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FOREWORD



The conception of this book goes back to early 1996, when I was introduced to the City President of Wrocław, Mr Bogdan Zdrojewski. At the time, I had just finished writing Europe: A History and I talked to him of my longstanding efforts to overcome the artificial division of European history into East and West. In my view, the prevailing fashion for looking at Europe’s past exclusively through Western eyes, and for treating everywhere east of the Elbe as alien and foreign, formed a major barrier to contemporary aspirations to reunite Europe in the post-Cold-War period. For his part, the President talked of Wrocław’s own problems of history and identity. He was the executive head of a city which for fifty years had been completely Polish, but which for centuries before 1945 had been overwhelmingly German in culture and composition. He talked of the numerous German visitors including many former Breslauers, whom he regularly welcomed to the city but whose vision of the past differed radically from that of the present inhabitants. He then said that a new historical survey was extremely desirable to further promote the present climate of reconciliation, adding – perhaps surprisingly – that it could never be written ‘either by a German or a Pole’. He finished by suggesting that I write the book myself.

As I remember, my first reaction was one of caution. I was well aware that the task was formidable; and, despite my established reputation as a historian of Poland, I knew my own shortcomings. In short, I was flattered and fascinated, but wary. So I responded by saying that, though the idea was tempting, it could not be realised without expert assistance in German matters. I honestly expected that the proposal would end there. But the President persisted in the most pragmatic manner. ‘How could such assistance be arranged?’ he asked, ‘and how much might it cost?’ Such was the conversation that started the project. In due course, a contract was signed between the City of Wrocław and the Ossolineum Institute, which agreed to act as the sponsoring body. A small team of local contributors was assembled. And a former student of mine and German specialist, Roger Moorhouse, was appointed as chief researcher.

In the following months the project evolved in a number of ways. Emergency financial support was provided in 1997 by the Robert Bosch Foundation, when the city’s own resources were hit by the great flood of that year. Further support was generously provided by the British Academy, the Leverhulme Trust and the Alfred Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach Foundation. Numerous discussions with potential publishers helped us to define our goals more precisely and to set our sights on three separate editions of the same book – English, Polish and German – which were to appear simultaneously. After various peripatetions, contracts were signed with Jonathan Cape in London, with Znak SIW in Cracow and with Droemer Knaur of Munich. On the intellectual front, we soon realised that we were dealing with a multinational, not merely a bi-national, story. Care had to be taken to explore the Czech and Jewish perspectives, as well as the Polish and German ones; to distinguish the Austrian from the Prussian; to detach the imperial era from that of Weimar and the Third Reich; to separate the Soviet-dominated Stalinist ethos from that of the later ‘People’s Poland’. No less interesting were the city’s connections with a wide range of international figures – with the daughter of a Scottish king, for example, or a Queen of France, a future President of the USA, a future British Prime Minister, a persecuted Macedonian refugee, a French POW, or a distinguished Australian professor. At some point, therefore, we realised that we were putting one city’s experiences into a wider setting, that we were reconstructing a ‘microcosm of Central Europe’ (see here).

My cooperation with Roger Moorhouse has been extremely fruitful. In the first stage he was preoccupied with research, both in Germany and in German source material. In the second stage, under my guidance, he was able to write the first draft of many chapters and hence to contribute rather more than had been originally envisaged. In the final stages his contributions and mine became so entangled that they came to be shared, as the Poles would say, ‘feefty, feefty’. Hence, there was no doubt in my own mind that Roger Moorhouse had to be promoted from chief researcher to co-author.

In a study of this sort names are extremely important. They do much more than merely identify people and places. They reveal the viewpoints and the prejudices of those who use them. Here was a problem that I had met in full measure when writing The Isles. One cannot say, for example, that Julius Caesar landed in England. In 55–54 BC, England did not yet exist. Nor can one say that he landed in Britain, or even in Britannia. ‘Britain’ is a modern English name, unsuited to the first century BC, while ‘Britannia’ is the Latin name for a Roman province that was created after the Roman conquest and not before it. So where exactly did Caesar land? To be frank, we do not know. We can only suppose that he landed among illiterate Celtic tribes who would probably have called their country by a name more akin to the modern Welsh Prydain than to anything known in English or Latin. And William the Conqueror, who was a Frenchified Viking, called himself neither ‘William’ nor ‘the Conqueror’ but Guillaume le Bâtard.

By the same token, the city that is now called Wrocław has changed its name many times. One can only try to guess what its original name might have been. More than fifty variants have been recorded, each one influenced by a time, a place and a user. ‘Breslau’ did not come into consistent use until the late eighteenth century; and, except for Polish-speakers, ‘Wrocław’ was not generally established until 1945. So the two main contenders were of limited value. We found no definitive solution. But by using different forms of the city’s name for successive chapters – Wrotizla, Vretslav, Presslaw, Bresslau, Breslau and Wrocław – we hope, at the very least, to draw attention to the problem.

Our ‘Island City’, of course, is far from unique in this respect. Europe is full of cities that have changed their ethnic and cultural connections over the centuries. And it is full of people who hold more to their collective myths than to historical reality. In my own Europe: A History, I pointed out the parallel experiences of Strasbourg, Wrocław, Lwów and Kiev. (Or should I have said Strassburg, Breslau, L’viv and Kyiv?) The poet and Nobel Prizewinner Czeslaw Miłosz, who is a Pole from Lithuania, has written of his native Wilno-Vilnius-Vilna as a city of ‘semantic misunderstandings’.1 He admits that when living there as a young man he knew little about the city’s Jewish heritage, about its importance for modern Lithuania or its Belorussian connections. ‘To a certain degree, I myself could serve as an example of the intellectual deformation that is caused by being raised in the spirit of nationalism. It is something from which I had later to liberate myself with difficulty.’2 Similarly, the German writer Günter Grass, who was born in pre-war Danzig but who has close links with post-war Gdańsk, has written of his own learning curve. And he stresses the emotional complications of remembering. When he returned to his native city in 1958, for the first time since the war, an aunt who had stayed behind whispered in his ear: ‘Ech waiss, Ginterchen, em Wästen is bässer, aber em Osten is scheener.’3 (Which approximates to: ‘I know, Günter, it’s better in the West, but it’s more beautiful in the East.’) The colour of such a statement is untranslatable – even into German – but recalling the full reality of the past is more than historians can do.

