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Foreword

My aim in writing Rising ’44 was nothing more complicated than to tell the story of one of the great tragedies of the twentieth century. It is a story that has never been properly told, even though it reveals some fundamental truths about the Second World War and challenges many conventional assumptions. For half a century and more, it was the subject of severe censorship by post-war authorities who did not wish to see the historical realities publicized; and, as a topic of acute embarrassment for the Western Powers, it has not been given prominence in Western interpretations. Although it resulted in the near-total destruction of one of Europe’s ancient capitals, and in enormous loss of life, it was never brought for examination before the Nuremberg Tribunal. Equally, since it was not seen as one of the critical ‘turning points’, on which the fortunes of the war depended, it has rarely attracted the close scrutiny of British or American historians. The historiography of the subject, in consequence, tends to be somewhat parochial.

Of course, many people are likely to have heard of a ‘rising’ or of an ‘uprising’ in Warsaw. They may have read books, watched films, or listened to survivors’ accounts. And they may well be under the impression that the event has been fully aired and discussed. If so, they will not have to explore very far to realize that much of the existing information in these matters is highly selective and misleading.

It may be of some help to point out that the Underground fighters who launched ‘the Warsaw Rising’ did not themselves use the term. For reasons connected with developments on the Eastern Front, they called it ‘the Battle for Warsaw’. It was only after the city had been destroyed, and especially after the war, that ‘the Warsaw Rising’ or ‘Uprising’ came to be widely used, but by different people for different purposes.

Warsaw was, and is, the capital of a country whose most important alliance in 1944 was with Great Britain. Politically, this alliance put the country’s exiled government firmly in the camp of liberal democracies led by Britain and USA. In an old-fashioned world, where the ‘Great Powers’ alone attended the top table and would decide things among themselves on behalf of less powerful clients, it also meant that the Anglo-Americans had assumed a degree of responsibility for their ally. Geographically, however, Warsaw lay plumb in the middle of Europe, immediately adjacent to the two largest combatant powers – that is, to Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. As a result, the Rising inevitably erupted in the very cockpit of European conflict. Not only did it take place close to the front of the titanic German–Soviet War. It was embroiled at a sensitive interface of the three-sided arena where Western Democracy confronted Fascism on the one hand and Stalinist Communism on the other. It was no local skirmish.

The difficulties of explaining these matters are legion. The particulars of Central European history are not widely studied outside Central Europe; and the valiant contributions of lesser members of the Allied coalition of 1939–45 are largely forgotten. In history-writing, as in contemporary politics, countries which were once in the Allied camp but which later found themselves in different company have been obliged to wage an uphill battle. Their interests have often been eclipsed by publicists working for more vocal or more favoured competitors. For this reason, in constructing a narrative about the Warsaw Rising, it was essential to locate Warsaw firmly within the Allied, German, and Soviet strands of the war, and only to move on to the Rising after the complicated setting had been fully expounded.

Since the Western Powers enjoyed a clear-cut victory over Germany in their part of Europe, Western readers invariably make a clear-cut mental distinction between the wartime and the post-war years. In Russia too, where the victory of 1945 has remained a sacred memory, the time before and after ‘Liberation’ is presented as the difference between night and day. But in many countries of Central Europe, where one totalitarian occupation was succeeded by another, the significance of VE-Day is greatly reduced. Indeed, the very idea of ‘Liberation’, and of a clear break with conflict and suffering, was often considered a bad joke. Hence, it would have been unjust to close the story of the Varsovian insurgents at the end of the Rising or at the end of the war in May 1945, and to pretend that the survivors lived happily ever after. Instead, it seemed absolutely vital to trace the fate of the insurgents, and of their vilified reputation, into the post-war world.

The sources for a study of the Warsaw Rising are immense. I have encountered a score of general works on the topic; each with its special slant, and each with its special weaknesses. The catalogue of the Bodleian Library lists seventy-five titles. There are negative interpretations, and positive accounts; but few which approach all the participants with equal scepticism.1 There is also a huge mass of specialized literature that deals with everything from diplomatic and military aspects to the design of barricades, the organization of the underground security services, or the adventures of individual units. And there is a large body of memoirs and diaries, both published and unpublished. Since the collapse of the Communist regime in 1990, veterans have been free to print their own journals, notably the monthly Biuletyn Informacyjny; and a great deal of work has been put into compilations of documents, chronicles, and encyclopaedias.2

Archival sources are more problematical. For many years, the only systematic publication of relevant documents was undertaken abroad, particularly at the Polish Institute and the Underground Study Trust (SPP) in London. Much could also be found on the diplomatic and military front in the Public Record Office, the Imperial War Museum, the National Archives in Washington, or in the Bundesarchiv in Bonn. Yet many key collections have remained closed, or are, at best, half-open. The British intelligence archives, for instance, which will someday reveal numerous insights into the affairs of 1944, were still 95 per cent unavailable at the turn of the century. The records of the post-war Polish security services, which are vital to an understanding of Stalinist repressions, are being released only slowly. Worst of all, after a brief promise of more liberal policies, the ex-Soviet archives in Moscow are still not fully accessible. A small number of selected documents were published in the 1990s. And determined foreign researchers with local assistance can gain limited access to some collections. But by the start of the twenty-first century, the main documents relating to Stalin’s decisions in 1944 had still not been placed in the public domain. For this reason alone, I have no doubt that the definitive academic study of the Warsaw Rising still awaits its author.

As I have written on several occasions, historians inevitably form part of their own histories. And the times in which historians write, unavoidably influence what is written. In this regard, the history of an Allied coalition, which failed to live up to its obligations, may not be entirely unconnected to the present time.

Most people think of a good history book, as they think of a good novel, in linear terms. The readers start at the beginning, where they are pointed in a certain direction. They then plunge into a journey – through the jungle, up the mountain, along the road, or wherever – admiring the passing landscape, enjoying the adventures and surprises, but always heading unswervingly towards the chosen goal. At some point, better sooner than later, they reach the central drama of the story – the divorce of Henry VIII, the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, the encirclement of the German army before Stalingrad, or whatever – and they then move on to the denouement. It is a very satisfying intellectual experience.

At some point, however, I realized that the linear model is not the only design which may be followed to good effect. Different types of subject matter demand different types of treatment. In Heart of Europe, for instance, which was relating the memories of the past to the problems of the present, I decided that the story was best told in reverse chronological order.3 Sometime later, when faced with the enormous task of writing ‘The Oxford History of Europe’, I again decided that radical measures had to be taken. Europe: a history (1996) was written on three levels simultaneously. The main text consisted, indeed, of a linear narrative. It proceeded in twelve giant strides across Europe’s past from prehistory to the late twentieth century. But each of the chapters was enhanced both by ‘Snapshots’ and by ‘Capsules’. The ‘Snapshots’, which were mini-chapters in themselves, treated a series of key moments, giving the reader a more detailed view of life and issues in a particular age. The three hundred ‘Capsules’ scattered through the text in discrete boxes touched on an array of highly eccentric and exotic topics, which contrasted sharply with the generalizations of the surrounding chapters and created an illusion of comprehensive coverage.4

To my great relief, I found that this relatively complicated structure did not repel the readers. On the contrary, it gave them the opportunity of navigating their individual ways through the huge maze which is European history, of taking a change and a rest at numerous points in the long journey, and of dawdling and dipping whenever they wished to do so.

