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Whoever loves much, does much. Whoever does a thing well does much. And he does well who serves the common community before his own interests.

—Thomas à Kempis




INTRODUCTION

Witold Pilecki volunteered to be imprisoned in Auschwitz. This barest outline of a story sent me on a five-year quest to retrace his footsteps from gentleman farmer to cavalry officer facing the Blitzkrieg to underground operative in Warsaw and then human chattel in a camp-bound cattle car. I’ve come to know Witold well. Yet I find myself returning to that simple sentence and the moment he sat waiting for the Germans to burst into his apartment as I reflect on what his story promises to tell us of our own time.

I first heard about Witold’s story from my friend Matt McAllester at a dinner in Long Island in the fall of 2011. Matt and I had reported together on the wars in the Middle East, and were struggling to make sense of what we’d witnessed. In typically bravura fashion Matt had traveled to Auschwitz to confront history’s greatest evil and learned of Witold’s band of resistance fighters inside the camp. The idea of a few souls standing up to the Nazis comforted us both that night. But I was equally struck by how little was known about Witold’s mission to warn the West of the Nazis’ crimes and create an underground army to destroy the camp.

Some of the pictures were filled in a year later when Witold’s longest report about the camp was translated into English. The story of the report’s emergence was remarkable in itself. A Polish historian named Józef Garliński gained access to the document in the 1960s, only to discover that Witold had written all the names in code. Garliński managed to decipher large portions of it through guesswork and interviews with survivors to publish the first history of the resistance movement inside the camp. Then in 1991, Adam Cyra, a scholar at the Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum, discovered Witold’s unpublished memoir, a second report, and other fragmentary writings that had been locked away in Poland’s archives since 1948. This material came with Witold’s key to identifying his coconspirators.

The report I read in 2012 showed Witold to be an exacting chronicler of his experience in Auschwitz who wrote in raw and urgent prose. But it was only a fragmentary and sometimes distorted account. He didn’t record critical episodes for fear of exposing his colleagues to arrest, hid devastating observations, and carefully framed events to suit his military audience. Many questions remained, none more critical and elusive than this: What became of the intelligence he risked his life to gather in Auschwitz? Did he provide the British and Americans with information about the Holocaust long before they publicly recognized the camp’s role? Was his reporting suppressed? How many lives could have been saved had his warnings been heeded?

Students of the Holocaust quickly learn that it is a story not only of millions of innocent Europeans being murdered but of a collective failure to recognize and act on its horror. Allied officials struggled to discern the truth, and when confronted with the reality they stopped short of the moral leap necessary for action. But this wasn’t only a political failure. The prisoners of Auschwitz also struggled to imagine the scope of the Holocaust as the Germans transformed the camp from a brutal prison to a death factory. They too succumbed to the human impulse to ignore or rationalize or dismiss the mass murders as separate from their own struggle. Yet Witold did not. Instead he staked his life on bringing the camp’s horror to light.

I have tried in this book to understand what qualities set him apart. But as I uncovered more of his writings and met those who knew him and, in a few cases, fought beside him, I realized that perhaps the most remarkable fact about Witold Pilecki—this farmer and father of two in his late thirties with no great record of service or piety—is that he was not so different from you and me. This recognition brought a new question into focus: How did this average man expand his moral capacity to piece together, name, and act on the Nazis’ greatest crimes when others looked away?

I offer his story here as a provocative new chapter in the history of the mass murder of the Jews and as an account of why someone might risk everything to help his fellow man.



Charlotte, 2019




NOTE ON TEXT

This is a work of nonfiction. Each quotation and detail has been taken from a primary source, testimony, memoir, or interview. The majority of the two-thousand-plus primary sources this book is based on are in Polish and German. All translations were carried out by my brilliant researchers, Marta Goljan, Katarzyna Chiżyńska, Luiza Walczuk, and Ingrid Pufahl, unless otherwise stated.

There are two established sources for understanding Witold’s life in the camp: the report he compiled in Warsaw between October 1943 and June 1944, and a memoir written in Italy in the summer and fall of 1945.1 Remarkably few mistakes crept into his accounts given the circumstances under which he wrote, on the run and without access to notes. But Witold is not a perfect narrator. Wherever possible I have tried to corroborate his writings, correct errors, and fill in the blanks. The Auschwitz-Birkenau State Museum has 3,727 prisoner accounts, including two dozen that describe Witold’s activities and hundreds more recording events he witnessed. Other archives with important details and context include Archiwum Akt Nowych, Archiwum Narodowe w Krakowie, Centralne Archiwum Wojskowe, Instytut Pamięci Narodowej, the Ossolineum, the British Library, the Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum, the Polish Underground Movement Study Trust, the Chronicle of Terror Archives at the Witold Pilecki Institute, the National Archives in Kew, the Wiener Library, the Imperial War Museum, the National Archives in Washington, D.C., the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the FDR Presidential Library, the Hoover Institution, the Yad Vashem Archives, the Central Zionist Archives, the German Federal Archives in Koblenz and Berlin, the Swiss Federal Archives, the Archivum Helveto-Polonicum Foundation, and the International Committee of the Red Cross Archives.

Over the course of research, I have also had access to the Pilecki family papers, and unearthed letters and memoirs kept by the families of his close collaborators that shed light on his decisions. Incredibly, several of those whom Witold fought alongside were alive when I began research and offered their reflections.2

I have been guided in writing by Witold’s own rule for describing the camp: “Nothing should be ‘overdone’; even the smallest fib would profane the memory of those fine people who lost their lives there.” It has not always been possible to find multiple sources for some scenes, which is reflected in the endnotes. At other times, I have included camp details that it’s clear Witold would have witnessed but does not mention in his reports. I cite sources in the endnotes in the order in which they appear in each paragraph. When quoting conversations, I note the source of each speaker once. In the case of conflicting accounts, I have given Witold’s writings primacy unless otherwise stated.

