

[image: ]




[image: Vintage Books]




Roger Moorhouse



First to Fight

The Polish War 1939









[image: ]




Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Dedication

	Picture Credits

	Author’s Note

	Maps

	Preface

	Prologue: An Unremarkable Man

	1 ‘Westerplatte Fights On’

	2 The Tyranny of Geography

	3 A Frightful Futility

	4 The Temerity to Resist

	5 Poland Is Not Yet Lost

	6 Of ‘Liberators’ and Absent Friends

	7 Into the Arms of Death

	8 Impenitent Thieves

	9 To End on a Battlefield

	Conclusion

	Picture Section

	Appendices: Orders of Battle

	Notes

	Select Bibliography

	Index

	Copyright






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading






	iii

	ii

	v

	328

	329

	ix

	x

	xi

	xii

	xiii

	xiv

	xv

	xvii

	xviii

	xix

	xx

	xxi

	xxii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	iv







About the Author

Roger Moorhouse is a historian and author specialising in modern German history. He is the co-author, with Norman Davies, of Microcosm: Portrait of a Central European City, and the author of Killing Hitler: The Third Reich and the Plots Against the Fuhrer and The Devil’s Alliance: Hitler’s Pact with Stalin.




by the same author




Microcosm:

Portrait of a Central European City

(with Norman Davies)



Killing Hitler:

The Third Reich and the

Plots against the Führer



Berlin at War:

Life and Death in Hitler’s Capital,

1939–45



The Devils’ Alliance:

Hitler’s Pact with Stalin,

1939–41



The Third Reich in 100 Objects




For Norman,
who planted the seed




Picture Credits





1  Helmut Naujocks (Library of Congress; public domain).

2  Franciszek Honiok (private collection).

3  Gleiwitz radio station (akg-images/Interfoto).

4  The battleship Schleswig Holstein opens fire (Muzeum Wojska Polskiego, Warsaw).

5  Stuka attack on the bridge at Tczew (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe).

6  German troops attack the Polish Post Office in Danzig (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe).

7  German troops destroy border post at Zoppot (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe).

8  German troops enter Poland (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

9  Hitler in the Kroll Opera (Heinrich Hoffmann/Library of Congress).

10  Neville Chamberlain (Wellcome Collection gallery CC-BY-4.0).

11  Crowds in Warsaw cheer the British declaration of war (Osródek Karta, Warsaw).

12  Polish cavalry (Muzeum Wojska Polskiego, Warsaw).

13  German Infantry assault (akg-images/ullstein bild/Pressefoto Kindermann).

14  Polish civilian prisoners (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

15  Jews surrendering (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

16  Kazimiera Mika (Julien Bryan; public domain).

17  German execution of civilians (akg-images).

18  Ciepielów massacre (akg-images).

19  Polish cavalry at Sochaczew (Wikimedia; public domain).

20  Aftermath on the Bzura (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk)

21  Major General Tadeusz Kutrzeba (public domain).

22  Soviet tank in Rakow (akg-images/Universal Images Group/Sovfoto).

23  Soviet infantry (Laski Diffusion).

24  Guderian and Krivoschein (BArch, Bild 101I-121-0011A-22/Gutjahr/CC-BY-SA 3.0).

25  Soviet and German officers in Lwów (akg-images).

26  Red Army men with Polish villagers (akg-images/Universal Images Group/Tass).

27  General Olszyna-Wilczyński (public domain).

28  Meeting of Wehrmacht and Red Army troops (Laski Diffusion).

29  Red Army guard on the river San (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

30  Hitler in Danzig (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

31  Naval gun at Oksywie (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

32  Destroyed Polish town (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

33  Refugees on a farm cart (Muzeum II Wojny Światowej, Gdańsk).

34  Edward Śmigły-Rydz (public domain).

35  Kutrzeba surrenders Warsaw (Heinrich Hoffmann/Library of Congress).

36  Surrender of Modlin (Ian Sayer Archive).

37  German soldier guarding a pile of Polish helmets (Szczecinski Archives/East News).

38  Polish prisoners of the Red Army (Laski Diffusion).

39  Franciszek Kleeberg (public domain).

40  Hitler’s victory parade in Warsaw (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe).

41  Red Army parade in Lwów (private collection).






Author’s Note





Place Names

Writing about a region with shifting frontiers and mixed populations can sometimes be a challenging task. For simplicity, in this book I have employed a policy of using names appropriate to the period under scrutiny. If the modern name differs from that, then it will be given in brackets at first mention.

So, to take the example of what is now the Ukrainian city of L’viv: in September 1939, it was the Polish city of Lwów, so it will be rendered here as Lwów (L’viv) at first mention, and simply as Lwów thereafter. No political statement is thereby intended.

In addition, where there is an accepted Anglicised form – such as Warsaw, Brest or Moscow – then I have naturally used it throughout.

Polish Pronunciation

Polish words look complicated, but their pronunciation is at least consistent. All vowels are of even length, and their sound is best rendered by the English words ‘sum’ (a), ‘ten’ (e), ‘ease’ (i), ‘lot’ (o), ‘book’ (u) and ‘sit’ (y). Most consonants behave in the same way as in English, except for c, which is pronounced ‘ts’; j, which is soft, like the y in ‘yes’; and w, which is equivalent to an English v.

There are also a number of accented letters and combinations which are peculiar to Polish, such as:


ą = nasal a, hence Piątek is pronounced ‘piontek’

ę = nasal e, hence Łęczyca is pronounced ‘wenchytsa’

ó = u, hence Kraków is pronounced ‘krakoov’

ci = ch as in ‘cheese’

ć = ch as in ‘cheese’

cz = a longer ch as in ‘catch’

ch = hard h, as in ‘loch’

ł = English w, hence Kałuszyn is pronounced ‘kawooshin’

ń = soft n, as in Spanish ‘mañana’

rz = soft j, as in French ‘je’

si = sh as in ‘ship’

ś = sh as in ‘ship’

sz = a longer sh as in ‘sheer’

ż = as rz, as in French ‘je’

ź = similar to ż, but harder.



The stress in Polish is consistent, and always falls on the penultimate syllable. So ‘Sosabowski’ is pronounced so-sa-BOV-ski; ‘Częstochowa’, chen-sto-HO-va.
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Preface

The Second World War in Europe began at dawn on 1 September 1939.

It shouldn’t need saying, of course, but the date of the start of the largest war in human history is a subject that is shrouded in confusion across vast swathes of the globe. Every combatant nation has its own narrative and chronology. In China and Japan, for instance, the war is held to have begun on 7 July 1937, when Japanese and Chinese forces engaged following the Marco Polo Bridge Incident. For Americans, the war started on 7 December 1941, with the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor; everything before that date is merely a curious, far-off prelude to the main event. Sometimes, such dissenting views are entirely justifiable, dictated by geography and convention; sometimes they are rather more mendacious. In the Soviet Union (and in its successor state, Russia), for example, the fiction has long been maintained that the Second World War began only with the German attack on it on 22 June 1941. Stalin’s earlier invasions of Poland, Finland and the Baltic States have been skilfully airbrushed from the popular narrative.