From the start, a decision was made to avoid a narrow, parochial approach and to throw the study open to as many winds and perspectives as possible. There seemed no point in strictly limiting the narrative to events that happened within the city walls. At least in outline, an attempt has been made to describe the development of the district of which our ‘Island City’ was the centre; to delineate the changing political, cultural and economic context that surrounded it; and to provide a selection of the triumphs and disasters which all manner of Vratislavians have encountered in their near-infinite variety. The resultant mission has taken us to times, places and people that may have been far removed from the city, but which in one way or another were closely connected with it. Shakespeare famously asked, ‘What news on the Rialto?’ If, instead, one were to have asked at any moment in the last millennium, ‘What news on the banks of the Odra?’, the answer would come from near and far: from the towns and villages of Lower Silesia, from the ruling capitals of Cracow, Prague, Vienna, Berlin, Paris, Moscow or Warsaw; from exiles in Australia, from soldiers fighting in France or in the depths of Russia, from Scottish or American travellers, from victims of Nazi concentration camps and of the Soviet Gulag, from any number of artists, academics and authors for whom the name of Wrotizla (or Vretslav or Presslaw or Breslau or Wrocław) was close to their hearts.

The choice of title caused considerable brain-racking. Given the multinational approach, it was always obvious that the book could not be called either ‘A History of Wrocław’ or ‘A History of Breslau’. ‘A History of Vratislavia – Breslau – Wrocław’ would have been hopelessly clumsy, and not completely accurate. Yet there was no alternative that sprang readily to mind. In time, three candidates presented themselves. The first, ‘A City of Many Names’, was accurate, but somewhat colourless. The second, ‘Flower of Europe’ – a phrase taken from the seventeenth-century Vratislavian poet, Nikolaus Henel von Hennenfeld, was colourful, but not geographically focused. The third, Microcosm: A Portrait of a Central European City, was not initially promising. It reflected the sentiments of the Introduction and summarised the central concept of our endeavour, but it was thought by some to be too indefinite. Indeed, it was judged by one of our prospective publishers to make the book unpublishable. Yet gradually it grew on us, and was strongly approved of by our editors at Jonathan Cape. So hesitations were cast aside; courage was summoned. And Microcosm it is.

I think that I can report three distinct emotions in the aftermath of writing the book. The first of them is wonder at the extraordinary human and cultural riches that our research has revealed. The second is a strong affection not only for the city that has been the object of our study, but also for the wide variety of people of various nationalities who have passed through our sights and who often have the same sort of bitter-sweet memories. The third is undoubtedly trepidation. It is generated by the prospect of presenting this portrait to a worldwide community of Vratislavians who, inevitably, will not agree with everything that we say.

Thanks are due to a very large number of people. Leaving private indebtedness aside, we wish to pay tribute:


• to Dr Adolf Juzwenko, who has been a close friend for more than thirty years and who engineered that first meeting with the City President

• to President Bogdan Zdrojewski, whose energy and enterprise embody the virtues of the new Wrocław

• to our various sponsors, who have taken a personal interest in the project: the Urząd Miasta Wrocław, the Robert Bosch Foundation, the British Academy, the Alfried Krupp von Bohlen und Halbach Foundation and the Leverhulme Trust

• to the Ossolineum Institute in Wrocław, which kindly agreed to act as the project’s host institution in Poland

• to our team of researchers, contributors and correspondents, including Roman Aftanazy, Dr Heinz Wolfgang Arndt, Dr Arkadiusz Bagłajewski, Dr Joachim Bahlcke, Dr Jaroslav Bakala, Gillian Beeston, Katarzyna Benda-Pawłowska, Andrzej Biernacki, Dr Ulrich Bopp, Dr Karl Brok-stad, Mark Burdajewicz, Professor Norbert Conrads, Dr Rebecca Cox-Brokstad, Beata Długajczyk, Dr Mariusz Dworsatschek, Wojciech Hrabia Dzieduszycki, Dr Cyril Edwards, Professor Robert Evans, Ulrich Frodien, Dr Dan Gawrecki, Professor Józef Gierowski, Zbigniew Gluza, Dr Ted Harrison, Denis Healey, Ewa Huggins, Dr Michał Kaczmarek, Professor Maria Kalinowska, Henry Kamm, Piotr Kendziorek, Agnieszka Klimczewska, Dr Beata Konopska, Dr Maria Korzeniewicz, Dr Jakub Kostowski, Ute Krebs, Dr Karen Lambrecht, Professor Walter Laqueur, Irene Lipmann, Dr Horst Dieter Marheinecke, Dr Alison Millett, Dr Rudolf Muhs, Jane Neal, Hélène Neveu, Hanna Nyman, Professor Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, Daša Rohelova, Joanna Schmidt, Sabine Schulenburg, Evelyn Smellie, Dr Melissa Smellie, Dr Paul Smith, Dr Beate Störtkuhl, Rupert Graf Strachwitz, Dr Krzysztof Szwagrzyk, Dr Jacek Tebinka, Michaela Todorova, Magdalena Turczyn, Dr Jakub Tyszkiewicz, Gary Wiggins, Wanda Wyporska, Dr Roman Wytyczak, Małgorzata Ziemilska-Dzieduszycka

• to my agent, David Godwin, who coordinated the final publishing package

• to our various editors and translators, notably Will Sulkin and Jörg Hensgen at Random House, Henryk Wozniakowski and Jerzy Illg at Znak, Klaus Fricke at Droemer, Thomas Bertram and Andrzej Pawelec

• to Brigadier Alan Gordon, the Bursar of Wolfson College, Oxford, who managed the project’s accounts

• and to all who wished us well.



I am sure that all of them will join us in raising the toast of ‘Floreat Vratislavia’.

Norman Davies




INTRODUCTION



No one can say for certain when the concept of Central Europe was born. But 1897 is probably as good a date as any. In that year, Sir Halford Mackinder, founder of the Oxford Geography School and the ‘father of geopolitics’, appointed the author for a key volume in the series that he was editing on ‘The Regions of Europe’. The volume was entitled Central Europe, and it was published in London in 1903. The author was Joseph Partsch.