Faced with Rising ’44, therefore, I decided yet again that the conventional linear approach was not suitable. The subject matter was unfamiliar to English-language readers; and a series of solid introductory chapters was unavoidable. As a result, the first part, ‘Before the Rising’, would be bulkier than one might have wished; and the reader’s pace would be under threat. The solution was to start with a dramatic Prologue, and then to write four linear chapters in parallel, each presenting a different route towards the outbreak of the Rising on 1 August 1944. The readers may follow each of these routes in turn if they wish, absorbing the narrative and the informational passages as they meet them.

The Rising itself was always going to constitute the main focus of the story. Yet here I had to solve another problem. Having interviewed a large number of participants and survivors, and read numerous personal accounts, I had gained possession of a mass of fascinating memoir material, which was necessarily subjective and anecdotal but which nonetheless threw true and telling light on the human ordeals with which the story abounded. It would have been possible to weave parts of this material into the main text. But remembering the precedent of Europe: a history, I decided to keep it separate, and to place it in a series of eyewitness ‘capsules’, each presenting one person’s view of a particular episode. These capsules may be read alongside and in conjunction with my own historian’s narrative; or they may be picked from the tree at random as the tastebuds dictate.

The last part of the book, ‘After the Rising’, contains three chronological chapters, taking the reader from 1944 to the present. I am happy to say that each of them is written in standard linear fashion. They are rounded off by a concluding Interim Report:
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From hard experience, I know that foreign names and places can create havoc in the psyche of English-speaking readers. Indeed, in the case of some languages like Polish, I believe they constitute a near insurmountable barrier to a full understanding of the country’s affairs. For it is not just a problem of unfamiliarity. It is unfamiliarity compounded by an incomprehensible system of orthography and by unique, jaw-breaking combinations of consonants and syllables that are uniquely disturbing. Charles Dickens, who met a number of Polish émigrés in London after the Rising of 1863, had a wonderful ear for this problem: ‘A gentleman called on me this morning,’ he once remarked, ‘with two thirds of all the English consonants in his name, and none of the vowels.’5 The joke is that God created Polish by dropping his Scrabble box. But this is not just a laughing matter. If readers cannot retain the names in a narrative, they cannot follow the plot. And if they cannot follow the plot, they cannot be expected to analyse or to understand it.6

At all events, I have decided to conduct an experiment. Wherever possible I have refrained from using foreign names altogether. I have referred to people’s positions – saying the ‘Premier’ instead of Mikołajczyk, or the ‘President’ instead of Raczkiewicz, and I have been greatly helped by the wartime practice whereby many members of the Underground and Government were known by pseudonyms, nicknames, or noms de guerre, which can either be anglicized or translated into short, manageable forms. Hence Gen. Bór-Komorowski becomes ‘Boor’, Gen. Okulicki becomes ‘Bear Cub’, Premier Mikołajczyk becomes Premier ‘Mick’, and Lt. Fleischfarb becomes Lt. ‘Light’. I also took the liberty of modifying the spelling of Polish place names, thereby rendering them more readily pronounceable. I have no idea how my noble translator will cope with these eccentric forms when working on the Polish edition.

The modifications in the spellings of Polish names are aimed exclusively at easing the path of English-speaking readers. They will no doubt infuriate philological purists, but have been adopted in the belief that ordinary mortals are no less confused by official phonetic systems as by foreign orthography. In the case of place names, English forms are used wherever they exist – as in Warsaw, Cracow or Lodz. Where no English form is available, limited changes have been made. In the case of street names, the original forms have been translated if possible – as in New World Street, Long Street, Three Crosses Square, or Jerusalem Avenue. Otherwise, they, too, have been modified. In the case of personal names, well-known items such as Sikorski, Wojtyła, or Wałęsa have been left in the original; and anglicized forms such as Casimir, Stanislas, or Thaddeus are used where appropriate. As far as possible, however, the difficulties have been obviated either by reducing surnames to initials – Maria D. for Maria Dąbrowska or Adam M. for Adam Mickiewicz – or by resorting exclusively to the pseudonyms. Detailed explanations of the changes may be found in Appendix 35, or on occasion in relevant endnotes.

I owe many thanks to many institutions and to many individuals. Among the institutions, I would single out the Karta Centre in Warsaw, the Polish Underground Study Trust, the Home Army Veterans Association, the Hoover Institution, the Roosevelt Library, the Public Record Office, the State Archives of the Russian Federation, the Wolfson College Library, and the British Academy. The latter generously awarded me a Small Research Grant.

Among the individuals, I must mention my chief researcher Roger Moorhouse, my special adviser, Mr Andrzej Suchcitz, and a long list of consultants, including Dr Andrzej Krzysztof Kunert, Dr Alison Millett, Mr Zbigniew Stańczyk, Dr Krzysztof Szwagrzyk, Mgr Michaela Todorowa and Mr Zbigniew Siemaszko. Valuable assistance was also rendered by Professor Andrzej Ajnenkiel, Professor W. Bartoszewski, Gill Beeston, Katarzyna Benda, Anthony Beevor, Włodzimierz Bolecki, Krzysztof Bożejewicz, Alexander Boyd, Cathy Brocklehurst, Professor W. Brus, Tadeusz Filipkowski, Max Hastings, Professor Jerzy Holzer, Dr Polly Jones, Professor L. Kołakowski, Dr Maria Korzeniewicz, Glenda Lane, Bolesław Mazur, Jan Nowak-Jeziorański, Professor Krystyna Orzechowska-Juzwenko, Dr Z. Pełczyński, Michael Schmidt, Professor Tomasz Strzembosz, Luba Vinogradova, Ken Wilson, Wanda Wyporska, and Michał Zarzycki.

The number of people who kindly responded to requests for information, completed questionnaires, contributed their reminiscences, or otherwise engaged in correspondence, is almost too large to mention. Several in the meantime have passed on. But all have earned my sincere gratitude. Their contributions, great and small, have given the book a very special, and I would hope, an authentic flavour: Jerzy Adamski, Stanisław Aronson, Stanisław Barański, Wojciech Barański, Maria Bobrzyńska (née Peygert), Zbigniew Borkiewicz, Dr Anna Borkiewicz-Celinska, Stanisław Brzosko, Marek Burdajewicz, Bogdan Celiński, Wiesław Chodorowski, Antoni Chomicki, Z. Drymulski, Jolanta Dzierżawska-Żaczkiewicz, Jacek Fedorowicz, W. Fiedler, Irena Findeisen (née Zieleniewska) now Bellert, Anna Frączek, Czesław Gawłowski, Maria Getka, Wacław Gluth-Nowowiejski, Zbigniew Grabiański, Lech A. Halko, Jan Hoppe, Anna Jakubowska, Father Andrzej Janicki, Ryszard Kapuściński, Stanisław Karolkiewicz, Lucjan Kindlein, Professor Jerzy Kłoczowski, Adam Komorowski, Edward Kossoj, Bogusław Koziorowski, Czesław Kwaśniewski, Wanda Lesisz-Gutowska, Stanislas Likiernik, Lech Lipiński, Jerzy Lunicz-Adamski, Irena Makowska, Halina Martinowa, Kamila Merwartowa, Wacław Micuta, Krystyna Mierzejewska, Zbigniew Edward Mróz, Sebastian Niewiadomski, Andrzej Nowakowski, Zofia Nowiak, Izabela Nowicka-Kuczyńska, Elżbieta Ostrowska, Feliks Ostrowski, Mieczysław Pawłowski, Wiesław Polkowski, Waldemar Pomaski, Danuta Przyszłasz, Zofia Radecka, Jan Rakowicz (Radajewski), Kazimierz Rakowski, Janina Rendznerowa, Andrzej Rey, Janusz Rosikoń, Bogdan Rostropowicz, Nelli Turzańska-Szymborska, Anna Sadkowska, Father Piotr Sasin, Jan Sidorowicz, Stanisław Sieradzki, Lucjan Sikora, Dr Krzysztof Stolińiski, Tadeusz Sumińiski, Tadeusz-Marian Szwejczewski, Professor Jerzy Świderski, Anna Świrszczyfiska, Bolesław Taborski, Tadeusz Tarmas, Helena Tyrankiewiczowa, Maria Umińska, Professor Wagner, Danuta Wardle-Wiśniowiecka, Andrew Weiss, Kazimierz Wołłk-Karaszewski, J. J. Wyszogrodski, Janusz Zadarnowski, Krzysztof Zanussi, Hanna Zbirohowska-Kościa, and Professor Jerzy Zubrzycki.

