alright... Alright... Calm down again. Breathe... Goddamn it breathe! It’s just another nightmare you freaking idiot! I search my pockets and find a little folding knife. Salvation! I can’t feel pain or bleed, right?  Just... cut the thumb and nothing will happen. Everything will end. Everything will die down...

FUUUCK!!! FUCK THIS HURTS! I bit my sleeve and belch a muffled yell. I want to throw up. There is blood on my thumb: the blade has made a nice deep cut. Where am I?!! Where am I?!! End it. I beg you, end it! Someone is knocking at the door. It’s a man with a big voice, asking in German if I’m okay. I’m not okay! I’m not supposed to bleed and see myself in a mirror! My heart is going wild and my guts are making vicious knots in my belly.

I’m looking through the window: there are people wearing weird brown uniforms... with red armbands. And then, on the top of the main building, there’s a big sign: “Dantzig”...

No, no, no, no... No... NO! Please God, NO! My legs begin shaking and I cannot stand. One minute later, I find myself on the floor. I cannot speak or move, with a cold sensation on my left cheek. The door opens and a train conductor wearing a dark blue suit appears. That’s the man with the big voice. He’s screaming something. “Hilffe! Hillfe!” Just shut up man. My ears are hurting me.
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3rd December 1938
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The day is December the third, year of our Lord 1938. And while my body is still questioning the nature of this reality, my mind has already processed it. Such an amazing thing, the human mind. It will never fully recover from a deep trauma but when denial and survival are the only two options, it can prove to be so resilient. This body isn’t mine but my mind has already adopted it.

When I collapsed on the floor, a doctor was found and I was taken out of the train. Many civilians were looking at the whole scene with a mixture of curiosity, fear... and sometimes secret satisfaction. For they’re Germans and I appear to be some “Polack”. “Cardiac Malaise”, said the Doctor. No sir, I thought: “panic attack” is the right word. Denial battling with survival. When I was able to move and speak again, I stood up, thanked the doctor and the train conductor in proper German. That surprised some. When facing a hostile environment, do your best at being the most inoffensive thing in the world. That often includes fabricated shy smiles, calculated clumsiness and nice words. That sure wasn’t expected from a man wearing a Polish Officer uniform and several prestigious medals.

Thing is, the whole affair caught the attention of a man waiting outside the train station. When he heard that a Polish officer had a malaise, he had run forwards to see the scene like most of the crowd. This man was a Pole like me, but wearing a simpler uniform than mine. Almost instinctively, I recognised the rank of a senior sergeant. Once I felt better, he escorted me to the car. His name was Wojciech Najsarek. And now he can’t stop talking while driving. I don’t like people talking.

“You scared a lot of people back then, Major” he says while turning left. “Once we reach the depot, I will ask for the Doctor and...”

Blabbing and blabbing. I don’t answer and look through the car’s window, contemplating an Interwar City. Despite my efforts, an inner part of me is excited. “Major”... I search the breast pockets of my coats and find diverse things. A cigarette holder in silver, a lighter –also in silver- and a wallet. Some identity papers and a rather official letter. I can read and understand them as if they were in my mother tongue, just like I can hear and understand what this sergeant is saying. Except Polish isn’t my mother tongue. French and English are.

“Major Henryk Sucharski” is written in big black letters. Sucharski... Sucharski... I sigh. No need to read further. I know exactly who I am and where I’m going. Westerplatte... A nice but tiny peninsula. Almost a seaside resort on the shores of the Baltic Sea... And a perfect mousetrap when war will be declared about ten months from now. Westerplatte... Just picture the Somme or Verdun at a reduced scale and you get the idea. Two hundred Polish soldiers holding their ground for seven days against overwhelming odds before finally surrendering. Westerplatte... The Polish Thermopylae. A source of pride alongside the battle of Bzura and the Warsaw Uprising for a martyrised nation. And I’m in the body of one of their heroes.

Except that the true story always betrays the hero. Sucharski was shell-shocked after one helluva bombardment on the second day of the war, with his deputy assuming command for the rest of the siege. Can’t really blame the poor fellow: I don’t know how I would feel if sixty screaming dive bombers suddenly decided to pummel me into oblivion.

Processing, processing. Who am I? Where am I going? What’s my real purpose here? Why here and now? A mission? A purpose? A twisted superior entity eager at screwing me over? Because if someone had to be sent in the past to partly right some wrongs, then it shouldn’t be me. And even if I would want to do something, why a poor major? Why not someone who matters? My knowledge is already limited and definitively useless here. No one would listen and besides, it’s too late. December 1938... that means after Munich. The train has left the station and nothing will prevent it from going wild.

Or perhaps I just don’t need an answer or a purpose. Maybe I just need to the bats swirling inside my skull and chest. They’re hitting their heads against their prison’s walls. And constantly whispering something between their fangs. To live. To get out. And it will be quite the challenge.

We arrive in front of a small wrought-iron gate. Two sentinels salute me with this typical two-finger polish thing. Inside, it almost looks like a nice park with a lot of trees, a casino and an elegant hunting lodge. Only the presence of soldiers marching with shovels and several reinforced guardhouses suggest the presence of a fortress. I get out of the car and two officers are waiting for me. One is rather old and the other way younger, with an aristocratic profile. They both salute me and I salute back. The old one then holds out his hand. Instinctively, I shake it.

“Major Sucharski? I’m Major Stefan Fabiszewski, commander of the Westerplatte Transit Depot. And this my deputy, Captain Franciszek Dabrowski.”

***
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“YOU HAVE TO KNOW THAT the situation is quite tense here,” concludes Fabiszewski.

The good Major has been kind enough to offer a lavish lunch to his successor. Plenty of Polish pickles, pierogi and other dishes which are entirely new to me. And no vodka. Apparently, officers drink brandy. They find it more fitting to their social status.

