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‘Where the devil doesn’t dare to go, there he sends a woman.’


Polish proverb


‘No one has ever yet doubted the courage and resource of the Polish soldier.’


Major General Sir Colin Gubbins, 19631


‘Men keep talking about their own participation. And yet this complete passing over in silence of [women’s] work, stalled with sentimental or praising cliché … is tantamount to falsifying the history.’


Elżbieta Zawacka, ‘Zo’, 19612


‘I am what is called a feminist … You have to fight for women’s rights.’


Elżbieta Zawacka, ‘Zo’, 19893




To assist the reader, whenever an unfamiliar Polish or German word is first mentioned, it will be in italics, with a translation or explanation given; thereafter it will be in roman. Loanwords and more commonly anglicised words will appear in roman from the first instance. Place names are given as they were at the time and within their contemporary borders, but with a footnote giving their modern equivalent and location when first mentioned. Individuals are introduced with their full name, then consistently referred to by either one of their given names or their nom-de-guerre, largely as Zo would have known them at the time.
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PREFACE


Sitting on the edge of the circular hole cut in the floor of the mighty four-engine British Halifax bomber, her legs dangling down as though she were a child perched on an adult’s chair, Elżbieta Zawacka – nom-de-guerre ‘Zo’ – considered her likely fate.


A few weeks earlier she had scraped through parachute training at an airfield outside Manchester; her aching ankles were still tightly bandaged after a series of hard landings. Night drops were the hardest to master as distances were deceptive in the dark, and telegraph wires or even trees were often impossible to see until too late. Now, Zo risked a vertiginous glance down through the open hatch where her legs were taking the full force of the wind that also whipped around the hold space. Absolute darkness. It was almost two in the morning and, although there was a full moon, scudding clouds obscured the light. But if she couldn’t see the depth below, Zo could feel it: hundreds of feet of emptiness. Gripping the reassuringly solid lip of the hatch, she felt the chill from the cold metal run up her arms.


Even if she survived the drop, Zo knew that the Gestapo were hunting for her in the towns and cities of occupied Poland below. Her younger sister, clever, sweet-natured Klara, had been arrested over a year earlier, and had not been seen since. Their brother Egon and cousin Leonard had both been transported to Auschwitz. Zo had no idea where her parents were but knew that, if the Gestapo had traced them, they would probably have faced brutal interrogation before imprisonment or execution. Yet having started the war digging antitank ditches and making petrol bombs to throw at enemy forces in the face of the Soviet advance, she was not about to give up on her hard-won mission because of Nazi German terror.


Somewhere beneath her, Zo knew, a large and defiant resistance movement was waiting for her return. Her dearest friend, courageous Marianna Zawodzińska, was probably also awake, coughing into the night as she worked out ciphers in her chilly Warsaw attic room. Zofia Franio, a qualified doctor, sometimes tended to Marianna, when not busy with the all-female demolition units that were making such an impact across the country. Waiting most avidly, however, was Emilia Malessa, head of the foreign communications team with the Polish resistance ‘Home Army’. As effortlessly elegant as she was ruthlessly efficient, Emilia had at first intimidated Zo, but years of shared clan-destine endeavour had brought them close. Now Zo was bringing back new orders from the Polish prime minister and commander-in-chief of the armed forces, exiled in London, that would have a profound impact on all their lives.


Polish women were among the first to take up arms during the Second World War. While women in Britain volunteered on the home front, as land girls, office clerks, drivers and factory workers, releasing men for military service overseas, in Poland the ‘home front’ was, immediately, the frontline. Thousands of women rushed to the defence of their country, their homes and families, in response to the twin invasions from Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in September 1939. Many, like Zo, had years of military training. Others were defiant teenagers, young mothers, doctors, teachers and farm workers, even grandmothers who felt unable to witness the brutality of the latest occupation of their homeland without taking action.


Around 40,000 women would eventually be sworn in as members of the Polish Home Army, making it the largest resistance force in occupied Europe. Initially, they served in liaison, as messengers and couriers, as paramedics and in logistics; the day-to-day functioning of the early underground resistance would have been impossible without them. Soon it was hard to find any unit that did not include women. Whether gathering intelligence; publishing and circulating clandestine newsletters; smuggling weapons, information and money across borders; laying landmines or undertaking assassinations, women eventually made up one tenth of the Home Army.


The women’s motivations, their training, false papers and weapons were largely the same as those of their male counterparts, and the risk they faced was just as fundamental. But female and male experience never entirely overlapped. Mainly volunteers, rather than conscripts, the women had no military status or rank, could not officially join armed units, and found themselves ‘perceived as simple, ordinary, modest, properly unnoticed’, Zo noted.4 Where the chauvinistic occupying forces were concerned, this myopia was an advantage that the women were quick to exploit. The lack of official recognition from their own authorities, however, held the women back. Zo, a born soldier, would have none of that. While serving your country, ‘you have to fight,’ she argued passionately, ‘for women’s rights.’5


Zo’s Halifax banked sharply as it dropped altitude and air speed. Hours earlier, the Special Duties Squadron pilot had taken off from Bedfordshire and brought them over the North Sea, heading out to avoid German airspace. Over Denmark, they had been briefly caught in anti-aircraft artillery fire. With the extra fuel tanks for the return journey stored fore and aft, the Halifax was effectively a flying gasoline bomb. Zo had heard the repeated crack of the shelling over the roar of the engines and felt some of the fire hit the steel of the aircraft’s wings, but there had been no significant damage. Turning to evade more flak, they had headed on to Sweden and then, over the Baltic, turned again to catch sight of the River Vistula, a ribbon of reflected light leading them inland to the drop zone, a forest glade some twenty miles from Warsaw.


‘Ladies first,’ Zo’s fellow jumpers had said, courteous but curious about their comrade-in-arms.* Impatient to be back, and determined not to betray her nerves, Zo had not demurred. She had not even smiled at the men, although she felt a deep bond with them. Naturally serious, she simply nodded. Yet after over four hours spent huddled in the freezing fuselage, stiff and weighed down by her drop-suit overalls, heavy kit and the parachute strapped to her back, when it was time to go she had needed a hand to haul her up from her sitting position. Using the ropes and cables fixed inside the body of the aircraft, she had slowly edged forwards, carefully weighing each step as she clambered around the packages destined for the resistance below. The larger containers, metal barrels packed with guns, ammunition, explosives, medicine and radio sets, were waiting to follow from the bomb bay.


The two pistols Zo was so pleased with, a knife, flask, compass and a small tin with two cyanide pills were strapped into her drop-suit pockets, along with a spade with which to bury her suit and chute on landing. The suit belt was filled with dollars and reichsmarks. Underneath, she wore a heavy overcoat – not new, but thick and warm. It was already late September and the Polish nights were cold. Beneath this she had buttoned a woollen cardigan over a simple, navy-blue silk dress. There were cheap stockings stuffed into her coat pocket; she did not want to snag them on her bandages. Such dressings were not unusual, but this was the only time that a member of the Polish special force paratroopers, the Cichociemni or ‘Silent Unseen’, would parachute into occupied Europe wearing a dress, because Zo was the only female member of this elite force.* In Polish, this made her the only Cichociemna.