Even the British and the French – and their respective former empires – are less than entirely clear on the issue. Though both countries gamely declared war on Hitler’s Germany on 3 September 1939, after the latter’s failure to withdraw from Poland, they did nothing to aid their ally, shamefully leaving Poland to its fate. Thereafter, for the people of Britain and France, nothing much happened until German forces smashed westwards across the French border in May 1940. The British called that intervening period the ‘Phoney War’; the French, the ‘Drôle de Guerre’ – the ‘funny war’.

But there was nothing funny – or indeed phoney – about the war that Poland fought in the autumn of 1939. As the sun rose on 1 September, Hitler’s forces crossed the Polish frontier from the north, west and south, hurtling forward in their tanks and trucks and on foot, while the Luftwaffe scoured the skies, bombing and strafing seemingly with impunity. After little more than two weeks, with Polish armies in disarray and lacking any assistance from their western allies, the coup de grâce was delivered by Hitler’s new confederate, Stalin, and the Red Army invaded from the east on 17 September. As German and Soviet forces met on Polish soil and declared their eternal brotherhood – conveniently forgetting the preceding decade of rabid antipathy – Poland entered a new, totalitarian dark age: a world of persecution, misery and death. By the end of the Second World War, one in five of its population had been killed.

Poland, then, was – in that neat slogan devised by its wartime propagandists – ‘First to Fight’. Its defensive campaign in September 1939 opened the Second World War in Europe: a five-week struggle that prefaced nearly 300 weeks of slaughter. It cost as many as 250,000 lives on all sides, and showcased many of the brutal practices that would feature so strongly in the later conflict: the targeting of civilian populations, indiscriminate aerial bombing and mass killings.

Invaded and occupied by Europe’s two pre-eminent totalitarian powers, Poland would be exposed to every horror that modern conflict could devise. Just as the Wehrmacht unleashed race war against the Poles in the west, so the Red Army imported class war in the east. Poland’s citizens would be sifted and sorted by either side, with those deemed undesirable subjected to arrest and deportation if they were lucky, state-sanctioned murder if they were not.

The Polish campaign also had a significance well beyond Poland’s frontiers: it brought Britain and France into the war. Both countries had guaranteed Poland’s territorial integrity in the spring of 1939 in a vain attempt to halt German expansion. Consequently, it was the Western Allies’ defence of that country – however nominally interpreted – that transformed the war from a central European squabble into a conflict of worldwide significance.

Bearing all of this in mind, it would be fair to expect that Poland’s brave, brief war of 1939 might be well known. However, it is not. Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that it has been all but forgotten outside Poland. Despite our collective obsession with all aspects of the Second World War, the ‘September campaign’ always seems somehow to fall through the cracks, ignored or passed over in a few sentences. Consequently, it is barely known or understood in the English-speaking historiography.

A glance at some of the most popular history books of the last few years should serve to illustrate the point. Whereas enthusiastic readers can peruse competing volumes on the Ardennes campaign, Dunkirk or D-Day, they would search in vain for much modern scholarship on Poland’s war of 1939. Aside from a couple of specialist military studies, the last book devoted to the subject, Nicholas Bethell’s The War Hitler Won, was published in 1972.

General works are little better. An examination of popular histories of the Second World War by some of Britain’s most widely read historians reveals the scale of the problem. On average, out of some 700 pages of text, they devote just sixteen to the defence of Poland in 1939, which often include the wider matter of the entry into the war of Britain and France. Some ignore the subject entirely or are almost comically Anglocentric, describing the outbreak of the war by referring solely to Whitehall politics or scarcely seeing beyond the agonies perceived on the cricket pitches of south-east England, while making no mention of the very real battles then being fought on Polish soil.

Moreover, those that examine the subject in anything more than a cursory manner tend to rely almost entirely on German sources: the usually self-serving memoirs of those that participated in the invasion, and the often turgid regimental histories of the German army that tend to make non-military historians’ eyes bleed. The results are predictably myopic: historians repeat Nazi propaganda tropes almost verbatim, ignore the Soviet invasion entirely and shamefully write the Poles out of their own history. Little wonder, then, that most readers’ knowledge of the September campaign barely extends beyond the hoary old myth of ‘cavalry against tanks’.

Yet the real problem is more profound. History, as we know, is written primarily by the winner. As Hitler pithily put it on the very eve of the Polish campaign: ‘The victor will never be asked if he told the truth.’ And, in this example, none of the victors – short or long term – had any interest in telling the true story of the defence of Poland. The Germans spun their narrative of the September campaign as best they could in the early years of the war, and produced a host of memoirs, coffee-table books and pseudo-histories, which lauded their victory, extolled the brilliance of the Blitzkrieg and emphasised the innate inferiority of the enemy. After the war, meanwhile, when the extent of German crimes was known to the world, the invasion of Poland was seemingly relegated to an insignificant side-show: a quaint prelude to the murderous main act. Aside from a few post-war memoirs and the work of a small number of historians, few Germans care to remember the campaign today.

The Soviets, meanwhile, did everything they could to pretend that they did not invade Poland in 1939. The post-war narrative, which showed the Soviet Union and its people as the foremost victims of the war, could not permit an honest acknowledgement of the fact that Stalin had facilitated Hitler in starting the conflict, and then assisted his new-found ally in invading, partitioning and destroying Poland. Consequently, the Red Army’s invasion was dressed up as a humanitarian intervention, and any mention of it dissenting from that view was effectively suppressed, both in the Soviet Union and in post-war communist Poland. That denial continues to our own day. As recently as 2016, a Russian blogger was prosecuted for sharing a text about German–Soviet collaboration in the invasion of Poland. His alleged crime was the ‘circulation of false information’.

One might have hoped that the British would, at least, keep the flame of truth alive. Sadly, however, that was not to be the case. Here one cannot speak of an active suppression of the facts, but Britain’s own heroic wartime narrative left little popular appetite for, or interest in, that country’s humiliating betrayal of its Polish ally. Even though a large number of Polish veterans of 1939 made their homes in the UK after their nation’s defeat, and after Poland fell to communist control in 1945, their stories were scarcely heard. The memoirs and histories written by veterans resident in the UK – such as Władysław Anders, Klemens Rudnicki and Józef Garliński – signally failed to penetrate the established Western narrative of the war. It is perhaps telling that the flagship TV documentary series The World at War, first broadcast in 1973, which saw a host of significant characters from the conflict – from Albert Speer to Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris – interviewed on screen, featured no Poles among its contributors. It may be, of course, that this omission was simply down to the laziness of the producers, or some imagined language barrier. The more cynical mind might suggest that it suited the British and French mythology of the war to present the Poles as marginal participants who were somehow beyond help.