As always, the turmoil of an author in the throes of writing and delivery demands enormous forbearance from friends, family and publishers. For their understanding, I offer appropriate apologies and, on completion, a sheepish grin.

I am not quite sure how best to advise the would-be reader on exploring this book. But if a linear narrative may be likened to a chain made up of links, the present construction may be better likened to a more complex building made up of several blocks and of many bricks. I am tempted to liken Rising ’44 to one of the barricades which the insurgents built from paving stones and which featured so prominently in their extraordinary exploits. At all events, the accompanying diagram may help to clarify the literary architecture. As both sides learned to their cost, the best way of surmounting one of these barricades is not necessarily by frontal assault.

NORMAN DAVIES

15 April 2003


Contents


List of Illustrations

350/XXX/999 TO8 DE1

PART ONE

Before the Rising

CHAPTER I: The Allied Coalition

CHAPTER II: The German Occupation

CHAPTER III: Eastern Approaches

CHAPTER IV: Resistance

PART TWO

The Rising

CHAPTER V: The Warsaw Rising

Outbreak    Impasse    Attrition    Junction    Finale

PART THREE

After the Rising

CHAPTER VI: Vae Victis: Woe to the Defeated, 1944–45

CHAPTER VII: Stalinist Repression, 1945–56

CHAPTER VIII: Echoes of the Rising, 1956–2000

Interim Report

Appendices

Notes

Notes to Capsules    Notes to Appendices

Index


List of Illustrations

Section One

August 1944: Barnes Lodge, King’s Langley (King’s Langley Local History Society). The Prudential Building, Warsaw (Karta Institute, Warsaw)

Britain’s First Allies: Gen. Sikorski (Sikorski Institute, London). The President (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Premier ‘Mick’ (Sikorski Institute, London). The Commander-in-Chief (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Gen. Tatar, ‘Tabor’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Count Raczyński, Ambassador, with Foreign Minister Romer (Sikorski Institute, London). ‘Salamander’, convalescent after poisoning (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Poland’s British Allies: Anthony Eden, Foreign Secretary (Hulton Getty). Colin Gubbins, Head of SOE (Hulton Getty). Air Marshal Sir John Slessor (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). Sgt. John Ward, RAF (National Archives, Kew)

Moscow’s Polish Servants: Marshal Konstanty Rokossovsky. Gen. Zygmunt Berling (Polish Press Archive, Warsaw). Bolesław Bierut (AKG London). Comrade ‘Vyeslav’ (Gomulka) (Hulton Getty)

The Pre-war Capital: The Cracow Faubourg (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). The Saxon Palace (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

October 1939: Adolf Hitler in Warsaw (AKG London). German troops on Uyazdov Avenue (AKG London)

Nazi Barbarity: Street execution (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). The Nazi-built Ghetto at Cool Street (AKG London)

The Warsaw Ghetto Tragedy: Round-up at gunpoint (Hulton Getty). The Ghetto Rising, April 1943 (AKG London)

Polish Forces in Britain: The Polish Parachute Brigade, trained to fly to Warsaw (Sikorski Institute, London). The 1st (Polish) Armoured Division (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Soviet Forces Heading West: Rokossovsky, Victor of Stalingrad (AKG London). Gunners of Berling’s 1st (Polish) Army (Polish Press Archive, Warsaw)

The Secret Home Army: On patrol in the countryside (Karta Institute, Warsaw). The ‘Bashta’ Battalion on exercises. Presenting the standard (27th Volhynian Infantry Division) (Hulton Getty).

Maj. ‘Gloomy’, one of SOE’s ‘Dark and Silent’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

The Allied Coalition: London, 5 August 1940: signing of the Anglo-Polish Treaty (Hulton Getty). Teheran, 1943: the Big Three: Churchill and Roosevelt give Stalin secret assurances (Hulton Getty). London, 1943–44: the Exiled Polish Government (Sikorski Institute, London). Washington, June 1944: FDR to Premier ‘Mick’, ‘Your country will emerge undiminished’ (Sikorski Institute, London)

Anti-German Risings, August 1944: Paris (AKG London). Slovakia (AKG London)

Section Two

The Enemy in View: Home Army marksman (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Locating German positions (AKG London)

Insurgent Leaders: Gen. ‘Boor’, Commander of the AK (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Gen. ‘Monter’, Commander of the Rising (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Gen. ‘Gregory’, Chief-of-Staff (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Courier ‘Novak’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

German Military Chiefs: SS-Ostubaf. Oskar Dirlewanger (Suddeutsche Zeitung). SS-Brig.Fhr. Mieczyslaw Kaminski (Suddeutsche Zeitung). SS-Ogruf. Erich von dem Bach (Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin). SS-Gruf. Heinz Reinefarth (Suddeutsche Zeitung)

Insurgent Barricades: Waiting for the next attack (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Action stations (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Home Army Fighters: No uniform uniform (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). A lull in the fighting (Karta Institue, Warsaw). Examining supplies (Hulton Getty)

On the Attack: No caption (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). No caption (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Perfect conditions for guerrilla warfare (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Fighting in the Holy Cross Church (Hulton Getty)

German Counter-measures: Kaminski confers with Cossack officers (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw). A Wehrmacht officer gives orders (Hulton Getty). Armoured personnel carrier fires a rocket-propelled grenade (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). A StuG German assault gun (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Insurgent Successes: Captured armoured personnel carrier (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Captured Panther tank (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Captured German soldier (Hulton Getty). Captured German staff car (Hulton Getty)

Agonies of Battle: Casualty being tended (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Insurgent hospital (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Emerging from the sewers (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Soldier’s funeral (Hulton Getty)

Life Goes On: Sheltering in the cellars (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Delivering letters (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Marrying one’s sweetheart (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Attending underground Mass (Karta Institute, Warsaw)

Everyday Chores: Collecting horsemeat (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Cooking dinner. Waiting for a message (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Repairing the telephone lines

Jewish Insurgents: Saved from Nazi captivity (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw). Rescued by the Zoshka Battalion at Goose Farm (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Germany’s Central Asian Auxiliaries: Turkmen reinforcements (Karta Institute, Warsaw)