Polish names are wonderful and sometimes daunting for an English speaker to read. I have used first names or diminutives for Witold and his inner circle, which also reflects how they spoke to one another. I have also tried to cut down on the use of acronyms, and hence refer, for example, to the main resistance group in Warsaw as the underground. For place-names I have retained prewar usage. I use the name Oświęcim for the town, and Auschwitz for the camp.
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CHAPTER 1

INVASION




KRUPA, EASTERN POLAND AUGUST 26, 1939




Witold stood on the manor house steps and watched the car kick up a trail of dust as it drove down the lime tree avenue toward the yard and came to a stop in a white cloud beside the gnarled chestnut. The summer had been so dry that the peasants talked about pouring water on the grave of a drowned man, or harnessing a maiden to the plow to make it rain—such were the customs of the Kresy, Poland’s eastern borderlands. A vast electrical storm had finally come only to flatten what was left of the harvest and lift the storks’ nests off their posts. But that August Witold wasn’t worrying about grain for the winter.1

The radio waves crackled with news of German troops massing on the border and Adolf Hitler’s threat to reclaim territory ceded to Poland at the end of World War I. Hitler believed the German people were locked in a brutal contest for resources with other races. It was only by the “annihilation of Poland and its vital forces,” he had told officers at his mountain retreat in Obersalzburg on August 22, that the German race could expand. The next day Hitler signed a secret nonaggression pact with Josef Stalin that granted Eastern Europe to the Soviet Union and most of Poland to Germany. If the Germans succeeded in their plans, Witold’s home and his land would be taken and Poland reduced to a vassal state or destroyed entirely.2

A soldier stepped out of the dusty car with orders for Witold to gather his men. Poland had ordered a mass mobilization of half a million reservists. Witold, a second lieutenant in the cavalry reserves and member of the local gentry, had forty-eight hours to deliver his unit to the barracks in the nearby town of Lida for loading onto troop transports bound west. He had done his best to train ninety volunteers through the summer, but most of his men were peasants who had never seen action or fired a gun in anger. Several didn’t own horses and planned to fight the Germans on bicycle. At least Witold had been able to arm them with Lebel 8 mm bolt-action carbines.3

Witold hurried into his uniform and riding boots and grabbed his Vis handgun from a pail in the old smoke room, where he’d hidden it after catching his eight-year-old son, Andrzej, waving it at his little sister earlier in the summer. His wife, Maria, had taken the children to visit her mother near Warsaw. He’d need to summon them home. They’d be safer in the east away from Hitler’s line of attack.4



[image: ]
Map of Sukurcze from Witold’s sister’s memoir.
Courtesy of PMA-B.

Witold heard the stable boy readying his favorite horse, Bajka, in the yard and took a moment to adjust his khaki uniform in one of the mirrors that hung in the hallway beside the faded prints depicting the glorious but doomed uprisings his ancestors had fought in. He was thirty-eight years old, of medium build and handsome in an understated way, with pale blue eyes, dark blond hair brushed back from his high forehead, and a set to his lips that gave him a constant half smile. Noting his reserve and capacity to listen, people sometimes mistook him for a priest or a well-meaning bureaucrat. He could be warm and effusive, but more often gave the impression of holding something back. He held exacting standards for himself and could be demanding of others, but he never pushed too far. He trusted people, and his quiet confidence inspired others to place their trust in him.5


[image: ]
Witold Pilecki and a friend in Sukurcze, c. 1930.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.

As a young man he’d wanted to be an artist and had studied painting at university in the city of Wilno, only to abandon his schooling in the tumultuous years after World War I. Poland declared independence in 1918 out of the wreckage of the Russian, German, and Austro-Hungarian empires but was almost immediately invaded by Soviet Russia. Witold skirmished against the Bolsheviks with his scout troop and fought on the streets of Wilno. In the heady days that followed victory, Witold didn’t feel like picking up his paintbrushes. He clerked for a while at a military supply depot and a farmers’ union. Then in 1924 his father fell ill and he was honor bound to take on his family’s dilapidated estate, Sukurcze, with its crumbling manor house, overgrown orchards, and 550 acres of rolling wheat fields.6


[image: ]
Witold and Maria shortly after their wedding, c. 1931.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.

Suddenly, Witold found himself the steward of the local community. Peasants from the local village of Krupa worked his fields and sought his advice on how to develop their own land. He set up a dairy cooperative to earn them better prices, and, after spending a large chunk of his inheritance on his prized Arabian mare, founded the local reserve unit. He met his wife, Maria, in 1927 while painting scenery for a play in Krupa’s new schoolhouse and courted her with bunches of lilac flowers delivered through her bedroom window. They married in 1931, and within a year their son, Andrzej, was born, followed twelve months later by Zofia, their daughter. Fatherhood brought out Witold’s caring side. He tended to the children when Maria was bedridden after Zofia’s birth and taught them to ride and to swim in the pond beside the house. In the evenings, they staged little plays for Maria when she came home from work.7


[image: ]
Witold, Maria, Andrzej, and Zofia, c. 1935.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.

But his quiet home life was not cut off from the political currents sweeping the country in the 1930s, and Witold worried. Poland had been one of the most pluralistic and tolerant societies in Europe for much of its thousand-year history. However, the country that had reemerged in 1918 after 123 years of partition had struggled to forge an identity. Nationalists and church leaders called for an increasingly narrow definition of Polishness based on ethnicity and Catholicism. Groups advocating greater rights for Ukrainian and Belarusian minorities were broken up and suppressed, while Jews—who comprised around a tenth of Poland’s prewar population—were labeled economic competitors, discriminated against in education and business, and pressured to emigrate. Some nationalists took matters into their own hands, enforced boycotts of Jewish shops, and attacked synagogues. Thugs in Witold’s hometown, Lida, had smashed up a Jewish confectionary and a lawyer’s office. The main square was filled with shuttered shops belonging to Jews who had fled the country.8

Witold disliked politics and the way politicians exploited differences. His family stood for the old order, when Poland had been independent and a beacon of culture. That said, he was a man of his time and social class. He likely held a paternal view toward the local Polish and Belarusian peasants and shared in some of the prevailing anti-Semitic views. But ultimately his sense of patriotism extended to any group or ethnicity that took up Poland’s cause. They would all need to unite now to repel the Nazi threat.9



*



Once mounted on his horse, it took Witold a breathless prayer to get to Krupa a mile away, where he likely called Maria from one of the few houses to have a telephone. Next he rode to the training ground beside the manor to assemble his men and gather supplies. Witold received ammunition and emergency rations from the regimental headquarters in Lida but had to arrange the remaining provisions from the community: bread, groats, sausages, lard, potatoes, onions, canned coffee, flour, dried herbs, vinegar, and salt. The horses needed the best part of 30 kilograms of oats a week. Not everyone in the village was happy to contribute, hardly having enough for themselves, and it was a long day in the sweltering heat to load the wagons in the manor courtyard.10

Witold had offered up the manor as a billet for officers and may have been camping with his men. At any rate, he wasn’t at home when Maria and the children finally arrived the following evening, hot and bedraggled, to find soldiers dozing in their beds. She was annoyed, to put it mildly. It had been a long journey. The train was so packed that infants had been passed into the carriages through the windows, and they had stopped constantly to make way for military traffic. Witold was promptly summoned from the field and had to ask the men to leave.11

Maria was still upset when she woke up to the news that some peasants had broken into one of the baggage trains and stolen some supplies. But she put on one of Witold’s favorite dresses for the send-off in Krupa, and she made sure Andrzej and Zofia were in their Sunday best. The children of the village gathered outside the school, and Krupa’s single street was packed with well-wishers waving flags or handkerchiefs. A cheer went up as Witold led his column of horsemen down the street. He was dressed in a khaki uniform, with his pistol and saber strapped to his waist.12

Witold passed his family without looking down, but as soon as the column rode by and the crowd started to disperse he came galloping back, his face flushed, and stopped before them. He was leaving Maria with only his sister and old Józefa, the chain-smoking housekeeper, for protection. The Germans had been notorious in the last war for carrying out atrocities against civilians. He hugged and kissed the children. Maria, her unruly brown hair done up and lipstick on, was trying not to cry.13



[image: ]
Witold on his horse Bajka on parade, c. 1930s.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.