Where I come from, during my time in the Army, my captain was a former private who reached his current rank through meritocracy and twenty years of loyal service. His men respected him for that because he was once like them. And because he drank beer, like everyone else. Anyway, Fabiszewski and Dabrowski decided that they had to be reasonable and only took three glasses of brandy. I took one and it surprised them a bit. I’m not a heavy drinker gentlemen. And I don’t smoke either. Such an odd bird I must be to them.

“One of our soldier was shot dead this year by their bloody Schutzpolizei. He supposedly crossed the border during a patrol and refused to lay down his rifle,” adds the Major. “And another has been arrested and sentenced to jail at Gdansk. So far, the German authorities refuse to free him in spite of our Government’s protestations. Bloody nonsense...”

“And after Munich, I guess it will only get worse,” I comment while taking a small sip of brandy.

“The Germans won’t dare!” intervenes Dabrowski. "We’re not the Czechs and we have allies. If Hitler decides to go against us, he will regret it!”

“I’m not so sure about our allies, Captain,” I calmly reply. “Munich proved they’re not ready to confront Germany. And our little trip to Cieszyn wasn’t really appreciated... both at Paris and London.”

Fabiszewski frowns and Dabrowski’s face turns a bit red.

“With all due respect, Cieszyn belongs to Poland, Major!” retorts Dabrowski. “We only righted an injustice which had lasted for nearly 20 years.”

“I never said the contrary, Captain. But the moment to right this wrong was ill-chosen. We should have waited. Now many people will think we’re no better than the Germans. Anyway, we can discuss politics for days to come but it doesn’t change our duty as officers”.

“Exactly”, approves Fabiszewski, apparently relieved that I disarmed the situation. “And you’ll soon see that serving here isn’t so bad. We have plenty of experienced non-commissioned officers to oversee the soldiers, some of them veterans of the Bolshevik War. Once a week, a boat comes from Gdynia and we can spent the evening there. Cinemas, restaurants... you name it. And Westerplatte has one of the finest beaches of the entire bay. Once Spring comes, we usually organise sports competition. It’s quite entertaining and good for the morale. As for the Depot itself, I left all the files in the bedroom.”

“I’m sure that I’ve nothing to worry about, Major,” I answer with a fabricated smile. “Well, Gentlemen, I thank you for your warm welcome and this meal. My compliments to the Chef. But right now, I’ve to pay your Doctor a visit.”

“Nothing serious. I hope?”

“Not at all. A brief malaise at the train station. But my thumb suffered in the incident. Anyway, Gentlemen: to Gdansk... whatever the Germans may think.”

The two officers raised their glasses at the Polish name and I leave the room.

***
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AFTER THE DOCTOR PATCHED me up, I asked for tea and ordered not to be disturbed. The commanding officer’s bedroom is large and comfortable. There is a desk and a big safe too. To be honest, I’m a bit at a loss. I look through the windows, briefly wander then close the curtains. In the half-light, I mindlessly open the files, read some sentences, and close them. I find several detailed maps and it distracts me for a while.

Before all this, one of the few things which could trick my boredom was to go on Google Maps. I would pick a location, anything really, and activate the topography option. And then I would contemplate every military option offered by the terrain. Every hill, crest, bottleneck... The officer during my Voluntary Military Period once said that with some practice, I could have an eye for this. Perhaps I should have tried to enlist but I wasn’t really the sporty type, except for running and swimming. However, the hobby remained, sharpened by years of university studies in Military History.

And when I see the maps of Westerplatte, I realise that we’re terminally screwed. The peninsula is flat, thankfully covered by woods but this won’t last after a few days of bombardment. The land corridor linking it to Gdansk is narrow, which is good if you want to repulse an assault but terrible if you want to get out. There are also plenty of warehouses on the other side of the canal, all of them offering good protection and opportunities for machine guns which would slaughter us if we tried to cross it. The only possible retreat is through the sea and from there, you have to swim or follow the coastline for twenty kilometres before reaching Gdynia. Not ideal.

But again, the bats persist with their “survival”. Oh, I could easily survive. I would just have to replicate History. Holding my ground while staying in the reinforced barrack’s basement, eventually surrendering and being considered as a hero after the war. But I’m a stupid man. For me, survival is a synonym of fresh air, running.

Then something happens. I always had some deep fondness for the countries which were repeatedly screwed over.  Ireland, Estonia, Poland... Sometimes this fondness translated into vague thoughts: how to preserve Estonia from terror and demographic tragedy. How to avoid the Civil War in Ireland and get at least some Ulster counties for the Irish Republic. And sometimes too, the scale of perceived injustices would briefly awaken an outrage numbed by the action of time. And then, something grim and bitter would remain in my throat for a while.

Except this grim thing refuses to fly away here. Time and sand can’t erode this sour indignation. There is no distance, no opportunity to move on. Past has turned into present and the picture’s colours are awfully bright. You can’t turn away. And bit by bit, the bile recovers everything.

There are men in this world and time. Men who didn’t pay enough. Some were known... but many others tranquilly faded into obscurity, evading Justice and living peacefully after their past misdeeds. It is a cold, destructive thought which progressively possesses your mind. A feeble voice which metamorphoses into a deafening roar. It dominates you, makes you want to bite, tear and gulp. And you never get enough.

I know. I know what will happen. I know its scale. And I know that I can’t do much... and it enrages me.

I remember these men in their SA uniform at Gdansk. Their complacency.  How many will feastly drink, rape and kill? How many will laugh about it while receiving honours and accolades? How many will meekly claim that they were just following orders? And then... No Retribution. No Punishment. The Blind Girl chuckles behind her tricked balance. A benign slap on the wrist. Decades of innocent and placid pleasures afterwards. A nice career. Promotions. Positions of influence perhaps. And you’re powerless.