Through the hatch, Zo could suddenly see the light of torches laid out in an arrow on the ground below to mark the drop zone and show wind direction. She shivered. Moments later she was shaking with the cold and her own fear, and adrenaline. Once again she was struck by the apparent madness of plunging from relative safety into the abyss. Then she breathed in something of the Polish fields below; the smell of fallen leaves, earthy and damp, of cut potatoes and the dry stalks of grain already harvested. She smiled. The red light beside the hatch switched to green, the dispatcher shouted, ‘Go!’ and, automatically straightening her legs, Zo plunged into the night.


For a breathless second she fell like the condemned; abruptly, straight down and with no thought of landing. The sudden acceleration was shocking. Her whole body tensed, a defensive action that seemed to make her smaller, meaner – like a nut, tight and hard, falling from a tree. Like a bomb, released from a British bomb bay, pulled by her own weight, down towards Poland, in a condensed roar of sound, the wind now coming not from ahead, but from beneath her.


Seconds later, a violent jolt shot Zo’s thoughts back to the present. Her static line, the umbilical cord attaching the cover of her parachute pack to the aircraft hold, had reached full length and yanked out her chute. Relief flooded through her as she heard the silk unfolding and her mad rush earthwards suddenly halted, as though she had been caught on a celestial peg. The Halifax’s engines were already just a distant hum, and she could feel herself swaying gently in her harness. She savoured the moment. How miraculous to be at once still slowly falling through the Polish night, and yet also suspended. Only once would she later confess, to a fellow resistance soldier before an enemy engagement, that despite her previous three years of active service behind enemy lines, ‘probably for the first time in her life, she had been afraid’ when she had to drop from the Halifax.6 Usually, she preferred to recall that, ‘Nothing fell, you lay in the air’, and, ‘It is wonderful, to fly.’7


Knowing that she probably only had seconds before impact, Zo then set to work manipulating the cords of her chute so that she would face forwards, and trying to turn, as she had been taught, so that her side would hit the ground first and she would not break her legs on landing. Then, with shocking speed, the ground seemed to rise up to meet her.





 


 


 


* Most accounts say Zo dropped first, but some place her as the second of the three to jump.


* The literal translation of Cichociemni is quiet and shadowy or dark, but Silent Unseen is the usual term.
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Born to Fight
(March 1909–September 1939)


‘A woman, whose name has not been determined, was literally slashed in half’ ran the story in the Warsaw National Journal. ‘In a dining car, a male passenger was run clean through by metal fittings …’1


It was just after midday when the express steam train from Katowice raced towards Pruszków on its way to Warsaw, at over fifty miles an hour. Eyewitnesses to the disaster spoke of the train’s locomotive suddenly leaping off the rails at full speed, then hurtling over the sleepers for a further hundred yards, its carriages flying behind. Panic erupted on board, as train conductors shouted to the passengers to hold fast to the rings on the compartment walls. A moment later, the airborne locomotive caught the high tension, electric-traction powerlines beside the tracks, turned about and crashed down again, only to be smashed into by its own tender, still half full of water for the route ahead. Steam and smoke gushed from the engine’s boiler as the locomotive landed on its side, carriages piling up behind. Screams could be heard through the appalling din of collision, as ‘the violently stopped cars smashed into each other, and the weaker ones succumbed to the overwhelming force and were turned into splinters’.2


The bodies of the train diver and his assistant were later found under the twisted remains of the locomotive. Six people had lost their lives: four men, a child and a woman in quasi-military clothes, who was about forty years old, travelling alone with no luggage or papers to identify her. A further three passengers would later die from their injuries. Most had been in the wooden, second and third-class carriages, destroyed when hit by the sturdier, steel-framed international sleeping-car.


When the last passengers trapped in the sleeper had been finally cut free with acetylene torches, the Warsaw papers patriotically claimed that ‘the strong steel construction of the Polish cars limited the dimensions of the disaster’.3 That and the speedy response of the paramedics were perhaps the only chinks of light in the catastrophe. Emotions were running high not only because of the fatalities but also as, in the summer of 1939, Poland was on the brink of war. It was soon reported that the train disaster was the result of a bomb or other act of sabotage by German or Soviet agents. Further down the press pages, a national search was launched for the unidentified female passenger who had suffered such catastrophic injuries.


Elżbieta Zawacka was in Silesia, almost two hundred miles from Pruszków, on the day of the crash. Blonde and blue-eyed, young-looking for her age and rather short, she had the kind of open, honest face that people invariably describe as earnest in a man, and innocent in a woman. Yet as a female mathematics graduate, unmarried at thirty and choosing to live alone, she was already raising eyebrows.


Elżbieta was a senior instructor with the Polish ‘Women’s Military Training’ organisation, the PWK as it was known from its Polish acronym.* Instead of learning to type, sew or cook, or reading fashion magazines and heading out to dance and flirt in Warsaw’s famous boîtes, or nightclubs, Elżbieta preferred to spend her spare hours putting cadets through their paces in the muddy Polish countryside. She had spent the morning of the rail disaster at a training camp, which was pitched in a beautiful bend of a tributary of the River Oder that flows from the mountains of the Silesian Beskids into what was then Czechoslovakia. The female cadets had already raised the tents and built the wooden cabins that would serve as the mess and medical huts. Elżbieta was there to inspect the work and oversee military exercises and sporting events. It being mild, after the flag-raising that evening, a Polish white eagle was to be created from a mountain of pinecones, followed by a patriotic lecture, songs and laughter around a campfire. Elżbieta was never happier than when at one of these camps, sharing her twin enthusiasms for her nation and for women’s service. She had joined the PWK ten years earlier, as a university student. Their camps provided opportunities for wild swimming, hiking and competitive sports, often frowned upon for women, as well as training in horseriding, driving and, most wonderful of all to her mind, firearms. The organisation also instilled a sense of greater purpose in its cadets: the powerful knowledge that they could make a significant contribution to the national defence in times of need. It was here that Elżbieta found her tribe – young women who shared not only her love of the outdoors, but also her sense of patriotic duty. Joining the PWK, she laughed, was ‘the most important event of my life’.4


Elżbieta had grown up as the seventh of eight children, learning to fight for attention from an early age. Her father, Władysław Zawacki, knew how that felt. A proud man, he could trace his family back to the seventeenth century. When his mother died young, however, he had been enrolled in the Prussian Army after just two years of schooling. For the rest of his life, he would spend a part of every evening trying to better himself with a copy of Meyer’s Great Encyclopedia, bought with his savings as a young non-commissioned officer. Later, he would instil the importance of education in his own children. Elżbieta’s mother had lost both her parents when young. Perhaps that and their work ethic was what drew the couple together, even though they ‘differed from each other like night and day’, as Elżbieta put it. Vivacious Marianna had grown up working on her father’s farm. Like Władysław, she had had little formal education, but she was smart, hard-working and ‘eternally active and energetic’.5