In the end, it was left to the Poles themselves to tell the story of the two invasions of 1939. In the immediate post-war years, communist Poland was not interested in publicising those events, except to reflexively damn the ‘German fascists’ and damn the pre-war regime for its supposed foolhardiness. By the 1960s, when a more nationalistic brand of communism prevailed, a new narrative of sorts emerged, based loosely (and not wholly inaccurately) upon the idea of the ordinary Polish soldier betrayed by the ineptitude of his superiors and the duplicity of his capitalist allies, but vehemently denying any belligerent role for the Red Army. Only after the communist system collapsed in 1989 were all of those aspects of Polish history that had previously been ‘off limits’ finally open to objective examination. Only then could the story of Poland’s war be told in its entirety.

This book, therefore, is an attempt to embrace some of that new Polish historiography, and so rebalance the wonky Western narrative of the Second World War’s opening campaign. It tells a story that is still little known to English-speaking readers – a story of heroism, suffering and a gallant fight against ruthless and superior enemies. And it is an attempt to wrest the story free from the dark shadow of totalitarian propaganda – from the Nazi mythology of an easy Blitzkrieg victory to the Soviet lie that the Red Army had never invaded at all. In doing so, the book finally brings Polish voices – memoirs, diaries and archival accounts – into the story. One can only hope that the Poles will no longer be rendered by future historians as nameless, voiceless victims, bit-part players in their own narrative.
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PROLOGUE

An Unremarkable Man

There is only one surviving picture of Franciszek Honiok. It was taken for a family occasion, perhaps, or a court visit and shows him in a suit and tie, his dark blond hair beginning to recede at the temples, his pale eyes betraying a determined look. At 158 cm (5 feet 2 inches), he was a little shorter than average, and possessed of a slightly dishevelled air, but other than that he was very ordinary, almost entirely unremarkable. Perhaps that was what determined his fate.

As the 41-year-old bachelor was escorted away that day, it was said that he looked bewildered, doubtless wondering about the reason he had been picked up, but did not say a word.1 He had most likely been selected from a file in Gestapo headquarters, far away on Prinz Albrecht Strasse in Berlin, where an ethnic Pole with a history of anti-German agitation was urgently required for an undisclosed purpose. If anything, Honiok was rather too well qualified. Born in the German province of Upper Silesia in 1898, he had fought on the Polish side during the Silesian Uprisings that had followed the First World War. After a brief spell living in Poland, he then returned to Germany in 1925, whereupon he was forced to fight deportation back to Poland: a case which he successfully pursued all the way to the League of Nations in Geneva. Though his firebrand days were perhaps over by 1939, Honiok was still well known in his home village of Hohenlieben (Łubie) as a staunch advocate of the Polish cause.

As he was taken away on the afternoon of 30 August 1939, Honiok had little idea of what his Gestapo captors had in store for him. He was driven first to the barracks at Beuthen (Bytom), where he was given food and water, and then to the Gestapo headquarters at Oppeln (Opole), where he spent an uncomfortable night locked in a file room. Throughout, his captors noted, he was ‘apathetic, his head constantly bowed’.2 He never spoke, and no one spoke to him except for a few words of instruction from his Gestapo escort. Moreover, despite the German obsession with paperwork, he was not registered in any of the locations through which he passed; his guards were under orders that he was to remain anonymous.3 The following morning, 31 August, Honiok was taken to the police station at Gleiwitz (Gliwice), where he was placed in solitary confinement, again with no records taken.4 It would be the last day of his life.

Later that afternoon, across town in the Haus Oberschlesien Hotel, SS-Sturmbannführer (Major) Helmut Naujocks delivered a final briefing to his team of six SS and policemen. Naujocks – a 27-year-old from Kiel on Germany’s Baltic coast – had been an early convert to Nazism, joining the SS in 1931, after briefly attending university and having his nose broken by a Communist with an iron bar. Described by one contemporary as ‘an intellectual gangster’,5 he swiftly fell under the patronage of Reinhard Heydrich, the head of the German police network and one of the darkest figures in the Nazi hierarchy. It was on Heydrich’s instruction that Naujocks and his team had arrived in Gleiwitz two days earlier, posing as mining engineers. Their real task, however, was to engineer a ‘false flag’ operation: to make it look as though Polish irregulars had attacked German territory.

Tensions between Germany and Poland – which had been strained at best for some two decades – had spiked over the preceding few months. The ostensible reason for the froideur was Germany’s territorial losses to Poland from the Versailles Treaty – primarily Upper Silesia, Posen and the so-called Polish Corridor – all of which had been viewed as a profound humiliation in Germany and had contributed to a gradual poisoning of German–Polish relations. Hitler’s ire, however, went deeper, stoked by his racial prejudices and his belief that Germany’s national destiny lay in expansion to the east. As he had become more reckless in his sabre-rattling, eager to capitalise on what he saw as Western weakness and anxious for the war that he thought would define him and his ‘Third Reich’, Hitler had begun to target Poland more specifically, ramping up the rhetoric and complaining vociferously of Polish barbarism and bad faith.

By the summer of 1939, therefore, territorial concessions by the Poles – even had they been offered – would no longer be enough: Hitler wanted his war. He faced two problems, however. For one thing, Poland had allies in Britain and France, both of whom had pledged to stand by that nation in the event of foreign aggression. For another, the vast majority of the German people, though they supported the Nazis wholeheartedly, had no stomach for another world war. Hitler, then, had to dress up his belligerent intentions to make them appear defensive: he needed to show Poland as the aggressor and Germany as the innocent victim. In this way, he reasoned, the German people might be persuaded to support the war, and Poland might even be detached from its international alliances. Hitler summed up his attitude in a speech to his senior military commanders at his Alpine residence near Berchtesgaden on 22 August. ‘The destruction of Poland has priority,’ he said, adding that ‘the aim is to eliminate active forces, not to reach a definite line. Even if war breaks out in the West, the destruction of Poland remains the primary objective.’ When it came to public opinion, he assured the commanders: ‘I shall give a propagandist reason for starting the war, no matter whether it is plausible or not. The victor will not be asked afterwards whether he told the truth.’6

That summer, the world saw much of Hitler’s propaganda offensive. Though the SS took the lead, German military intelligence, the Abwehr, also involved itself in the task of undermining Poland. In the last week of August, it engineered a spate of incidents across the country, which were often intended to look as though they were inspired by anti-German sentiment: a bomb attack was carried out on a war memorial in Cieszyn, another targeted a German book shop in Poznań, yet another damaged a railway bridge in Nowy Sącz.7

Its most infamous operation took place on the night of 28 August, when one of its agents – an unemployed metalworker of German extraction by the name of Antoni Guzy – left a large bomb, contained in two suitcases, in the left-luggage hall of Tarnów railway station, in the south of the country. When the bomb exploded shortly after 11 p.m., it destroyed a section of the station building and killed twenty-four people, including a two-year-old girl.8 Guzy was arrested at the scene, and under interrogation he provided investigators with chapter and verse on the subversive methods of the Abwehr. He explained that he had been recruited via a German trade union organisation and had received cursory training in Germany before being assigned to a cell operating out of the town of Skoczów in southern Poland. After receiving his orders in a coded message broadcast by Radio Breslau (Wrocław), he had travelled from Bielsko first to Kraków, where he had collected the cases, and then on to Tarnów, where he had deposited them in the left-luggage hall. Guzy, who claimed not to have known that the cases contained explosives, told his interrogators that he had done what he did because he ‘felt German’.9

