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Author's Note

My grandmother kept a coat.

Not an ordinary coat. It had been made in Krakow during the occupation, by hands she would not name for forty years, and she had brought it across three borders and a frozen winter when the war ended, folded inside a flour sack as if it were something humble. The coat was not humble. It was heavy gabardine, double-breasted, with a silk lining the color of midnight, and the interior seam along the left chest panel was, she told me when I was old enough to understand, not entirely what it appeared to be.

Inside that seam, in a cavity no wider than a finger and no taller than a thumb, there had once been a roll of microfilm.

The microfilm was long gone by the time she showed me the coat. The people who had placed it there had removed it years before the liberation. But the coat remained, and the coat was how she remembered them: the tailors of Kazimierz, the workshop on Szeroka Street, the men and women who had sat at their machines and their cutting tables for the Germans and had hidden inside the very garments they were forced to produce a record of what those Germans were doing.

This book is the result of fifteen years of research into what they did and how they did it and what it cost them. It draws on testimony from survivors and their descendants, on documents held in the archives of the Institute of National Remembrance in Warsaw and the Yad Vashem World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem, on German administrative records captured at the end of the war and now held at the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz, and on a collection of private letters and photographs held by a family in Lodz who asked to be identified only as the Kowalczyk family.

Some of the people in this book survived the war. Many did not. I have tried to render all of them with the fidelity that the historical record allows and with the respect that their circumstances demand. Where I have reconstructed scenes and dialogue, I have done so on the basis of documented accounts and have noted the reconstructions in the historical note.

The coat is still in my family. My grandmother left it to my mother, and my mother left it to me. It hangs in my study as I write. Sometimes I think it is watching.

 

A. W. L.

London, 2024

 


 

Foreword

Resistance takes many forms, and not all of them involve weapons.

Historians of the Second World War have documented, over eight decades of scholarship, the extraordinary diversity of the strategies by which ordinary people in occupied Europe chose to oppose, undermine, or bear witness against the forces that had taken their countries. The Polish resistance, the Armia Krajowa or Home Army, was one of the largest and most sophisticated underground movements of the war, with a peak membership of approximately 400,000 people and a network of intelligence, sabotage, and political organization that was remarkable both for its scale and for its operational security. It produced some of the most significant intelligence material of the entire conflict, including the first comprehensive report on the mass murder of Jews at the Belzec extermination camp, transmitted to the Polish government in exile in London in November 1942.

What has received less attention, and what this book addresses with impressive depth and archival rigor, is the granular texture of that resistance: the specific, ordinary people who performed specific, unremarkable-seeming acts that were in fact acts of extraordinary courage. The tailors of Krakow's Kazimierz district belong in this category. They were coerced into service. They had no weapons. They had needles and thread and scissors and pressing irons and a knowledge of fabric and construction that the German administration found economically useful. And they used those tools and that knowledge to carry out one of the most inventive intelligence operations of the Polish underground.

Anna Wierzbicka-Lane is a historian and journalist of considerable gifts, and those gifts are fully deployed here. She has spent fifteen years building a picture of the workshop on Szeroka Street and the people who inhabited it from archival fragments, survivor testimony, and the kind of patient, intelligent inference that distinguishes serious historical research from mere storytelling. What she has produced is not a comfortable story of unambiguous heroism. The people in this book were afraid, and compromised, and sometimes wrong, and occasionally fortunate, and occasionally not. They were, in short, human beings responding to impossible circumstances with the tools available to them.

That is exactly what history requires us to understand.

 

Professor Marek Zielinski

Chair of Polish History

Jagiellonian University, Krakow

 


 

Introduction

The Thread That Carried Secrets

In the autumn of 1942, a German officer in Krakow sent his dress uniform coat to be pressed. He was a colonel in the administrative staff of the Generalgouvernement, the German civil government that Hans Frank had established over occupied Poland, and his coat was a thing of some precision: wool broadcloth in field grey, piped in gold at the collar and cuffs, fitted to his specific measurements by the workshop that Frank's administration had requisitioned for the purpose. The tailors who pressed it that afternoon were Jewish. They did not look at the officer when he collected the coat. They did not speak to him. They folded the coat in tissue paper, wrapped it in brown paper, and handed it to his orderly.

Inside the left chest panel, sewn into a cavity between the wool outer layer and the silk lining with a thread that matched the factory stitching exactly, was a roll of microfilm approximately twenty millimeters in length and five millimeters in diameter. The microfilm contained photographs of fourteen German administrative documents that the colonel had left on his desk two days earlier, documents that specified, in the dry bureaucratic language of German wartime administration, the planned deportation of a further twelve thousand residents of the Krakow ghetto to the Belzec extermination camp.

The officer wore his coat to a dinner at Wawel Castle that evening. He did not know what he was carrying. The tailors who had put it there went home, or tried to. Some of them survived the war. Several did not.

This is their story.

The operation that the tailors of Krakow's Szeroka Street workshop ran between the autumn of 1941 and the spring of 1944 was not the largest or the most consequential intelligence operation of the Polish resistance. It was not the only example of ingenious concealment methods used by the underground. But it was one of the most specific, the most sustained, and the most human: an operation built not around heroic special agents but around frightened, resourceful, skilled craftspeople who used the particular knowledge of their trade to deceive the people who had enslaved them.