In earlier times, no special attention had been paid to the central parts of the European subcontinent. Generations of men educated in the Classics thought principally of the division that separated South from North: the ancient Mediterranean world from the barbarian world beyond the Roman limes. Others emphasised the long-standing distinction between the civilised West and the supposedly less civilised East. Both the North–South and East–West divides coincided with important cultural frontiers – between Protestant and Catholic, and between Catholic and Orthodox. Both of them undermined the notion that the lands of the Centre had much in common. Of course there had been various long-running political entities, such as the Holy Roman Empire or the Habsburg monarchy, which had dominated the area and hence had been identified with it. And Klemens Metternich, the Austrian Chancellor, had liked to talk about ‘the Danubian Space’. But Central Europe was not an established concept. Nineteenth-century reference works carried entries on Central America, Central Asia and even Central Africa, but not on Central Europe.

By the 1890s, however, the recent rise of a united and extraordinarily dynamic German Empire was forcing people to think again. Germany’s new-found political, economic and cultural power was sending ripples right across the map of Europe. For Germany belonged neither to the West, which had long been dominated by France, nor to the East, which had largely fallen to the insatiable appetite of Russia. It was no more part of Scandinavia than it was of Italy or the Balkans. It was looking increasingly like the key element in a central region that was distinct from all the others.

Mackinder’s immediate concern was to warn the Western powers of a possible conjunction of Germany and Russia. When this danger passed, he was particularly anxious to keep Germany and Russia apart, if necessary by the creation of a cordon of strong independent states. It was in this connection that he coined his famous formula:

Who rules Eastern Europe, commands the Heartland:

Who rules the Heartland, commands the World-Island:

Who commands the World-Island, commands the World.

In each case, the crucial fault-line in European politics followed the frontier between the German and the Russian Empires. It was not surprising, therefore, that Mackinder’s choice for an author on Central Europe fell on Joseph Partsch. For Partsch was Professor of Geography at Breslau; and Breslau lay less than sixty-five kilometres from the fault-line.

Partsch’s study of Central Europe was a minor tour de force. It opens with a striking map of Central Europe in silhouette (see Appendix); and, after a systematic survey of geology, climate, ethnography and cultural development, it ends with an analysis of current strategic thinking. Like Mackinder, Partsch was particularly impressed by Russia’s command of the Eurasian heartland, and hence by the danger posed to Germany from the East. ‘Germany will never covet a square mile of Russian soil,’ he declared, rather piously, but ‘no-one can answer for it that the Russian colossus in its unceasing expansion may some day attempt once more to push its western frontier forward’.1 He was equally concerned that France, in its efforts to recover Alsace-Lorraine, might ‘conspire with the giant Empire of the East for the destruction of the German Empire’.2 His solution to the looming problem of a possible war on two fronts was to raise the idea of a preemptive attack on Russia. ‘The whole conditions of national defence along this eastern frontier …’ he wrote, ‘suggest that … serious injury can only be averted by a vigorous offensive.’3 Partsch may well have been influenced by the location of his home in Breslau. For he had chosen exactly the opposite solution to that of the Chief of the German General Staff, Alfred von Schlieffen, whose strategic plan for Germany’s defence was unveiled two years after the publication of Partsch’s study and who decided that the pre-emptive strike should fall on France.

One should hasten to add that Partsch was no warmonger. He was not advocating war. His strategic speculations were offered in the same vein as those of most military thinkers in most countries, who wanted the great European peace to last for ever, but who were required to address the possibility of armed conflict. What Partsch really wanted to do was to inspire the solidarity of the peoples of Central Europe, whose predicament he had so accurately described. His book ended with an impassioned plea:

Central Europe has been the battlefield of all nations long enough to resist a recurrence of [previous] sufferings … May the great monument on the battlefield of Leipzig, where the criminal effort to enslave a whole continent was defeated, … remain … a warning to all ambitious tyrants in the future and an admonition to the peoples of Central Europe to remain united, to keep peace, and to command peace.4

For an early twentieth-century German, phrases like ‘criminal slavemasters’ or ‘ambitious tyrants’ still referred to Napoleon.

During the First World War, when Russia and Germany fought prolonged campaigns on the Eastern Front, the ominous conflict foreseen by Partsch became a reality. In Russia, an official map called ‘The Future of Europe’ was published in September 1914 by the Tsar’s Foreign Ministry. It showed that Russia’s territorial ambitions included a restored and Russian-run Kingdom of Poland scretching as far as the Oder and the western Neisse. (In essence, it closely foreshadowed the expansionist plans revived by Stalin thirty years later.) In Germany, there was every reason for alarm. The prospective loss of lands and people in the East was greater than that in the West. Indeed, an express threat had been aimed at the larger part of historical Prussia. And, with Austria-Hungary already aboard, there was little hope of finding further major allies. An urgent response was called for, in terms of both military action and strategic thinking. The military response was swiftly delivered by General Hindenburg in his crushing victory at the battles of Tannenberg and of the Masurian Lakes in August and September 1914. The strategic thinking was done by Friedrich Naumann.

Among Germany’s enemies, Naumann was widely perceived as a dangerous imperialist. And since Germany was to lose the war, his negative reputation was not widely challenged. The former Lutheran pastor, and friend of Max Weber, was a long-term opponent of the British Empire. Like many people in his day, he was a ‘Darwinist’ who was not ashamed to talk of Germany as the fittest country of the era. He tended to talk of ‘races’ rather than of states and nations, even of the German Herrenvolk, or ‘master race’. And by promoting the close alliance of Germany and Austria, his Mitteleuropa (1915) was viewed with great suspicion in the West, being openly denounced in France as ‘une idée de guerre’.5 In reality, this mild Prussian was no extremist, and his call for a federation of the peoples of Central Europe had nothing in common with later Nazi calls for Lebensraum. Naumann was a Christian Socialist in origin and a pioneer of modern German liberalism. His sometime collaborator, Theodor Heuss, was to become both his chief biographer and the first President of the German Federal Republic.6 Naumann was strongly opposed to the Bismarckian drive for Germanisation; he was a staunch critic of anti-Semitism; and his scheme had no influence on the military leaders who pursued an Ostpolitik of conquest in the years after his book appeared. He was guilty of semantic confusion by variously proposing a Staatenbund, or ‘League of States’, and an Oberstaat, or ‘Superstate’; and he probably overplayed the notion of Central Europe being a sort of exclusive reservation for German interests. Yet he was hardly the ogre conjured up by his opponents. It should have been obvious that German power and German culture were bound to predominate in any grouping of nations in the region; and Naumann, strongly opposed to a policy of annexation, was striving for a place for all.