“I will be back in two weeks,” he told them. He could hardly say that in riding off on horseback to confront the most powerful military machine in Europe, he would be lucky to survive the next few days. Hitler commanded an army of 3.7 million men, almost twice the number of Poland’s, with two thousand more tanks and almost ten times the number of fighter planes and bombers. Furthermore, no natural features separated the two countries along their shared border that ran for a thousand miles, from the Tatra Mountains in the south to the Baltic coast in the north. Poland’s best hope lay in holding out long enough for its allies, the British and French, to attack from the west and expose Germany to a war on two fronts.14

Witold next visited his parents’ grave near the house. His father had died years earlier, but he had buried his mother only a few months before. Witold tied his horse to a tree, took off his saber, and struck a salute. Then he was off, wondering whether he would see those lime tree avenues again.15

Witold caught up with his men as they reached the barracks in Lida. They formed up on the parade ground with the other units, and a priest walked the ranks sprinkling holy water. Witold could see the transport train waiting on the sidings through the crowds of people who’d gathered to see them off. His men were excited for the most part, carried away by the thought of riding to war. Even Witold, who had experienced real fighting, felt stirred. The commanding officer of the regiment gave a rousing speech and the regimental orchestra played, but by the time Witold’s unit had loaded their horses and supplies and found spots on the straw in the freight cars, the musicians had long finished and the townsfolk had gone home.16

Their train finally lurched forward in darkness. Progress was stop-and-go during the 240-mile journey to Warsaw. They arrived near midnight, August 30. From his carriage, Witold caught glimpses of the city: cafés and bars had blacked out windows in anticipation of German air raids; people with gas masks over their shoulders filled the streets, too hot and anxious to sleep. They waved at the troop transports as they passed.17

The million-strong capital was one of the fastest-growing cities in Europe. The baroque palaces and pastel-colored Old Town overlooking the Vistula River evoked Warsaw’s past; the cranes and scaffolding and half-finished streets ending in fields spoke to its half-imagined future. The city was also the richest center of Jewish life outside New York, home to a vibrant music and theater scene that had swollen with escapees from Nazi Germany, Yiddish and Hebrew presses, and a multitude of political and religious movements, from secular Zionists who dreamed of Israel to Hasids who spoke of miracles in Poland.18
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John Gilkes

Warsaw’s main station was packed with soldiers jostling to board trains or slumped against their packs across the floor, trying to sleep. The sheer logistics of moving over a million Polish soldiers to rallying points along the German border had overwhelmed the railway system. Witold and his men finally reached their disembarkation point in Sochaczew, another thirty miles west, three days after leaving Lida. They still had over a hundred miles more to march to reach their positions near the small city of Piotrków Trybunalski, guarding the main road to Warsaw. The long procession of several thousand was constantly held up by broken wagons. Witold’s unit skipped across the fields on horseback, but the rest were forced to march all day and into the night without reaching their destination. “We look with envy at the cavalry—how they gallop as if in some parade, sit erect in their saddles, with perky faces,” noted one of the soldiers forced to trudge.19

The next morning, September 1, Witold saw the first waves of German Heinkel, Dornier, and Junker bombers appear on the horizon, their fuselages glinting in the morning light. Most of the planes stayed high, bound for Warsaw, but one took a pass over the road and drew fire. A lucky shot sent it crashing into a nearby field with a muffled roar, briefly raising spirits. But come evening the men were still marching, and the next day too. They were starting to look as bedraggled as the refugees they passed on the road. They finally rested on the evening of September 4—more than a week since mobilization—in woods near Piotrków Trybunalski. There was little solid news of the front, but plenty of rumors abounded that the Germans were advancing rapidly. The ground vibrated with the tremor of distant artillery.20

Witold’s commanding officer, Major Mieczysław Gawryłkiewicz, showed up the next morning in his open-top Fiat jeep to order the troops into position south of the town. Gawryłkiewicz told Witold to stick to marching on the roads, instead of the woods. They’d be open targets, Witold realized, but he followed orders. They’d hardly set off when a German fighter buzzed over them, only to return a few minutes later with half a dozen bombers that proceeded to attack the column. Witold’s unit scrambled off the road, and pulled their horses down into the ditch as the bombs fell. The aircraft returned to strafe them with machine guns, then soared away. No one was hurt, but they had tasted what was to come.21



*



Witold watched the inferno consuming the center of Piotrków Trybunalski as he passed by with his men that evening. He set up camp a few miles away on a low rise facing west toward Germany and then took eight of his troopers on a scouting patrol. From the woods, he caught his first glimpse of the Germans: an armored reconnaissance unit deployed in a village across a narrow stream. He rode back, set a guard, and then watched the flames of the burning city light the sky. The fighting would begin tomorrow. His men, knowing this might be their final night, talked of families or loved ones at home. One by one they settled down to rest.22

What Witold couldn’t know was that his detachment had been positioned directly in the front of the main thrust of the German First and Fourth Panzer divisions toward Warsaw. The force had already punched through Polish lines on the border at Kłobuck and advanced more than sixty miles in the first few days of fighting. The Poles had no means of countering the Germans’ new Blitzkrieg tactic of massive tank concentrations with Stuka dive bombers flying in close support. Barreling toward the men from Lida were more than six hundred Panzers moving faster than their horses could gallop.23

At first light orders came for Witold to fall back to the woods near Proszenie, a tiny hamlet about six miles northeast of Piotrków Trybunalski where the division had set up its headquarters and baggage train. A short while later the German attack began. Artillery hit them in the forest, shattering the trees and blasting spears of wood into men and horses. The bombing was worse to the east, where a single regiment had been left to guard the approach to the city. They hunkered down as best they could, but then word spread that the Panzers had broken through, and the headquarters began an urgent retreat along the main road to Warsaw. Witold brought up the rear with the baggage train as it retreated. They had gone only a few miles when they got stuck in traffic trying to cross a narrow bridge in the small town of Wołbórz. At least with the darkness, the bombers had lain off.24

Just after 8 p.m. they heard the sudden rumble of tank tracks, and before they had time to react, the Panzers barreled into them with such force that those at the back were thrown from their mounts, and the rest were quickly mowed down in a hail of cannon fire. Witold’s horse, Bajka, crumpled beneath him, riddled with bullets. He pulled himself free and rolled into a ditch, lying beside the still-shuddering horse as the tanks’ 7.92 mm guns tore through bodies and strafed the cottages along the road.25