Home Army posters: ‘One bullet, one German’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘To Arms in the AK ranks’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Propaganda: Coalition: ‘We are not alone’. Catholic (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘When the cow bellows, don’t stand in the doorway!’ (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Greetings: from the Communist Army: ‘The Giant and the expectorated dwarf of reaction’ (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw). from the Parasol Battalion, Stalag VIIA, Murnau (Bavaria), Easter 1945

Western Airlift: A Halifax on the tarmac at Brindisi (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). A Liberator over the Adriatic (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). USAAF Flying Fortress at Poltava, Ukraine, ‘Frantic mission’ (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). A successful drop in the Old Town (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

International Politics: 15 August 1944, Premier ‘Mick’ returns from Moscow – empty-handed (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Roosevelt and Churchill: sixty days to save Warsaw (Hulton Getty). J. M. Keynes at Bretton Woods, August 1944: no Poles present (Hulton Getty). Western leaders at Quebec, September 1944: not discussing Warsaw (Hulton Getty)

Devastation: Vola in the wake of Dirlewanger (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Grave of a Gestapo agent (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Burying the dead (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Walking home (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

The Entry of Berling’s Army, September 1944: Welcome in Praga (Karta Institute, Warsaw). ‘There’ll be a Poland’ (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Crossing the Vistula (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw). Berling’s soliders in captivity (Karta Institute, Warsaw)

Terminal Affairs: Countess Tarnovska (Polish Red Cross) in truce talks (AKG London). Blindfolding the negotiators (Hulton Getty). Ozarov, 2 October: signing the capitulation (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Von dem Bach receives General ‘Boor’ in surrender: 5 October 1944 (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Last March of the Home Army: Stolze Polen! (Proud Poles!) (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Members of the Women’s Auxiliary Service

Section Three

Dead City: A wilderness of ruins (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Mountains of rubble (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London)

Civilian Exodus: Preparations to leave (AKG London). The long walk (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). A column of sick and elderly (Karta Institute, Warsaw). Transit Camp, Prushkov (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw)

Destinations: A member of the master race reluctantly accepts a subhuman bandit as a POW (Hulton Getty). Home Army women at Stalag XIB, Fallingbostel (Museum of Warsaw Rising, Warsaw). Auschwitz-Birkenau (AKG London). Vorkuta

Endgame: Stalin and Churchill: no meeting until October 1944 (Hulton Getty). Soviet Liberation: the official truth (Hulton Getty). 17 January 1945: the Communist-run Army enters the ruins (AKG London). Churchill and Roosevelt arrive at Yalta: too late (Hulton Getty)

Post-war Trials: Moscow: trial of Poland’s democratic leaders (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Nuremberg: Warsaw not on the agenda (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). Göring in the dock, with Hess: ‘Victors’ Justice’ (Imperial War Museum Picture Archive). Trial of Captain Piletski, pseudonym ‘Roman’, March 1948 (Polish Press Archive, Warsaw)

Varsovian Destinies: Tadek, died in battle (aged eleven) (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘Bear Cub’, died in the Lubyanka, 1946 (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘Roman’, shot 1948. ‘Wolf’, died in Mokotov Jail, 1949. ‘Kontrym’, shot 1953 (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘Nile’, hanged 1953 (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). ‘Teofil’ of Zhegota: sentenced to death. Szpilman, ‘The Pianist’, survivor. ‘Ludwig’, Comrade Kliszko (Polish Press Archive, Warsaw). ‘Stefan’, future cardinal and Primate (Copyright © Janusz Rosikon/Archiwum Instytutu Prymasowskiego)

Images True and False: Home Army ‘Anchor’ badges: P.W. = Polska Walczy (‘Poland is Fighting’). German Warschau campaign badge (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). Soviet medal ‘Liberation of Warsaw’ (Roger Moorhouse). People’s Poland medal ‘Warsaw 1939–45’ (Roger Moorhouse). Warsaw Rising Medal (Warsaw, 1981) (Roger Moorhouse). Victory Parade, London, 1946: no Polish representatives (Hulton Getty)

Delayed Respects: Chancellor Brandt’s Warschauer Kniefall, December 1970, when no monument to the Warsaw Rising existed (Corbis). RAF graves from 1944: British War Cemetery, Cracow (Commonwealth War Graves Commission). ‘The Little Insurgent’: recovery of ‘Antek’’s body, August 1944 Monument, 1981. Monument, 1981 (Janusz Rosikon). Warsaw Rising Monument, 1989 (Corbis). 1 August 2002: the annual candlelight vigil, Warsaw Military Cemetery

Aftermath: Warsaw, September 1944 (Polish Underground Movement (1939–1945) Study Trust, London). General ‘Boor’ in exile, London, 1956 (Hulton Getty)


350/XXX/999 TO8 DE1

1944. Summer afternoons in wartime England could be deceptive. In London’s leafy suburbs it was easy to believe that the war, and the warfarers, were far, far away. The sun shone. Scattered clouds sailed lazily across the sky. Birds were singing in the fields and gardens. Although V1 rockets occasionally strayed into the vicinity, the mass bombing of the Blitz was already a bad memory. The fierce fighting in Normandy was safely across the Channel, out of earshot. The still grander and fiercer battles on Europe’s Eastern Front were taking place well beyond the range of close observation or accurate reporting. The mass atrocities being perpetrated in the East were sketchily reported and poorly understood. They were not troubling the public conscience. After years when Britain’s very survival had been at stake, the general mood was lightening. The Allied cause was prospering. Talk on the Continent was of impending Liberation.

From the outside, Barnes Lodge looked much like any other English country house of Edwardian vintage. Brick-built under a low-sloping grey slate roof, and largely covered in white plaster, it was set four-square on a clearing at the top of a steep drive overlooking the valley of the River Gade in Hertfordshire. A dozen main rooms were arranged on two storeys round a central staircase. They were light, airy and elegant, thanks to the high walls and moulded ceilings, and were lit by large octagonal sash windows. They offered views over a wide lawn at the front and over an unspoiled rural setting at the back.

Yet the occupants had been seeking other advantages. The building had no immediate neighbours, though it was located less than a mile from the mainline railway running north from London to Bletchley and the Midlands. Except at the back, it was surrounded either by pine trees or by thickets of hawthorn, alder, and hazel. The winding drive climbed up the hill with no sight of its destination. The iron gates, which stood back from the main road at the bottom, were wreathed in shrubbery, giving no hint of the guardhouse and the steel-net fence lurking beyond. A discreet notice read ‘Private’. Motorists driving past the village of King’s Langley on the A41 were unlikely to give a second thought as they negotiated the bend and the railway arch just after the drive. Passengers on the express steam trains which ran alongside the road had other things to watch. On the other side of the line, they could take their fill of the garish placards, cutout cows, and mock-Tudor barns of the model Ovaltine Egg Farm. Commuters waiting on the platform of King’s Langley halt for their twenty-five-minute journey to Euston would have noticed nothing. They would only have seen the Ovaltine factory, the red-tiled roofs of the village, and a wooded hillside in the distance. Villagers drinking in the isolated Eagle pub two hundred yards from the gates, or at Ye Olde Red Lion beside the railway arch, would have known that the Lodge had been given over to ‘war work’. But they would have been warned by the local constable to ask no questions. The War Office had been looking for seclusion and convenience. They had known exactly what they were doing when they requisitioned Barnes Lodge soon after the outbreak of war.1

