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The Deals That Made the World





Alina Peretti, 25 June, 2021

‘My son Jacques is telling my story. I always wanted to tell it myself but never could. Maybe my English wasn’t good enough. I never had the courage. I never imagined for a second it would be written down.

Even when Jacques was little, I told him stories of our family in the war. He always asked more questions, wanting to know every detail. He never asked what people did when they found out I’d been in Auschwitz. They’d say, ‘Are you Jewish?’ and I’d explain that there were lots of nationalities in the camp: Poles, like us, French, Italians, even Germans. The camp was only one part of our family’s story. A big part, but just a part. The beginning of my journey in life, not the end.

Maybe me telling Jacques about Auschwitz, so young, did have an effect on him – we had a woman who came to our house once, she was German. Jacques was six or seven. She was a cleaner, and one day she saw this spider, and started killing it, really grinding it into the ground with her foot. Jacques watched this from the corner of the room, and then said to her when it was finished, ‘Is that what the Germans did to the Jews?’ She handed in her notice, saying to me, ‘Is this what you teach your son?’ and I said he came to that conclusion himself. But it became an obsession of his – wanting to know what happened to our family. Now we have told the story together. Perhaps this is my last chance to tell it.  What do I feel? I feel proud that we’ve done it. And that it deserves to be told.’
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Three Weeks Before War

10 August 1939, Warsaw, Poland

The Basiak family arrived on holiday only twenty-two days before war was declared. It was the hottest summer anyone could remember. Eleven months of the year, Olga and her children lived 400 miles away, deep in the Prypec forest near the Russian border. Each summer, they would come to the city for a month to stay in an apartment that Olga’s husband, Michael, had bought in 1933. This year, Michael wasn’t with them. He rarely came to Warsaw with his family and was always away ‘on business’.

The flat was at 49 Krolewska Street, a five-minute walk from the pleasure gardens of Ogród Saski (‘The Saxon Garden’), with its boating lake and café selling waffles and hot chocolate. It was in Srodmiescie, a well-to-do area like Regent’s Park in London. They lived on the second floor of an elegant five-storey property.

The flat was laid out like a Parisian apartment, with a wrought-iron balcony and a cool breeze blowing through in summer. The rooms were high, and filled with rococo-style furniture. There was also a baby grand piano for Juta to keep up her practice; she planned to apply to the Paris Conservatoire de Musique the following year.

The four children arrived with great excitement in Warsaw. The Polish capital had wide boulevards criss-crossed by trams. Hundreds of people darted in and out of big department stores laden with expensive-looking bags, and there were brightly coloured shops selling umbrellas, cigars and toys. It seemed amazing to my mum that you could have a whole shop dedicated to selling only toys.

There were more cars in Warsaw than Alina had seen in her life. Her father, Michael, owned a Ford – the only one in a fifty-mile radius – but because they lived in the forest, the nearest petrol station was in Lvov, three hours’ drive away. When they ran out of petrol, it was pulled home by a horse.

In Warsaw, the children were in heaven. On the boating lake, they spent hours rowing or sailing miniature wooden yachts. There were theatres and concerts to attend, silent films starring Harold Lloyd and horse-drawn carriage rides across the wide bridges of the River Vistula.

Kazhik, Pavel and Juta adored the city, but Alina rarely went out exploring with them. Olga asked her daughter one day why she didn’t like spending time with her brothers and sister. Alina said she was happier to stay in the apartment by herself and could her mother talk about something else?

Olga was Russian and from military stock. Her father, Anthony Bialonoga-Szahovski, was a general in the Tsar’s army. Olga told her children proudly that they were ‘White Russians’, aristocrats who continued to pledge allegiance to the Tsar, even after her family lost its entire fortune in the Russian revolution.

Olga had two brothers, Peter and Vladimir. In 1916, Vladimir was made a personal bodyguard to Tsar Nicholas II, one of the elite Cossacks whose job was to protect the supreme Russian emperor round the clock. This is the only photo that exists of Vladimir (front row, right) taken with his fellow Cossack guards. They did everything from taste the Tsar’s food to check for bombs under his carriage.
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When the revolution came and Vladimir was executed along with the Russian royal family, Olga’s mother hid a tranche of the family’s diamonds, gold and jewellery in a box located under the floorboards in a house outside St Petersburg. Before she died, her mother told Olga where the fortune was hidden and Olga, aged nineteen, retrieved it.

The Russian aristocracy that escaped the revolution fled to Paris, where they recreated their social world of glittering parties and debutante society balls. Olga met Michael Basiak, a successful Polish architect, at one such event. Michael was leaning on a bar in his black-tie dress suit nursing a large vodka. He looked bored, and very handsome. Olga asked him to dance.

Michael made little effort to impress the besotted Olga. He was tight-lipped about his job, but did tell her that his expertise was in building railway stations and bridges, which he constructed in France, England and as far afield as China. He was away, Michael said, a lot.

That wasn’t what he really did. It was a cover story. When Michael failed to go to Warsaw for the holidays in August 1939, nineteen years after he’d first met Olga and lied about his true occupation, he had even more important reasons for not telling Olga the truth. He knew he was abandoning his family to a war starting in less than three weeks, because he had to attend to more important business.