Guzy was little more than a pawn, but his interrogation would have made it clear to the Poles – if they were not aware of it already – that the Abwehr was behind the attacks. What was less clear was the precise motivation: the bombing in Tarnów had little discernible military rationale, beyond a wanton destruction of Polish infrastructure – and Guzy gave no hint of a wider goal or plan. It seemed most likely that his masters intended to provoke some sort of retaliation by the Poles against the German minority, thereby adding weight to Hitler’s propaganda narrative of ethnic persecution and perhaps providing him with grounds for a military intervention.10

While the Abwehr recklessly blundered, and Hitler railed about Polish intransigence, the agents of the SS were silently working to drive relations between Berlin and Warsaw to breaking point. Already that summer, Heydrich had ordered that all ‘politically unreliable elements’ were to be removed from a prohibited area along the German side of the Polish frontier.11 Within that zone, isolated properties, barns and farmsteads were identified and earmarked for arson attacks, which could then be blamed on the Poles.12 Through the summer of 1939, therefore, German newspapers carried countless lurid reports on what they called ‘Polish Terror’, complaining of ‘Polish bandits’, ‘growing nervousness’ and the ‘frightful suffering of German refugees’. By the end of August, they would claim that some sixty-six Germans had been murdered.13

At the same time as the German media was busy slandering the Poles, a training centre was established at Bernau, north of Berlin, at which over 300 SS volunteers, mostly from Upper Silesia, were prepared for infiltration operations against Poland. They were trained using Polish weapons and uniforms, and taught the essentials of the Polish language. By late August, they were ready for action and on the night of the 31st were deployed in ‘raids’ on the German customs post at Hochlinden (Stodoły), near Rybnik, and the foresters’ lodge near Pitschen (Byczyna).14 By smashing windows, firing into the air and singing and swearing in broken Polish, they were to simulate border incursions by Polish forces.15 Were it not for the bodies of six concentration camp inmates, who were dressed in Polish uniforms and then shot and left at Hochlinden to add bloody authenticity to the scene, it would all have been rather comical.

Given the orgy of murderous pretence that the Germans engineered on the eve of the war, it is perhaps understandable that generations of historians have persistently got the story of the Gleiwitz Incident wrong; conflating it with other actions – such as Hochlinden – and speaking erroneously of assailants in Polish uniforms and of multiple Polish victims. Such misconceptions, persistent though they are, are cured by referring to the original sources, which clearly show that the assailants at Gleiwitz were not in uniform, and that there was only one victim.

Beyond that correction, the action held another special significance. By accident or design, it was only there that the attackers – posing, of course, as Polish insurgents – were required to speak, to give voice to their ‘mission’ and broadcast their intentions to the wider world. To this end, Naujocks believed that he had developed the perfect plan. From his earlier reconnaissance, he had identified the Gleiwitz radio transmitting station, with its 111-metre wooden tower, as an ideal target. He and his men could easily take control of the site, lock up the station staff, fire a few shots into the ceiling and broadcast an incendiary message in Polish over the airwaves before fleeing into the darkness. He had concluded that 8.00 p.m. would be the best time for the assault, reckoning that his men would be aided by the cover of dusk. It would also be a time when most people would be at home listening to their radios.16

Initially, Naujocks’ plan for Gleiwitz was to go ahead without bloodshed. But, his superiors decided that the attack required the addition of a clinching piece of evidence. Naujocks was informed by the head of the Gestapo himself, Heinrich Müller, that a Pole would be supplied whose bloodied corpse was to be left at the radio station as irrefutable ‘proof’ of Polish responsibility for the attack.17 For this reason, it was not enough to use one of the concentration camp inmates killed at Hochlinden; it had to be someone with a proven history of anti-German agitation. This, then, was the fate that the SS had in store for Franciszek Honiok.

So, while Honiok spent his final hours in Gleiwitz police station, Naujocks waited in his hotel room to receive the code words that would launch his mission. At 4 p.m., the phone rang and, on answering, Naujocks heard Heydrich’s nasal, high-pitched voice demanding that he call back immediately. On doing so, he heard Heydrich give the code: ‘Grossmutter gestorben’ (Grandmother has died).18 With that, he called his men together for a final briefing, reiterating their objectives and respective tasks. Later, he and his men changed into their scruffy, civilian clothes and climbed into two cars for the short journey north-east to the transmitter station. Arriving precisely at 8 p.m., as planned, and with dusk rapidly falling, they rushed into the building. Pushing past the station manager, who rose to meet them, Naujocks’ men overpowered the staff before taking them to the basement, where they were ordered to face the wall as their hands were tied behind their backs. Naujocks and his radio technician, meanwhile, were trying to work out how to make their incendiary broadcast.

One of the problems that Naujocks had needed to solve in his planning was ensuring that the proclamation would be heard. He had considered targeting the main radio station in Gleiwitz – a much larger facility closer to the city centre – but had decided against it, not only because of the logistical challenge, but also because of the likelihood that its broadcasts would be cut off by the transmitter station. Consequently, he decided to stage his attack on the transmitter station itself, where there was only a ‘storm microphone’ – used to interrupt local programmes to warn of extreme weather – but also a much-reduced possibility that the broadcast would be monitored and interrupted.19

Having dealt with the station staff, Naujocks now had to locate the storm microphone and work out how to patch it into the main broadcast. Finding the microphone in a cupboard, but unable to connect it, he hauled the staff from the basement at gunpoint, one by one, until one of them obliged and told him what to do.20 With that, the group’s Polish speaker, Karl Hornack, pulled a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket and stepped forward. As a pistol was fired into the air to provide an appropriately martial atmosphere, he read:


UWAGA! TU GLIWICE! RADIOSTACJA ZNAJDUJE SIĘ W POLSKICH RĘKACH!21 (Attention! Here is Gleiwitz! The radio station is in Polish hands!)



What followed was supposed to be a call to arms from a fictional ‘Polish Freedom Committee’, demanding that the Polish population in Germany rise up to resist the authorities and conduct sabotage operations, and promising that the Polish army would soon march in as a liberator.22 However, for reasons that have never been satisfactorily explained, only the first nine words were broadcast, and those were only audible in the district of Gleiwitz itself; the remainder was lost in a cacophony of static. Heydrich, listening in Berlin, heard nothing at all.23

While Naujocks had been busying himself with his broadcast, Franciszek Honiok was delivered to the building. Shortly before 8 p.m., he had been visited in his cell in Gleiwitz police station by an SS man in a white coat, purporting to be a doctor, who had given him an injection.24 Unconscious, he was then driven the short distance to the transmitter station, where two of Naujocks’ men carried him into the building, laying him down close to the rear entrance. It is not clear who shot Honiok, or precisely when he was killed, but as Naujocks left the radio station, he stopped briefly to examine the dead man, slumped close to the door, his face smeared with his own blood. He would maintain, to his death in 1966, that neither he nor his men had shot Franciszek Honiok. He knew nothing about the man, Naujocks told prosecutors, not even his name: ‘I was not responsible for him,’ he said.25

So, with barely a thought, Franciszek Honiok was murdered to provide the gloss on Heydrich’s nefarious propaganda coup. He was expendable, disposable, anonymous; collateral damage in Nazi Germany’s headlong drive to war. He would become a footnote to history, his murder demonstrating the sneering contemptuous brutality of the Nazi regime, and giving a grim foretaste of the fate that would befall Poland. His was a single death that prefaced at least fifty million others; an individual tragedy presaging a collective slaughter.