After their wedding, Władysław exchanged his greatcoat and boots for a less romantic uniform as a clerk in the Gdańsk shipyards. He still proudly waxed his handsome moustache, but as Marianna washed his shirts and starched his collars, she couldn’t help thinking how tedious their life was. The air tasted different in the city, she tried to explain, and ‘the earth did not smell like bread’.6 Selling up, they moved, with two children in tow, to a suburb of the ancient city of Toruń, which straddles the River Vistula one hundred miles south. Here, the increasingly ‘pedantic and solid’ Władysław found congenial work as a court clerk, while Marianna could enjoy walking in the countryside.7 It was here, too, that six more children arrived. Elżbieta was born on a crisp March morning in 1909. She had powerful lungs and a sturdy constitution, and – officially – she was German.


Toruń had been established by the Teutonic Knights in the 1200s and had flourished as a Hanseatic League town. A crenellated brick barbican protected the city, but for centuries Polish- and German-speakers had lived side by side within its walls. Toruń had both Catholic and Protestant churches, and the architecture, merchant guilds and even the local folktales, such as that of a plague of fat frogs being piped away from the town, all borrowed from Germanic tradition. It was not always a peaceful coexistence, but the city largely prospered. Then, in the late eighteenth century, Poland was partitioned between its three powerful neighbours, the Austrian, German-Prussian, and Russian empires. Prussian troops took Toruń in 1793, only to be defeated by successive French and Russian forces. As each invader reinforced the forts and added to the city’s defences with moats and palisades, the local economy became dependent on the military purse, eventually creating a garrison town.


By the time Elżbieta arrived in the crowded Zawacki house on picturesque Elm Street, Toruń was once again in Prussian-annexed territory. Despite their Polish roots, people in the community were forbidden to speak their own language. Since Władysław worked in a German law court, inspectors would regularly visit the family to check on everything – from the language of their prayer book to the chatter of the children. Evidence of Polish culture, regarded as seditious, would have cost him his job, and possibly his liberty.


Like thousands of women across former Polish territory, however, Marianna secretly continued to observe national traditions. She wore colourful dresses echoing folk designs; she sang her children to sleep with Polish lullabies; and when they woke, she taught them to pray the Catholic way. All the Zawacki children grew up speaking German. They were sent to German schools and surrounded by German culture, but they all knew that they were Polish. Learning to lead a double life, with secret layers of identity, concealment came to them naturally.


Marianna was a strong woman, with deeply held values, who raised her children with tough love while her husband worked long hours. She was also a romantic. In her rare moments of leisure, she loved to read the chivalrous tales of knights and maidens that inspired her choice of children’s names. Her eldest, born in Gdańsk, was called Maria after her mother and the Virgin: a universally acceptable name. A dutiful child, Maria would help raise her younger siblings. Then came Janek, the first-born son and favourite, or so his siblings thought. Janek was such a traditionally Polish name, however, that when the family moved to Toruń, he had to be called by the more German ‘Hans’. Two years later, Alfons arrived, known as Ali by all who loved him. Eryk, who followed, was the only child to die in infancy. Over the next couple years first Egon was born, and given the Germanic middle name Konstanty, and then the romantically monikered Adelajda Łucja. Named after an impressive German empress, Adelajda was promptly and permanently known simply as ‘Dela’. Little Elżbieta, called by the German diminutive of ‘Liza’ – her first alias – seemed to be the fat little full stop at the end of the family line. It was a position in which she thrived, the apple of her indulgent but often absent father’s eye.


Elżbieta’s earliest memories were of a large garden with a stream and ‘a scent of grass and mystery’.8 ‘We were dirty,’ she admitted proudly, and by evening, ‘barely standing, because we had so many important things to do all day’.9 Egon, fair as wheat and just three years her senior, was the first person she idolised, although he didn’t take much notice. Their father considered him a rogue, but Elżbieta would willingly collect worms, make slingshots, or climb the trees searching for birds’ nests to impress him. When their impatient mother eventually herded her brood inside for supper, it was always Elżbieta who found it the hardest to leave the garden, and then she only came reluctantly, traipsing behind Egon. On moonlit nights, she could often be found outside again, fast asleep.


It was a dark day for Elżbieta when Egon followed his older siblings to school. Still high-spirited, he would break his arm three times during gymnastics, until it was permanently twisted. Elżbieta longed to follow him. Her mother turned a blind eye when she saw her bending over Egon’s schoolbooks instead of helping with the chores. She and Władysław were unusual in being as ambitious for their daughters as they were for their sons, but schooling was expensive, and the times increasingly uncertain.


By 1913, Toruń had a gasworks and electric trams, but also a military airfield and a garrison with 30,000 soldiers marching over its cobbled streets. When Janek, Ali and Egon were not in school, they liked to wear military-style outfits, complete with caps and braid, albeit with short trousers. It irritated Elżbieta that she was given a white pinafore. When war came the following summer, Poles were conscripted into the armies of each of the three powers that had partitioned their homeland – soon finding themselves fighting each other. Yet the prospect of these mighty empires being weakened also renewed hopes for Polish independence.


The Zawacki family was luckier than many during what was then known as the Great War. Although he was mobilised, Władysław’s poor health meant he remained in Toruń, and his sons were too young to serve. In 1915, Marianna, now forty-one, gave birth to their last child, a daughter named Klara. Dela, who was ‘a very beautiful girl’, cooed over the new baby, but six-year-old Elżbieta could not see the appeal.10 She had finally started at a German school for girls and her only interest lay in proving herself to her brothers. But with another mouth to feed, it was increasingly difficult to keep the family afloat.


Selling their house with the garden, the family moved into rented rooms. Marianna took in sewing and slowly sold off their possessions. ‘She was the engine of the house,’ Elżbieta recalled, keeping her children fed and disciplined.11 In the evenings, she also told them tales of historic Polish uprisings, the last, in 1863, still vivid in the memories of their older neighbours. They listened even more avidly to stories of their grandfather evading German conscription in the 1870s, and their grandmother defiantly pouring kerosene on her cabbage patch to deny food to marauding soldiers.


All the family were thrilled when, in an attempt to attract more troops for the fight against Russia, in November 1916, Austria and Germany declared they would recognise Polish independence. As Minister for War for the prospective Polish nation, Józef Piłsudski led his Polish Legions alongside Austria-Hungary. Once certain that Germany and Austria would be defeated, however, he refused to make his men swear loyalty to these powers. The Legions were disbanded and Piłsudski imprisoned in Magdeburg, making him a focal point for resurgent Polish nationalism.