Michael played the part of a successful businessman to a tee. In 1929, he avoided the Wall Street crash by sinking the money he’d made into a big house in the middle of a Polish forest. The nearest village was so small and remote, it didn’t even register as a name on a map. Once married, Olga imagined that Michael would keep her in the aristocratic manner to which she was accustomed. Instead, he parked his Russian wife in his big, gloomy house in the forest, surrounded by nothing but cows and mosquitoes.

Olga sat for much of the day in the same embroidered day chair, mournfully turning tarot cards. Sometimes she never got out of bed at all, drinking tea and eating incredibly sweet halva. She was depressed. Michael’s solution was to extend his travelling abroad for months on end. After a while, he stopped even telling Olga he was going.

They tried for children, but failed. In 1923, they adopted a boy, Pavel, at Olga’s insistence. Then, against the odds, they had three of their own children in quick succession. A daughter, Josepha (known as ‘Juta’) in 1926; a boy, Kazhik in 1930; and a year later, my mother, Alina.

Pavel, the oldest, was tall and gentle. He was too big for every room he walked into, and had an air of vulnerability. No one ever talked about him being adopted, but it soon became an issue with the children that one of them had been. Speculation was rife between them and the candidate for the ‘adopted one’ changed weekly, prompted by Kazhik. No one ever accused Pavel, perhaps because they knew deep down that he was the adopted one, and would not survive being singled out.

As soon as he could walk, Kazhik was obsessed with war (his name was an abbreviation of Kazimierz, meaning ‘destroyer of peace’ in Polish folklore). He loved play-fighting and would order his older brother Pavel to be his army, building forts in the forest and hiding supplies from the kitchen cupboard in a den for sieges. When he was seven, Kazhik got his first real gun and shot squirrels and rabbits in the forest. Pavel and Kazhik fished, hunted and learnt to cook in the wild. By the age of ten, the boy knew how to survive.

Michael didn’t recognise much of himself in his younger son. He said Kazhik must have inherited ‘the army gene’ from his mother’s military family. Kazhik ran amok through the house, playing practical jokes such as hiding dead animals in Alina’s bed, but he knew better than to mess with Juta.

Kazhik stayed clear of his older sister. Juta had a forbidding air and could stop her brother dead with a single, withering stare. She was a beautiful and exceptionally gifted pianist, with what Olga called ‘perfect piano fingers’, but Juta’s beauty was a curse, drawing unwanted attention from boys in the nearby village. She created a detached, condescending air as a protective shell, calling the boys ‘slodka swinka’ (sweet little pigs).

However, Juta had a soft spot for her little sister, Alina. She taught Alina the piano, a kind of neutral ground for them both, and Alina – though useless at playing – tried her best. Juta, nearly a teenager, played complicated dolls’ tea parties with Alina, who hated dolls. Juta was becoming too old to play, but she was insistent.

On the rare occasions their father was home, the sisters fought to sit on his lap. Michael pretended to have an invisible crankshaft in the middle of his forehead, and the girls would take turns to wind it up so he would tell a story. Should Juta lose the fight for their father’s attention, she feigned boredom and would waft away to read a book, or brush her long hair. Alina came to believe that Juta was manipulative, and would get whatever she wanted in life.

The Warsaw apartment off Saski Park, four weeks before it was dive-bombed by Nazi Stuka bombers, was blissfully quiet. My mum woke up groggy at around eleven, because she had been up all night reading books. She loved Pushkin’s poetry and translations of Robert Louis Stevenson. The doors to the balcony were flung open to let the breeze through the apartment. The other children were already out, in Saski Park or swimming in the river.

Alina stayed indoors. She avoided her siblings, because ever since arriving in Warsaw, by her own admission she had begun behaving in the most horrible way. One morning, as they were all eating breakfast, Alina bit Kazhik’s arm without warning, drawing blood. Alina could not understand why she did it; perhaps it was attention-seeking, she really had no idea. There was no provocation.

Olga sent Alina to her bedroom.

‘You are a horrible child,’ she told Alina in front of her brothers and sister. ‘Egocentric.’

‘I hate you,’ she told her mother. ‘I hate you all.’

After the biting incident, the children ganged up on Alina when Olga was out shopping. Alina was sitting in a window chair reading, when she looked up to see Kazhik and Pavel standing over her. Juta was there too, which felt like a minor act of betrayal. Juta’s hair was in blonde pigtails and there was a smile on her face, which was very odd, because she never smiled. Kazhik spoke first, as if it was a speech he’d been preparing for some time.

‘You are not one of us,’ he said.

Alina looked up blankly.

‘You were adopted. You don’t look like us.’

Juta brought over a small hand mirror and gave it to Alina.

‘Look at yourself,’ Kazhik said. ‘We’re all blonde and you are dark, so you can’t be one of us.’

There was silence, as if they were waiting for Alina to bite one of them again.

‘Our parents found you on the church steps,’ Kazhik continued, itching for a response. Alina pondered the statement.

‘Which church?’ she asked, eventually.

Kazhik looked panicked and glanced at Juta for back-up.