You are the bull stung into madness. Your mind freezes after failing to cook an adequate curse. I could ripe you all apart if I could. And then I realise I'm slowly tearing one of the files. Again, for the dozenth time since this day started, I breathe and calm down. Those feelings are human. Everyone has them. As long as you don’t concretise them, it’s alright.

But here... I do have some power. Limited power, true, and as such frustrating. But I can do things. And then I look back at the files and maps. For hours, I play a convoluted game of chess with myself, exploring every possibility, every scenario with their advantages and downsides. A plan emerges. Survival. And something else. Justice. A modest –nearly paltry – portion of Justice. For all the innocents who are about to die.
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4th December 1938
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I slept two hours and yet I’m not tired. The bat is making big jumps in my chest and I feel I could almost laugh. Nervously, of course. Still, such a change compared to what happened forty-eight hours ago. It’s like I could dodge bullets. The rational lobe of my brain knows that I'm in grave danger, stuck in perhaps the grimmest years of European History. But the sensitive one is screaming in my ears that I am... happy? Aroused? And this despite the many problems I’ve to either solve or avoid.

The ecstatic mind reels.

First: I must survive and remain free. One cannot go without the other in my view. An almost impossible challenge and I’m thrilled.

If possible, I must save as many of my men as possible and take them with me. A captured Polish officer will end in a Stalag, but common soldiers will be used for labour. Granted, it will be more like working in a farm with decent rations rather than toiling to death in a concentration camp. But if I can prevent the Germans from using two hundred men to fuel their war effort, I will do it.

And above all, Westerplatte must be a black hole where the Germans will be forced to throw and lose a disproportionate number of men.

Second: What do I do once I get out of this mouse trap? Short answer: I don’t really know. What I know is that the war will eventually be won and that the price will be heavy. The consequences will be felt to this day and many things will be irremediably lost. At least some fragile peace and even cooperation will at last be established in Europe. In fact, I could afford doing nothing after 1939. Just staying alive and save some people would be enough. Be a good man doing good things with meagre means.

Besides, do I really want to change History beyond its footnotes? After all, it’s my History. I know its causes and consequences. In a way, it’s reassuring. And if I introduce too much sand in the greasy mechanism, there will be unpredictable results. Some good. Some terrifying. If I choose this path, utter caution is paramount. So what? Helping the Poles perhaps? Joining the nascent Home Army?

Perhaps tipping the Allies off about Soviet spy rings? I don’t know much but I do have names. The Cambridge Five and Klaus Fuchs both come to mind. And Hoover being Hoover, if I give him a tiny piece of the puzzle, he might be able to unravel the whole thing. Yes, this might be an idea. Having the British and Americans getting a bit warier about their Red partner could result in a slightly better deal for Poland. Not a game changer, but fewer persecutions and less suffering.

But right now, playing poker with the Big Three is not my main goal. Right now, the main goal is Westerplatte. And this is a thorny one.

Let’s start with this old pre-dreadnought which will hammer us for seven days. Honestly, that’s like fighting a bear with a fly swatter. Oh... and the sixty Stukas coming down upon us like banshees... How do I deal with them? I guess I may limit the damage here but that’s it: dispersing the ammunitions depots, storing supplies in the basement of the main barrack... And above all, staying away from the guardhouses during the raid. I knew one of them blew up. Which one exactly? Impossible to tell. But if everyone comes up unharmed from a raid of this magnitude, morale will improve.

But the battleship? Something must be done about it. Because if I don’t, it’s going to turn us mad from sleep exhaustion with its constant shelling. Just... how? If the Great War taught me one thing, it’s that pre-dreadnoughts are vulnerable to big guns. That’s a no go since neither Westerplatte nor the Polish Navy possesses such a weapon. Aerial bombing? Good idea -assuming the raid is a success- but how do I convince the Polish Air Force to get there while the Luftwaffe overwhelms them?

Naval Mines? One would be enough to disable the ship and temporarily sink it. But once again: how do I get a Naval Mine and how do I discreetly place it just in front of the hull?

Taking the ship with a boarding team? Doable but too dangerous. There will be at least six hundred sailors down there. Way too hazardous and my garrison would likely suffer unsustainable casualties in the process.

Lord, this is frustrating!

An idea. An idea. I need an idea... Torpedoes? Come on! Be serious! That’s like with the naval mines, how do I get one and how do I make it work? That’s foolish! Completely fooli... Oh... Once more, adrenalin rushes into my veins. Everything is screaming at me that I’m stuck in one of the worst possible situations. That my chances to succeed are close to zero. But impudence is silencing reason.

Because I have an idea. Of foolish nature. But if God, Destiny or whatever sent me here just decides to smile upon me for a few seconds, it might just work.

And so the plan slowly takes form. It’s dangerous, brazen. It’s an obscene insult to Clausewitz’s thinking. It requires my enemy to do exactly what I expect him to do. But the fact is: I do know what they intend to do.

***
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“PLEASE, Panowie,” I said to the men waiting in the corridor.

One by one, they enter my bedroom which also fills the task of the Commander’s main office: my deputy Captain Dabrowski; Senior Sergeant Leonard Piotrowski – in charge of the men’s general training- and Caporal Franciszek Magdziarz –specialized in light and heavy guns-. All three salute me.

“Well, gentlemen,” I start with. “I studied the reports left by my predecessor and I’m quite pleased to find that this garrison is a well-maintained and functioning one, mainly thanks to you. No doubt that Westerplatte will prove itself able to stand its ground if a struggle for Gdansk should ever happen. However, simply holding its ground isn’t enough.”

I pause and look at them. Quite disciplined men, doing their best to camouflage their surprise. Surely they’re wondering what this haughty and a bit pompous officer is thinking. And I already have an answer to this question: to make you hate my guts after all the training you’re about to go through. Except that I will do it with you. A true leader has to sweat along with his men. Otherwise he’s not worthy of the title.