Elżbieta was secretly, ardently, a Polish patriot, but thoughts of food consumed her even more than dreams of freedom. By the end of 1917, the children were permanently hungry. Sometimes, if Elżbieta were lucky, the local baker’s wife would give her a small bread roll. Although it was invariably ‘completely black’, she would wolf it down while still in the street.12 That winter, Janek was sent home from school, coughing and gasping for breath. Marianna sold her last earrings to buy butter and milk, but was not able to save her eldest son. He died in January 1918, not yet eighteen. Muted by grief, Marianna stopped wearing her colourful skirts.


Within a few months, the German authorities brought forward the school leaving exams to secure another cohort of young soldiers. Ali, a year younger than Janek, was an excellent student, but angry and rebellious. Shouting ‘Long live Spartacus!’ in support of the German Marxist revolutionary movement, he hoped to be expelled or arrested. Instead, he was irritated to find himself ignored and then conscripted. Elżbieta, still only nine, watched as her mother stood on the table to reach the gas lamp outlet and suffocate the lice in Ali’s clothes before he left. Posted deep inside Germany, rather than to the front, Ali joined the military insurrection later known as the Greater Poland Uprising – becoming the second hero of Elżbieta’s young life.


Released from detention after the armistice, on 14 November 1918 Piłsudski became Chief of State of all Polish territories. Under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, signed the following June, Toruń was among the lands incorporated into this reborn Polish Republic. German soldiers, some with flat caps, others still in steel helmets with a spike on top, marched towards the railway station as the astounded citizens watched on. Later, the Poles processed through the same streets, then crowded into the churches to sing hymns of thanksgiving. Polish borders were still disputed. The war with Soviet Russia would continue until 1920 and Toruń’s walls were plastered with posters calling for men to volunteer. But, after 123 years of annexation, Poland was back on the map of Europe.


Elżbieta did not know whether her father’s cheeks were ruddier from the cold, or from his evident emotion. It was a brisk, misty morning in January 1920, and her small hand was held tightly in his as he pulled her through the crowds. Like everyone else, they were heading to the ceremonial gate erected on the edge of Toruń, which had been decorated with symbols of the local guilds. The atmosphere was festive but the conversation hushed as, for the first time, Elżbieta heard the stirring melody of the Polish national anthem, ‘Da˛browski’s Mazurka’, being played openly on the street. Then General Haller, the Polish commander of the Pomeranian front, led his distinctive, blue-uniformed troops through the arch and into the city. What impressed Elżbieta most was not the horses, nor the military display, but the sight of the grown men around her in their stiff shirt fronts – ‘those Germanised officials’ as she remembered her father’s friends, with tears coursing down their cheeks.13 Even her father could not contain himself. Elżbieta watched and listened, just as she had listened to her mother’s patriotic stories, and quietly absorbed it all.


Polish independence would bring many changes but was not a panacea. Not long after Haller’s parade, Elżbieta’s eldest sister, Maria, contracted pneumonia. Dutiful Maria had helped support her family through the war but, long undernourished, she was not strong enough to survive the bitter winter months that followed. Elżbieta carried a pot of soup to the hospital, but Maria died a few days later. She was buried next to her brother. Somehow, she had never seemed to belong to the exciting post-war future and, of all the siblings, Elżbieta found that it was her face that ‘blurred the fastest’.14


Elżbieta was keen to harness her ambitions to those of her reborn nation, but being Polish was not as easy as expected. When Poles moved in to replace the departing Germans, she was shocked to find herself the subject of their contempt: jeered at for being German herself because she could not speak her native tongue. Never shy of confrontation, she gave as good as she got, but she also learnt that there were other ways to fight for what was hers. Language classes were eventually rewarded with a place at a Polish school. Clever and diligent, she shone in all her lessons, especially in mathematics – her brothers’ favourite class.


Back home after his brief mobilisation, Ali had wanted to study mathematics in Gdańsk but his parents could not afford the fees. Instead, he entered cadet school, eventually joining an infantry regiment in Lwów. Tall and broad-shouldered, he made a striking officer, his fine figure accentuated by his uniform. ‘Women clung to him,’ Elżbieta couldn’t help noticing.15 Within a few years, Ali had married a general’s daughter, Zofia Popławska, who Elżbieta both adored and resented for capturing her brother’s heart. Dressed in fashionably floaty pale cotton, cream stockings and pumps, and with a matching cloche hat framing her short, dark curls, Zofia looked like an elegant butterfly beside her great branch of a man, who stood a good ten inches taller than her. She loved to slip her arm in his when they walked out, if anything making Ali stand taller. Without meaning to diminish her, he in turn affectionately abbreviated Zofia’s name to its first syllable: ‘Zo’.


By the time Egon finished school, his parents had saved enough to send him to the new university in Poznań. Dela was just as bright, often beating her brothers at chess, but chose to find work locally, handing her wages to her parents. With just two years between them, she and Elżbieta helped their mother to home-school little Klara. No one worried about Klara. Elżbieta felt that her younger sister had ‘a special kind of cleverness’, schlagfertig in German, a kind of quick-wittedness that seemed to protect her from the world.16 Two years after Dela left school, Elżbieta was working towards her own leaver’s exams, determined to exceed her brothers’ achievements. Marianna sold their pillows to a feather shop to raise the required fee, and Elżbieta passed with flying colours.


If the first passion of Elżbieta’s life, all the more fervent because forbidden, was for Poland, the second was for mathematics. Although women accounted for a quarter of Polish university students between the wars, one of the highest proportions in Europe, studying further mathematics was still an unusual female choice. Poland’s annexations had meant that, for generations, female activism had focused on preserving Polish culture, language and history, so when women’s higher education was promoted in 1918, it was largely in the humanities. Keen to support her fledgling nation, Elżbieta felt she could add more through mathematics. Like Egon before her, she enrolled in Poznań University, earning her way through private tutoring.


Elżbieta’s student ID from 1927 shows a clear-eyed, sincere young woman with a determined gaze. Dressed in a simple plaid shirt, she has no form of decoration, no pretensions in her fresh face or neatly parted hair, and no smile; but nor is there any false modesty. A few weeks later, her hair had been cut into a bob, as practical as it was fashionable. Much as she admired Ali’s wife, Zofia, Elżbieta had neither the money nor the desire for tailored pleats or fur collars. Her own clothes were largely simple, her room likewise ascetic; a metal-framed bed with thin mattress, a wooden chair and desk, and her coat on a hook on the wall. Inside her head, however, everything was new and rich and exciting.