‘The Russian church,’ Juta said.

‘Prove it,’ Alina replied. ‘Prove I’m adopted.’

Pavel had stood awkwardly to one side the whole time. He was scared for Alina, but more worried they would turn on him. Though Pavel was sixteen and Juta thirteen, it was the nine-year-old Kazhik who was in charge and spoke for the group. Pavel was pleased he was being included in their gang and not lumped in with Alina. He felt bad for his sister, but wasn’t going to stand up for her. He knew he was the adopted one.

The scene was a portent of things to come. When war came, the price for failing to prove you had the right kind of blood flowing through your veins was to be sent to a concentration camp. Pavel was the adopted one, but at Kazhik’s prompting, it was decided Alina was ‘guilty’. When Olga returned, an anxious daughter confronted her mother.

‘Am I the adopted one?’

‘Read your book.’

Olga said it was none of Alina’s business, and was never to be mentioned again. She neither confirmed nor denied the question. Alina believed in that moment that her mother didn’t love her. She was sure Olga didn’t really love Juta either. Olga idolised her boys, and perhaps she was jealous of Juta’s good fortune at being so beautiful and intelligent. Towards Alina, Olga felt nothing.

Over the next week, the mood darkened in the apartment. Olga began snapping at Alina for ‘moping around’. She would fly into a rage, then go silent without warning. When Alina asked her one morning if they were going together to the big department store in town to buy new shoes, Olga slapped her across the face. Alina went to the bathroom mirror and saw a deep purple blotch spreading slowly under the skin.

One evening, soup was prepared for the five of them by their housekeeper, Hela, a thin, intense woman with scraped-back hair, who smelt vaguely of bleach. Hela kept the entire house running, but was never thanked or paid enough for it.

Olga spent the day with the curtains drawn in her bedroom, turning tarot cards furiously until they predicted the future she wanted. When they sat down to dinner, Alina asked if father would be joining them in Warsaw for their holidays.

Olga leant across and grabbed Alina’s hair, pulling a big clump out and holding it like a trophy in front of her. Alina felt the hole in her hair in disbelief.

‘Ask me about him again and I will throw you across the room.’

Alina felt shame for the first time in her life. Her response was to stand defiantly in front of her mother and enunciate her next words as calmly and precisely as possible.

‘Where. Is. My. Father?’

Alina used the singular possessive, as though Michael was her father alone, not the other children’s.

Olga stood slowly from the table, pushed back her soup and lunged at Alina, throwing her to the ground. Olga then hit her daughter repeatedly on the back of the head as she cowered on the floor. Olga was in thrall to her tarot cards, which had told her before dinner that Michael had another woman in London, and this was where he was now.

‘You want to know if you are adopted?’ she shouted at her daughter.

The children sat in silence, looking at their mother and sister on the ground.

‘You want to know, Alina?’

Pavel looked down into his soup, the looming shadow of his face darkening the gloomy liquid.

‘You’re not the adopted one, Alina.’

My mother felt a guilty pang of relief, but it soon evaporated.

‘You want to know why?’

The children sat on the edge of their seats, Pavel sank back defeated, sure that he would be revealed.

‘Because whenever I see your face, Alina, I see your father’s ugly features, and that’s why I despise you so much.’

Back in their country home, the children had acres of woods and fields to roam in. The house was a sprawling, Chekhovian idyll; large rooms with worn leather chairs and threadbare carpets, and huge, inherited paintings hanging on the walls. They had dogs and horses in the stable. The children didn’t go to school, but were tutored instead by a pretty local woman, whom Olga suspected was having an affair with her husband.

When Michael returned home from his mysterious business trips, Olga would start on him in a wild and passionate way. The rows would be long and cacophonic, with crockery thrown plentifully.

‘Look at the cards!’ she would scream, the sound echoing through the forest. ‘You have been with a blonde woman. The cards will tell me her name!’ She had no proof, but the cards were all she needed. When she turned them over, Michael was always guilty.

The constant rows had turned the children against their mother. They worshipped their largely absent father and hated Olga. When he returned, he took the boys shooting and showered all his children with presents. He sat with a doting daughter on each leg, telling them bedtime stories. In these times, Olga was once more in her husband’s shadow.

Olga was angry not just at Michael, but because her whole world had collapsed. She had been pulled from her glamorous life in Paris and dumped in a remote Polish forest, alone with four young children. The fact that these children now hated her for being so enraged about this trap, only made her more angry.

18 August 1939, Warsaw

Two weeks before the Germans invaded Poland, a silver sugar bowl was passed across the table. It was filled to the brim with white cubes and Kazhik was trying to stack them on top of one another to make the tallest tower in the world.

No one could remember the touch-paper for the incident, only the aftermath. Alina and Kazhik argued about who should pass the bowl. A struggle ensued and it was thrown across the room, accidentally smashing the side of Pavel’s head, who was sitting minding his own business in a corner. Pavel sustained a deep cut on his temple, which was visible to his dying day; the long gash left blood all over the apartment, turning it into an appalling crime scene. Kazhik had thrown the bowl, but Alina was blamed.