“These men must train, train and train harder. I don’t want soldiers able to defend a static position. I want soldiers able to defend a static position and storming the enemy’s in the following minute. From now on, sport exercises will be their main occupation on every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday. We will focus on running and everything improving their fitness. And I want them to practice shooting once a week. Twenty-five rounds at each session. Same thing for hand-to-hand combat: these men must be able to fight not only with their rifles, but also with their fists, feet, shovels... Everything.”

“Major, with all due respect, intervenes Dabrowski, this will exhaust them! And about the shooting sessions, we don’t enough bullets to begin with...”

My good deputy seems shocked but also a tad excited. After all, he’s quite the sporty type himself, an excellent cavalryman by the look of it.

“If the training is hard, the war will be easy. And about the cartridges, I will find them. And if some fat supply officer complains about it, it will be my problem, not yours.”

They chuckle when they hear upon the evocation of this traditionally despised species among every Army.

“Oh, and you will not only train them. You will do the same exercises than they do. And you’ll be better than them. I want them to see you screaming and sweating sweat and blood. Then they will know what kind of men will lead them into battle.”

Some are starting to look at each other. Like my former sergeant once said: “Respect has a beastly nature. An officer is the leader of the pack. He must roar, bite and run better than everyone else.”

“At the end, except for specialists like machine gunners and mortar servants, every man will belong to a unit of ten men. In each of these units, I want a sharpshooter which be selected during the shooting sessions, one man specialised in throwing grenades and two men handling a light machine-gun. These squads will be able to hold a trench or a guardhouse, but also to rapidly flank and destroy any enemy unit judged vulnerable. Our defence must be strong and flexible. So once again, train these men and encourage them to show initiative.”

I end my little Gunnery Sergeant speech and look at them for a minute.

“And because every hard work deserves a reward, each Sunday will be a complete rest day. Other than taking care of their uniforms, they will be free to do whatever they wish, including going in Gdynia by boat for a whole afternoon. I also want activities aimed at improving morale and comradeship among the men: football games for instance. Now leave the room and inform Ensign Szewczuk he can come in.”

Everyone obeys after saluting me one last time.

***
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“CAPTAIN! IF I MAY, it seems that our new Major is really something” Caporal Franciszek Magdziarz suddenly said.

They had barely left the room and had already begun to chatter. Dabrowski, who was proud to call himself a true patriot and a faithful servant of the Sanation cause, wasn’t totally immune to this feeling. Last night, it had had a mixed impression about Sucharski. A smart man of course, with surprisingly lucid comments about the international situation. But also a bit condescending, like if he knew everything better. His opinions about Cieszyn and the Government’s actions were quite shocking and Dabrowski suspected that the new Major was a supporter of the weak and chaotic democratic opposition. However, the man was certainly very energetic and inflexible when it came to the quality of the Polish Army, even if it involved going against his superiors. Hard man, but those were often good commanders.

“I don’t know, Edward,” the Captain finally replied. “But you can’t deny that our Major takes his new command to heart. Yet yesterday, I thought and feared that he would be a somewhat distant and haughty leader. I guess I was wrong.”

“I heard that he was already in the Army during the Great War”, intervened Sergeant Leonard Piotrowski. “Fighting the Italians in 1917. And right after that, he joined our Legions. And you saw his decorations? You don’t get the Virtuti Military for nothing. And I’m not speaking about his two Crosses of Valour. A true veteran, I’m telling you!”

A true veteran, repeated Dabrowski in his own mind. Yes, that would explain his abrupt manners. Besides, he had heard that Sucharski was a former peasant, coming from a poor family near Tarnow. This would make sense too. As a son of a former Austro-Hungarian General and coming from a prestigious Polish noble family, Dabrowski was a bit unsettled by the Major’s views regarding officers’ behaviour towards common soldiers. However, he could admit that they weren’t entirely without merit.

***
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ONCE DABROWSKI CLOSES the door, I pour some water in a glass and moisten my lips with it. When I speak for some time, those tend to dry pretty fast and that's quite the unpleasant sensation. One moment later, it's Ensign Edward Szewczuk’s turn to appear. A senior non-commissioned officer in his late forties, he's Westerplatte’s expert for field fortifications and depicted in Major Fabiszewski’s notes as an extremely competent platoon leader.

“Please take a seat”, I say while taking a chair myself. “So, let’s get to the point Ensign: what do you think of this peninsula as a defensive position?”

The man thinks for an instant.

“Excellent for defence against infantry, Sir. Vulnerable against artillery on the long run. The sea on one side and the warehouses of the New Port on the other make it extremely exposed to indirect fire. Not only heavy guns but machine guns as well. That’s why we reinforced the basement of the main barrack.”

“And the guardhouses?”

“Effective protection against bullets, mortars shells and field guns to a degree.”

“And air bombs?”

“Only for light bombs. Above 100 kilos, it will destroy them.”

“So, except for the main barracks, we have no means to protect ourselves against heavy weaponry?”

“Correct, but I doubt any attacker would deploy such efforts and equipment for our Transit Depot”.

“Surely, but what if this happens? What could protect our men outside the main barrack’s basement?”

“Like always, Sir: trenches. Preferably similar to the ones of the Great War. Deep and sinuous with shelters built inside to offer cover against heavy shells.”

“You’ve fought back then?” I suddenly ask.

The man looks at me with some surprise.

“I did. Enlisted in the Austro-Hungarian Army in 1913. Served in the Railway Service then as an Engineer.”

“A soldier of His Imperial and Royal Majesty? Me too. On the Italian Front: Caporetto and the Piave River.”

I leave my chair, come back with some brandy and offer Szewczuk a glass.

“To Franz-Joseph,” I toast “The best man the Poles had back then after Pilsudski.”

“To our Emperor and to our Marshall.”