Mathematics occupied Elżbieta for the best part of the next four years, but she also debated literature, law, philosophy and politics, and joined class outings to the local Jewish cemetery and other historic sites.* Women had been enfranchised when Poland regained independence, and progressive laws, such as the decriminalisation of homo-sexuality, were still proudly being passed. By her second year, however, conversations were turning to the threat of war. One of her tutors, the brilliant mathematician Marian Rejewski, was already secretly working in cryptology for the Polish Cipher Bureau. Short-sighted, with perfectly round glasses, the mole-like Rejewski did not appear impressive, but within a few years he and his team were pioneering the decryption of German Enigma ciphers.*


Elżbieta’s chosen thesis, on ‘Differential Equations of the Periods of Elliptic Integrals’, did not appear to have a military application. Wondering how to best support her nation, she attended a session with the university’s new Women’s Military Training association. At first sceptical, by the end of the hour she was an enthusiastic convert, declaring that the PWK concept of trained and armed women engaging in military defence had set her ‘on fire’.17


Exceptional women had long played an active role in Poland’s armed struggles. In 1812, Joanna Z˙ ubr had become the first woman awarded the Virtuti Militari, the nation’s highest award for valour, and Emilia Plater, who had dressed as a man to raise a small unit for the 1831 uprising, received the rank of captain. These women were marginal historical figures in Elżbieta’s day, inspiring others through various soft-focus portraits as wasp-waisted romantic heroines as much as soldiers in the field. Such women were not satisfied to dwell on the turned page, however, but continued to stride through more recent military engagements. Among those who now inspired Elżbieta was Maria Wittek, who had secured a place at the NCO school of a clan-destine military formation in 1917. Joining the ranks of the Women’s Volunteer Legion, an emergency auxiliary unit of the Polish Army, she had taken part in the defence of Lwów in 1920. The Silver Cross of the Virtuti Militari that she received would be the first of many honours, but she was demobilised when the legion was disbanded in 1922.


Reluctant to let her experience go to waste, in 1928 Wittek became the founding commander of a new women’s military training organisation: the PWK.* Officially, their role was administrative, kitchen-based or required sewing machines, but Wittek was determined there should also be army training, including in the use of firearms. Her aim was to prepare women so that in future their military service might be strategic rather than spontaneous, but it proved a challenge to enlist sufficient volunteers. Notions of acceptable womanhood were changing but war was still largely considered to be a man’s business. Female military training was frowned upon. ‘Women’s society as a whole was passive’, Elżbieta wrote in frustration, signing up to change things.18


Elżbieta first pitched a heavy canvas PWK tent in the hot summer of 1931. She had paid a hefty thirty zlotys to join the month-long camp. It was a considerable sum, but she was investing both in the PWK mission and also, as she put it, in ‘searching for my place, my identity’.19 When she found herself among several thousand cadets at beautiful Garczyn, forty miles from the Baltic coast, Elżbieta finally stopped trying to emulate her elder brothers. Here, she learnt that she could love mathematics and the military for their own sake, and in her own right, as a woman and a soldier. The first PWK cadets to arrive had prepared a lakeside clearing. Elżbieta was delighted to find it was ‘a total wilderness’: all huge skies, dark woods, deep lakes and hard work.20 Once the tents and a few wooden huts were up, and a fir tree, felled and stripped, had been erected as the flagpole, the women ran down to the lake to bathe. Elżbieta experienced an almost religious exultation at such moments, laughing among female friends after a day of shared endeavour.


Although the PWK valued initiative, there was a clear military command structure, strict discipline and considerable ritual. Mornings started with a reveille so punctual that Elżbieta could set her watch by it, yet she was often late to parade. She tore her shirt and lost her blue beret and khaki garrison cap. ‘Zawacka does not take proper care of her uniform!’ she heard herself reprimanded archly by Zofia Grzegorzewska, who was a few years older and several ranks her senior.21 When she laughed during parade, the same Russian-accented voice snapped, ‘Zawacka does not know how to stand to attention!’22 Elżbieta meant no disrespect, but she was naturally rebellious. Like most of the women, she was used to fighting for attention but had no experience of military authority.


One Sunday afternoon, Elżbieta requested permission to get away ‘from the hubbub’ of the camp with a couple of friends.23 Not knowing that Zofia had had to fight for permission on their behalf, the girls enjoyed some carefree hours swimming in the lake, before sitting in their towels, their backs against the larch trees, discussing books and birdsong. The light was fading and the mosquitoes out in force by the time they headed back. Inevitably they got lost and, while pushing their canoe through thick reeds, Elżbieta slid in the silt, got a soaking and lost a shoe. It was with much suppressed hilarity that they finally rushed towards the glade, only to find, ‘leaning forwards, through the forest’, the camp commander, Maria Wittek herself, searching for them in the gloaming.24 When Elżbieta nervously reported this incident, she was treated to Zofia’s ‘booming laughter’ and the frostiness between them melted.25


Zofia was an unpaid but enthusiastic PWK instructor. With her short dark bob, even shorter temper and her long tickings-off, Elżbieta had cast her ‘as a Bolshevik’.26 Now, getting to know her, she laughingly conceded that although Zofia had clearly once lived in Russian-annexed territory, the PWK had ‘tempered her a bit’.27 Usually found with a sketchbook in hand, Zofia was well loved for her jokey cartoons of the cadets towing mattresses behind bicycles, practising archery with predictable results, and huddling under blankets around a smoking campfire. Elżbieta thought her very talented. Together, they made an illustrated songbook that Maria Wittek presented to Aleksandra Piłsudska, the wife of the Polish leader.


Zofia also helped to run courses in medicine and map-reading, archery and anti-aircraft defence. Elżbieta much preferred these to the cookery classes or telegraphy training, although she grudgingly accepted that this was work which ‘women do much better than men’.28 Photographs show her grinning among a row of cadets with rifles, and learning to shoot while lying on her belly in a ditch. Soon she would be confidently riding a horse, driving a truck that could serve as an ambulance, and practising emergency medicine for battle wounds and gas and chemical attacks.


As the days grew into weeks, instead of irritating her, the discipline, drills and flag-raising began to reinforce Elżbieta’s sense of belonging to a national movement of real value. What had started as an adventure was being burnished into serious service. At the end of her first summer, she signed up as an instructor. ‘We knew that war was coming,’ she said, and, ‘we had to prepare women as a part of the regular army.’29


Once she had graduated from university, Elżbieta started teaching at a boarding school where she also established a PWK troop. As there were still few organised sports for girls, her weekend field games, such as ‘capturing’ the local railway station, took her students by storm.30 Soon she was running several more PWK units, and signing up hundreds of girls for the summer and winter camps deep in the Polish countryside. Most were held at Garczyn, in the Polish lake district or in Spała where wild stags still roamed the forests. Others were in the wilderness of Koszewniki, now in Belarus, and at Istebna on the tree-lined banks of the River Olza in Silesia, where in winter the PWK cadets flew down the slopes on home-made skis. Wherever she went, Elżbieta knew she would find a dozen or more instructors and several hundred cadets. It quickly became a community with deep bonds. ‘We loved each other,’ Elżbieta felt, ‘because we believed in the same idea.’31