By 1944, the progress of the Second World War in Europe had reached its critical point. The fortunes of battle were about to swing irreversibly in favour of the Grand Alliance. For the previous twelve months, Hitler’s Wehrmacht had been retreating without respite on the Eastern Front, reeling from crushing defeats at Stalingrad and Kursk. It could still hope to organize an effective line of defence in the rapidly narrowing space between the mountains and the sea, but only on condition that an overwhelming part of its forces were concentrated on that single task. Yet in the weeks since 6 June, the armies of the Western Allies had established a powerful beachhead in Normandy, in addition to their steadily strengthening grip on Italy. The Reich was now facing the ultimate nightmare which German generals had feared throughout the twentieth century – a war of attrition on two fronts against superior numbers and superior resources. Moreover, Germany’s ordeal was made considerably worse both by its effective withdrawal from the naval contest, which had long menaced the Allies’ lifeline across the Atlantic, and by the unchallengeable supremacy of Western air power, which was steadily reducing all the major cities of Germany to rubble. If the Allied momentum was not quickly contained, two major developments loomed. Firstly, the Nazis were going to be thrown out of the countries immediately adjacent to the Reich. And secondly, the Reich itself was going to be invaded.2

Mid-1944 was also the time when the outlines of a post-war world dominated by the USA were coming into view. In the space of three brief years, the USA had created an unprecedented lead in economic production, financial power, technological expertise, and military potential; and it was now translating its might into political muscle. Almost completely unscathed by the fighting which, with the exception of one day at Pearl Harbor, had never reached American shores, the world’s new ‘superpower’ held important levers of influence over its British and Soviet partners; and President Roosevelt was exercising ever greater clout among the ‘Big Three’. Whilst Churchill and Stalin were turning their thoughts to postwar recovery, Roosevelt’s team was drawing up plans for the perpetuation of American dominance. It was Roosevelt who had invented the Allied policy of ‘unconditional surrender’; and between July and October 1944, it was the USA which planned a new, American-led world order.

The men and women working at Barnes Lodge were in closer touch with some of these developments than almost anyone else in Britain. They formed a special unit of long-distance radio-telegraphists, maintaining constant contact with Allied forces on the Continent. To be exact, Barnes Lodge was a listening and receiving station. It was linked by a fifty-six-strand cable to transmitters a couple of miles away at Chipperfield House and Tower Hill, and by a battery of teleprinters and over 5okm (thirty miles) of landline to the 6th Bureau of Army Command in London, SW1. Code-named ‘Martha’, it was station number eight in a chain of ninety-five, including one recently established near Brindisi in southern Italy.3

The Headquarters Communications Company based at Barnes Lodge was associated with a much wider radio network. A neighbouring unit in the village of Boxmoor, for example, was engaged in foreign radio-intelligence. Divided into two sections, German and Russian, it reported directly to the top-secret intelligence centre at Bletchley Park. The German Section was headed by two high-powered mathematicians, who had pioneered the pre-war work on the German Enigma codes, and the Russian Section by a former Professor of Sanskrit. A third unit, based in Mill Hill, was dedicated to civilian communications. It belonged officially to the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and was put mainly at the disposal of the Premier. A fourth belonged to the Foreign Ministry and was used to keep contact with embassies, legations, and consulates around the world.

Barnes Lodge had a staff of 127. It was commanded by a military captain, who was also a professional engineer, and was divided into a Correspondence Section and a Technical Services Section. Of the eight officers, two were electronics experts. There were thirty-nine telegraphists, eleven radio mechanics, and five female teleprinter operators. Twenty-eight soldiers serviced the transmitters and kept the register of transmissions. A team of nineteen maintained the antennas. Seventeen more were responsible for various clerical, kitchen, and guard duties. The senior personnel were either accommodated in rooms on the top floor of the Lodge or billeted in the village; junior ranks lived in dormitories converted from garages and stables. Everyone knew everyone else. Two men played a special role liaising with the higher British authorities. One was an affluent businessman who had worked in Belgium and volunteered for military service in 1939, the other a young cadet who had recently completed his schooling at Ampleforth College.

The Allied cause was completely dominated by the ‘Big Three’, although the routes followed by each of the three had been very different. The British Empire had been engaged almost from the start, having declared war on the Third Reich on 3 September 1939. Under the combative leadership of the Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, it had moved away from the pre-war stance of well-intentioned appeasement to one of principled defiance. The United States of America, in contrast, had steered clear of the war in Europe for over two years. But President Franklin D. Roosevelt had moved in 1941 from undercover support for Britain to open engagement, and, thanks to America’s vast resources, to the status of the Free World’s leading champion. America’s role in Europe was limited only by her simultaneous commitment to the war against Japan. For its part, the Soviet Union had spent the first two wartime years as an active partner of the Third Reich. The secret protocols of the Nazi–Soviet Pact, which had made Hitler’s initial aggressions possible, had enabled ‘Marshal Stalin’ to perpetrate similar depredations. Hitler’s surprise attack on the USSR in June 1941, however, had transformed Europe’s military alignments overnight. Henceforth, the USSR and the Third Reich were engaged in a fight to the death. Moreover, the crushing Soviet victories, when they came, were all the more impressive because they were so unexpected. Despite the manifestly undemocratic character of the Stalinist regime, they gave Stalin enormous prestige and admiration even among Western democrats. So the ‘Big Three’ drew ever closer. Their aim was unconditional surrender. They called themselves ‘the United Nations’.4

In 1944, radio-telegraphy and radio-telephony were still in the early stages of their development. The equipment was cumbersome and heavy; transmissions needed high levels of electrical power. Reception was often poor. Detection was relatively easy. Allied telegraphists, as at Barnes Lodge, relied mainly on hand-operated circuit stoppers or ‘sounders’ which required the operator to tap out the laborious dots and dashes of the international variant (Q) of the Morse code. They received incoming messages on pre-selected wavelengths through the crackling earphones and they wrote them down letter by letter with pencil and paper. Since the enemy could easily eavesdrop, they were obliged to use ciphers at every stage. This meant that incoming messages were not normally intelligible at Barnes Lodge. Their text could only be rendered recognizable by the headquarters staff and by the banks of cipher clerks who worked in support of them at the other end of the teleprinters. Security demanded that the telegraphists and the cipher clerks be always kept apart. Decipherment was still more laborious than transmitting. The clerks had to conduct all manner of checks and to refer to a series of ever-changing keys, tables, and combinations; and they worked on material according to a strict hierarchy of importance. Messages marked XXX were to be dealt with immediately. Those marked VVV had second priority, whilst those marked VV remained at the bottom of the pile. Processing, therefore, was slow. Delays were frequent. If replies to short notes of the highest priority were ready within a matter of hours, things were going well.5

Of course, it was to overcome these problems of delay and decipherment that the German Command had adopted their mechanized ‘Enigma’ system. Yet, as the Allies had discovered, the advanced Enigma machines proved vulnerable to advanced methods of code-breaking.6 Barnes Lodge was a technological museum compared to nearby Bletchley Park. But in the long run, it was better to be slow and safe than to be fast and fallible.