It didn’t matter that the ruse to which Honiok’s body had given spurious credence failed: the German media were already primed and ready to run the story regardless. Within hours the radios were blaring and the newspaper presses were rolling, bearing banner headlines about the Polish ‘attack’ on Gleiwitz and the inevitability of a German response.26 By the time most Germans heard or read those words, the following morning, Hitler’s tanks were already advancing into Poland. The Second World War had begun.




1

‘Westerplatte Fights On’

At 4.43 a.m., shortly after dawn, on 1 September 1939, the German battleship Schleswig-Holstein slipped her moorings in the New Port of Danzig (Gdańsk), and was nudged and cajoled the short distance to where the Vistula made a southward turn, the Bend of the Five Whistles. There, positioned almost perpendicularly across the channel, she trained her guns on the Polish military transit depot on the Westerplatte, some 300 metres away, and – on the command of her captain, Gustav Kleikamp – opened fire.

For those watching events that morning, the Schleswig-Holstein must have seemed a peculiar candidate to fire the opening salvoes of the Second World War. A survivor of the Deutschland class of battleships, she had been launched in 1906, before the advent of the Dreadnoughts had revolutionised naval warfare. Obsolete even before the start of the First World War, she had participated in the Battle of Jutland in 1916 and had been decommissioned the following year, destined for use as a floating barracks. She had even been earmarked as a ‘target ship’ for the modern vessels of Hitler’s navy to practise their gunnery. With her vertical ram-bow, the Schleswig-Holstein was a naval relic, a throwback to an earlier age, which had been pressed back into service as a training ship for German naval cadets. Moored in Danzig harbour on a ‘friendship visit’ to the city to commemorate the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Battle of Tannenberg – that salient German victory in the opening months of the First World War – she would scarcely have been seen as a threat.

Yet, though the manner of the attack may have been a surprise, the location certainly was not. Danzig had long been the focus of German–Polish tensions. Though ethnically predominantly German, it had been detached from Germany by the Treaty of Versailles and established as a free state under the League of Nations; while transport and trade concessions granted to the newly reconstituted Poland meant that it served in effect as Poland’s port. This naturally rankled, both in Germany and among the majority German population of the city. Strikes among dock workers in 1920 then led to Poland being granted the peninsula of the Westerplatte – effectively the eastern bank of the Vistula estuary – to serve as a military depot for the secure unloading of munitions and military hardware. As one of the few key Polish sites in and around Danzig, the Westerplatte would inevitably find itself in the firing line in the event of heightened tensions.

And tensions were most certainly heightened in the summer of 1939. After his success in dismantling Czechoslovakia, Hitler had trained his sights on Poland, and the running sore of Danzig was an obvious target both for his rhetoric and for the subversive actions of his acolytes. With passions duly enflamed, it was perhaps unsurprising that large numbers of Danzigers turned out to welcome the Schleswig-Holstein upon its arrival in the port, on the morning of 25 August. They would not have suspected that the aged vessel, sailing into dock with flags flying and her crew immaculately turned out on her upper decks, was concealing a company of 225 marines.1 Her ‘friendship visit’ was, in truth, a mission of war.

So it was that the Schleswig-Holstein’s main 28cm guns were brought to bear on the Westerplatte that morning. Actually, there was not much for them to aim for. A barracks, mess and storerooms had been built in the early 1930s, along with a ring of five guardhouses to provide a modicum of security. In accordance with the original treaty by which it had been established, the Westerplatte depot was permitted a garrison of some eighty-eight officers and men. However, as German–Polish relations had deteriorated from 1938, the site had been surreptitiously reinforced, its garrison raised to 210 through the simple method of smuggling in soldiers, and its defences augmented by the addition of anti-tank ramparts, barbed-wire entanglements, an alarm system and seven reinforced outposts, complete with slit trenches and earthworks. In total, the Polish troops on the Westerplatte possessed 160 rifles, 42 machine guns, 1,000 grenades, 4 mortars and 2 anti-tank guns.2 As one veteran recalled of that summer, every Westerplatte soldier slept with his boots on: ‘holding his gun, like a lover beneath the blanket, locked and loaded’.3

So, at 4.48 a.m., as the Polish garrison slept, the Schleswig-Holstein’s guns began their broadside. Over the following seven minutes, they boomed and thundered, raining down over 5 tonnes of shells on the Polish positions, aiming to breach the depot’s eastern perimeter wall and soften up the defenders. In addition to the eight salvoes from the main guns, fifty-nine shells were fired from the Schleswig-Holstein’s medium battery, as well as 600 rounds from its 20mm flak guns.4 As one Polish survivor recalled with masterful understatement: ‘They dropped a lot of iron on Westerplatte.’5 The results were certainly impressive; trees were splintered to matchwood, and many of the barracks and guardhouses were damaged. Despite the point-blank range, however, the initial shelling was not as successful as one might have expected, with some of the shells failing to explode, others detonating in the trees, and a few sailing over the peninsula to drop harmlessly in the Bay of Danzig beyond.6 Nonetheless, as a veil of smoke and dust enveloped the peninsula, the first military death of the war was registered: 25-year old Rifleman Stefan Jezierski was killed instantly when a 20mm shell came through the observation window of his position in Guardhouse 3.7

Given their dominance in firepower, it is perhaps understandable that the German attackers were confident of taking the depot ‘in ten minutes’.8 That optimism was not shared by all of those present, however. The Schleswig-Holstein’s captain, Gustav Kleikamp – a veteran of the Battle of Jutland and a former U-boat officer – had much to say in the ship’s log about the lack of adequate preparation and reconnaissance, writing a few days earlier that ‘informants had been given more credibility than the military planners, and no one had been told – even in August 1939 – what was intended for the Westerplatte’.9 He was especially concerned about the lack of adequate maps, given that a single example – ‘old, containing no details of buildings and munition stores’ – had been handed to the marine brigade’s commanders only the day before the attack.10 The marines would be advancing blind.