When they were not at the same camp, Zofia would write to Elżbieta every day, affectionately calling her ‘Ela’, while Elżbieta wrote to her as ‘Zo’ in return. When they met again, Zofia would give her albums full of drawings. One teasingly showed a cadet paddling a canoe between the bulrushes on a moonlit lake. The two women were now so close that they felt they ‘could not live without each other’.32 It was ‘not any lesbian love’, Elżbieta later chose to assert, but ‘a great spiritual friendship’.33


In the summer of 1934, a third PWK instructor began to share the women’s intimacy. Dark-eyed Marianna Zawodzińska was beautiful, but her ‘serious and rather restrained manner’ kept her out of the limelight at PWK camps full of louder women.34 Like Elżbieta, she was in her mid-twenties, worked as a teacher, and she had the same strong sense of duty. There the similarities ended. Elżbieta inspired her cadets through force of character. She was a well-armoured galleon in full sail, carrying everyone along with her. Marianna was more sensitive. She connected with her cadets not through camp songs or comic sketches, but by making herself available for the serious study of literature. The loyalty she inspired among her girls bordered on ardour. ‘We could feel her warmth and radiance,’ one teenager gushed. She was ‘full of the personal charm that it is difficult to put into words, as with a landscape or a melody’.35


Elżbieta and Zofia were both drawn to Marianna. Elżbieta shared her love of poetry and novels – from Gone with the Wind to the Polish classic Pan Tadeusz. ‘It sounds so funny, pretentious,’ Elżbieta confessed, but the long discussions generated by the three women’s reading, often late into the night, inspired them to create a secret ‘spiritual co-operative’.36 Together, the young idealists swore a solemn pledge that each held as sacred: ‘a commitment that our whole lives were to serve Poland’.37


As well as her teaching and PWK commitments, Elżbieta now started studying for a masters. Exhausted by her punishing schedule, she began to reproach herself for, as she put it, not being able to ‘keep three cows by the tail’.38 In the summer of 1935, she cycled straight from a PWK camp to her finals. Having almost fallen asleep on her bike, that moonlit night she climbed out of bed to walk into the camp clearing. But Elżbieta was no longer at the camp. She was on the third floor of her student block in Poznań. She woke to the terrifying sight of the street far below as friends pulled her back from the open window. Falling now began to hold a unique terror for her, but she obtained her MA in mathematics.


The Zawacka siblings were now widely dispersed. Ali and his wife, the first ‘Zofia’ whom Elżbieta had loved, were living near Lwów. Dela was with their parents in Toruń, and Egon was travelling. Even the youngest, clever Klara, had now packed her books and best pleated skirts to study law in Poznań. Klara had hoped to find work in Toruń but became a legal advisor in the eastern territories that bordered Soviet Russia. There she fell deeply in love but, even after her engagement, Elżbieta could somehow never find the time to meet her sister’s fiancé. The family were only brought together again by bad news.


In the freezing January of 1936, Ali was summoned for officer training in Warsaw. A passionate skier, he raced down the slopes to the station and took his seat on the draughty train in clothes still wet with sweat. His damp linen shirt chilled on his skin. By the time he reached the capital, he was shaking uncontrollably. When he was diagnosed with severe pneumonia, the garrison medics explained that childhood malnutrition had severely weakened his lungs. It was an indication of the seriousness of his condition that a cable was dispatched to his wife, Zofia, that same evening. By the time Zofia arrived at his bedside, Ali was in a coma, his organs failing. Distraught, she wordlessly gathered up her young husband’s effects and walked from the ward. Moments later a gunshot resonated from the bathroom. Zofia had taken her life with Ali’s service pistol. He died soon after, without regaining consciousness.


Marianna Zawacka did not have the strength to bury another of her children, so Klara stayed with her while the others met in Warsaw. Władysław and Egon followed Ali’s hearse. Elżbieta chose to walk behind Zofia’s, honouring the woman who could not bear to live without the man they had both loved. As her death was a suicide, the priest refused to conduct a service for Zofia. She was not even to be laid to rest in consecrated ground but, as Elżbieta watched, Ali and Zofia were quietly ‘buried together, one on top of the other, in a narrow grave’.39


Elżbieta and Klara spent the next week with their parents. One afternoon they were stopped by a Romani woman, keen to tell their fortunes for some coins. Neither sister believed in such prophecies but ‘for a laugh’ Elżbieta held out her hand.40 After tracing the creases and noting the calluses, the woman told her, ‘You will live for a long time: eighty-five years.’41 Elżbieta snorted, but she was secretly pleased. She filed the fortune in her mind, turning it over until it became as worn as the coin that had paid for it. Was it eighty years, or eight-five? Later, she could not be sure, but she held on to the prediction and found herself emboldened by it.


Elżbieta qualified as a senior PWK instructor in 1937 and was appointed commander of the Silesian region, overseeing nineteen districts. She found it ‘hard service’, with new branches ‘springing up like mushrooms after rain’.42 The Universal Military Obligation Act, passed the next spring, rewarded the PWK’s long struggle by finally permitting women to be called up as auxiliaries. ‘War hangs in the air,’ Elżbieta told her team.43 Many of the women started taking clerical work with the air force and navy. Some served in communications, and others in anti-aircraft detachments and as pilots. PWK recruitment boomed. Soon there were 47,000 members and 1,500 instructors. ‘We were young and hungry for action,’ Elżbieta said proudly. ‘We didn’t consider ourselves inferior to men, and we wanted to prove it. We wanted to serve Poland.’44


In the summer of 1939, Elżbieta and Zofia ran an instructor course near Katowice. When Zofia was called to Warsaw, she and Elżbieta grabbed a last chat at their favourite spot, a natural spring near the camp clearing. ‘I am completely content,’ Zofia told Elżbieta, who smiled across at her, sharing the ‘deep feeling of happiness’.45 The spring water burbled, an occasional thrumming betrayed a woodpecker high up in the trees and, further off, the women could hear the hum and laughter of camp life. At seven the next morning, Elżbieta drove Zofia to the station, waving her off in her second-class carriage on the express.


That afternoon a message arrived at the camp, belatedly warning Zofia to delay her journey. There had been a catastrophe at Pruszków, a train ‘blown off the rails’.46 The next day’s papers brought more news of the disaster, and the search for the identity of a female casualty. Elżbieta immediately set off to find Zofia. When she had no joy, she offered to help identify the body. Zofia ‘was not crushed’, Elżbieta later recalled. ‘Only her face was bruised from the impact.’47 Thrown from her seat, her body had smashed into a metal luggage rack, killing her instantly.


It was Elżbieta who accompanied Zofia’s body back to her home town to be buried. Hundreds of PWK instructors turned out for the funeral. Elżbieta helped to shoulder the coffin, seemingly too light for the weight of her bereavement. When she later spoke about these days, she said only that ‘it was a great loss for the organisation, and an unspeakable one for me’.48 To her closest friends she agonised that she had put Zofia ‘on that train … into that unfortunate carriage’.49 Marianna comforted her, silently sharing the depth of her grief.