We drink in memory of times which seemed simpler. An entire act from my part of course but I need to gain the trust and respect of my non-commissioned officers, the very backbone of this fortress. The Ensign seems already more comfortable.

“So trenches,” I conclude. “Deep and sinuous. Build them to reinforce our current guardhouses and other strongholds, place them in the best locations: I trust your judgement on this. Oh, and I saw that we had a field gun here: we will need good firing positions for it. One facing the canal and another the seawall. Then turn these positions into the best possible protections for our gun, notably against direct hits. It has to be well camouflaged too. Don’t worry about your other duties, find a suitable deputy for them and I won’t argue. Once we agree on the locations, we will build four shelters: two for the canal, two for the seawall.”

“Four shelters? But we only have one field gun, Sir. Two would be enough.”

“Four it will be, Ensign. Let the rest to me.”
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6th December 1938
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Barely three days and I’ve discovered that everything we call luxury goods when it comes to food is quite common or downright cheap eighty years in the past. At my request, my orderly has found an excellent smoked tea and gingerbread to die for. After all, it’s Saint Nicholas’ Day. As for milk, there are two cows at Westerplatte. The only thing I regret is that marvellous things such as salted butter or olive oil are nowhere to be found. Same thing for decent cheese.

Someone knocks at the door and enters. That’s my good deputy Captain Dabrowski. It’s written all over his face that he was born in Budapest, one of the most aristocratic places of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire. He’s elegant as only pre-war noblemen could be. A world I know next to nothing about. If I had to pick a side, I guess I would belong to an intellectual bourgeoisie here with extremely progressive leanings. Surely the Communist leaders of the time would find me interesting if they hadn’t shot me already. The wonders of Stalinism... Quite the fascinating monster and undoubtedly brilliant in his own way. Part of me, expunged of the notions of common sense and decency, would really like to have an open conversation with him. We would talk Dostoevsky, Bulgakov and Pasternak... right before I sign a confession depicting a conspiracy of phantasmagorical proportions.

“Please Dabrowski. I was about to have some tea.”

The Captain looks at me with some surprise.

“What, do you think I was some kind of coarse peasant eating kasha every goddamn day our Lord has created? I’m a true decadent, talking about Totalitarianism’s power of seduction and Schopenhauer’s genius while enjoying some good Burgundy white wine. And I want to charm you, I must mix my apparent iron will men with a hefty dose of personal refinement. We will simply say that I acquired these while I was teaching at the Infantry School of Brest-Litovsk.”

I pour some tea into two china cups and add a drop of raw milk in mine. A horrible heresy I know, but I always did it. Let’s say that I will blame my peasant roots on this one.

“So, Captain. We didn’t have the chance to properly meet each other so far. As you’re my deputy and since it’s instrumental we have a good working relationship, I do intend to right this wrong here and know. Of course, I will always and only be “Major” for you, but I would like to call you differently when we’ll talk in private. So, do you have some nickname we could use?”

Dabrowski thinks for a moment. “Well, my friends at the Academy called me Kuba...”

“Fond of horses I presume?” I comment while sipping my tea.

And Kuba gives me quite the astonished look. I know your history, Dabrowski. And you were born in Budapest. If you weren’t raised as a proper hussar, then both your father and mother failed as parents.

“How do you know this?” he asks after a moment.

“Well, I heard this nickname back at Brest about some cavalrymen. So, I guessed it was the same for you.”

“Indeed Major. Back then, I spent a great amount of time at tending to my horse.”

“Good companions, aren’t they?”

“Smart, loyal ones,” Dabrowski says.

“And sensitive. I remember these days during the Bolshevik War. We used to put barbed wire at the bottom of some rivers. So, when the Reds crossed them with their horses, the poor beasts had their legs trapped in it. Mowing down those thugs wasn’t hard, but putting the horses out of their misery... Well... That was something else entirely. We were able to save some but never enough. You know how it feels. You save one, you want to save the whole world. And when you fail at it...”

“Where were you?”

“Northern Front. Near Wilna. It wasn’t Warsaw but we did our part.”

“That’s where you won this?” he added while pointing at my Virtuti Militari.

“Yes. But that is a story for another time. However, there is one valuable lesson I learned back them. About what defines a good officer in combat.”

I had his curiosity, now I got his attention.

“The good soldier during a battle has a limited view of the world. In fact, this vision is limited by the very iron sights on his rifle. Nothing exists beyond them. What matters is the body in front of them. Then he pulls the trigger, hits the target and repeat the whole process. But the Officer... no matter how bad he wants to do the same, must keep his weapon pointed on the ground. He’s standing right behind his men and it’s his vision, not hindered by iron sights, which guides the whole firepower of the unit. That’s how battles are won. Because the officer refuses the glory of claiming an enemy for himself. And if an officer uses his weapon, either he doesn’t deserve to be one or the situation is so critical that he has to defend himself.”

I put my cup of tea. Everything is a lie. But men never want the truth. They’re always content with stories.

“And the moral of this story is that I believe that when the time comes, you will keep your weapon pointed on the ground. Because this time will come. After Vienna, after Praga, there will be Gdansk. And if Warsaw decides that, unlike all the others, we can’t bend the knee, then it will up to us to hold the line. So, the question is, Kuba, can I truly count on you?”

Good lord, and the Nazis dare to say that the Poles are an inferior race! Look at Dabrowski! Such a profile, such blond hair and deep blue eyes! The perfect face for the perfect Aryan propaganda.

“You can... Major.”

“Good man.”
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“Through your noses! Breath through your noses!”

Ten kilometres in forty-five minutes. That’s circling the peninsula twice. I can feel the flow of endorphins in my body. But the men aren’t. Some are cold, others have stitches. Once on the beach, the sand becomes a real killer for them. Not for me. Too bad I don’t have any music. But there’s something else that can motivate me. You’re in 1938. Bang. Nazi Germany is going to rule over Europe for more than five years. Bang. That will definitely suffice for now.