Paradoxically, Naumann’s concept of Central Europe was best publicised by those who opposed it. Figures like T.G. Masaryk, the future President of Czechoslovakia, saw Naumann as the embodiment of all the dark forces that had been obstructing the liberation of his country. Yet by drawing attention to their views on the undesirability of Naumann’s scheme, they inevitably gave credence to the notion that a Central Europe of some other hue should, or even did, exist.

In Britain, for example, the circle of writers and politicians who launched the journal The New Europe in 1917 was principally concerned with the problems of Austria-Hungary and with support for the national movements there. Their leaders were Robert Seton-Watson, author of numerous works on Central Europe and Henry Wickham-Steed, sometime correspondent of The Times in Vienna; their champion was the future President of the Czecho-Slovak Republic. They had strong ties with the constitutionalists in Russia, with whom Britain was allied. Hence, initially, they could not show much enthusiasm for the parallel national movements in Poland or Finland. Nonetheless, their approach to the future of Central Europe was clear and consistent. It foresaw a zone of small democratic nation states, which would hold Germany and Russia apart and which would be natural clients of the Western powers. It coincided in large measure with French thinking which gave rise after 1918 to the concept of a cordon sanitaire against Bolshevism.7

In the inter-war period, when Germany was in political eclipse, the term Mitteleuropa became politically incorrect. It had connotations of German domination and was no more welcome to new or restored countries such as Czechoslovakia or Poland than it was to the victorious Western powers. In its place, therefore, arose a number of substitutes. One of these was Zwischen Europa, sometimes translated as ‘The Lands Between’. It referred to a numerous group of states, which included neither Germany nor Russia. Another was ‘East Central Europe’.

Although the new concept of East Central Europe overlapped to some extent with the Central Europe of Partsch and Naumann, the centre of gravity had moved far to the east and south. Prague, Vienna and Budapest were included, but Berlin and Breslau were not. Poland in the north and Yugoslavia in the south were the middle-sized keystones, while two clusters of much smaller states – one running from Finland to Georgia round the rim of the former Tsarist Empire, and the other in the Balkans – formed a flaky periphery.8

‘The Lands Between’ formed an appetising feeding ground for their predatory totalitarian neighbours. Soviet Russia began swallowing the independent republics that had formed beyond its borders during the Russian Civil War. Finland, the Baltic States and Poland resisted Soviet attacks at that stage. But a wide swathe of countries from Belorussia to Armenia was forcibly incorporated into the Soviet Union as created in 1923. A project proposed by the Polish leader, Marshal Pilsudski, for a defensive federation of border nations did not materialise. But a ‘Little Entente’ of democratic countries fearful of Hungary was formed under French sponsorship. The fragile peace did not last long. In August 1939, under the secret protocols of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, Hitler and Stalin divided ‘The Lands Between’ into spheres of influence, where each was free to act with impunity. In two years, the entire region was swallowed up. Hitler consumed eight countries: Stalin attacked just five. States that remained technically independent, like Hungary and Romania, were forced by pressure from Berlin to adopt a peculiar stance of pro-German quasi-neutrality. The limits of their sovereignty were severely constrained.

During the German-Soviet War, all thoughts of Central or East Central Europe were overtaken by the limitless ambitions of the two main contestants. For the Third Reich, all the territories to the east of Germany were designated as the Lebensraum, or ‘living space’, where German culture and settlement were to enjoy unrestricted access. For the Soviet Union, those same territories were designated for the inexorable expansion of Moscow-controlled Communist rule. The Muscovite concept prevailed. One of the few independent plans for the region’s future, for a Central Europe Federation led by Poland and Czechoslovakia, was prepared by the two relevant governments-in-exile in wartime London. Thanks to the total triumph of the Soviets, it could not come to fruition. But much racking of brains was undertaken. One work, written in 1944 by a refugee from what she called ‘The Middle Zone’, concluded that the best solution for the people trapped between Germany and Russia was for them to join the British Empire as associate members.9

After 1945, the concept of Central Europe seemed to have disappeared for good. The onset of the Cold War divided Europe into two contending parts, East and West, on either side of the Iron Curtain. There was a Western Europe and an Eastern Europe. But apart from the three small and neutral states of Austria, Liechtenstein and Switzerland, there was no substantial Centre. Yet East Central Europe was a concept that did revive. It was well suited to the band of states that belonged to the Soviet Bloc but not to the Soviet Union; and to a large extent it replicated the membership of pre-war Zwischen Europa. As a result, many political commentators began to accept it as a permanent category, equally separated by its political and economic characteristics both from democratic Western Europe and from the USSR.

By the 1980s, therefore, memories of European unity were fading fast. In many quarters the status quo was beginning to be considered eternal. In the West, it was increasingly common for the term ‘Europe’ to be applied by members of the European Economic Community (or, later, the European Union) as an exclusive label for themselves, thereby implying that the rest of Europe was somehow not really European. In the East, the Communist authorities were using ideological terms such as the ‘Socialist Camp’ or the Soviet Bloc, which suggested that the European countries under Soviet rule had more in common with China or Cuba than with their West European neighbours.

Such was the highly depressing context in which a group of independent writers and intellectuals within the Soviet Bloc resuscitated Central Europe for purposes of their own. Led by the Czech novelist, Milan Kundera, they were a very diverse group expressing a variety of views and motivations. But they all feared for the traditional culture of their homelands; they all hated the artificial ideological identity that Communist rule had thrust upon them; and they all longed to re-establish close links with the cultural life of the West. In the writings of Kundera, of fellow Czech Václav Havel, the Hungarian Georgy Konrád, the Pole Adam Michnik, and others,10 they created a spiritual zone that could not be found on the map, but which drew on all the previous variants of Central Europe to establish their views of the past, their rejection of the present and their hopes for the future. Nor, though the best-known works surfaced in the 1980s, were the ideas necessarily new. Some of them had been circulating in samizdat for decades, often in the form of half-serious jokes and anecdotes. ‘Over Central Europe’, declared one such Czech collection from the 1970s, ‘there rises the heavy smell of boiled cabbage, stale beer, and the soapy whiff of overripe water melons … The frontiers are vague and irrational; and it is only the smell which permits one to identify [the region] with absolute certainty.’11