The wisdom of this policy had been confirmed prior to the D-Day landings. As a precaution, all foreign organizations in Britain, with the exception of American and Soviet military missions, had been forbidden to transmit enciphered radio messages. One of the Governments-in-Exile defied the order. But it was allowed to continue when the British ‘listeners’ were unable to break in. If the British experts could not master the cipher, it was correctly assumed that the Germans would not be able to do so either.7

The work of these covert communication networks was complemented by that of regular radio stations broadcasting en clair. By far the most important was the BBC World Service, which broadcast from Bush House in dozens of languages and which ran a dedicated section for every enemy-occupied country. But there were many lesser outfits as well, organized for special purposes. Radio ‘Vaver’, for instance, used prearranged code-words buried in open messages to communicate with underground groups that possessed no special equipment. The messages were sent from a transmitter at Fawley Court near Henley. Their reception could be confirmed by ciphered signals received at Barnes Lodge. Radio ‘Dawn’, in contrast, which belonged to the Ministry of Information, pretended to be broadcasting from the middle of Nazi-occupied Europe. In reality, its programmes were transmitted from a ship moored off the coast of East Anglia.

As the range of BBC World Service broadcasts showed, membership of the Allied camp was considerably more diverse than talk on the top table of the ‘Big Three’ might have suggested. Britain’s war effort was supported by the armed forces of the dominions and colonies – notably by the Canadians, the Australians, the New Zealanders, the South Africans, and the Indians. France had been the principal partner to begin with, and the catastrophic fall of France in 1940 had not severed the French connection. The Free French Movement, formed from ‘all Frenchmen who rally to the Allied cause’, was a permanent (and troublesome) fixture of wartime London. So, too, were the exiled Governments of Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Greece, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, and Yugoslavia. General de Gaulle, Prime Minister Pierlot, President Beneš, King George II, Grand Duchess Charlotte, Queen Wilhelmina, King Haakon VII, General Sikorski, who died in 1943, and King Peter II were all respected figures, featuring regularly in the British and American press. All of them put armed forces and intelligence services at Britain’s disposal. The Poles were specially numerous, and, by reputation, the most single-minded. It was Hitler’s attack on their country on 1 September 1939 which had started the war. Both individually and cumulatively, therefore, the so-called ‘lesser allies’ were making an invaluable contribution. Though often sidelined by the ‘Big Three’, they formed an integral element in the Allied cause. What is more, their political significance was reviving as the Allied armies advanced. It was hard to imagine the process of liberation without them.

Allied liaison with foreign underground movements was problematical. For one thing, messages had often to be translated as well as encoded and decoded. For another, clandestine transmitters in Nazi-occupied Europe were easily located by enemy direction-finders. So, to avoid arrest, they had to be portable, and their operating teams extremely mobile. They could only feel reasonably secure if they kept to remote forests and mountains, where their services were in least demand. They were in great danger when sending from occupied cities that were swarming with the German military: sending time there was usually limited to ten minutes. The most effective of the European Resistance movements – in Poland, Yugoslavia, and northern Italy – were also the furthest removed from Britain. Hence airdrops of equipment and personnel were hard to arrange. The portable sets were not particularly portable. The standard A1 type transmitter, which was built in a factory in Stanmore and dropped by the hundred into Europe behind enemy lines, was popularly known as the ‘Pipstock’. It measured 9 x 25 x 30cm (3.5 x 10 x 12 in), fitted comfortably into a medium-sized suitcase, or, so as not to attract attention, was most conveniently carried in a sack; and it weighed about 10kg (22 lb). It sent out a 10-watt signal on a sky-wave at very high frequencies. To be fully operational, it needed a telegraphist, a cipher clerk, a strong bagman, a look-out, and a messenger; it was dependent on a fixed power supply; and its transformer had a nasty tendency to heat up.

The threat from overheating, however, was no less worrying than that from Gestapo snoopers. Hence, being deliberately designed to emit only a minimal ground-wave, the transmitters could not be used for local communication. This meant that clandestine stations operating on the same network within the same European city could only talk to each other via Barnes Lodge more than a thousand miles away.8

For all these reasons, many of the exiled Governments in London continued to entrust their most vital messages to couriers or to prearranged nonsense statements broadcast en clair by the BBC. Advance warnings about the imminence of Operation Overlord (the invasion of Normandy) had recently been passed to the French Resistance by BBC presenters making magical announcements like: Je regrette les neiges d’antan.9

Not surprisingly, the occupants of Barnes Lodge had to employ great ingenuity to keep regular contact with their unseen collaborators. Only eighteen of their thirty-nine receivers were of the most modern type, and only two of the forty-six radio towers at Chipperfield were mounted with the most suitable rhomboid aerials. To cap it all, mid-1944 coincided with the low point of the eleven-year sunspot cycle, and incoming signals were frequently interrupted or distorted. Even so, work never stopped. As the surviving Register indicates, Barnes Lodge exchanged 2,522 telegrams in July and 4,341 in August.10

The radio telegraphists were trained to the highest standards: Telegraphists 1st Class had to transmit and receive faultlessly at a minimum of 120 letters a minute, and Telegraphists 2nd and 3rd Class at 80 and 40 respectively. In addition, to save time, especially when signing on and off, they used the large number of internationally recognized abbreviations, such as VVV – ‘hello’, QRK? – ‘how are you receiving me?’, QTCO – ‘I am not sending a message’, and R – ‘understood’.

Britain’s efforts to coordinate Underground activities in the occupied countries of her allies were largely organized by the Special Operations Executive (SOE). Formed in July 1940 by the merger of the sabotage section of MI6, the research branch of the War Office, and one of the propaganda departments of the Foreign Office, it had agents and representatives on all continents. Its headquarters were located at a secret address in Baker Street, a short walk from Euston Station and close to the (nonexistent) rooms of the fictional Sherlock Holmes. Directly subordinated to the British Chiefs of Staff, it was headed in its early days by a seconded diplomat, Gladwyn Jebb, and from 1943 by a dashing Highland officer born in Yokohama, Maj.Gen. Colin Gubbins. Some 13,000 courageous men and women, all volunteers, formed the core. But the greater part of its agents were foreigners who were trained by SOE experts for secret service in their own occupied countries. Training camps were set up in the remote Scottish Highlands and at Beaulieu House in Hampshire, and overseas at ‘Camp X’ at Oshawa in Ontario, at Mount Carmel in Palestine, and at Singapore. Transport was provided, sometimes reluctantly, by RAF units specializing in parachute drops, and occasionally by Royal Navy submarines. Communications were maintained by an autonomous signals section, which through a series of accidents became the chief channel between London and Washington. Churchill loved SOE. MI6 and the Foreign Office loathed it.11

Armed insurrections were designed as the culmination of Allied plans to undermine Nazi rule. In the early years of the war, resistance had been limited to sabotage, anti-Nazi propaganda, small-scale guerrilla actions, and occasional assassinations. The spectacular, and spectacularly avenged, SOE-assisted killing of SS-Ogruf. Reinhard Heydrich in Prague in June 1942 demonstrated both the possibilities and the dangers.12 Yet as the war progressed, and the Allied cause gained strength, both civilian and military subversion were planned on an ever-growing scale. Of course, local circumstances varied enormously. Generally speaking, the Nazi Occupation regimes were far milder in Western Europe than in countries in the East which the Nazis had earmarked for their Lebensraum. Generally speaking, it was less risky to engage in subversive operations in France or Italy than in Poland or Yugoslavia. Even so, the overall trend was unmistakable. As the German forces of occupation came under attack from the Allied armies, they could also expect to come under pressure from organized groups of local patriots and partisans.