“Come on, panowie!!! Another five kilometres and we’re done for today!”

I’m surprised how soldiers of this time are unable to run for a long time. To walk over long distances, yes: they’re clearly good at this. But running? How awful. I guess that wasn’t in the regular infantry’s doctrine yet. Until Allied paratroopers and Polish Silent Unseen appear of course.

“Sixty kilometres a day, panowie. Sixty kilometres a day! That’s how the French Grand Army freed us from the Prussians and the Russians. One thousand and two hundred kilometres in three weeks. And you’re giving up after five ones? They won by walking and so help me God, we’ll win by running.”

I see one corporal falling. Some slow down to help him.

“No, do not help him! He’s fallen. He’s dead now. If you stay with him, you’re dead too.”

Most comply and join us but two young recruits decide to stay. They offer a hand to the corporal and then help him walk. Turns out the man has twisted his ankle, so they carry him and try to trot behind us. Good lads. After some time, the exercise finally ends. Pity, I just warmed up. Except for a few real athletes, everyone is red and breathless. I myself have the body of a thin but solid forty years old peasant. Not utterly muscular but not much weight to carry either. This body’s previous habit of smoking has slowed me a bit though. Give me a couple of months and my lungs will feel better. Finally, the three men left behind join us. The corporal is sent to the infirmary but I order the two recruits to stay. The others form a line. I look at their eyes and I’m satisfied. “Bastard” some are saying with their pupils.

“Names!” I shout at the two recruits.

“Private Piotr Borowiec, Sir!”

“Senior Private Franciszek Dominiak, Sir!”

I look at them, then I look at the assembly. Every commissioned and non-commissioned officer is on the first line.

“These two men have disobeyed a direct order from their commander. They saw a wounded comrade and they helped him in spite of the consequences. That’s how everyone should behave. That’s solidarity. Will each of you leave the body of one comrade on the battlefield? Will each of you leave an injured friend to his fate? If you want to survive, the man next to you is as much vital as yourself. You two! You showed initiative. I’m proud of you. Wood Duty for one week for having disobeying me. Dismissed.”

The soldiers return to their barracks in silence. But I can see they’re beginning to feel it. A bastard, sure. But their bastard.
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“So here are the results of the shooting sessions so far,” announced Dabrowski while giving me the report.

I briefly consult it. Kuba had the good initiative to produce a grading of the soldiers so I can immediately spot the best twenty riflemen.

“Good. Pick these men and train them as sharpshooters. By the way, we should establish shooting platforms in some of the trees with a good view of the main gate. As for the rest, I want to modify their training. No more circular targets: build new ones with the silhouette of a human body and order them to concentrate their fire on this specific area.

I draw a terrible model on a piece of paper and circle several times the mentioned location with my pen.

“The belly?” comments Dabrowski. “With all due respect, we won’t enhance their accuracy with this kind of exercise”.

“I don’t want accurate soldiers. I want lethal ones. The belly is the largest and easiest part of the body to shoot at. It’s also the most vital. Half of its surface is more or less covered by the liver. Hit it and your enemy dies within thirty minutes. Hit the rest and he will either die or be in a hospital for months. Besides, our peninsula isn’t really an open field: fighting will occur at best at a distance of 200 metres and barely 100 metres in most cases.”

Dabrowski nods and crosses his legs. This movement leads to a cringe. Poor Kuba, his body hasn’t been accustomed enough to prevent soreness yet. A few more weeks and you won’t feel a thing even after twenty kilometres, trust me. Besides, that’s the price to pay when you don’t walk at least five minutes after running.

“Try some aspirin, Kuba,” I comment while giving him the file back. “A hot shower could be good too. By the way, since we’re talking comfort after the effort, what about Christmas?”

“Our non-commissioned officers and I have organised the party for the soldiers remaining at the Depot. Mass at 7 PM, then the meal. You’re invited of course.”

“And, of course, the commander will honour this invitation. Careful with alcohol though.”

“Vodka only at midnight for the Coming of our Saviour. Three shots per man. Only beer until then.”

“An astute way to celebrate the Holy Trinity.”

Kuba chuckles. These last three weeks have seen the establishment of a cordial kind of cooperation. My way to show that I mean business and my adamant refusal to appear as the classical distant commander has softened the aristocratic officer, himself being quite close to his men. Our differences in terms of background and opinions are carefully avoided and we concentrate all our efforts in an “Everything for Poland” sort of compromise. A shame that he’s pro-Sanation. Those guys are a bunch of opportunistic jackals leading a nation of lions to its doom.

Someone knocks at the door and my orderly comes in with the mail of the day. Dabrowski leaves the room and now it’s just me with my letter opener and a pile of envelopes. After all, it’s Monday. Future soldiers arriving in the next weeks, another protestation from Gdynia about the high consumption of ammunition –this time with a threat to report it to the staff of the Coastal Command- and... a parcel post? This is a new one. The writing is quite elegant as opposed to the Military Administration’s usual quibbles and it smells... perfume?

I’m not feeling well. This is a lady’s letter. Sucharski’s lady. I know that I’m him but this is... private. I’m like a thief or a voyeur right now. It doesn’t belong to me. I’m briefly tempted to return it without an answer or even better, to make sure that it will be returned with a mention “Unknown at this address.” But then this damn empathy gets the upper hand. I’m imagining the poor thing’s utter sorrow. On the other hand, it’s not like it doesn’t happen to plenty of men and women these days. She would eventually get over it and find a new love. Christ! I’m not good at building relationships. Utilitarian ones, yes, with often some kind of respect in the end. But affectionate ones? Usually, it takes a lot of patience from the other side to see and appreciate what’s hiding under the shell.