His instincts told him to lie perfectly still but it was an agony to listen to the shrieks and groans of his men being massacred. Eventually the guns fell quiet and he slipped away from the carnage and found a dozen survivors and horses in the dark fields beyond the town. The assault had lasted only a few minutes, but he’d lost most of his men; dead or injured or captured, he didn’t know. He hoped the Polish line had held more resolutely elsewhere. Witold made for Warsaw with the other survivors, knowing that all would be lost if they couldn’t hold the capital.26

At first they seemed to be behind the front line. Following Hitler’s edict to destroy the Poles, the German military bombed and strafed fleeing civilians, and corpses littered the roadside beside carts piled high with luggage and furniture. But as they neared Warsaw the following day the roads started to fill with the living, and Witold realized he’d overtaken the Germans. The crowds of men shouldering bundles or herding livestock and women dragging children looked nervously to the sky.27



*



Witold rode into Warsaw on the evening of September 6. He had no radio and no way of knowing the scale of the disaster that had unfolded elsewhere: the Germans had broken through Polish lines at multiple points and were moving rapidly to encircle Warsaw. Advance units were expected at any moment. Britain and France had declared war on Germany, but there was no sign of action. The Polish government had already fled, and the British delegation in the city was preparing to.28

“Inside the Embassy, cases of the Ambassador’s wine lay abandoned in the hall, his butler was in tears and the steps were littered with all sorts of personal kit, including an immaculate pair of polo boots,” recalled Peter Wilkinson, one of the delegation members, who made sure the embassy’s excellent wine cellar got loaded onto their five-ton truck before departure.29

The only defenses Witold saw, riding toward the city center, were a couple of overturned tram cars that served as a barricade. Residents ran past layered in what looked like their entire wardrobe or kitted out as if for the ski slopes in garish pants and bandanas. Soldiers straight from the front were slumped on the pavements. Just the look of them, weary and disinterested, was enough to know what had happened. Even the air raid sirens had ceased to sound. Stopping to ask one man in a hunting cap and smoking a cigar for directions, Witold was answered in German with a smirk. He was a member of the country’s sizable ethnic German population that the Nazi leadership was urging to turn on its Polish neighbors. Incensed, Witold struck him across his face with the flat of his saber and rode off.30

Witold finally located Warsaw’s military headquarters on Krakowskie Przedmieście Street near the royal castle, where he learned that there was a plan to defend the city and enlist the help of civilians in building barricades and preparing for a siege. Witold was given oats and hay for his horse, but he had no clear instructions on which unit to join or what to do. He decided that they’d be better off falling back and joining whatever Polish forces were regrouping in the east to launch a counterstrike. On September 9, with the Germans’ encirclement almost complete, Witold and his men slipped away to the city of Łuków, fifty miles southeast of Warsaw, where he was told he could find the Polish military’s overall command. By the time Witold arrived, the small city had been bombed and reduced to smoking ruins. A peasant woman lay beside one crater, her skirts blown over her head to expose her pale white thighs, a mangled horse beside her.31

In Łuków, he was told that the commanders had retreated to the next town, but when he got there it was the same story. And so it went in place after place, bombed and abandoned. The German strategy was to strike towns and infrastructure far in advance of its ground troops to prevent the Poles from regrouping. Even the train station in Witold’s distant hometown, Lida, was attacked. The roads were jammed with civilians and soldiers pursued and harried by dive bombers as they moved east. “We are now no longer an army, a detachment, or a battery,” recalled one soldier, “but individuals wandering collectively towards some wholly indefinite goal.”32

The truth was unavoidable: Witold knew that Poland had lost its independence once again, and that the question facing him—every Pole—was whether to surrender or to fight on knowing that to do so was futile. Witold could never accept the first option. On September 13, German bombers caught them again in the town of Włodawa, 150 miles east of Warsaw, but at least there Witold found an officer he’d known from the Bolshevik campaign—Major Jan Włodarkiewicz—who was preparing to take a stand. The major, a short, powerfully built man who carried himself like a boxer, had received orders to gather at the Hungarian border. Like Witold, he’d been picking up stragglers, and together they had a company. But then on their way to the border they bumped into Major Gawryłkiewicz, still chauffeured, and other command staff in their own cars. The officers looked surprisingly unruffled and explained that they planned to rally outside the country to continue the fight. For Witold that was tantamount to desertion and he protested, but they just shrugged and drove away.33

That left Witold and Jan to come up with their own plan. There was no sense in continuing toward the border, which was sure to attract German attention sooner or later. So they made for the woods, where they could stage hit-and-run attacks and maybe find enough like-minded souls to plan a bigger operation. Over the following days they attacked several German convoys and even a small airstrip, blowing up a plane, but Witold knew such attacks didn’t achieve much. German checkpoints were springing up everywhere, forcing them to keep to the thickets and marshes and scrounge for food in the woods or from isolated peasants. To make matters worse, it rained constantly. Water coursed down their backs in rivulets and mud sucked at their feet.34

At the end of September, they learned that Soviet forces had entered Poland from the east. Stalin claimed it was for the protection of Poland’s minorities, but his intention was clear to most Poles; the Soviet dictator had decided to seize his share of the spoils. Any hope that Witold harbored of rallying enough men to stage a rally promptly evaporated. He had other worries to contend with now: given his family’s reputation for resisting the Russians, Maria and the children were almost certainly in danger.35

On September 28 Warsaw surrendered, and a few days after that the first snow fell. The city had held out for another fortnight after he’d left, much to the fury of Hitler, who had instructed his generals to darken the skies over Warsaw with falling bombs and drown the people in blood. The resulting aerial and artillery bombardment had left forty thousand dead and destroyed or severely damaged a fifth of the city’s buildings. Schools, hospitals, and churches had been bombed indiscriminately. The Old Town was a ruin, and the city’s new opera house, the largest in Europe, reduced to a few colonnades. Tens of thousands, newly homeless, squatted amid the debris.36

Witold only heard rumors of the city’s devastation. Huddled with Jan in some woods near the town of Lubartów, dirty and unshaven, Witold realized that the fight to reclaim the country wouldn’t start there, but in Warsaw, where power resided. They ordered the men to dig holes and bury their weapons, and then they exchanged their uniforms for civilian clothes from the locals. Witold received an old sheepskin jacket.37

As they headed west again, the men peeled off one or two at a time for home. Before reaching Warsaw, Witold decided to make a detour to Ostrów Mazowiecka, the town sixty miles to the north of the capital where Maria’s mother, Franciszka, lived, hoping to find Maria and the children. He and Jan clasped hands and agreed to meet at his mother’s flat in Warsaw in a couple of weeks’ time. “We will finish what we have started,” promised Jan.38



*



Witold set off through the fields and picked his way through the brush for several days to reach the Bug River near Ostrów Mazowiecka. The swiftly flowing waterway had recently become the new border between German and Soviet forces. Russian troops patroled Witold’s side of the bank. He hid until darkness fell and then persuaded a local fisherman to ferry him across the water in his skiff during a gap in the patrols. The vessel bobbed and weaved in the currents, but they made the far bank, where the Germans had strung lines of barbed wire. Witold found a way through and hurried on to Ostrów Mazowiecka, a few miles farther.39

He found the place eerily quiet. Half of the town’s seventeen thousand residents were Jewish, and most had fled to Soviet-occupied territory. Their shops and homes had been looted and in some cases occupied by Polish families. Franciszka lived in a farmhouse on the outskirts of town. As Witold arrived he saw German vehicles parked in the yard of the brewery opposite the house, which had become the headquarters of the German secret police, or Gestapo. He made sure to enter the farmhouse from the rear. Franciszka was there—alive and safe—but she had no word on Maria. Witold went to sleep on the sofa in the living room while Franciszka poured herself a stiff drink.40
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The Ostrowski family house.