Olga called the children into the drawing room. Alina pre-empted an attack from her mother by begging for forgiveness; she said it was all her fault. Olga stopped her abruptly mid-sentence with a raised hand. She told Alina that she had ruined everything. The holiday was over and they were all to return immediately to the house in the forest.

Kazhik stood up straight as a soldier and confronted his mother. He said he wasn’t giving up his holiday because of his sister. He was nine years old, but talked like the man of the house. He was staying in Warsaw.

Pavel and Juta stood loyally behind him. Pavel was about two foot taller than all the other children; he was sixteen and hardly spoke, but he made it clear from his body language that he was behind his little brother’s decision. If Kazhik was staying, he was staying. Juta said the same. Alina sat on the carpet, watching this pincer movement against her mother, and wondering what this would mean.

Juta asked politely if she may speak. She had piano lessons coming up, she said, and wasn’t giving them up to go home. In truth, she hated the countryside. Juta was thirteen and Alina suspected she had a boyfriend in Warsaw. One night, Juta confessed to her younger sister in bed that she had been kissed by a boy down at the riverbank. Alina knew this was Juta’s real reason for staying, but she didn’t say anything.

Olga could sense the power shift. She had a choice – cave in to her children or put her foot down and bend them to her will. In truth, she couldn’t wait to get back to the country either. Olga hated being in Warsaw, because it reminded her of her old life of society balls, sparkling friends and the dizzying whirl of Paris. She preferred to be back in the forest with the curtains drawn, robotically turning her tarot cards as if to confirm all this misery had been preordained. Juta had a secret agenda for staying and Olga had one for leaving.

‘It’s been decided,’ she said.

‘What’s been decided?’ Kazhik replied contemptuously.

‘Alina and I will return alone immediately. It’s the only way to keep the peace.’

Olga laid out her plan for the formal separation of the children. Kazhik and Juta were to stay in the apartment in Warsaw, looked after by their oldest brother, Pavel. He seemed utterly bewildered at the idea, as if he couldn’t believe Olga was putting him in charge. Kazhik patted Pavel on the arm with fatherly reassurance.

Hela would come and help them with cleaning and groceries. ‘We can live on her bloody awful dry German biscuits,’ Kazhik said. It was his way of lightening the moment. He was happy, because he had won.

Olga said a small weekly allowance would be telegraphed to the bank for them to live on. They would receive a weekly phone call from the huge bakelite telephone that hung like a coffin on the wall in the country house, checking they were fine. And that was that.

In the morning, Olga and Alina were gone.

1 September 1939, Warsaw

Two weeks later, the Second World War started. Olga and Alina were back in the country minus the three oldest children, the consequence of the sugar-bowl incident. In the forest, Alina knew nothing of the events unfolding on the outskirts of Warsaw, as the locals prepared for harvest, the birds continued to tweet and leaves rustled in the wind. There was no distant rumbling of tanks, nor trudging of soldiers’ boots. Simply my mum, aged eight, playing alone in a meadow.

In the west of Poland, the Germans advanced quickly over the border. They executed at will. Wehrmacht soldiers were told to save their bullets, greeting old women holding bunches of flowers by hitting them in the head with the butt of their rifles.

Kazhik was the first of the children in Warsaw to find out. A single shell dropped out of the cloudless blue sky, and scooped out three floors of an apartment block two streets from their flat. It was an amuse bouche for what was to come.

Stuka bombers dived vertically, screaming through the hot, thin air, followed by a mind-boggling sight for a nine-year-old boy – explosions approaching steadily from the far end of the street. Craters appeared magically like advancing footsteps from an invisible Titan, marching towards Kazhik, who was rooted to the spot.

Kazhik would have lied if he said he wasn’t excited. He had been waiting his whole life for this moment. The imaginary war he had been fighting against trees in the forest, throwing pebble grenades and machine-gunning with sticks, was now real. War was happening in three dimensions before his uncomprehending eyes.

Hitler had prepared a special fate for Warsaw. He told the advancing Ninth Army that they were to grind the Polish capital to dust. History was to remember Warsaw only as a memory. The rest would be blood and rubble. Wave upon wave of molten metal rained down on the city. Kazhik ran back home, dodging the explosions, where he found Pavel and Juta cowering with Hela under the kitchen table with a young woman from the flat opposite, who had come to check on them and found herself trapped.

It would be three days before any of them ventured beyond the kitchen table and out of the flat to find food and water, by which time the Nazis had marched victoriously through the centre of Warsaw in full uniform, demanding that the Polish onlookers bow their heads in deference. The Polish capital was now a city of Germany.

Many advancing Wehrmacht were conscripted soldiers with little interest in sadistic acts against the Polish population, but within this advancing army was a shard of glass. The Einsatzgruppen, created by Hitler’s most loyal and terrifying lieutenant, Reinhard Heydrich, nicknamed ‘The Blonde Beast’. Heydrich had invented the yellow star of David worn by Europe’s Jews and was to become the self-proclaimed ‘architect’ of the ‘Final Solution’.