Like if there was a ghost holding my hand, I open the parcel post. Inside there is a small and delicate silver pocket watch. How curious since I’ve already one at my wrist. And a small note: “You once said that you wanted one of these like your father had. Merry Christmas with the hope we will spend the next one together. With all my love. Wiktoria.”

The piece of paper falls down. Wiktoria. The name becomes familiar and something foreign messes with my own memories. Wiktoria Kratochwil. A Brest school teacher. His fiancé. My... fiancé. A gentle girl. Very patient and fond of walks in the woods. And just like that, I remember the first. It wasn’t really love. Not yet. Some very deep if not motherly tenderness instead. A German teenager named Claudia, met in a vacation camp. My first real contact with Germany by the way. But this can’t be my love anymore. Because I’m about to kill Germans. Now I’ve to steal another man’s life and betray my former one.

For the first time, I feel the need to drink. No, to take some fresh air. Work, work and work again for these past three weeks had concealed the fact that I was something alien barely coping with so many inner contradictions. I have to leave the depot. To walk. I call my orderly and warn him that I will absent for the next few hours.

***
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IT TOOK ME SOME TIME wandering along Gdansk’s main streets to find what I want. It truly is a lovely Interwar city with different architectures blending together, from the Classical Middles Ages up to the late Nineteenth Century. A town of red bricks, both austere and lively, going all the way back to the Teutonic Knights. Leaving my bicycle behind and wearing plain clothes, I enter a jeweller’s shop, whose owner looks pretty old and rather elegant. The man remains courteous when I explain to him in a mixture of German, French and English -I avoid Polish as it would draw unnecessary attention and hostility- what I wish exactly. It seems that he’s taking me for a French traveller and even try to pronounce some words, utterly butchering them in the process.

In the end, I get two rings in white gold with the letters “H” and “W” engraved on the inside alongside a very small diamond. The jeweller asks me to come back in four days to retrieve my command. Shortly after, I hear the door’s little bell ringing.

“Ah, good morning, Herr Foster.”

I turn around and see a handsome man in his late thirties with typical military short hair. His dark eyes sweep the room in a rather haughty manner, as if he is probing a vast crowd during some meeting. A bland blend between limited charisma and inflated vanity. “Foster”. Unlike the door, the name doesn’t ring any bell. I briefly salute him and thank the jeweller. The latter butchers another “Merci” and “Au revoir” before I leave his shop.

“Franzozisch, mein Herr?”

I freeze. That’s the man in his late thirties.

“Citizen of the World”, I answer. “I travelled a lot before coming to Danzig.”

“French people are rather rare on this side of the Rhine. But welcome in our beautiful German city, nonetheless.”

Politicised words and a haughty gaze. Definitively a low-ranking politician. And in 1938 Danzig, that rhymes with NSDAP. Curiously enough, as much as I would like to study devoted Stalinist Marxists, I find the Nazis rather mediocre and uninventive in their destructive theories. So, if I could just get away without being forced to speak with this buffoon...

“German indeed. And thanks for your kind words. A very good day to you, Sir.”

The man smiles at my tiny capitulation regarding the word “German”. If that can convince you that Western Europe acquiesces to your pitiful crusade to reattach the city to its benevolent Fatherland, then happy to help and kindly fuck off.

“The same to you. Albert Foster. NSDAP’s Gauleiter of the Free City of Danzig.”

And he extends a hand. “Gauleiter”? Definitively not a low-ranking politician. More like the kind of man which will lead hordes of SS thugs in September, with easy glory and brave slaughters of civilians in the newly freed territories. Those will be the men who executed Polish postmen as irregular fighters as a way to punish them for their insolent resistance. Those will be the men eager to genocide half a continent in the name of some absurd “Blood and Soil” theory. Those aren’t my Claudia. Those are the very justification of a massive and merciless pre-emptive strike. Every second they breathe means dozens of lives irremediably lost.

If I had my handgun, I could be tempted to draw it and put a bullet between the eyes of this opportunistic leech. But I’m preparing for war and this would be murder. If Lady Fortune could grant me only one wish, it would be to meet his kind on the battlefield. But I’m sure they will remain behind, belching about courage and destiny. But this shark of a smile cannot go unanswered and so I shake his hand.

“Major Henryk Sucharski”, I reply. “Commander of the Westerplatte Military Transit Depot.”

The smile vanishes and his eyes have lost all their warmth. It’s like he suddenly realised that there were lice swarming on his hand. He tries to retrieve it but I hold it tight. Every muscle in my face is unable to move and I’m stuck with a deformed rictus.

“Looking forward to see you again, Herr Foster”, I whisper while I let his hand go.
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Christmas Eve and I’m wandering in the streets of Gdansk again. I know I’m repeating this thought over and over, but this truly is a lovely city. Perhaps because it’s the first I discovered. When I compare it to the French ones with their horrible post-war urbanisation plans, it easily gets the top spot on the podium. I just hope that 1945 won’t be too hard on her.

And I’m an idiot. But I can’t help it. After my little encounter with Herr Foster, I just wanted to scream a big “screw you” to all these brown and black shirts. And now I’m parading in my Polish uniform, with my Army coat and my Rogatywka. My Vis is loaded and resting in my holster and I’m also carrying a hidden bayonet. Really, really stupid and useless, since I’m probably angering common German people who, by the standards of the time are certainly nationalistic but not really worse than the average American or Polish bystander.

Some are giving me the look. Yes, I’m insulting them and for those not wearing armbands, I offer a polite salute with a warm “Guten Morgen”. That’s the sort of apology which help some to go from hostile to suspicious. But when I see a brown mantel, my gaze is as dark as theirs. Come on, try me with your big black sticks. At ten metres, I assure you I’m a good shooter.

Really, really stupid. But probably worth it.