In the outside world, an intellectual cottage industry grew up, trying to define the new phenomenon’s borders and its incoherent values. ‘Central Europe is back,’ wrote its principal analyst. ‘For three decades after 1945 … the thing was one with Nineveh and Tyre … but in the last few years we have begun to talk of Central Europe again, and in the present tense.’12 Yet, ‘the thing’ defied definition. None of its admirers could describe its geography, and none could agree about its content. There was a tangible mood of nostalgia; there was an attachment to a new form of dissident politics or ‘anti-polities’, which prized the role of culture, despised the state and preached non-violence; and there was a steadfast refusal to accept the world as it was. Beyond that, all discussions began and ended with the question: ‘Does Central Europe exist?’13

Finally in 1989, when the Iron Curtain collapsed, Europe’s dialectical divisions dissolved and Central Europe was free to re-emerge in the flesh once again. This time round, the criss-crossing network of links and dividing lines was anything but simple. The West, which for four decades had largely coincided with membership of NATO and the EU, put out tentacles far to the East. The EU, for example, took in Finland and established a long border directly with Russia. NATO took in Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary, with a long list of aspirant states further afield. The East, which had long been dominated by the USSR, found that the USSR had evaporated. It was effectively reduced to the so-called CIS – that is, to the Russian Federation and the circle of struggling ex-Soviet republics, which Russia regarded as her ‘near abroad’. The Centre, located as always between West and East, encompassed a company of nations from Poland to Bulgaria, which were free to choose their own identity. Though they retained many of the ideals and dreams of the 1980s, which had so discredited the Soviet monolith, they now possessed democratic systems, free-market economic programmes and optimistic prospects, which set them apart both from their former Soviet partners and from their war-torn neighbours in Yugoslavia. The former GDR, once the home of a hard-line Communist regime, entered the EU in 1990 in the context of a reunified Germany. Neutral Austria joined Sweden and Finland on the same trail in 1995. Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovenia headed the queue of like-minded candidates. In the famous phrase of the Czech President, Václav Havel, they were all engaged in the ‘return to Europe’. For Central Europeans were not only central to plans for the future. For the first time in two or three generations, they were free to take pride in their shared European heritage.

*

Notwithstanding the vagaries of changing boundaries and competing conceptions, Central Europe possesses a number of characteristics that are the natural product of conditions in a region of passage between East and West. Firstly, it has always been endowed with a rich variety of migrants and settlers. Throughout recorded history, and probably before, it has repeatedly been the scene of nomadic invasions, mixed settlements and military conquests. Among the nomads, one can count the Scythians, the Sarmatians, the Huns, the Magyars and the Mongols. Among the more permanent settlers, one notes numerous peoples with Celtic, Germanic, Slavonic and Semitic connections. Among the transient conquerors, one could list, among others, Gustavus Adolphus, Jan Sobieski, Charles XII, Peter the Great, Frederick the Great, Napoleon, Hitler and Stalin. As a result, the population of Central Europe has witnessed a profusion of languages, cultures, religions and nationalities. The ethnic kaleidoscope has been the norm since time immemorial. Yet in the age of nationalism, when every modern nation laid exclusive right to its own patch, it was most inconvenient. Central Europe inevitably became the home of perverse and competing nationalist histories, each claiming aborigineity.

Secondly, amidst the many ebbs and tides, two waves of settlement were particularly important. In the Middle Ages, after an era of westward migration, German settlers flooded eastwards across the Elbe and Oder, making huge inroads into lands, such as Poland and Bohemia, which for some time had been the domain of Slavs. This Drang nach Osten, or ‘drive to the East’, was in no sense unique. After all, the Poles pressed deep into Lithuania and Ukraine in the same period, while somewhat later the Russians ‘dranged’ their way right across Eurasia to the Pacific coast, to Alaska and even to California. For several centuries, the tide of human settlement was flowing eastwards. But then, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it stopped and was reversed. The Slavic peoples reasserted themselves both separately and, under the influence of pan-Slavism, collectively. After the First World War, the Poles, the Czechoslovaks and the Yugoslavs all established sovereign states in the wake of the German and Austrian defeat. After the Second World War, the victorious Allied governments decided to expel all German people living to the east of the redrawn frontiers of Germany and Austria.

Thirdly, Central Europe became the great haven for European Jewry. In the centuries when Jews were deported from England, persecuted in Germany and excluded from Russia, they naturally congregated in ‘The Lands Between’. One rather tenuous movement saw Jews of Chazar origin moving into Central Europe from the south and east. A much more substantial one, which reached its peak during persecutions resulting from the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century, saw Ashkenazi Jews fleeing from the West to seek refuge in Bohemia, Hungary and especially Poland-Lithuania. These Yiddish-speaking Jews supported thriving communities not only in cities such as Vilnius, Cracow, Prague and Budapest, but in countless shtetls or ‘little country towns’, in which they emerged as the principal middle-class element and frequently as the dominant ethnic group. In more recent times, large numbers of them migrated further afield, first to Vienna, Berlin and Moscow, and later to France, Britain and the USA. In all the countries to which they moved they formed a highly assimilated commercial elite and intelligentsia. But traditional Jewish life continued back home in Central Europe until the terrible Shoah of 1941–5. In some eyes, the Jewishness of Central Europe was one of its defining features.

Fourthly, Central Europe’s open geography combined with the ethnic kaleidoscope to form a political arena where national states were inevitably small and weak, while dynastic empires were large and strong. Already in the fifteenth century, the Jagiellonian realms, which included Bohemia and Hungary as well as Poland and Lithuania, served notice of things to come. After the fateful death of Louis II Jagiellon in 1526, the Jagiellons were replaced by the Habsburgs, who combined control of the Holy Roman Empire with their far-flung dynastic lands in the middle Danube basin. As champions of the Counter-Reformation, the Habsburgs created a special brand of Roman Catholic civilisation which in some quarters was taken to be the essence of Central Europe. Yet in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, their dominance was challenged by two new contenders. The Hohenzollerns of Brandenburg-Prussia, whose original eastern power-base lay outside the Holy Roman Empire, succeeded in becoming the leading force in Germany. The Romanovs of Moscow, whose career started as the self-styled Tsars of just one Russian principality, collected territory at a rate that has been calculated at 142 square kilometres per day for 150 years. By 1900 they ruled over an empire that stretched more than 8,000 kilometres, from the Bering Strait to the confines of Germany and Austria. (At Myslowitz (Mysłowice) in Silesia, there was a famous three-cornered frontier point known as the Dreikaiserreichsecke, or ‘Three Empires Corner’, where tourists could have one foot in the realm of the Hohenzollerns, the other in the realm of the Habsburgs and their fingers in the realm of the Romanovs.) The long-standing rivalry of these three dynasties came to a sudden end in 1917–18 when all three were overthrown.