Over the next few days, there was fervent speculation about what had caused the derailing. A fire in Warsaw’s main station had led to the rerouting of all long-distance trains. When the express had been diverted to Pruszków, travelling at over twice the recommended speed, disaster became inevitable. The focus of the investigation then shifted to Warsaw. The capital’s main station was a prestigious new building in the modernist style. The international hub of the Second Polish Republic, it was also a potential target for her enemies. Soon there were rumours of sabotage. Eventually it was determined that the Warsaw fire had been inadvertently caused by careless electricity contractors. Such a meaningless reason for Zofia’s death could not find traction in Elżbieta’s mind. She had lost too many of those she loved to pneumonia or to despair; deaths that were ultimately rooted in the First World War. To the end of her life, she would resolutely lay the blame for Zofia’s death at the door of Nazi Germany. ‘She died in a train crash near Pruszków’, she wrote, ‘as a result of German sabotage action against the main railway station in Warsaw.’50 Or she would say, ‘there was a secret attack … on the railway, a German diversion before the war.’51 For Elżbieta, anything less was unacceptable, and often, after recounting Zofia’s death, her next sentence would begin, ‘Then the war came.’52





 


 


 


* Przysposobienie Wojskowe Kobiet (PWK).


* Led by Elżbieta’s tutor Professor Zdzisław Krygowski.


* Rejewski led a team of mathematicians, including Jerzy Róz˙ycki and Henryk Zygalski (whose seminars Elżbieta also attended). Their pioneering Enigma work was later developed with French and British mathematicians, including Alan Turing.


* Another PWK founder, Wanda Gertz, had cut off her hair and wore male uniform to enlist in 1915. Later serving with the Women’s Volunteer Legion, she also received the Virtuti Militari.
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On the Frontline
(September–October 1939)


Elżbieta was shaken awake by the force of an explosion. As she pushed aside her covers, she could feel the low rolling shudder of a series of further detonations resonating through the walls of her dorm room and the metal frame of her cot. It was five in the morning on 1 September 1939, and the sky was brighter than it should have been for just a few minutes after dawn. At first she thought that the Polish Air Force might be undertaking exercises from nearby Katowice airport. Hastily pulling on her PWK uniform, she splashed some water on her face and headed downstairs to the telephone. For the last two days she had been based in the Silesian headquarters of the Polish Red Cross, where she had been ordered to report a week earlier. In the hall she discovered that the telephone line was down. No one stumbling around the draughty building had received any notice of exercises. Seconds later, a blazing shower of incendiaries made it clear that the airport was under attack.


Confirmation came over the radio later that morning. Nazi German land and air forces had crossed the Polish border a little before five and were pushing into Silesia. ‘As of now, we are all soldiers,’ the broadcast ended, causing Elżbieta a wry smile.1 In the PWK she held the rank of commander, but as the organisation did not have legal military status, officially its members were civilians without rank, pay, rations or other recognition. Although she received no direct orders that morning, Elżbieta already had an emergency plan for the dozen female instructors under her command. Directing her team into action she knew, deep inside, that whatever her official status, from that moment onwards, ‘I was a soldier.’2


When Poland’s former leader, Marshal Piłsudski, had died four years earlier, in 1935, he seemed to have left his reborn nation relatively secure on the international stage. Having signed non-aggression pacts with both the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, Stalin and Hitler were among the world leaders who sent condolences at the news of his death. Hitler had even ordered a Holy Mass for Piłsudski to be held in Berlin.


The PWK had also paid tribute to the Marshal, with banners and speeches as his funeral train travelled from Warsaw to Kraków, the route lit by bonfires as rural people paid their respects. Maria Wittek had then continued the PWK’s military training. Hitler’s aggressive territorial expansion over the next few years had betrayed his intentions and it seemed best to prepare. When, in March 1939, the German leader flouted both the spirit and letter of the Munich Agreement, Britain guaranteed Poland’s sovereignty in the desperate hope of containment. France followed suit. It had little effect.


The following month had been one of ‘feverish’ activity for the PWK.3 Now aged thirty, Elżbieta had been working with dozens of women’s groups across Silesia to raise money and generate recruits for the national defence. Women from the riflewomen’s association, rowing clubs and even craft circles were also being trained in emergency medicine, self-defence, social work and the sewing of gas masks. Elżbieta later estimated that a million women attended ‘social emergency’ lectures, and ‘often men listened too’.4 Although many of these women ‘didn’t want to fight … didn’t care about the rifle’, she realised they all wanted to play their part.5


A British Staff delegation had arrived in Warsaw in May, after the War Office ‘stressed the importance of inspiring confidence among Poles’.6 Among them was Colin Gubbins, a wiry Scots Highlander seemingly as undistinguished as his toothbrush moustache – ‘then almost a part of the Royal Artillery officer’s uniform’.7 Behind his traditional façade, however, Gubbins’s original mind and daring spirit would take him on to head the British Special Operations Executive, or SOE. Unfortunately, that spring the delegation’s main achievement was to inflate Polish expectations of British assistance.


By then, Elżbieta was already busy inspecting the Silesian social-work camps scattered along the German and Czechoslovak borders. PWK fieldwork had ended as usual that July, as thousands of cadets arrived to pitch their tents at summer training camps. While Elżbieta was giving rousing talks about national defence, Hitler was in his Alpine residence instructing his senior military commanders that ‘the destruction of Poland has priority’.8 Nothing was to stand in the way of this operation, not even the regime’s long-standing enmity with the Soviet Union. On 23 August, Joachim von Ribbentrop, the tight-lipped Nazi minister of foreign affairs, had flown to Moscow. Having been welcomed at the airport with swastika banners hastily requisitioned from a Soviet film studio, where they had been serving as props in an anti-Nazi propaganda film, he was driven to the Kremlin.9 There Ribbentrop met his Soviet counterpart, the deceptively gentle-looking Vyacheslav Molotov. As well as signing a mutual non-aggression pact, the men also agreed a Secret Protocol, quietly outlining how Poland was to be carved up between their acquisitive nations.


In the words of future British prime minister Winston Churchill, the Nazi–Soviet Pact hit the world ‘like an explosion’.10 More detonations quickly followed. Throughout that summer, the SS and Abwehr organised a series of targeted, false-flag operations on Polish soil, designed to supply ‘evidence’ of anti-German sentiment. A war memorial was destroyed in Cieszyn; a German bookshop blown up in Poznań; in Nowy Sącz a railway bridge was detonated; and a bomb left in Tarnow station killed twenty-four. The German papers then ran stories about ‘Polish terror’.11 It was little wonder Elżbieta was convinced Germany was behind the Pruszków train disaster.