Over the following days he learned about the brutal new racial order the Nazis had imposed on the town. The Germans had rounded up several hundred townsfolk, locked them in the school gymnasium, and divided the group into ethnic Poles and Jews. Most of the Catholics were quickly released, but the Jews were selected for work gangs. The Germans encouraged the ethnic Poles to abuse and beat the Jews and point out their shops for looting. As Jewish families were evicted from their homes, some of their Catholic neighbors jeered at them. Most residents, though, refused to follow the German lead. The town’s mayor hid a family in his basement. Maria’s parents did what little they felt they could, letting Jews fleeing through the town take apples from the orchard.41

Witold doesn’t say much about his time in Ostrów Mazowiecka. He likely felt dismayed by exhibitions of anti-Semitism among the locals, which clearly played into the Germans’ hands. Each morning he woke up praying for Maria to come walking through the door with the children, and each night he went to bed fearing the worst.42

Eventually, he must have surmised that Maria had remained in Krupa, perhaps hiding among friends, and he had to choose between waiting for his family and resuming the struggle against the Germans. He knew that the chance of finding her and the children if they were traveling was perilously small given the numbers of refugees streaming across the border. Either way, the decision was clear: country before family. On the morning of November 1, he borrowed a bicycle and set off for the long ride to Warsaw to meet Jan. It was All Saints’ Day, when graveyards blossomed with candles and the living prayed for the dead, but Witold had no time for that: he was heading to Warsaw to fight.43




CHAPTER 2

OCCUPATION




WARSAW
NOV E M BER 1, 1939




Witold approached the city on his clattering bicycle unsure what he would find or what form his resistance would take. The main road to Warsaw was dotted with German checkpoints, so Witold stuck to country lanes, picking up snatches of news. There was no word of any attack from the British or French, but he assumed one was coming. The best chance of driving out the Germans lay in planning an uprising to coincide with an Allied offensive. Witold knew there would be others who felt like he did and that he needed to start building a network.1

Witold merged with the crowds crossing the single bridge still standing over the Vistula. The sight of Warsaw’s broken skyline on the far bank must have startled him. The city center had born the brunt of the German bombardment. Collapsed buildings blocked the streets and people had made trails through the banks of rubble. Hundreds paused at the intersection of Marszałkowska Street and Jerozolimskie Avenue to light candles before a giant mound of bricks and masonry that marked the city’s largest mass grave. Glass from broken windows screeched underfoot. Reich propaganda chief Joseph Goebbels, visiting the city around then, concluded, “This is hell. A city reduced to ruins. Our bombs and shells have done a thorough job.” Even in those bits of Warsaw left untouched, a change had taken place. “At first sight everything looked as it had before, but it was somehow different, submerged in the strange atmosphere of a city in mourning,” recalled one witness.2

Witold made his way to a friend’s apartment in the south of the city. His shock and dismay at the devastation were tempered by the practical need to understand the Nazis’ plans and decide what form his resistance would take. Hitler’s terrifying racial vision for the country had come into focus. In September, he had ordered Western Poland annexed to the Reich and over five million Catholic Poles and Jews expelled to make way for German settlers. The remaining territory, which included Warsaw and Krakow, was to become a German colony. Hitler had made his former lawyer, Hans Frank, administrator for the “General Government for the Occupied Polish Territories” and had given him orders to exploit it ruthlessly and impose a brutal racial hierarchy.3

The Germans in this rubric were the master race, along with any Poles who could prove German ancestry and agreed to sign a special “Volksliste” registry. They were given jobs in the administration, property seized from Jews, and exclusive use of parks, public phones, and taxis. Public transport and cinemas were also segregated and notices appeared on shops declaring “no Poles or Jews.”4
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Ethnic Poles, as members of the weaker Slavic race, were to serve as laborers. Hitler considered them to be Aryans with some Germanic blood that had been diluted by mixing with other races. Tens of thousands of Poles were pressed into work in the Reich that autumn. Killing squads known as the Einsatzgruppen preempted resistance by rounding up and shooting some 20,000 members of the Polish educated and professional classes—lawyers, teachers, doctors, journalists, or simply anyone who looked intellectual—and buried their bodies in mass graves. Newspapers were censored, radios banned, and high schools and universities closed on the basis that Poles only needed “educational possibilities that demonstrate to them their ethnic fate.”5
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Polish women on their way to be shot, 1939.
Courtesy of Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe.

At the bottom were Jews, whom Hitler didn’t consider to be a race at all, but rather a parasitic subspecies of human bent on destroying the German people. Hitler had threatened Europe’s Jews with annihilation in the event that “international Jewish financiers” provoked another world war. But in the autumn of 1939, the Nazi leadership was still formulating its plans toward them. The occupation of Poland had brought two million Jews—ten times more than lived in Germany—under Nazi control. The deputy head of the SS, Reinhard Heydrich, advised units in September that the Jewish problem would have to be dealt with incrementally. He issued orders for Jews to be concentrated in cities ready for their deportation to a reservation along the new border with the Soviet Union. In the meantime, Jews were required to wear a Star of David on their sleeve or chest, mark their shops and businesses accordingly, and were subjected to continual harassment. “A pleasure, finally … to be able to tackle the Jewish race physically,” Frank declared in a speech that November. “The more that die, so much the better.”6

Witold almost certainly noticed Frank’s official decrees plastered on lampposts around the city and understood that the Germans meant to destroy Poland by tearing apart its social fabric and pitting ethnic groups against one another. But he also saw encouraging signs of resistance: stickers declaring, “We don’t give a damn” (a direct translation of the Polish idiom is: “We have you deep in our ass”) and a giant poster of Hitler in the city center that had sprouted curly whiskers and long ears. On November 9, Witold contacted his coconspirator Jan Włodarkiewicz and arranged a meeting of potential recruits at his sister-in-law’s flat in the northern suburb of Żoliborz. Witold hurried through the rainy streets trying to beat the 7 p.m. curfew.7

His sister-in-law, Eleonora Ostrowska, lived in a two-room apartment on the third floor. Żoliborz was relatively untouched by the bombs, although the windows of most apartments were blown out and the electricity wasn’t working, so Witold had to wait for someone to enter in order to get in. Eleonora showed him inside with her two-year-old son, Marek, at her feet. The two had met only briefly before. She was a charming, tough thirty-year-old, her dark blond hair pulled back into a bun, with thin lips and pale blue eyes. Her husband, Edward, Maria’s brother, was a cavalry officer who’d been missing since the start of the war, leaving her to take care of Marek and hold down a job at the agricultural ministry, one of the few government departments that the Nazis hadn’t abolished.8
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Entrance to 40 Wojska Polskie Avenue.
Courtesy of PMA-B.