Finally, Central Europe in the twentieth century had the unpleasant distinction of being subjected to a double dose of totalitarianism. Unlike Western Europe, which experienced only a brief interlude of Fascism, and unlike Russia, which experienced a much longer servitude under Communism, all ‘The Lands Between’ suffered in succession both from Fascism and from Communism. From Berlin to the Baltic States, from Vienna to the eastern Ukraine, from Zagreb and Tiranë to the Black Sea, a huge tract of Europe was overrun first by one or another brand of Fascist and then by one or another brand of Communist. All nationalities and all social groups were put through the grinder by one side or the other. Genocide, mass murder, ‘ethnic cleansing’, slave labour and social engineering were widely practised. Brave people, who dared to declare ‘neither Hitler nor Stalin’ were wiped out. The ordeal lasted on average for fifty years – in the case of eastern Germany, for fifty-seven years. The damage to life and liberty was incalculable. The period of recovery was bound to be long.

*

The story of Central Europe, therefore, is anything but simple. Indeed, it is extremely complex; and it is not easily explained to the general reading public. Specialist and partial studies abound, but surveys that successfully convey the flavour of the whole are, as the Poles say, ‘white ravens’ – rare birds.

One method, of course, is to study the history of individual cities, and through the local picture present a digest of the wider panorama. Most of the major cities of Central Europe – Vienna, Prague, Berlin, Cracow, Budapest, etc. – possess well-established histories of this sort. Yet the shortcomings are numerous. For one thing, local histories have tended to be written from a highly nationalistic point of view, which is artificially divorced from the essential multinational context. For another, the traditional genre of Stadtgeschichte habitually assumes a cosy, parochial focus that ignores all events and connections beyond the immediate compass of the city walls.

One also suspects that the great capitals are hardly representative of the whole. One could not study Vienna in isolation, for example, to examine the enormous range of Habsburg influence across many countries. In this sense, it might be more fruitful to look at the places that have usually found themselves on the receiving, rather than at the ruling, end.

For all these reasons, a historical portrait of a middle-ranking provincial centre has much to recommend it. Of course, the history of Silesia’s main city can be seen as a fascinating tale in its own right, especially for the people who live there now or who have lived there in the past. But it is more than that. It contains a condensed compilation of all the experiences that have made Central Europe what it is – the rich mixture of nationalities and cultures; the German Drang nach Osten and the reflux of the Slavs; a Jewish presence of exceptional distinction; a turbulent succession of imperial rulers; and, in modern times, the shattering exposure to both Nazis and Stalinists. In short, it is a Central European microcosm.

*

The present volume has three objectives. Firstly, it aims to overcome the historiographical rivalry that has resulted in the two competing visions of ‘German Breslau’ and ‘Polish Wrocław’. To this end, it gives prominence not only to Czech, Austrian and Jewish themes, but also to a colourful gallery of individuals from Mátyás Corvinus and Lennert Torstenson to Elizabeth Stuart, John Quincy Adams, Winston Churchill and Marshal Koniev, who belong to neither side of the German-Polish dichotomy. Secondly, it sets out to demonstrate how the political and cultural connections of the city have been transformed many times over. Thirdly, it takes great care to avoid the parochial approach, and hence to link the events and personalities of the city’s history with their regional or continental setting.

One could reduce these three objectives to one overriding aim – to combat the various forms of selective amnesia that have so often marred historical descriptions. At one time, German historians regularly ignored the city’s Polish connections or confined them to the remotest Piast dynasty period. Since 1945, they seem to have done the exact opposite, virtually airbrushing Breslau from all the major surveys of their own country’s past. In recent years, at least, it is no exaggeration to call Breslau ‘the lost city of German history’.

For their part, Polish historians have succumbed all too often to the demands of the post-war Communist regime to minimise or even to eliminate the German strand. After 1945, relentless official propaganda sought to reinforce the image of an aboriginal Polish city, which had constantly been brutally ‘occupied’, foully ‘usurped’ or cunningly ‘infiltrated’ by dastardly foreigners. In the conditions that have come into being through the fall of Communism, this false and xenophobic image is neither necessary nor desirable. Nowadays, at last, everyone is free to rejoice in everyone’s achievements and to mourn the common catastrophes. And many Polish historians of the latest generation are doing exactly that.

As with most Central European cities, the problem of nomenclature is a thorny one. When a city has a different name for every nationality that lays claim to it, to prefer one version over another is to make a political statement and to risk causing offence. Nonetheless, a ready solution comes to hand when one realises that the choice does not lie between two stark alternatives – Breslau or Wrocław – but rather between the scores of variants which the historical sources contain. In reality, the historian has at least fifty names to choose from. So it is not too difficult to be impartial. The obvious thing to do is to use a different but appropriate name for each period of the city’s history. In this way, we can emphasise one of the most fundamental historical lessons – that the past is not the same as the present. For the prehistoric period, for example, when no one knows what the city’s name or names actually were, we call it the ‘Island City’. For the early medieval Piast period, we call it ‘Wrotizla’; for the Bohemian period, ‘Vretslav’; for the Austrian period, ‘Presslaw’; and for the Prussian period, ‘Bresslau’. ‘Breslau’ is reserved for the imperial period and the Third Reich, and ‘Wrocław’ for post-1945 Poland. This is not to deny either that a still-greater variety of names and spellings exists or that modern forms were undoubtedly employed in particular circumstances in earlier times. Nor does it pretend that our chosen solution is above criticism. All it does is to underline the self-evident truth – that times change. Whenever we are in a quandary we use the name that was first introduced by literate Latin-speaking clergy more than a thousand years ago and which is still with us: VRATISLAVIA.




PROLOGUE



Götterdämmerung:
The Annihilation of Fortress Breslau, 1945

On the morning of 20 January 1945, a Breslau newspaper, the Schlesische Tageszeitung (‘Silesian Daily News’), carried a calming report about military developments on the Eastern Front. Though the Second World War in Europe was reaching its climax, the Nazi Reich was feigning normality. The Soviet army had launched yet another offensive in the central sector, and the Wehrmacht was retreating to more defensible positions. The article promised that ‘when [evacuation] becomes necessary for Breslau, the appropriate instructions will be given … in good time’.1 Indeed, outline evacuation plans had been formulated the previous September, but had not been given any measure of priority. The fanatical Nazi Gauleiter, Karl Hanke, had refused to accept what he viewed as defeatism. As far as ordinary Breslauers could tell, the Soviet army was still far away in the middle of Poland. There appeared to be no immediate danger.