Such concerns were dramatically realised at 4.55 a.m., when the Schleswig-Holstein’s guns fell silent, and the first landward assault began. Moving westward along the peninsula, the marines came under fire from all sides as soon as they passed what was left of the 2-metre wall that marked the boundary of the Westerplatte depot. If they were expecting a simple mopping-up operation, convinced that no one could have survived the bombardment, they were to be sorely disappointed. As they advanced, they soon found themselves under withering fire from the Polish positions, some of which were not visible to them and were not marked on their out-of-date maps.11 As their commander would later confess, at no time during that first assault did they even see the enemy.12

The Poles, however, could see their attackers all too clearly. As one defender, stationed in a forward outpost, recalled:


I saw how the Germans advanced. They had white canvas rucksacks, two long-handle hand grenades each and egg grenades in a bag, also of white canvas. They made very good targets, with their dark uniforms and white canvas bags, very easy to see from a distance. But we didn’t have to strain our eyes, because we let them come as close as 30–40 metres before we opened fire … Few of them came out alive.13



Moving ahead in plain sight and unaware of their surroundings, the German marines were sitting ducks for the Polish defenders. Watching on from the Schleswig-Holstein, Captain Kleikamp noted with concern that despite the ‘continuing heavy fighting … the company seems to make only very slow progress’.14

After an hour of fighting, the advance by the first wave of three marine platoons had ground to a halt, just inside the eastern perimeter of the Westerplatte depot. Taking heavy losses, with thirteen dead and fifty-eight wounded, the marines were forced to withdraw, the survivors convinced that Polish soldiers were even hiding in what remained of the treetops.15 Kleikamp noted glumly: ‘The Poles on the Westerplatte will not simply be overrun by a surprise attack.’16

With that failure, the Schleswig-Holstein launched a second, more intensive bombardment of the Polish positions, this time lasting for almost an hour and using a further 46 tonnes of munitions.17 Again, the effect on the Westerplatte was devastating. As Lieutenant Leon Pająk recalled:


The momentary calm is broken by the roar of cannons and explosions … The soldiers cling to the walls of the trench. A hail of shrapnel, splinters of tree branches and entire treetops rain down from the sky. Fountains of sand, a whirling cloud of smoke, the stench of sulphur and hot iron …



Soon after, Pająk was hit in the stomach and groin, and lost consciousness.18

When the bombardment was finished, shortly before 9 a.m., another ground assault was launched by the marine company, now reinforced by sixty men of the SS-Heimwehr Danzig, a Nazi militia raised from local volunteers. Initially the attack fared rather better than before, with forward units briefly reaching the ring of Polish guardhouses before being repelled. In the chaos that followed, however, the marines’ commanding officer, Second Lieutenant Wilhelm Henningsen, was mortally wounded, and the unit was again forced to withdraw.19 At 1 p.m. Henningsen’s deputy reported to the Schleswig-Holstein that ‘taking the Westerplatte with the storm company was impossible’.20

Later that day, the marines’ acting commander reported to his superiors that success would only be achieved with the ‘complete destruction’ of the site, and requested that his unit – half of which had been ‘wiped out’ – be removed from the front line.21 The frustration he showed went all the way to the top. In his diary, the German army’s chief of staff, General Franz Halder, recorded the difficulty that the Polish defence of the Westerplatte was causing. ‘No heavy artillery,’ he wrote, ‘Schleswig maintains it cannot destroy [the bunkers], Stuka liaison maintains that they cannot hit them.’ With only a little exaggeration, he summed up the problem: ‘at least 20 modern concrete bunkers, with underground connection. Above ground, wire obstacles within thickly wooded area.’22

Among the defenders, meanwhile, morale was good and losses were comparatively light, with only a few men wounded and four killed that day; as well as Stefan Jezierski, Sergeant Wojciech Najsarek was killed during the marines’ assault on the perimeter, and Corporal Andrzej Kowalczyk and Rifleman Bronisław Uss died of their wounds. ‘After the baptism of fire’, the garrison’s commander, Major Henryk Sucharski, recalled, ‘the crew maintains excellent combat spirit.’23 Clearly, the Westerplatte was not the easy target that the Germans had imagined.



While the fighting raged on the Westerplatte that morning, another German assault was under way in the city itself, at the so-called Polish Post Office on Heveliusplatz. Poland had been granted an extraterritorial post office in Danzig under the Treaty of Versailles, to provide for the secure handling of postal traffic through the city. And as a prominent symbol of the Polish state, the post office inevitably became a target when the crisis peaked in the summer of 1939. In response, a combat engineer, Reserve Lieutenant Konrad Guderski, had been sent to bolster the building’s defences, while army reservists and militiamen had been transferred in to serve as the postal staff. By the morning of 1 September, the building contained fifty-eight people – including the manager’s wife and adopted daughter, eleven-year-old Erwina – along with rifles, machine guns and three crates of hand grenades. In the event of an attack, the defenders were ordered to hold out for six hours, by which time they would be relieved by the Polish army.24

As at the Westerplatte, the German attackers at the post office – units of the SS-Heimwehr Danzig and the Danzig police – grievously underestimated their opponents. When the muffled boom of the Schleswig-Holstein’s guns sounded in the distance at 4.48 a.m., they began their assault, with a large-scale raid on the front of the building serving as a feint for an attempted breach of the rear. Both attacks failed, stymied by the preparedness and fierce resistance of the Polish defenders. Later that morning, two armoured cars were brought up, along with three artillery pieces, and the building was attacked again. Little was achieved, however. Polish machine-gun positions replied to each German assault with such venom that one attacker described the building as a ‘fire-spewing mountain’.25 Among the defenders, meanwhile, only Guderski had been killed, apparently by the blast of his own grenade while halting an attempted German incursion.26 ‘Even shelling with a heavy howitzer of the Wehrmacht could not bring the defenders to surrender,’ one SS veteran of the action recalled, adding that ‘the Poles defended their Post Office with extraordinary bravery’.27 Surprised by such determined resistance, the German commander, Police General Willi Bethke, ordered the evacuation of the surrounding buildings, fearful of collateral damage and doubtless wary of eye-witnesses to his actions. The Poles were then addressed by loudspeaker and informed that they had two hours to surrender. After that, they were told, the building would be destroyed.28

In the late afternoon, after it had become clear that the Poles were not minded to submit – many of them assumed that they would be shot if they did so29 – the Germans resumed their attacks, with concentrated artillery fire finally forcing the defenders into the cellar. Then, Bethke delivered a bestial coup de grâce. Bringing up a tanker, he ordered that petrol was to be pumped into the building’s basement. A hand grenade would provide the ignition. As one survivor recalled: ‘Everything went up in flames [and] we in the cellar were suffocating with the gases. We decided, because of the overwhelming German advantage, to give ourselves up. When we cried out that we surrender, the Germans ignored us and continued the attack.’30 In desperation, the post office director, Dr Jan Michoń, who was already injured, staggered out waving a white cloth. To a shout of ‘Down with the Polish dogs!’ he was shot by the SS. Next, the postmaster, Józef Wąsik, attempted to surrender. He too was killed, engulfed according to some accounts by a blast from a flamethrower.31

In the end, five of the defenders had been killed outright; a further six would die in the following days of their burns, including eleven-year-old Erwina.32 A few managed to escape via the rear of the building, but the remainder surrendered, emerging – with singed hair and blackened faces – to be delivered into the hands of the Danzig Gestapo. A month later, these survivors, along with four of those who had attempted to escape and been recaptured, would be tried before a military court as ‘irregulars’. Thirty-eight of them were subsequently executed by firing squad.33