I finally reach the shop of the old and elegant jeweller. He too is colder, but a customer remains a customer and he’s professional enough. I feel a bit bad for him. Having a Polish Officer humiliating a Gauleiter in his shop must not be good for business. And so, I laud him for his work and pay what is due. I wish him a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. Once in the streets, I look at the rings. That’s quite a fine and delicate job. Sober too. A pity this man will likely be forced to leave his home when the Russians come, assuming he survives the war.

I sigh and heads towards the Polish post. Impressive building, almost a fortress, like most of the German public buildings of the time. Seriously, barely fifty employees when it could easily house 200? I feel I’m in friendly territory now. Postmen, members of the Polish diaspora sending parcel posts to loved ones... nearly all of them greet me in some manner. Many look at me with eyes meaning: “He got some nerve” and “I like it”. Inside the building, I reach the nearest counter.

“How much to send this to Brest?”

I give the little envelope with the ring in it. The man weighs it.

“Even with an Express tariff, it won’t get there for tomorrow.”

“That’s not a problem.”

“That’s something of value,” he adds. “Do you wish to get an insurance? For fifteen zlotys, the ring will be refunded if lost or damaged.”

“No need for that. But use a reinforced envelope. I will pay for the extra weight. And I would like nice stamps on it.”

“Well, we’ve just got your own stamps, not the usual overprinted Polish ones. It shows the harbour of Gdansk in the Sixteenth century. Look at it, good intaglio printing too. And we offer a discount for the military.”

“The purple and the blue ones will do. By the way, is there a Philatelic Club at Gdansk? That would be easier for me than Gdynia.”

“So, you’re from Westerplatte? Not just in transit?”

“Correct. Major Henryk Sucharski. Commander of the Military Transit Depot.”

“The new commander? We never saw the former one. You know that you don’t need to get here. There is a mailbox near your main gates. That’s where we pick and distribute your mail every day.”

“Perhaps, but we don’t have nice stamps, only old overprinted ones.”

“Philatelist, then? Oh, that’s good. You should wait for our Director, Mr Flisykowski. I’m sure he'll want to devote some time for you. Stay right here, we’re calling him.”

I sit on one of the benches and pick one of the newspapers. Phones ringing, men smoking, female employees typing and gossiping. That’s borderline pre-Mad Men. And me with my Army Coat and the military ribbons on it... A few minutes later, a man in a suit appear. Late thirties, thin lips and the eyes of someone serious and dedicated to his job. I stand up and we shake hands.

“Major Sucharski? Alfons Flisykowski, Director of this Post Office. Very pleased to meet you. Officers from Westerplatte are quite rare here. I heard you were interested in collecting stamps. Please follow me, my office will certainly suit you more for this conversation.”

We go through a succession of stairs and corridors and I realize how thick the brick walls are. No wonder it took the Nazis several hundred gallons of fuel to burn the building. Infantry guns clearly weren’t enough. Finally, we reach a middle-sized room with comfy chairs. Flisykowski proposes some tea or coffee and but I decline. To be honest, I’m a bit puzzled by Interwar Sociability. When two persons sharing the same social rank meet, their encounter is a noticeable event by itself and must be treated accordingly. Besides, both Flisykowski and I are the very symbols of the Polish presence in Gdansk.

Flisykowsy... The man in charge of Defence of the Polish post office in on the first day of the war. Like dozens of postmen working here, he will later be executed. Another injustice. Perhaps another life to save too. After all, it’s not like his building is a strategic asset for the Polish cause. A symbol maybe, but does an undefendable symbol justify the sacrifice of dozens of men and women? Those postmen would be better at home or in my barracks. At least they would have a chance to see the sun rising one more time. Yes: that’s an idea that could be explored.

“So, Major. You’ve created quite a sensation here. There has been some gossip about Herr Foster being humiliated a few days back. And while you’ve gained the goodwill of many Polish residents, some German activists didn’t take it so well. Except maybe Herr Greiser. True, our dear Senate President isn’t fond of Poles, but he and Foster hate each other with a shared passion.”

“Rivalries between two Nazi top dogs,” I comment. “Quite typical, I’ve been told.”

“Indeed. But I’m not sure that parading in full uniform was the best idea you had.”

Flisykowski’s reproach isn’t really a sign of hostility: a discreet smile is making his lips even thinner. He seems to have appreciated my little bravado, but that’s still a warning. Those times aren’t suited for gratuitous provocations. Can’t say that I disagree with him but on some occasions, your heart prevails over your head.

“Let’s change the subject though,” adds the Director. “So, you’re a philatelist?”

I do. Always have been fond of its plushy atmosphere. Besides, I always liked to discover new countries with their history and culture through these tiny pieces of paper. It sharpens your mind and intellect. But back in my time, old beautiful stamps are rare and expensive. Here I can at least fulfil one of my dreams: to have my own collection. And during this Stamps Golden Age, I will have it for practically nothing while it will cost a fortune eighty years later.

“Among other things,” I concede. “And I always wished to have a complete collection of Polish stamps. It’s just that I lacked the time to do it before.”

“Which Philatelic Catalogue are you using?”

“Yvert & Tellier.”

“Ah the French one? Very serious work. Some might argue that Michel is better, but...”

“... It’s a German publisher.”

And now Flisykowski knows that I mean business. Not everyone in Poland uses a French book to classify his stamps despite the strong Polish Francophilia. And it gives prestige and social visibility which could come in handy.

“Well, I guess I could easily get you the stamps issued by our Republic for the past twenty years. I’ve some contacts at Warsaw and since you’re from the Army, you would purchase them at their face value...”

“Much appreciated. But I’m also looking for rarer pieces. The first issue of 1860 and those used by the Polish Local Post in 1915. Also the stamps printed by Germany when they occupied our country during the Great War. And don’t forget the airmail stamps and souvenir sheets. All with their gum intact if possible. And if you find some rare varieties, notably those without perforations, I will pay the price.”

Flisykowski now has this look: true business
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