Western air power was a crucial consideration in planning risings. For two years past, Bomber Command had been pounding German cities with impunity, and during Overlord tactical air support was the one branch of the battle in which the British and Americans enjoyed marked superiority. By mid-1944, therefore, all would-be insurgents knew that the Allies possessed the capacity to supply them from the air, to bombard airfields, to disrupt enemy troop concentrations, and to deploy reinforcements by parachute. If, as was generally agreed, the resistance were to assist the Allied armies, by the same token the Allies were expected to assist the resistance.

Both sides paid special attention to capital cities. The Germans planned to dig in and to defend the capitals as symbols of their all-conquering supremacy. The resistance planned to seize them in order to emphasize the restoration of national independence. Timing was crucial. If the illarmed patriots took to the streets too soon, they could not hope to hold out for long against vastly superior German firepower. If they left their risings too late, the chance of striking a blow at the hated Nazis might be missed. The ideal time was the moment when a panicky German garrison came under attack from the advancing Allied armies. With luck, the Underground fighters would only have to hold their capital for two or three days before the Germans surrendered. Rome showed the way on 5 June 1944 – on the eve of Overlord – when the US Army swept into the Eternal City and Ivano Bonomi’s anti-fascist Committee of National Liberation fell on the retreating Germans to seize the reins of Italian Government.13 After Rome, the line-up for further risings was a long one. It included Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, Oslo, Copenhagen, Warsaw, Belgrade, Budapest, and Prague. Everything depended on the routes and the rate of the Allied advance. Yet the rest of June and the whole of July passed with no further outbreak.

1 August 1944 was a Tuesday. Anyone reading The Times that morning in London – or on the platform at King’s Langley – would not have found any war news that was particularly sensational. Indeed, one could not have found any war news at all before page 4. Page 1, as always, was taken up by everyday notices of births, marriages, and deaths. Page 2 was given over to Home News. It contained an article about ‘Children in Care’, and a long letter to the editor pointing out that the Balfour Declaration had not promised support for a Jewish state but for a Jewish national home. The weather forecast stated that the hot sunny spell would continue. Page 3 was reserved for ‘Imperial and Foreign’. The largest piece discussed ‘Renaissance Art in Rome’. It was accompanied by other items about ‘Russian Memories of 1914’, the ‘Red Army Mission to Greece’, a ‘Hill-top Affray in Normandy’, and ‘Joy in a Liberated French Village’. The only substantial piece of diplomatic comment concerned the Polish Premier’s forthcoming mission to Moscow – about which as yet there was nothing substantial to report.

The war news on page 4 consisted of half a dozen major reports. The first was headed ‘Americans Clearing the Normandy Coast’. Its optimism contrasted with the dubious column alongside headed ‘More Progress at Caumont’. The third report was headed ‘Severe Air Blows’. ‘Fighterbomber activity’, it announced, ‘was at first handicapped yesterday by what the Americans call “smog” – a mixture of smoke and fog’. The fourth concerned a ‘Stiff Fight for Florence’. The fifth, which filled the entire right-hand side of the page, described ‘The Red Army’s Rapid Drive on East Prussia’. It consisted of two parts – ‘Street Fighting in Kaunas’ and the ‘Ferocious Battle for Warsaw’. The latter was backed up by a ‘news snippet’ on the following page. ‘Russian forces which are in sight of Warsaw’, it read, ‘are massing on the Vistula, where the line to the south is one of acute danger to the Germans’.

That day The Times carried two main leaders. ‘The National Medical Service’ debated one of the current domestic issues. ‘Nearing Warsaw’ debated the latest development on the foreign front. ‘According to German reports’, it repeated, ‘Marshal Rokossovsky’s men were fighting within six miles of Warsaw. Thus the first of the martyred cities of Europe to suffer the horrors of German air bombardment and of National Socialist rule, is also the first to see deliverance at hand.’ The conclusion drawn from this information was confined to military prognosis. ‘The approaching fall of Warsaw,’ The Times concluded, ‘taken in conjunction with the capture of Kaunas . . . opens up the way for a convergent attack on East Prussia.’

Passing to page 6, the diligent reader could have skimmed the court circular. Businessmen heading for the City could have been most interested in ‘Finance and Commerce’ on page 7. Photographs were reserved for the top half of page 8. The largest showed troops of Montgomery’s Second Army in the shell-shattered town of Caumont. The others showed scenes from ‘The King in Italy’; one was subtitled ‘The King is seen decorating Sepoy Kamal Ram, 8th Punjab Regiment, with the Victoria Cross ribbon’.

Below the photographs were the daily listings. ‘Broadcasting’ started with ‘Home Service; 7 a.m. News, 7.15 a.m. Physical Exercises’: ‘Opera and Ballet’ was taken up with performances by the two companies at Sadler’s Wells. London’s theatres were showing Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit at the Duchess, Macbeth at the Lyric, and Arsenic and Old Lace at the Strand. Under ‘Non-stop Review’, the Windmill invited reviewers to the saucy Revudeville with its proud slogan ‘We Never Closed’.

No one from Barnes Lodge travelled up to London or to anywhere else on 1 August. The listeners were on duty round the clock. As one of the operators remembered, ‘A feverish atmosphere reigned’.14 They knew that a crisis was approaching. Strategic orders had gone out, and vital replies were awaited at any moment of the day or night. Relays of telegraphists leaned over their machines, tightened their headsets and prepared to grip their pencils. The duty controller stood by to rush the precious pieces of paper to the teletypists who sat nervously, waiting to forward the messages to Headquarters.

Excitement at Barnes Lodge was all the higher through a sensational but puzzling incident which had occurred a week earlier. On 25 July an irregular unciphered message had been received, in the clear: ‘The regiment is surrounded. They are disarming us. They are approaching us.’ A most unusual exchange with Headquarters ensued. The general on duty at Upper Belgrave Street ordered Barnes Lodge over the teleprinter, ‘Ask them who is disarming them?’ When the reply came back, the duty general simply responded: ‘It isn’t true.’ The transmission ended abruptly with the pathetic words ‘Good-bye, brothers.’15

Nothing could have been more unsettling than apparently important messages sent in the clear. The rulebook stated that they should be ignored. They could easily be the work of enemy agents who had recognized the frequency of an Underground transmitter but did not know the necessary encryption procedures. German intelligence was constantly engaged in misinformation schemes.

It was all the more astonishing, therefore, that in the evening of 1 August, Barnes Lodge again received a second apparently vital message in the clear. On this occasion, the circumstances were especially disconcerting. The transmission had opened as expected at a pre-arranged time from an operator whose ‘signature’ was well known. It began with a call sign that by agreement had been cunningly altered from the standard ‘VVV VVV VVV’ to ‘VVV VVV VVVE’, thereby eliminating the possibility that the operator had been captured by the enemy and was transmitting under duress. And the message was preceded by the usual sort of heading. Yet the next group of letters, ‘QTCO=’, was totally contradictory. ‘QTCO’ stood for ‘I am sending no messages’ and = stood for ‘start of message’. The receiving operator then recorded forty-six words, which, since they were not enciphered, were immediately recognizable.16
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The message read: ‘WE ARE ALREADY FIGHTING . . .’17 The Commanding Officer was immediately called into the Control Room. He ordered that the contents of the message be conveyed to Headquarters. There, the general who had dismissed the previous unciphered message a week earlier decided to dismiss this one likewise. Apparently, he just put it on one side. He did not inform the Chief of Staff.