*



That morning, as the opening attacks of the war raged, Hitler took the stage in the Kroll Opera House in Berlin to deliver a speech to the assembled members of the Reichstag. The people of the German capital were in phlegmatic mood. Many of them would have listened to Hitler’s proclamation to his army, broadcast by radio from 5.40 a.m., in which he had raged about the ‘bloody terror’ of the Poles, and lauded Germany’s fight ‘for honour’.34 Consequently, when Hitler left the Reich Chancellery for the Kroll, all the usual precautions had been made for the demonstration of popular enthusiasm that was expected to result: barriers had been erected and SA and SS men were deployed to hold back the crowds. Except that there were no crowds. As Albert Speer noted, the streets of the capital were ‘strikingly quiet’ that morning, and the few Berliners who were present stared in silence as Hitler passed by. One of the regime’s regional party leaders, Gauleiter Karl Wahl, went further, claiming that there was ‘no enthusiasm’ for war, and that the entire German people ‘seemed seized by a paralysing horror’.35

If Hitler shared such concerns that morning, he did not readily show them. Though he was outwardly calm and had slept well the night before, the nervous exhaustion of the previous few weeks was manifesting itself in other ways – stomach pains, headaches and toothache. As his valet recalled, Hitler’s breath at that time was ‘almost constantly foul’. Another member of his entourage remembered that his halitosis was so bad that those around him struggled not to step back in revulsion.36

In the Kroll Opera, meanwhile, bedecked with swastika flags and with a vast golden eagle spanning the width of the stage, there was scarcely a seat to be had. Though many deputies were absent – Reichstag President Hermann Göring had only summoned members at 3.00 a.m. and some were serving in the Wehrmacht – the vacancies were taken by eager Nazi bigwigs and ambitious underlings, all keen to witness history. As German radio had been alive with accounts of the ‘Polish attacks’ at Gleiwitz and elsewhere the previous night, it was clear to all that the tensions of the summer were about to boil over. So Hitler, dressed in a smart field-grey tunic and dark trousers, took the podium in an atmosphere of hushed expectation.

He began in rather halting, uncertain tones – as was his style – his rasping staccato delivery contrasting with Göring’s mellifluous words of introduction. As his voice rose, he revisited many of the themes that had fed his popularity and driven his rise to power: the iniquity of the Versailles Treaty, the perfidy of the Western Powers, Germany as the eternal victim. He also rounded on Poland: on Warsaw’s ‘unreasonable’ refusal to ‘settle the Corridor question’, its ‘slow strangling’ of the Free City of Danzig, and its ‘oppression of the Germans’. ‘No great power can long stand by passively and watch such events,’ he warned.37

Increasingly interrupted by applause, Hitler grew more impassioned, elaborately rolling his r’s as he did so. Arriving at the meat of his speech, he revealed that ‘Polish atrocities’ had once again been committed the previous night: fourteen in total, three of which were ‘quite serious’, referring to Hochlinden, Pitschen and Gleiwitz. Posing as the innocent party, Hitler stated that his ‘patience had been mistaken for weakness’ and that he was now resolved ‘to speak to Poland in the same language that Poland for months past has used toward us’. After another short digression, he went on:


This night, for the first time, Polish regular soldiers fired on our territory. Since 5.45 a.m. we have been returning fire, and from now on bombs will be repaid with bombs. Whoever fights with poison gas will be fought with poison gas. Whoever departs from the rules of humane warfare can only expect that we shall do the same. I will continue this struggle, no matter against whom, until the safety of the Reich and its rights are secured.38



It was a masterpiece of feigned innocence, which concluded with Hitler piously, and dishonestly, declaring that his air force would ‘restrict itself to attacks on military targets’, as he had no desire to ‘do battle against women and children’. The speech was greeted with a chorus of ‘heils’ and applause which, as General Halder noted, was ‘as ordered, but thin’.39 For all the hyperbole, however, one word that was conspicuously absent from the speech was ‘war’. As a memorandum sent from Berlin to all German embassies and consulates that night made clear, that word was to be scrupulously avoided. ‘This action is for the present not to be described as war’, the instruction read, ‘but merely as engagements which have been brought about by Polish attacks.’40

For that reason, perhaps, the speech was met with a degree of indifference on the streets of Berlin. Such had been the tumultuous events of the previous few years that many seemed to have overlooked its significance. Many of those listening to the radio that morning in Berlin would not have fully appreciated that the speech heralded war. They would have imagined another bout of sabre-rattling, a limited incursion perhaps, followed by a negotiated victory: that was how Hitler had progressed thus far – in the Rhineland, Austria and Czechoslovakia – and that was how the broad mass of the population would have wanted him to continue. Consequently, there was little sense of panic, or even any grasp of the momentous nature of the events that they were witnessing. As the American correspondent William Shirer noted: ‘The people on the streets, I noticed, were apathetic despite the immensity of the news which had greeted them from their radios.’ When the newsboys came down the street selling their special editions, he said, ‘no one laid down their tools to buy one’.41

If apathy reigned in Germany, the public mood across Poland was a mixture of defiance and optimism. According to one Polish pilot, morale among his comrades that morning was ‘fantastic’, and they did not mind that their aircraft were outdated: ‘No one cared about that, we just wanted to fight, we wanted to zoom through the air, to avenge old wrongs and new, to kill for the slander and brazenness.’42 One diarist in Lwów (L’viv) summed up the popular spirit. ‘We are not afraid,’ Alma Heczko wrote. ‘We must win and we shall win. We won 20 years ago and we shall win again now. Back then we were weaker and we won Poland back, and now that we are strong we will not give away a single piece of our land.’ Some were even relieved that the dark, troubled summer had been finally brought to an end. ‘One thing is certain,’ recalled an infantry major, ‘I felt relaxed, or even happy, that the exhausting wait was over and the game had begun.’43

That optimism, while not entirely misplaced, was at least partly influenced by the positive spin that the Polish media put on the opening day of the conflict. The morning’s newspapers had missed the invasion, of course, and spoke of Poland’s ‘finger on the trigger’ and ‘Hitler’s ludicrous demands’, but the evening editions carried the news in full banner headlines. ‘The whole nation in defence of freedom,’ proclaimed Wieczór Warszawski; ‘With faith, trust and courage, we go into battle,’ intoned Echo. Radio, meanwhile, broadcast patriotic music and accounts of Polish cavalry units advancing into East Prussia, promising that ‘the hour of victory is at hand’.44

The morning had begun with the solemn tones of radio announcer Zbigniew Świętochowski proclaiming the outbreak of war: ‘Hello. Hello. This is Warsaw on all wavelengths. At 5.40 German troops crossed the Polish frontier, breaking the non-aggression pact. A number of cities were bombed. In a moment you will hear a special message.’ Later, Świętochowski would return to the airwaves to give air-raid warnings. The pianist Władysław Szpilman recalled the first such broadcast he heard, on that first morning of the war:


The howl of sirens sounded from the loudspeakers installed on lamp-posts, in windows and over shop doorways. Then I heard the radio announcer’s voice: ‘This is an alarm warning for the city of Warsaw … Be on alert! Now on their way are …’ At this point the announcer read out a list of figures and letters of the alphabet in military cipher that fell on civilian ears like a mysterious cabbalistic threat. Did the figures mean the number of aircraft on their way? Were the letters code for the places where the bombs were about to be dropped? And was the place where we were now standing one of them?45



Whether they understood them or not, such coded warnings, with their introduction of ‘Uwaga! Uwaga!’ (‘Attention! Attention!’), would become one of the abiding memories of the war for many Poles.