Jan was one of the next to arrive, wheezing and shuffling up the steps. He’d taken a bullet through the chest on his way to Warsaw that somehow missed his vitals, and had been laid up at his mother’s. Half a dozen more followed, mostly officers and student activists selected by Jan. Eleonora had put brown paper over the windows, but it was cold and they kept their coats on. They gathered around the living room table where Eleonora had lit a candle.9

Jan had reached some stark conclusions about their situation: Poland had lost because its leaders had failed to create a Catholic nation or use the country’s wellspring of faith against the invaders. Jan believed they needed to see in Poland’s defeat an opportunity to rebuild a country around Christian beliefs and awaken the religious fervor of the younger generation. He harbored ambitions to appeal to right-wing groups, but for now he fashioned a broad rallying cry of resistance to the country’s double occupation.10
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Eleonora Ostrowska, 1944.
Courtesy of Marek Ostrowski.

Witold certainly shared Jan’s anger at the Polish government, a common sentiment in Warsaw, but he rarely sought to share his faith with others and feared that an avowedly religious mission would alienate potential allies. For the moment, he was probably more focused on assessing the viability of building a secret and effective resistance.11

They talked strategy late into the night before getting to the subject of their roles. Jan would lead; Witold would serve as chief recruiter. They would call themselves Tajna Armia Polska, the Secret Polish Army. At dawn they stole out of the apartment to the Field Cathedral of the Polish Military, a Baroque church on the edge of the Old Town. They knew a priest there and asked him to witness their oath. Getting down on their knees at the dimly lit altar, they swore to serve God, the Polish nation, and each other. They received a blessing in return, before emerging, bleary-eyed but elated.12



*



Winter came early that year as Witold started to recruit. The snow fell in flurries, the Vistula froze solid, and a hundred resistance cells sprang up across the city. There were other officer-led groups like his, as well as Communist agitators, trade unionists, artist collectives, even a group of chemists planning biological warfare. The Germans had commandeered popular meeting spots like the Bristol and Adria hotels, but new places sprang up that became known as underground haunts. At U Elny Gistedt’s—a restaurant named after the Swedish operetta singer who’d set the place up to employ her out-of-work artist friends—groups of conspirators sat hunched over their tables in fur coats. The conspirators mostly knew each other, and shared the latest news from around the city or scraps gleaned from illegal radio sets about the Allied counter-offensive expected in the spring.13

At the same time, a black market flourished near the central railway station trading in clothes and food, dollars, diamonds, and forged papers. Peasants from the countryside smuggled goods in the hems of their clothing, hidden pouches, and bras.14

“Never before have I seen such oversized busts as in Poland at this time,” recalled Stefan Korboński, an underground member. One enterprising smuggler brought butchered pigs into the city hidden in coffins. The Germans, busy setting up their administration, offered only cursory inspections, and even when someone was discovered they might get off with a bribe or, on rare occasions, a little wit, as was the case with the smuggler who tried to disguise a trotter as a peasant woman. “When discovered by gendarmes, even they, bereft though they were of all sense of humor, nearly died of laughter,” wrote Korboński.15

Witold avoided public gatherings and sought recruits who shared his natural reserve and reticence. He grasped a fundamental truth of resistance work. Nationality, language, culture were important bonds in any group, but ultimately his network relied on a more basic quality: trust. The act of recruitment meant placing his life in the hands of his recruits, and vice versa. At times, those whom Witold selected appeared surprised by his confidence in them.16

“Why do you trust me?” asked one man.17

“Dear boy, you have to trust people,” Witold answered.18

He was not always successful in judging temperament and constantly worried that an overeager member of his team would expose them. That winter, Tajna Armia Polska compiled a handbook of advice for new recruits that warned how “people had gone mad with resistance activity and were getting caught far too easily … If we want to have our revenge on the Germans, we have to survive long enough to get it.”19

Witold did his best to nurture his young army, which by December numbered nearly a hundred, mostly young men. “He was very sensitive,” recalled Eleonora. “Other people’s troubles had an effect on him.” One soldier he recruited joked appreciatively that he was the group’s very own “Nanny.”20

Witold knew there was little his group could do to directly oppose the occupation, but he recognized they could serve as an effective intelligence-gathering operation. Tajna Armia Polska’s intelligence chief, Jerzy Skoczyński, had contacts among the Polish police. The Germans had retained the force to perform basic law-and-order duties, but were frequently informed of major operations in advance.21

Witold and his colleagues were able to use their tips to warn German targets. But they struggled to comprehend the disorienting pace with which the Nazis were carrying out their plans. That winter the SS began mass deportations of Poles from the recently annexed provinces of western Poland as the weather touched negative Fahrenheit. Cattle trucks stuffed with half-frozen families arrived daily at the main train station in Warsaw, and when the doors were peeled back, stiff corpses toppled to the ground like statues. The survivors had to sleep in the ruins or else pack into the already crowded homes of friends and families. By January 1940, more than 150,000 Poles—Catholics and Jews alike—had been deported to make way for German settlers, and there were plans to expel hundreds of thousands more.22

The Germans made no preparations for the influx of refugees to the city. Governor Frank announced countrywide food rationing: around six hundred calories a day for so-called Aryan Poles and five hundred calories a day for Jewish ones, barely a third of what was needed to survive (Germans in Poland were entitled to 2,600). Ration cards were issued that could be used only at designated stores, and there were few items available: bread that was mixed with sawdust “flour,” marmalade made from beets, bitter acorn coffee, and potatoes, the one constant in everyone’s diet. The black market met some of the shortfall, but many went hungry. Crowds of malnourished refugees appeared on street corners to beg.23

The city’s cramped, dirty conditions soon led to an outbreak of typhus. Few diseases terrified Germans more. The liceborne fever had ravaged the eastern front during World War I and killed around three million people. Nazi officials considered Jews to be prone to infection and accelerated their plans to restrict them to a sealed ghetto in Warsaw to help contain the disease.24