Yet, by 10 a.m. that same January morning, the unexpected blow had struck. Loudspeakers throughout the city blared out the news:

Achtung! Achtung! Citizens of Breslau! The Reich Defence Commissar and Gauleiter announces that Breslau is to be evacuated. There is no reason for alarm. Women and children will leave … first. Small handluggage is to be taken with you. Women with small children are to provide themselves with paraffin stoves; the NSV [Nazi Welfare Organisation] will set up cooking points and facilities for the distribution of milk. Further information will be provided by your individual party offices. We repeat …2

A later announcement was still more urgent:

Women and children are to leave … immediately! Go in the direction of Opperau and Kanth. Vehicles are waiting for you there. Women and children are to leave the city immediately!3

The Nazi Party apparatus had panicked. Breslau at that juncture contained almost a million people, and an attempt was to be made to remove more than two-thirds of them in a matter of days.

The result, as described by the diarist Father Paul Peikert, was chaos:

… a real panic has taken hold of the people. The railway stations are filled to overflowing all day, so that it is almost impossible to get through the crowds. Everyone is pressing themselves onto the trains, which can only accept limited numbers of the evacuees. The majority have to stay behind and try again. Most take their prams and necessary baggage and journey into the unknown along the Landstrasse.4

An estimated 60,000 women and children left Breslau for Kanth that day, in temperatures as low as –20°C. They joined the 600,000 Silesian refugees already choking the roads still open to the west and south. Breslau’s parks began their slow transformation into makeshift graveyards. The morning of 21 January saw the bodies of forty children brought to the New Market, while the South Park took the graves of a further forty-eight.5 By the next day, the bodies of 400 evacuees had been recovered by the municipal authorities. It is estimated that the death-march to Kanth claimed some 18,000 lives,6 mainly of the infirm and the very young. In total some 90,000 Breslauers were to die during the entire evacuation.

Over the following days, the scenes were repeated again and again as successive groups were ordered to leave. On 21 January civil servants not eligible for the Volkssturm (territorial reservists) left; and four days later all remaining citizens unfit for military service. Elisabeth Erbrich was better prepared than most:

The news was so sudden that there were terrible scenes. Many women … had crying fits. People ran around in the streets confused and disturbed. At the railway station refugees camped day and night with their meagre belongings, waiting for a chance to travel to the interior of the Reich. It was a heartbreaking sight that I will never forget.

On Monday 22.1.45, at 10.00 in the morning, the order came to leave the city on foot as there were no other transport facilities. That day was to be the hardest of my life. With a heavy heart I bade farewell to my beloved hometown. My flight began with only the bare necessities in my rucksack, wearing as many clothes as I could put on, a pair of strong boots on my feet and a bag with a cooked chicken and food for the next few days … High in the sky, hardly visible, Russian fighters were dropping leaflets – ‘Germans! Surrender! Nothing will happen to you!’

It was icy, clear winter weather and –16°C. After a tearful farewell I set off in the direction of Zobten at 12.30. I joined a group of women with the same destination in mind. The refugees marched like a caravan, dragging their last possessions in carts or prams, or even in cars or horse-drawn vehicles. A black line in the bright white snow, hundreds of thousands were on the move, amongst them refugees from the villages on the left bank of the Oder, who had already been travelling for days. Because of the cold and the relentless march they had many dead in their wagons that had to be abandoned by the roadside since burials were impossible in the frozen earth. Exhausted and with raw feet I arrived at Roßlingen [twenty-two kilometres from Breslau] at 16.00.7

One more privileged evacuee was Ilse Braun, the sister of Hitler’s mistress Eva, who had lived in Breslau for a number of years. On the evening of 20 January, she found a place on a train bound for the capital. At Berlin’s Schlesischer Bahnhof, the following morning, she was collected in an SS limousine and driven to her sister’s apartment at the glamorous Adlon Hotel, close to the Brandenburg Gate. That evening, over dinner in the Reich Chancellery, the two discussed recent events. It soon became clear that Eva had little idea of the disaster engulfing the German ‘east’. She talked cheerily of the time when Ilse could return ‘home’ to Breslau. Ilse’s perception of events was radically different. She spoke with passion about what she had seen: the refugees, the snow, and the terror of Russian occupation. When she said that Hitler was dragging the Reich into the abyss, the conversation grew heated. Eva expressed her fury at her sister’s ingratitude and said that she deserved to be shot.8

The ordeal of ordinary civilians was repeated among the staff of Breslau’s administrative and governmental offices. On 21 January, Breslau’s bishop, Adolf Bertram, departed for the safety of Jauernig in Bohemia. The sacred contents of most of the churches were removed to Kamenz in Saxony. The following day the post, telegraph and rail authorities were shifted westwards. On the 23rd, all the local concentration camps (KZ) were evacuated to Groß Rosen near Schweidnitz. The sick and injured of KZ Fünfteichen were left behind to await their fate; those of Dyhernfurth were shot.9 Breslau’s military hospitals were moved, along with sensitive SS and SD (security service) archives. The Breslau tax office was relocated to Liegnitz. The municipal administration was sent to Waldenburg. The University and Technical Highschool were transferred to Dresden. So, too, was Radio Breslau, arriving on the evening of the first RAF attack.10

The decks were being cleared for the final struggle. As advance Soviet units reached the Oder at Steinau, north-west of Breslau, on 22 January, all remaining men in the Silesian capital were called to arms. Gauleiter Hanke wrote, ‘I call on the men of Breslau to join the defence front of our Fortress Breslau. The Fortress will be defended to the end.’11

*

German strategy in these last desperate months of the war is often described in Wagnerian terms: the Götterdämmerung – the Twilight of the Gods. As the fighting crept inexorably closer to the heart of the Reich, Germany descended into an orgy of self-immolation. The death-throes of Nazism were dragging the country and its remaining allies into the abyss. Though Hitler and the Nazi hierarchy undoubtedly entertained many wild thoughts, German military and political thinking in the final months of the war was not totally irrational. Hitler may have been increasingly detached from reality, but his critical faculties had not completely deserted him. He recognised the deep divisions among the Allies ranged against him; and his policy of creating Festungen, or ‘fortresses’, sought to exploit them. His Fester Platz order of 8 March 1944 outlined their purpose:

… The ‘Fortified Areas’ will fulfil the functions of fortresses in former historical times. They will ensure that the enemy does not occupy these areas of decisive operational importance. They will allow themselves to be surrounded, thereby holding down the largest possible number of enemy forces, and establishing conditions for successful counter-attacks. Local strongpoints, deep in the battle area, will be tenaciously defended in the event of enemy penetration. By being included in the main line of battle they will act as a reserve of defence and, should the enemy break through, as hinges and corner stones for the front, forming positions from which counter-attacks can be launched.12

Though none of the three initial ‘fortresses’, at Mogilev, Bobruisk and Vitebsk,13 had succeeded in stemming the Soviet tide, the policy was to find its high point later that year. One after another, the cities and towns of eastern Germany – Breslau, Danzig, Frankfurt an der Oder, Kolberg, Königsberg, Küstrin, Glogau, Graudenz, Oppeln, Posen, Ratibor and Thorn – were designated Festungen. Ideally, they would provide the platform for a future German counter-attack. At worst, they would be sacrificed in order to buy Berlin time, thereby encouraging the growing antipathy between Germany’s enemies, which might conceivably cripple the Alliance. For Hitler, every day’s delay was vital.

With the luxury of hindsight, the Festung policy appears a desperate blunder. But it should not be forgotten that Germany’s predicament at the turn of 1945 was not yet terminal. Indeed, there were reasons for cautious optimism. While the Western Allies were still recovering from the shock of the Ardennes offensive and had still not crossed the Rhine, the Soviets had been stationary on their Vistula bridgeheads for some months and were still held up at Budapest. Though hugely outnumbered, German forces were now fighting in the east with shortened lines of communication against an enemy that was in danger of overreaching itself. Seen in this light, the Festung policy does not appear quite so unrealistic. The ultimate Soviet success was not a foregone conclusion.

*

The Soviet Vistula–Oder offensive had been launched at 5 a.m. on Friday 12 January. A one-and-three-quarter-hour rolling artillery barrage destroyed everything in its path. Around midday, tanks began to move off from the Vistula bridgeheads. Soviet forces there were divided into four ‘fronts’: the 3rd Belorussian Front, under Chernyakovskii, headed for the Baltic coast; the 2nd Belorussian Front, under Rokossowski, moved in parallel; the 1st Belorussian Front, under Zhukov, held the centre; and the 1st Ukrainian Front, under Koniev, left the Sandomierz bridgehead in the south. It was Koniev who had Silesia in his sights.

Soviet numerical superiority on the Vistula was estimated by the German High Command at fivefold in manpower, fivefold in armour, sevenfold in artillery and seventeenfold in air power.14 Koniev and Zhukov could field eight infantry armies, two tank armies and an air army, containing just under 2,250,000 men. Facing them was Harpe’s Army Group A, consisting of the 9th and the 17th Armies, plus the 4th Panzer – in all just 400,000 men.

Though bad weather prevented the exploitation of Soviet air power, freezing conditions on the ground, with little snow, were ideal for the rapid advance of tanks. By the first evening Koniev had already penetrated the German defensive line to a depth of nineteen kilometres along a forty-kilometre front. Kielce fell on the 15th and Częstochowa three days later. From then on, it became clear that Koniev’s target in Silesia was to be Breslau:

… intelligence assessments confirmed that any Soviet thrust due west would be met by heavy German defence on well-defended lines. To guarantee speedy success with the breakthrough operation and the subsequent westerly drive, Zhukov proposed that his armies strike first for Łódż and then shift their attack towards Poznań. Stalin agreed … and the revised attack assignments for 1st Belorussian Front were duly affixed to the master plan. Once this decision was accepted, the need to adjust Koniev’s attack to the north disappeared and Breslau rather than Kalisz became the prime target for the 1st Ukrainian Front.15

The Soviets effectively completed their Vistula–Oder operation by the end of January. Their troops had penetrated deep inside the borders of the old Reich. Königsberg, Posen and Thorn were surrounded; Upper Silesia had been overrun. In Lower Silesia, two bridgeheads across the Oder had been secured at Steinau and Brieg; Militsch, just fifty kilometres to the north-east, was occupied as early as the 23rd; and Breslau itself was coming under artillery fire from Soviet emplacements on the Trebnitz hills.

However, the Soviet advance had slowed considerably. Having covered the 300 kilometres from the Sandomierz bridgehead in eight days, the Soviets took a further eight days to apply pressure on the Silesian capital. The reasons are clear: Soviet planning for the next stage of the advance had not yet been completed. Some hesitation following the swift establishment of the Oder bridgeheads was to be expected. And the speed of the advance was endangering the lines of supply. The forward units that had crossed the Silesian border at Namslau, for example, were running short of ammunition and fuel.16 Moreover, the ‘highway of ice’ that had facilitated the offensive was starting to melt. The resistance of the German defenders stiffened as they fought for their own towns and villages. In Berlin, and perhaps in Breslau, it may well have appeared possible that the Festung policy might yet bring results.

*

The first Festungskommandant, General Johannes Krause, had arrived in Breslau in late September 1944, but comparatively little was done to prepare for a siege. The forces directly available amounted to just one division. And the disparate groupings – Wehrmacht, Luftwaffe, Waffen SS and Volkssturm – were due to pass under combined command only in an emergency. As if to complicate matters further, Gauleiter Hanke, who assumed the title Reichsverteidigungskommissar (Commissar for the Defence of the Reich), persistently interfered with Krause’s preparations. Only when Soviet units crossed into Lower Silesia near Namslau on 20 January was the imminent threat appreciated.

Breslau was to be defended in the first instance by an outer perimeter, mainly of earthworks, encompassing Trebnitz, Oels, Ohlau and Kanth. This formed part of a wider defensive network which, under the codename ‘Operation Bartold’, had been constructed by forced labour during the previous months. In late January barricades were erected using, among other things, gravestones and trams. Flak and artillery batteries were established in the Botanical Garden, in the New Market and in the garden of the Archbishop’s palace. Machine-gun nests were set up in church steeples.17 The Oder bridges were wired with explosives.

The regular forces inside the city totalled some 30,000 men organised into eight regiments.18 Three infantry regiments (Hanf, Sauer and Mohr) were mainly composed of reservists and cadets from the military academy at Frankenstein. The Besslein
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