It is also a story that has been almost entirely absent from the standard histories of the Polish resistance. The principal participants were Jewish, which meant that even those who survived the war were subject to the postwar antisemitism that drove much of Poland's Jewish population into exile in the late 1940s. Their stories went with them, into diaspora communities in Israel, Australia, the United States, and the United Kingdom, preserved in private memory and in the testimony of organizations that collected survivor accounts but did not always connect them to the larger historical picture. The institutional record in Polish archives was fragmentary, filtered through the postwar communist government's ambivalent relationship with the history of Jewish resistance in occupied Poland.

This book attempts to reconstruct that story from its surviving fragments. The reconstruction is incomplete. It will always be incomplete. But what can be reconstructed is remarkable enough to deserve the fullest possible telling.

The tailors of Krakow did not make history in the way that generals and politicians make history. They made coats. And in the coats they made something else: a record, a resistance, a refusal to be simply what the occupiers required them to be. The thread they used to hide that refusal was the same thread they used to stitch the Germans' buttons. The courage was theirs. So was the skill.

The coats are mostly gone. Some survived as museum pieces. Some were worn to pieces in the chaos of the postwar years. A few are still in private hands, in attics and storage boxes in cities far from Krakow, kept by the descendants of people who understood, without always being able to explain, that the coat mattered.

The story they carry has waited long enough.
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Chapter One

Krakow and Its Tailors, 1880 to 1939

The World Before

To understand what the tailors of Krakow did during the German occupation, you must first understand what tailoring meant in Krakow before the Germans came. You must understand it not as a trade but as a culture, not as an economic activity but as a form of civic identity, rooted in a city that took its own distinctiveness more seriously than almost any other in central Europe.

Krakow in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a city of extraordinary complexity and layered identity. Under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, of which it had been a part since the partitions of Poland in the late eighteenth century, Krakow had been granted a degree of administrative and cultural autonomy that made it, by the standards of the region, something approaching a free city. While Warsaw languished under Russian rule and Poznan under Prussian administration, Krakow operated its own city council, published newspapers in Polish, maintained Polish-language schools and universities, and served as the spiritual and intellectual capital of a Poland that no longer existed as a political entity but refused to stop existing as a culture.

The Jagiellonian University, founded in 1364 and one of the oldest in Europe, was the center of Polish intellectual life. The Wawel Castle and Cathedral, on the rocky hill above the Vistula, housed the tombs of Poland's kings and the shrine of national memory. The Main Market Square, the Rynek Glowny, was one of the largest medieval market squares in Europe, and the Cloth Hall at its center, the Sukiennice, had been a center of commercial life since the thirteenth century. Krakow was not simply a city. It was an argument: the argument that Poland existed, had always existed, and would continue to exist regardless of what the map said.

⁂

The Jewish Quarter and the Guilds

Within Krakow, the district of Kazimierz occupied a particular position. Established in the fourteenth century by King Casimir III, who granted it to the Jewish community as a protected settlement, Kazimierz had developed over six centuries into one of the most culturally rich Jewish communities in Europe. By the early twentieth century, approximately 68,000 Jews lived in Krakow, comprising roughly 25 percent of the city's population. Kazimierz was their center of gravity: the site of the Old Synagogue, the Remuh Synagogue and Cemetery, the Izaak Synagogue, and dozens of smaller houses of prayer, as well as the schools, shops, workshops, and community organizations that constituted the infrastructure of Jewish life.

The tailoring trade in Krakow was concentrated in Kazimierz, and particularly on and around Szeroka Street, the wide, irregular square that formed the heart of the quarter. Jewish tailors had been present in Krakow since the fifteenth century, and by the nineteenth century they dominated the city's garment trade with a combination of craft skill, commercial organization, and guild solidarity that their competitors in the broader Polish population found difficult to match and occasionally resented.

The Jewish tailors of Krakow were not a homogeneous group. They ranged from small operators working from a single room in a residential apartment, producing ready-made garments for the lower end of the market, to substantial workshops employing twenty or thirty craftspeople, serving the upper-middle-class and professional market with bespoke suits and overcoats and formal wear that could hold their own against anything produced in Warsaw or Vienna. At the top of this hierarchy were perhaps a dozen master tailors whose names were known throughout the city, who dressed the professors of the Jagiellonian University and the officers of the Austro-Hungarian and, later, Polish military, and whose workshops were destination establishments visited by clients from across the region.

The craft itself had a vocabulary and a culture that were not easily acquired. A master tailor could determine the weight and quality of a fabric by touch alone. He understood, through years of experience, how the grain of a cloth behaved under cutting and under the stress of wear, how different materials responded to steam pressing, how a garment needed to be built in three dimensions rather than simply assembled from flat pieces. The relationship between a master tailor and his clients was often lifelong: a man who found a tailor who understood his body and his requirements did not change tailors lightly, and a workshop that had dressed a family for one generation expected to dress it for two or three more.

⁂

The Mordechai Family Workshop

Among the workshops that would become central to the events of this book, the one operated by Shmuel Mordechai at number 14 Szeroka Street was perhaps the most





The Other Workshops








The Fabric of Daily Life







The Tradition of the Master Tailor
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The Role of Women in the Trade