The proclamations of the commander-in-chief, Marshal Edward Śmigły-Rydz, were another novelty. In his order of the day to Polish troops, he referred to Germany as Poland’s ‘ancient enemy’ and demanded that the invader must ‘pay dearly with his blood for every step he makes on Polish soil’. ‘Our cause is just,’ he reminded his readers, adding: ‘Regardless of the length of this war and the sacrifice that must be made, the ultimate victory will fall to us.’46 Posters and billboards reinforced the defiant message. One, showing a portrait of Śmigły-Rydz in full regalia, flanked with images of military hardware and massed ranks of soldiers, declared: ‘A violent act of force must be resisted with force’ and gave the mantra ‘We shall not relinquish our own. We shall defeat the aggressor.’

The resulting confidence was infectious. Warsaw troop trains bore the slogan ‘Do Berlina!’ (‘On to Berlin!’), and one officer recalled that ‘no-one wanted to hear anything about retreat, let alone think about it’.47 A Bydgoszcz diarist remembered going into his bank on the morning of 1 September: ‘The branch director and his deputy were in excellent mood. According to their information, the German attack did not surprise our troops on the frontier. The situation in the Corridor was good, and our cavalry had just entered Danzig.’48

The truth was nowhere near as rosy. The Germans enjoyed an overwhelming numerical superiority in hardware – 3:1 in artillery, 3:1 in tanks, 5:1 in aircraft – and, what is more, German equipment was generally more advanced, faster and more effective than that of their opponent.49 The disparity was evident in every theatre, and obliged some Polish forces to avoid battle altogether. The cream of the Polish navy, for example, had already departed Polish waters. ‘Operation Peking’, which had been ordered on 29 August, foresaw the transfer of Poland’s destroyer fleet to British bases as soon as war appeared imminent. Consequently, three destroyers – ORP Grom, ORP Błyskawica and ORP Burza – departed on the afternoon of the 30th, bound for Leith with orders to engage the Germans in the event of war and to scuttle themselves if they were to face capture. After being shadowed by German aircraft through the Baltic, at dawn on 1 September they were already in the North Sea, where they were met by two Royal Navy destroyers, HMS Wallace and HMS Wanderer.50 Serving under British command thereafter, they would play no part in the defence of Poland. The only significant surface vessels to remain in Polish waters were the destroyer ORP Wicher and the minelayer ORP Gryf, which remained in the Bay of Danzig to face the invader. Both were sunk on the afternoon of 3 September.

The five-strong submarine flotilla, meanwhile, was not evacuated. Under ‘Operation Worek’, it was ordered that morning to patrol the Bay of Danzig and Poland’s Baltic coast to harass German naval operations and prevent any attempted seaborne landings. Unable to be resupplied once war broke out, however, the vessels escaped in the weeks that followed, with three being interned in Sweden and two, ORP Wilk and ORP Orzeł, making it to Britain – the latter following a daring escape from internment in Tallinn. Despite such heroics, however, the Polish submarines, like their surface fleet, would make only a negligible contribution to Poland’s defence in 1939.51

The situation was little better in the air. Already that morning, airfields near Warsaw, Kraków, Radom, Łódź, Katowice and countless other Polish towns and cities had been bombed, in an effort by the Luftwaffe to cripple its opponent on the ground. Anticipating the attack, the Polish air force had dispersed most of its aircraft, especially the most modern examples, to makeshift airfields, leaving the enemy to bomb largely empty sites. As one Polish air force major recalled: ‘It seems quite naïve of the Germans to have believed that during the preceding days of high political tension and with their own obviously aggressive intentions, we would leave our units sitting at their peacetime bases.’52 Though the Germans would tell themselves, and the wider world, that they had destroyed the Polish air force on the ground, the truth was rather more complex.

For many Poles, then, the first experience of the war was the sound of bombing. In the capital, Władysław Szpilman was woken on 1 September by the distant thud of explosions. Not far away, Alexander Polonius heard the ‘muffled reports’ of what he took to be Polish anti-aircraft artillery. Marta Korwin climbed up to the roof of her building to ‘watch the exciting spectacle’, wondering which districts of Warsaw had been hit.53 To the east, near Lublin, the Olszowski family’s first news of the war was seeing aircraft circling above them. ‘I thought it was manoeuvres,’ one of them recalled,


then I heard some machine guns and everybody came out of the house to see what was happening. Grandpa said, ‘My God! It’s war!’ and rushed indoors to switch on the wireless … Everybody was stunned. With ears glued to the loudspeaker we were trying to catch the fading words. The battery or the accumulator, or both, were packing up. When we could no longer hear even a whisper from the wireless set, Grandpa turned the switch off and looked at our anguished faces. He knelt down in front of the picture of Jesus Christ and started to pray aloud. We repeated after Grandpa: ‘Our Father, Who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name …’54



The first of the German bombing raids, however, was not on Warsaw; rather it was a strategic attack on the bridges over the Vistula at Tczew, 20 kilometres south of Danzig. The bridges, one rail and one road, had been built in the nineteenth century and, side by side, spanned the 1,000 metres of the Vistula and its flood plain. As a crucial crossing point on Poland’s largest river, the western bank in Poland itself and the eastern bank in the Danzig Free State, the Germans considered it essential that the bridges be captured intact, so as to ease the passage of invading troops across the Polish Corridor.55 The Polish defenders, however, well aware of the site’s strategic importance, had the bridges mined with 10 tonnes of explosives.56

So, shortly after 4.30 in the morning of 1 September, even before the Schleswig-Holstein had opened fire on the Westerplatte, a force of forty-five Junkers Ju-87 Stukas assumed their formation in the skies above Tczew. Their primary task was to knock out the power plant and cabling to prevent a detonation of the mines, with diversionary raids to be carried out on signal boxes and the railway station at Tczew itself. At the same time, a goods train, hijacked by German troops, would approach the rail bridge from the eastern side, before disgorging its human cargo that would attempt to take control of the target. Despite the boldness of its conception, however, the mission was a failure. Before reaching the bridges, the train was sidelined at Simonsdorf (Szymankowo) by suspicious Polish customs officials, who sent up a flare to alert the nearby garrison at Tczew to the imminent danger. Moreover, as German pilot Paul-Werner Hozzel explained, patchy fog over the target meant that the Stukas could not hope to be accurate, and though they dropped their bombs as ordered, and watched ‘the rising mushroom-shaped explosions’ on the embankment, they were only able to temporarily disable the charges.57 An hour later, the bridges were blown up by the Poles. The opening German operation of the war had been an outright fiasco.

If the raid at Tczew had a limited strategic rationale, that at Wieluń, a small town some 20 kilometres from the German border of
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