If the SS were the all-seeing eyes of the Nazi octopus, the Einsatzgruppen were its tentacles. In Warsaw, they were ordered to kill all anti-German ‘elements’ and begin reprogramming Poles as model citizens of the Third Reich. Heydrich said Warsaw was to become a textbook example of ‘Nazification’, quoted in textbooks for a thousand years to come, and children like Kazhik, Pavel and Juta were to become the first subjects of this experiment: ‘New Aryans’.

Kazhik, Juta and Pavel faced war without parents. Olga was back in the countryside with Alina. Their father was in Paris, but he wasn’t there to fix a bridge. Michael had a secret he had kept from Olga and his children for over a decade. Something he couldn’t tell anyone.

Michael was a political dissident, an ‘enemy of the state’. In the 1930s, he had been a vocal critic of Poland’s autocratic leader, General Pilsudski, which marked his card as a subversive. Pilsudski was a hero to millions of Poles for helping create the Polish state in 1919, but as the years went on, and especially after Hitler rose to power in Germany, Pilsudski began to play with fire. He viewed Russia and Germany as twin evils, and his strategy to save Poland from what he called the two snakes of Stalin and Hitler was to court the smaller snake of Hitler. It was a fatal miscalculation.

Over a million Jews who had escaped persecution in Eastern Europe and fled to Poland in the early 1930s now feared Pilsudski would appease Hitler by condoning anti-Semitism in Poland. The intimidation and killing of Jews in Poland’s towns and villages became commonplace once more, as it had been 300 years before.

Michael denounced Poland’s drift towards fascism. This put him on Pilsudski’s radar, and in danger. In 1935, the secret police began a file on him. They produced surveillance reports and had Michael arrested three times, imprisoning him without charge in the Bereza Kartuska prison. He always managed to get out.

When war was declared, everything changed. The old regime of Pilsudski collapsed and former enemies of the Pilsudski government like Michael saw their chance. Michael became a member of the Polish government-in-exile in Paris. It may have said ‘Architect’ in his passport, but he had been leading this double life for over a decade.

Michael made no bones about it. He was prepared to sacrifice everything for Poland, even his family. The government-in-exile wanted Poland freed of both Nazism and Communism. They called themselves the Home Army, the Armia Krajowa, or AK for short.

With his background in engineering and architecture, Michael was pivotal in their plans to attack the Nazi infrastructure. He pinpointed weak spots on railways, dams, power stations and telephone exchanges, and the resistance bombed them. Michael did far less building bridges than blowing them up.

Olga despised Michael’s political convictions, but had no idea how deeply involved he was with the AK. Her tarot cards told her he was up to something, but she had always assumed it was other women. What Olga also didn’t know was that Michael had lied to her about his name. It wasn’t Basiak, but Sobanski. A powerful, land-owning Russian family, who had fought the Tsar, and his persecution of Jews and kulaks. The Sobanski dynasty were put to death by the Tsar, and Michael’s great-uncle Ludwik was sent to a Siberian labour camp; but the Sobanskis reaped their revenge, playing a key role in the Bolshevik revolution.

Olga always suspected Michael was keeping the truth about his family origins from her, but her tarot cards failed to reveal the full extent. Olga believed she was the Russian aristocrat, but Michael was the real thing. The money he had inherited from the Sobanski fortune was the reason they could buy a huge house in the Polish forest. Not building stations.

Michael also happened to be a very dangerous man. Something Olga would soon find out.
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The Wola Massacre

1 August 1944, Warsaw

The AK’s commander, Monter, had set the insurgents a list of highly ambitious objectives to be captured within the first few hours of the uprising. They nearly all ended in disaster. The first were the two main bridges over the Vistula – the Kierbedz and the Poniatowski. Kazhik and Pavel were attached to rival AK resistance groups; Kazhik’s group were tasked with recapturing part of the ghetto, and Pavel’s were to storm the first of the bridges.

Kierbedz and Poniatowski bridges were key to controlling the city. Rival bandit groups – some aligned to the communists, others anarchist and some conservative or even monarchist – put aside their political differences to coordinate an attack on the Kierbedz. It connected Warsaw to the major capitals of Europe, and the entire 500-metre span of the railway bridge was enclosed by intricate steel mesh walls and a roof. Once entered, it was impossible to escape, and the Nazis had nicknamed it the ‘Rat Trap’. The 2nd Panzer tank battalion pointed their guns down the length of the trap and waited.

Pavel was one of the first bandits on the scene. He was joined by women and men with antique rifles and home-made explosives. They were instructed by Monter to be an example to the Warsaw uprising; to show the people of their city how brave they were by charging at the Nazis without fear.

Down the long mesh corridor of the bridge, it was impossible for the bandits to make out the precise gun emplacements of the Germans. Sandbags were piled high with slits for the machine guns, and behind them was the 2nd Panzer tank battalion. An attack would be obliterated with a single barrage. It was obvious to anyone.

No one was in charge of the rebels. They had been given instructions to capture the bridge, but none of the group was sure how, or who would give the command to attack. The commanding officer they expected was rumoured to have been killed by a mortar yards from his house, moments after leaving it. Whatever had happened to him, he wasn’t at the bridge.

Gentle Pavel had always had his brother and sister to guide him; even though they were younger, they had always known what to do.