Frank was aware that the brutality of his policies was stirring resistance and vowed to swiftly stamp it out. That spring saw a marked escalation in the execution of the Nazis’ real or imagined enemies. Several underground groups were broken up and murdered en masse in the Palmiry woods north of Warsaw, along with lawyers, dentists, even the country’s top chess player. Yet such reprisals did little to quell the resistance and actually served to winnow out careless outfits and encourage the growth of more competent groups. The dominant force to emerge from these arrests was the Związek Walki Zbrojnej, or the Union for Armed Struggle, which had gained the backing of a Polish exile government established in France the previous fall. Although some in Tajna Armia Polska saw the Union as rivals, Witold thought they would need to join forces, in some capacity, to oust the Nazis when the time came for an uprising.25

In the meantime, the intelligence chief Jerzy was keen to crack down on Poles who had started to collaborate with the occupiers, mostly drawn from the country’s million-strong ethnic German community. The Nazis relied on such informers to enforce the racial order. Despite the claims of Nazi scientists that they could distinguish anatomically between races, the truth was most Germans struggled to tell Poland’s ethnic groups apart and needed informants to reveal the complex fabric of Polish society. Informants took full advantage of their power to exact petty revenge. “In every community there are people who had no scruples about ridding themselves of trouble or denouncing an unwanted husband, wife or mistress,” observed one underground member. Whatever their motivation, snitches posed a real threat to the underground and had to be eliminated.26

The informants often congregated at a basement nightclub located off Nowy Świat Street named Café Bodega. The premises were owned by the Polish wife of the Italian ambassador, which gave the location protection for its singular attraction: jazz. Hitler’s distaste for “Negermusik” was well known, but it wasn’t officially banned, and the Gestapo tolerated Bodega because they found its dark, noisy auditorium the perfect place to meet informers at the bar or at one of the reserved tables beside the bandstand.27


[image: ]
George Scott with his band, c. 1941.
Courtesy of Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe.

Jerzy set up a small observation post above a printshop opposite the club’s entrance, from which he took note of attendees and snapped pictures of likely informers when the flickering streetlights permitted. He had also started working with the staff to listen in on conversations, and occasionally sent in men to pose as informants to denounce actual collaborators to the Gestapo for some made-up crime. It was a common enough sight at Bodega to see a phalanx of Gestapo men dragging away some protesting snitch. George Scott, the bandleader and drummer, whose African American father had met his Polish mother working in a circus, never stopped his medley of beats.28



*



That spring, Witold finally received word that Maria and the children had arrived at her mother’s farmhouse in Ostrów Mazowiecka. He hurried to them, taking a rickety bus line that the Germans rarely inspected. Maria’s account of their flight and the conditions in the Soviet-occupied east was harrowing.

The Soviet secret police were deporting Poles to the gulags of Siberia or for resettlement in central Asia. Maria had been tipped off before Christmas that they were soon to be arrested and only had time to pack up some clothes and escape in a cart, leaving behind the family dog, Nero. For most of the winter, they’d hidden with family friends in Krupa. When the cold had eased, they took the train to the new border between the Soviet Union and the Reich in the hope of reaching her mother’s home. They were stopped by the Russian police in the small town of Wołkowysk, twenty miles from the frontier, where Maria was led off for interrogation in an underground bunker near the train station while the children had to wait overnight in the town hall nearby. When she was finally released the following morning, minus her money and wedding ring, eight-year-old Andrzej was catatonic with fear and cold.29

They made it to a cousin’s house in a neighboring town, where they rested a week and tried again. This time they hired a guide to sneak them across the border at night. It was subzero, and a full moon lit the wind-scourged no-man’s-land. Halfway across Andrzej had stumbled and fallen against a roll of barbed wire that snagged his sheepskin jacket. At that moment a German searchlight had swept the area and caught them as they struggled to free the jacket. They were quickly rounded up but were lucky: the border guards who collected them showed little interest in their case and let them pass.30

They had arrived in Ostrów Mazowiecka to find it devastated by the unfolding German racial project. Maria was told that on November 11, the Germans had marched 364 Jewish men, women, and children to woods outside the town and shot them, one of the first such massacres of its kind. The execution site was only a mile or so from her mother’s house, and adjoined the family orchard where Andrzej liked to play (despite being told not to go there, Andrzej did, and found a little boy’s sodden cap among the trees).31

Witold did what he could to make sure his family was properly settled and then returned to Warsaw with a new urgency, only to discover Jan flirting with anti-Semitic views. Witold knew Jan wanted to produce a newsletter on behalf of the group for some time. The underground was awash with publications of different political hues—eighty-four titles were published in 1940—but Jan wanted a newsletter that would focus on the moral underpinnings of the resistance. At least that was how he pitched it to the likes of Witold and Jadwiga Tereszczenko, a friend of Jan’s who’d agreed to be the editor.32

Witold wasn’t opposed to the idea, and in fact helped arrange one of the distribution points at a grocery shop on Żelazna Street near where he was staying. But in the first issues of Znak, or “The Sign,” he read articles that seemed lifted straight from the manifestos of prewar right-wing groups: strident talk of a Polish nation for the Poles, and creating a true Christian country, views that were disturbingly close to those of the ultranationalists who saw the Nazi occupation as a means of getting rid of the Jews for good.33

Witold explained as tactfully as he could to Jan that Poles must rally together in the face of mounting German repression. Jadwiga also raised the issue of anti-Semitism among Poles with other editors during late-night writing sessions in her flat, but they dismissed her concerns: the Jews didn’t know whose side they were on and were better off gone. Meanwhile, the walls were going up around the ghetto and Jewish families were being forced to relocate, including Jadwiga’s next-door neighbor. Rather than helping them, ethnic Poles in her block were taking whatever was left behind. There did need to be a moral awakening among Poles, Jadwiga believed, starting with the edict to “love thy neighbor.”34
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Witold and Jan, c. 1940.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.