During those same hours, Barnes Lodge was unwittingly involved in yet another mysterious incident. Late on 31 July, a telegram had arrived from the staff of the Commander-in-Chief, who was temporarily in Italy. At 2240 it was properly forwarded by teleprinter to HQ.18 The Communications Company would not have understood its coded contents, which, as the post-war records show, were of absolutely crucial importance. Yet, for some reason, it had taken three days to reach London from Italy; it was never given top priority; and it was not deciphered for at least twelve hours after arrival. Even then, it was never passed on to its intended destination.19 In other words, it was taken out of circulation in much the same way and at almost the same time as the unciphered message number (1)350. Despite the devoted work of the Communications Company, something, somewhere, was amiss.

The military events of 1 August were reported in the British newspapers on 2 August. But Wednesday’s news was much the same as Tuesday’s. In the West, ‘US tanks cross the river into Brittany’. In the East, ‘All Roads from the Baltic to East Prussia Cut’ and ‘Arc Drawn Around Warsaw’. The Führer himself was being forced to evacuate the Wolf’s Lair at Rastenburg: ‘Hitler Seeks New HQ’. The Times leader addressed ‘Britain and India’. There was even space to print a letter from Australia announcing the birth of a baby duck-billed platypus.

Just before noon, one of the receivers at Barnes Lodge crackled into action once again. The transmission began ‘-/xxx/999, Lavina to Martha’. The words of the following text were, as usual, unintelligible. But the staff at Barnes Lodge knew whose cryptonym Lavina was, and they could have little doubt that the long-awaited news had at last arrived. They were right. Deciphered at Headquarters in the early afternoon, and translated for wider consumption, the message was electrifying:


. . . 1 August 1944. To the Premier and the Commander-in-Chief: The date for the beginning of a struggle to capture [the capital] was jointly fixed by us for August 1st at 1700 hours. The struggle has begun. (Signed) Home Delegate and Vice-Premier, C.O. Home Army20


The date was odd. The telegram appeared to be a day old. And the verb ‘was’ in the English translation struck some people as strange. Otherwise, everything looked genuine enough. The telegram had come through the correct channels and in the correct code. Unlike its predecessor, this one was accepted. Action was urgent. No more time could be lost. The Liberation of an Allied capital was in progress. A Rising had begun.


PART ONE

Before the Rising


CHAPTER I

THE ALLIED COALITION


THE HISTORY OF ‘WESTERN ALLIANCES’ in Europe is a long one. Throughout modern history, whenever one power threatened to establish a dominant position on the Continent, a coalition of states, great and small, was formed to oppose the threat. The most frequent coalitionist was Britain, whose navy ruled the seas but whose land forces were never of a size to challenge their Continental rivals. British-inspired alliances emerged in the War of the Spanish Succession against Louis XIV, in the wars against revolutionary France, and in the two world wars. In the twentieth century, they brought in the USA, whose impact on Europe rose from the peripheral to the decisive. Yet they all had one feature in common. They all sought to include at least one partner in the East. According to circumstances, that partner could be Prussia, Russia, or even Turkey. In the exceptional circumstances of 1939, it turned out to be a country which, though possessed of ancient credentials, had played little part in European power games for nearly three hundred years.

The Allied cause of the Second World War is invariably described in the simplest of terms. If ever there was a just war, one hears, this was it. The enemy was wicked. The goal of defeating that wickedness was noble. And the Allies were victorious. Most people, certainly in Britain and America, would not think that there was much more to be said. Of course, they are aware that the conduct of the war took many twists and turns. Those who have studied it know that the Allies stared defeat in the face on several occasions before victory was finally assured. But on the basic political and moral framework they harbour no misgivings. Few would contest the popular image of the wartime Allies as a band of brothers who fought for freedom and justice and saved the world from tyranny.

Several basic facts about the Allied cause, therefore, need to be emphasized from the outset. Firstly, membership of the Allied coalition was in constant flux. The band of brothers who set out to defy the Nazi threat in 1939, when the war is generally judged to have started, was not the same as that whose victory brought the war to a close six years later. Several important states changed sides in midstream; and the most powerful of the Allies stayed aloof almost until the mid-point of the conflict. Secondly, the Allied coalition contained all manner of member states, from global empires to totalitarian dictatorships, semi-constitutional monarchies, democratic republics, Governments-in-Exile, and several countries divided by civil war. Thirdly, when the fighting spread in December 1941 to the Pacific, the original war in Europe was complicated by numerous forms of interaction with the Asian theatre. In theory, the Allied cause came to be based on the undertakings of the United Nations Declaration of 1942, which obtained twenty-six signatories. The Declaration in turn was based on the terms of the earlier Atlantic Charter which, among other things, condemned territorial aggrandizement and confirmed ‘the right of all peoples to choose their Governments’. In practice, the Allies were united by little except the commitment to fight the common enemy.

Throughout the war, the Alliance was clouded by the old-fashioned and highly paternalistic assumption that ‘the principal Allies’ were entitled to determine policy separately and in private, whilst ‘the lesser Allies’ were expected to accept the decisions of their betters. The assumption was not widely challenged at the time, and has rarely been challenged since by historians. But it was to have some serious consequences. Though never formally recognized, it was embodied in the workings of the ‘Big Three’ to which Winston Churchill, in conscious imitation of the experience of his eighteenth-century ancestor the Duke of Marlborough, gave the grand title of ‘the Grand Alliance’.

The Allied cause was further complicated by the fact that most of its constituent members were caught up in their own tangled web of bilateral treaties, separate declarations, and subordinate alliances. All the ‘United Nations’, as they came to call themselves, were committed to cooperate in the struggle against the Axis powers. But they were not necessarily committed to defend or to assist each other. In particular, no mechanism was ever put in place to protect one ally from the depredations of another. Inter-Allied disputes that could not be readily resolved were usually deferred either to the intended post-war Peace Conference, which never happened, or to the United Nations Organisation, which did not open for business until September 1945.

On close examination, therefore, one can see that the ties binding different members of the coalition together differed widely in their nature and in their degree of commitment. The relations between Britain and the United States, for example, were largely conducted on the basis of mutual trust. With the sole exception of the Lend-Lease Agreement (February 1942), there was no formal or comprehensive British–US Treaty. British relations with France still operated on the rather imprecise understandings of the old Entente Cordiale. British relations with the USSR, in contrast, were governed by the elaborate provisions of the Anglo-Soviet Treaty signed on 12 July 1941. Soviet–American relations were similarly regulated by an agreement signed the following year. Generally speaking, the Western Allies saw diplomatic treaties as a constraining influence that limited the otherwise boundless scope for initiatives. The Soviet Union looked at them from the opposite perspective. They saw treaties with Western capitalist powers as vehicles of convenience, which enabled them to practise cooperation on a temporary and precisely defined basis, but not to modify their essentially hostile and suspicious stance.

The make-up and predispositions of the Allied coalition of 1939–45 were strongly influenced by its predecessor of 1914–18. During the First World War, France, Britain, Russia, and the USA had dominated the group of ‘Entente Powers’ which had challenged German hegemony. During the Second World War, the legacy of the Entente coloured the natural sympathies and alignments of the next Allied generation. Germany was taken to be a unique, unparalleled threat. France, Britain, and America imagined themselves to
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