There was nothing for it. Pavel loaded his gun.

 

‘When did you find out your brother was dead?’ I ask my mum.

‘After the war. I found out he’d been part of the attack on Kierbedz. That’s what they said.’

‘Where were you when they attacked the bridge?’

‘Who cares where we were?’ she says, suddenly angry. ‘Why do you ask me that?’

I realise for the first time that I’m treating my mum not as my mother, but as an interviewee to be pressed for more information: the details of her brother’s death. My own uncle.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say.

‘Sorry for what? It wasn’t your fault.’

There’s an awkward silence.

‘For questioning you like that.’

‘There was no one there to protect Pavel,’ my mum says, eventually. ‘That was the tragedy.’

 

Witnesses saw the first AK wave mown down by a machine gun seconds after beginning its charge across the bridge. The bravery of the bandits was mentioned in numerous accounts of the assault on Kierbedz, but not one of the dozens of girls and boys massacred – for they were just girls and boys – was ever named.

They were the unknown soldiers.

In death, as in life, there was a hole where it came to Pavel. My mother was later told he died on that bridge, like a huge tree falling in a silent forest. No one from his family even saw it happen.

 

‘We didn’t know Pavel was dead. We had gone back to the flat. Juta said it was safe, because the SS wouldn’t look twice in the same place. The boys had been gone for hours and we suspected they were both dead. I got really angry with my mother.

‘ “The streets are on fire,” I said to her. “Your sons are fighting, and you are sitting here looking at your tarot cards for what to do. Staring at little symbols on some pieces of paper. What kind of mother are you?”

‘She didn’t reply, she just kept turning those cards as always.’

August 1944, Warsaw

The lead taken by Pavel’s group on Kierbedz was followed across the city. Monter recommended to his boy and girl soldiers that they showed how much they love Poland by charging at the Germans shouting, ‘Niech Zyje Polska!’ (‘Long live Poland!’). Like Pavel and his comrades, most carried little more than metal pipes and clubs, and were mown down in seconds.

Monter soon realised the terrible equation that had been created by the uprising. For every small gain – a street or building captured – there would be huge casualties and massive Nazi reprisals against civilians.

The city quickly became a bewildering chessboard. In some areas, the Wehrmacht found themselves cut off, surrounded by hundreds of AK ‘bandits’. In others, like Zoliborz, Ochota and Powisle, it was the other way round. The audacity of the bandits was undermined by their incredible tactical naivety. Nazi commander Stroop marvelled at the level of AK disarray; there appeared to be no plan, he told his officers, and they walked into every trap we set.

Pavel and Kazhik’s commanding officers aided and abetted the massacre. The bandits had no military experience, and were learning hand-to-hand combat for the first time when they charged with kitchen knives and broken guns at Nazi barricades. It was a long way from pretending to use a broom as a bayonet in the school back garden.

The Wehrmacht, by contrast, were men with weathered faces ravaged by years of gruelling campaigns on the eastern and western fronts. Many had survived long, draining sieges such as Rochelle and Odessa. They knew how to dig in for the kind of siege that Warsaw was fast turning into.

 

‘Did you stay in the flat?’ I ask my mum.

‘Christ, no. There was a block of flats opposite. This man came over to us from there after a few hours. We knew his wife, she would get food for us sometimes, and he’d been told to see if we were still alive after the SS sweep. He said it was a miracle we’d survived, but Olga said, “Thank Juta”.

‘The man said it wasn’t safe to stay where we were. The Nazis would come again and kill everyone left behind. So we went with him. The street outside looked like a bomb had gone off. There were already the barricades being set up by the AK at the end of the road in preparation for a new assault on the Germans.’

‘So your district was controlled by the AK?’

‘At first, yes. Some areas the AK controlled, some the Germans controlled, and it would change every five minutes. The Nazis would lose control of a street, or we would in a firestorm, and then capture it back. It was a very fluid situation and hard to work out who was winning. We thought the AK were, but we didn’t know if they really were.’

‘Where did he take you, this man?’

‘There was a cellar in their building. It was huge, and everyone from their flats had gone down to it. There were all these families down there, babies crying and children wailing. It was bloody awful and I can remember thinking this was a very bad idea. There was no way out. I had a very bad feeling that this was not a safe place to be.’

 

The Germans were initially caught unawares by the Warsaw uprising, but were now reasserting their control over the city by utilising their best weapon: terror. Stuka dive bombers dropped screaming from the sky, obliterating each district one by one. As a Stuka fell vertically down, its pilot’s face would turn ghostly and concave from the G-forces he was pulling. The wings had sirens attached, which wailed as the plane plummeted. The noise was deafening on the ground, as the Stuka dropped like a hawk on a mouse.

 

‘We sat in this cellar listening for the screaming of these planes. There was this extraordinary moment just before the bomb dropped. The screaming from the plane would suddenly stop, and there was this silence, which was when we knew the Stuka had pulled out of the dive and released its bomb.

‘You could count “one”, “two” and by “three”, the bomb would explode. The whole building would judder. Plaster would fall around you, but you would see that you were still alive.’

‘Was this just you, your mother and sister at this point? Had you any word from Kazhik?’