Yet Jan was unrepentant and started work on a right-wing manifesto for the organization that he appeared to want to turn into a political movement. He also began talks with nationalist groups about a possible union, including one whose members had sounded out the Germans about forming a Nazi puppet administration. Jan was clearly losing his way, and Witold felt compelled to go behind his friend’s back to stop him.35

At some point that spring, Witold sought out the head of the rival Związek Walki Zbrojnej, Colonel Stefan Rowecki, to discuss joining forces. The forty-five-year-old had supported the creation of an underground civilian administration that answered directly to the Polish exile government in France, and which regularly issued calls for a “truly democratic” country with equal rights for Poland’s Jews. Rowecki, a self-professed Sherlock Holmes fan who deployed a variety of disguises, rarely expressed his own views but was an astute observer of the national mood. He had already written to Polish leadership in France of his concerns that the Nazis were deliberately stoking racial hatred to divert Poles from anti-German activity. There had been a significant escalation in attacks by ethnic Poles on Jews, Rowecki reported, and he was concerned that a right-wing politician might emerge as a German stooge who would use the persecution of the Jews to justify their position.36

Like Witold, Rowecki had few illusions about what the underground could achieve against the might of the occupiers. But he felt that their resistance served a deeper purpose of rallying morale as they slowly built capacity. In the meantime, he wanted the underground to start documenting Nazi crimes to inform the West and pressure the Allies to act.37

Rowecki had established a network of couriers who traveled in secret over remote mountain passes of the Tatras and on to France. So far, his reports had yet to stir the imagination of Western leaders, although the Germans were embarrassed by some of the revelations, and had even released one group of academics they’d detained after an international outcry. Rowecki believed that the accumulating details would help stiffen British and French resolve.38

Witold came away impressed by the caliber of the quiet, secretive man and convinced of the need to submit to his authority. But Jan immediately dismissed a merger at their next meeting, pointing out that he had sent his own courier to the Polish exile government for endorsement. He then announced the manifesto he’d prepared was to be jointly signed by several fringe groups.39
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Stefan Rowecki, prewar.
Courtesy of the Polska Agencja Prasowa.

“Such a declaration would destroy all our work!” Witold exclaimed. “Let us focus on the armed struggle. We can worry about constitutional matters later.”40

Jan looked taken aback. He’d been counting on Witold to fall into line. Instead, several others agreed with Witold, including the group’s new chief of staff, a doughty colonel named Władysław Surmacki. Jan capitulated and agreed to meet with Rowecki, a victory of sorts for Witold.41
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Władysław Surmacki, c. 1930.
Courtesy of PMA-B.

But Jan pressed ahead with his declaration, which was just as divisive as Witold had feared. There was no reference to Jews or other minorities in the article, but the subtext appeared clear. “Poland has to be Christian,” the declaration announced, “and Poland has to be based around our national identity.” Those opposed to such ideas should be “removed from our lands.” Witold knew that their partnership was ruined. “On the surface we agreed to keep on running the organization,” Witold recalled, but there was no hiding the “deeper resentment.”42



*



On May 10, Hitler’s forces swept into Luxemburg and the Low Countries on their way to France. This was the moment the underground had waited for when the combined might of the Allies would take on the Germans, and either defeat or else distract them enough to make an uprising in Poland worthwhile. Jan’s mother had set up an illegal radio in her flat. They gathered to listen, eagerly at first, and then with increasing grimness as the BBC reported that German forces had routed the British at Dunkirk and swept into Paris. It soon became apparent that Germany was about to inflict a cataclysmic defeat on the French, and that the war was going to stretch on indefinitely.43

Governor Frank, believing he no longer had to worry about negative coverage in the foreign media, ordered mass roundups of military-age men. On June 20, 358 people were shot in the Palmiry woods. Thousands more were deported to concentration camps in Germany. On one occasion, Witold was nearly caught when the SS raided Eleonora’s flat. He heard trucks outside and just had time to hide documents under the floorboards and slip out the door before the police barged in and rifled through the apartment. He moved from safe house to safe house and started using the identity papers of one Tomasz Serafiński, which he’d picked up at one apartment.44

The intensified crackdown damaged Witold’s network. A Gestapo raid on the Bodega saw most of the waiters arrested. Their places were filled by new recruits, but this time the Gestapo managed to plant a spy among them. She was a flighty young Pole who had fallen for an SS officer, and she supplied him with several names, including one of Witold’s colleagues who also happened to be her uncle, a gynecologist named Władysław Dering. On July 3, 1940, shortly before dawn, the SS dragged Dering and his wife from their flat.45

The underground wasn’t sure what happened to Dering, but reports were emerging that the SS had opened a concentration camp in a former Polish army barracks outside the small town of Oświęcim in June. The Germans called the place Auschwitz. Such camps had been a common feature of political life in Germany since Hitler’s rise to power. Under emergency decree, Hitler had approved the indefinite detention or “protective custody” of any citizen the SS judged to be an enemy of the state. By the start of the war, the Nazis had detained thousands of politicians, left-wing activists, Jews, homosexuals, and other so-called social deviants in half a dozen camps across Germany.46

The Nazis hadn’t pioneered the concept of locking up their opponents, but Auschwitz was different because it was the first German camp to target a group according to its nationality, in this case Poles. At that point, the Germans did not distinguish between the ethnic backgrounds of the Poles they sent to the camp: Catholics predominated, but there were Jews and ethnic Germans among the first prisoners. Auschwitz’s aim was to crush the resistance of men like Witold.47

The underground knew little about the place but heard that the Germans were dispatching more and more prisoners to the camp. By August of that year, more than a thousand people were held there. Letters from prisoners in the camp revealed little. But the violence of Auschwitz was suggested by the number of death notices the SS sent to the families of deceased inmates and their occasionally blood-splattered personal effects.48

A few weeks later in August, Tajna Armia Polska’s chief of staff, Władysław Surmacki, was arrested, and Jan convened an emergency meeting at Jadwiga’s. The heat was stifling, and cigarette smoke hung in the air. Jan called the room to order. He began by announcing the group’s merger with the mainstream underground, just as Witold had urged.49

Then Jan turned to Witold. The tension between the two men was palpable.

“A great honor has befallen you,” said Jan.50

The camp had come up in his discussions with Rowecki, he explained. Rowecki believed that so long as the place remained shrouded in secrecy, the Germans could get away with anything there. He needed someone to infiltrate the camp, gain intelligence, and, if possible, raise a resistance cell and stage a breakout.51

“I’ve mentioned your name to Rowecki as the only officer capable of doing this,” said Jan.52

Witold struggled to hide his shock. He knew that he was being punished for his refusal to back Jan’s ideology, but he wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of a reaction. Jan continued: a police informant had alerted him that the Germans planned a mass roundup in a few days. The SS wanted to send anyone with an education or who appeared to be an intellectual to Auschwitz. Those suspected of resistance work were likely to be shot immediately. Here was a means to get sent to the camp.

But given the risks, Jan couldn’t order Witold to take the mission.

He needed him to volunteer.53

Witold’s mind raced. Walking into a German roundup was madness. Even if the Germans didn’t shoot him at once, he might still be interrogated and exposed. And what if he made it to Auschwitz? If the camp was as violent as the underground feared, his prospects of forging a resistance group and staging an uprising seemed dim. And if it was just another internment facility, then he might spend months or longer languishing in captivity when the center of action was in Warsaw. He weighed those risks against the fact that he had pushed Jan to accept Rowecki’s leadership. How would it look if he balked at the very first request Rowecki gave? He was trapped.54

Witold told Jan he needed time to think it over. The days passed as he contemplated the decision. In his later writings Witold makes no mention of
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Witold and Marek, c. 1940.
Courtesy of the Pilecki family.
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Witold and Eleonora working together, c. 1940.
Courtesy of Marek Ostrowski.
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