‘No. I only found this out after the war, but for the first couple of weeks of the uprising, Kazhik came back one or two times to the flat to get food. We had gone, so he assumed we’d been shot by the SS.’

3 August 1944, Warsaw

Kazhik stumbled and fell his way around the city. This was not war as he had envisaged it. He had no idea what to do or where to go. Kazhik was terrified, and he spent the first two days of the uprising hiding in a doorway, bombs falling all around.

In the sweltering August heat, he went back to the ransacked family flat, but no one was there. He slept for a few hours sweating in a heavy coat in his old bunk bed, unaware that his mother and two sisters were hiding in a cellar less than a hundred metres away.

Kazhik was one of thousands of boy and girl soldiers cast adrift in Warsaw. They had been waiting for years to rise up against their Nazi oppressors. but now it had happened, they were clueless, and so were their leaders.

Hitler issued his umpteenth Order for Warsaw: ‘Every citizen of Warsaw is to be killed, including men, women and children. Warsaw has to be levelled to the ground in order to set a terrifying example to the rest of Europe,’ he said.

The SS commander Stroop, was deemed to have failed in the job, so SS General Heinz Reinefarth was dispatched to make it happen. Reinefarth was suave, ambitious and unstintingly loyal. Something he had already proved to Hitler. On 20 July, eleven days before the Warsaw uprising started, a group of Nazi generals led by General Claus von Stauffenberg, convinced that killing Hitler was the only way to bring an end to the war, attempted to blow him up in his beloved ‘Wolf’s Lair’. The plot was a tragic farce worthy of its own movie, of which there are several.

At a meeting of the high command, Stauffenberg managed to place a briefcase containing a bomb under Hitler’s chair, but by a complete fluke, Colonel Heinz Brandt, who sat next to Hitler, moved the briefcase with his foot under a conference table leg. The bomb went off, but because of its new position, the blast deflected away from Hitler. Instead, Brandt lost his leg and was killed, and twenty others were seriously injured. Hitler got away with a singed trouser leg.

SS Commander Reinefarth, ever the opportunist, pledged to the Führer that he would root out the traitors and shoot them himself. The plotters were found and summarily executed, and Reinefarth used the failed coup as a way of cementing his relationship with Hitler; with fatal consequences for the people of Warsaw.

Reinefarth was like a Hollywood parody of a cold, murderous SS officer. He was charming and ruthless, with a deep duelling scar across his left cheek. After the failed bomb plot, Hitler said he could not trust anyone except Reinefarth, and he ordered him to do what every previous commander had so far failed to achieve in Warsaw: exterminate its million surviving Polish inhabitants without mercy.

Reinefarth arrived eager to get the job done. On the way from the station to his residence, he was furious to see the route of his car blocked by thousands of people in the streets.

‘Why aren’t these people being shot?’ Reinefarth demanded.

They are, he was told. The crowds were being rounded up by Wehrmacht soldiers and taken either to designated walls to face a firing squad, or marched to the station to be sent to a concentration camp. But not fast enough for Reinefarth’s liking.

 

I have been meeting my mum at Cartons coffee house on Stanmore Broadway, and enjoying spending our time together. But halfway through writing the book – where you are now – the Covid-19 global pandemic started.

What started as a race against time to record my mum’s memories before her dementia took full grip was now a welcome distraction from a pandemic that threatened to kill us all.

The parallels between war and pandemic were not lost on my mum.

My parents, holed up in their house in Stanmore, refused initially to follow orders. At ninety-two and eighty-nine respectively, they saw little reason to be told what to do. My mum had survived Auschwitz. Why was she going to listen to this?

The invisible enemy of a virus bringing death as whimsically as the Germans did was hard for her to take seriously, no matter how true it was.

‘If only washing your hands could have stopped the Gestapo,’ my mum said.

5 August 1944, Warsaw

‘Raus, raus! Schnell los!’

The Wehrmacht came at dawn to each of the five districts simultaneously to begin the final annihilation. They barked orders but gave no one time to follow them, lobbing bags of white incendiary powder through open windows, into doorways and cellars where they knew families were hiding, followed by grenades.

The powder coated anyone inside with a fine dusting and the grenade ignited a spontaneous chain of combustion setting every human inside alight. The Nazis watched as people ran out of buildings screaming, their bodies and hair a ball of flame. In some cellars, the Wehrmacht chose instead to go in and rape mothers in front of their children. They would then insert a grenade in the woman’s vagina to kill everyone inside.

This was real, existing Nazism. Between 1933, when they first took power in Germany, and their demise in 1945, Hitler and Himmler cultivated an image of deeply held ideological conviction, but this was not who the Nazis were. Down in those cellars in Warsaw was who they really were.

Wola, a working-class district to the west of the city, had always resisted Aryanisation, and long been hated by Berlin. It was where much of the AK resistance were concealed, and Hela and her family lived. Reinefarth decided to use Wola to test a new kind of genocide: mass immolation, or death by fire. In the dictionary, ‘immolate’ means to sprinkle with sacrificial meal as an offering to the gods. The people of Wola were to be sacrificed as an example to Warsaw.

Reinefarth said it was not enough simply to kill Wola’s inhabitants. To stop the uprising, a sadistic orgy of torture needed to be enacted, the like of which had never been seen before.

There was only one man, Reinefarth said, capable of making this happen on the ground. SS Oberführer Oskar Dirlewanger, a swirling orb of darkness nicknamed ‘Gandhi’, on account of his painfully thin frame and misleadingly benign manner. Back in 1940, Hitler and Himmler had the idea of creating an elite military unit from convicted criminals; men in prison with feral, survivalist skills in hunting and poaching wild animals.

Hitler was romantically taken with the idea of loners, who operated outside the parameters of civilisation, and could kill with their bare hands. Men who manifested, he said, the ‘pure Nietzschean primitive of the German’.

Oskar Dirlewanger was a party official who had been convicted of kidnapping and raping a fourteen-year-old girl. Small, thin and intensely odd, Dirlewanger had a huge bald head and a habit of coughing uncontrollably when nervous. People who knew him said he masked his self-disgust with a bashful smile, often a prelude to unleashing uncontrollable violence against his powerless victims.

With his criminal record, Hitler said, Dirlewanger was a ‘living Nazi’. He was not one of the effete, opera-loving intellectuals of the Nazi hierarchy in Berlin, or connected to the treacherous upper-class generals who had plotted and betrayed him.

‘I want you to create’, Hitler told Dirlewanger, ‘the most feared and terrifying military unit in history.’ Dirlewanger hand-picked men with ‘potential’ – serial murderers, thieves and fellow rapists – and he interviewed psychopaths who had been certified by doctors as criminally insane. He then selected seventy of the maddest, shaved their heads and began training them for combat.

Even by SS standards of boundless brutality, the 36th Waffen Grenadier Division was notorious within the elite corps. They were known to the people of Warsaw as ‘The Black Hunters’. Within the SS, they were called simply by their leader’s name: Dirlewanger.

Having an entire division named after the commander was a personality cult usually frowned upon by Hitler. An exception was made for ‘Gandhi’, the freaky little man that even Hitler found hard to fathom. Mere mention of Dirlewanger’s name, one Nazi general said, was like a cloud passing in front of the sun.

On 5 August 1944, the 36th were sent into Wola to do what they will. In churches, they were said to have anally raped priests using altar crosses, before hanging them from the pulpit. Pensioners were skinned alive and fed to dogs. At the hospital, they pulled drips from patients and sat with their feet up, watching them bleed to death. Women were forced at gunpoint to cut their own children’s throats. If they refused, they were raped. If they complied, they were raped anyway.

The Wola massacre was an inversion of justice. Murderers and paedophiles presided as judge and executioner over 50,000 law-abiding people. The crime of Wola’s inhabitants was that they were not yet dead. Hela and her family were found guilty, like everyone else.

‘Warsaw is on fire,’ the Nazi governor Fischer declared proudly. Dirlewanger personally lit buildings to watch people jump from balconies; those who survived the jump from the inferno were shot. The streets had new barricades made of corpses, piled metres high. One was made of small children, who had been asked to raise their hands before being executed, their heads then crushed with rifle butts.

This was not a plan, but a lust for murder. Blood flowed like a thick stream down the ancient stone gullies, as it had a year earlier in the Jewish ghetto.

In the neighbouring district of Czerniakow, residents were so scared of being tortured by the Dirlewanger, they fled to the riverbank of the Vistula; the opposite side, only a hundred metres away, appeared to offer salvation. Crowded on the shoreline, hundreds crashed into the river, thanking God for their escape, but the Wehrmacht rained down machine-gun fire on them; whilst Messerschmitt fighters flew the length of the packed beach, strafing thousands of escapees.

Those who swam out hoping to reach the other side were caught by the current and dragged under. Some made it to a half-sunken pleasure boat called the Bajka (Fairytale), its hull upturned in the dark water. As they clambered on, fighters circled back and opened fire, their bodies sliding slowly back into the deep.

The massacre was watched from the far shore by the Soviet army, Poland’s ostensible ally. Two weeks before the uprising, the Russians reached the northern shore of the Vistula. They now peered through binoculars as the Nazis completed the obliteration of the people the Soviets had come to protect.

 

My mum recalled it vividly.

‘We knew the Russians were in the city. Everyone was excited that they would save us. Then news came that they had parked their tanks on the other side of the river and were sitting there waiting for the Nazis to kill us all. It was Stalin’s plan. Everyone knew it. He wanted the AK destroyed, so when the Soviets finally came in to wipe out the Nazis, they could set up their puppet government.’

 

Days before the uprising began, the Polish Prime Minister of the government-in-exile, Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, flew to Moscow to implore Stalin to advance his tanks and save the people of Warsaw. After Mikolajczyk made his impassioned plea, Stalin had only one thing to say.

‘Have you finished?’

28 August 1944, London

When news reached Michael in London of the Wola and Vistula massacres, he was in a café in King’s Cross. Life in London was returning to a semblance of normality. People commuted to work, buses ran a regular timetable and cinemas and theatres were packed with people celebrating their new-found optimism. The Germans were on the run in Europe and
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