Elżbieta was one of several hundred female instructors who had stood in line before the first PWK conscription commission in mid-August. As hostilities grew, the government had started to consider giving the organisation a formal auxiliary role. ‘Finally, women could be soldiers’, Elżbieta wrote, prematurely as it happened. ‘The joy was enormous.’12 Dr Zofia Franio, one of the PWK elders, conducted the medical inspections for the conscription board, her prematurely grey hair pinned back into a bun. ‘At first glance she had a stern and haughty face’, the recruits felt, never daring to argue with her, but ‘on closer acquaintance it became apparent that she was a woman of great and good heart’.13 Zofia was not one to talk about herself, but the few details she occasionally let slip from her remarkable past had already given her legendary status among the instructors.


Born in 1899, Zofia had been a medical student in Petrograd when the battlecruiser Aurora, moored in the city for repairs, fired the first shot of the October Revolution.* Fleeing west, she reached Warsaw in 1918 and served as a medic at various field hospitals. Later, she became a founding member of the PWK and commander of the university unit. She also ran a thriving medical practice and, a deeply compassionate woman, a free clinic for the poorer residents of the capital. Signing off Elżbieta as fit for military service, she held her eye for a moment then gave her a quick hug. Two days later the PWK had been mobilised.


Elżbieta had ordered the immediate closure of the summer camps and recalled all PWK instructors from leave. In what she described as ‘the feverish atmosphere’ of the last days of that oppressively hot August, she had set up service points with chocolate, tea, water and cigarettes at railway stations and on the major roads, ready to support the future army on the move.14


The ‘thunderclap announcement of general mobilisation’, as she put it, came on 30 August, less than two days before German tanks, trucks and infantry crossed the border.15 Luftwaffe bombing had been designed to ease the passage of the invading army by taking out strategic targets such as the main Polish airbases, while protecting key bridges across the Vistula. The strikes were of limited success. Part of the Polish Air Force was destroyed on the ground, but most of it had already been relocated to smaller, less obvious airfields. From these, the Poles managed to inflict significant damage on the Luftwaffe, but ultimately the odds against them would prove overwhelming.


Woken by the Katowice bombardment, Elżbieta sent out several PWK officers to assess the local situation. Some were immediately caught up in the first wave of civilians rushing from the front. Extending the aid stations for soldiers, Elżbieta added childcare points and other support. With typical toughness, she also tried, she wrote, ‘to counteract panic with our calmness’ and ‘to shame those in despair’.16


Other PWK women were still reporting for duty. Among them was Teresa Delekta, Elżbieta’s deputy, who arrived carrying samples of the new gas mask she had been hoping to promote. Elżbieta was even more delighted when some ‘fiery Silesian women’, workers from the local coalmines, turned up demanding weapons and grenades so they could join the national defence.17 ‘The mood was very militant’, Elżbieta noted, and when the munitions were not forthcoming, the women threatened to rough up the PWK team.18 Elżbieta intervened, detailing them to support local anti-aircraft defences. ‘Outraged, threatening, they left’, she recorded, adding with satisfaction that ‘the mood was still wonderful. The traditions of the Silesian uprisings were revived.’19


That night, the troops from the local garrison started pulling out of Katowice. Despite pockets of stubborn resistance, the Wehrmacht had the dual advantages of the flat terrain of the Central European Plain, and the driest summer on record – perfect conditions for tanks and motorised infantry. ‘Hitler’s Nazi hordes trampled through fields of corn,’ one veteran later recalled, ‘crushing beneath their tanks the large glossy ears awaiting harvesting.’20 As the defenders prayed for rain to clog up the roads, the first enemy units reached the outskirts of Katowice and turned their guns on the army headquarters.


At midday, a Polish Army major notified Elżbieta that the Germans were expected to enter the city within twenty-four hours. He had reserved a seat for her in his vehicle and ordered the PWK to disperse. Elżbieta refused to leave without her team of instructors. She sent Teresa Delekta to the nearest army unit to secure a travel order and transport for them all, but the military had already left the city.


It was almost dark before Elżbieta managed to requisition a municipal bus to take her and her team to the regional command centre in Lublin. The women climbed on board, still in uniform and carrying rucksacks full of maps, provisions and three PWK banners. The spare seats were taken by some Girl Scout instructors. Elżbieta did a final check, and one Scoutmaster jumped off as they were about to leave, electing to scatter shards of glass and nails on the road behind them. ‘The next day,’ Elżbieta recorded, ‘the Germans entered and began their bloody liquidation of the resistance organised by the Silesian insurgents.’21


The women only stopped when they were 150 miles northeast of Katowice, pulling up for a few hours’ sleep. In the morning, Elżbieta let the Scout leaders drive the bus to Kraków, leaving her PWK contingent to hitchhike on towards Lublin. A requisitioned rubbish truck took them some of the way, followed by a risky ride in a lorry carrying barrels of petrol: a tempting target for the enemy aircraft they began to see overhead.


Surprised by the Polish defence, the Luftwaffe was increasing its bombing raids. That afternoon the roads were repeatedly strafed by Stuka dive-bombers whose machine guns pumped at the earth below like sewing-machine needles hemming the fields. As they attacked, Elżbieta and her team would run for cover, jumping into roadside ditches, their sweaty rucksacks thumping against their backs. Once, sheltering in woodland, they met the remnants of a Polish artillery battery, lost in unfamiliar territory. Elżbieta handed over her maps, receiving a pistol in exchange – although without ammunition it was just another weight in her bag. Later, she gave it to some soldiers on the road.


When they finally arrived at the nearest bridge across the Vistula, Elżbieta discovered that it had been blown up to frustrate the German advance. Tired and hungry, several of the team became mutinous. Elżbieta held firm. They would continue, on foot if necessary, to the next bridge at Sandomierz. She also refused permission for the women to exchange their uniforms for civilian clothes, even when they were overtaken on the road by the first enemy motorbikes and later a solitary German tank. On the fifth day of their journey, the women met a Polish military convoy bringing supplies to units already on the far side of the Vistula. By chance, the captain recognised Elżbieta as Ali’s sister, and offered them a lift.


‘It was hell’ at Sandomierz, Elżbieta later reported. ‘A crowd of thousands of carts, and squealing, biting horses’ joined ‘a sea of desperate people who were no longer allowed on the bridge, as it had already been mined’.22 Being still in uniform, the women were the last group permitted across before the bridge was blown. The explosion was terrific, and terrible: Polish infrastructure destroyed by Polish mines. Looking back, Elżbieta saw the shattered spans were now rubble in the river, and rearing horses were adding to the chaos among the stranded crowds.


Boarding a freight train on the eastern side of the river, the women shared the last of their supplies with a group of Polish pilots. After running out of fuel, the airmen had been forced to set fire to their machines to prevent them from falling into enemy hands. But not before they had shot down one of the enemy, they proudly told Elżbieta. When a Luftwaffe aircraft circled above the train, she watched sympathetically as they reached for their rifles and fired a few more bitter shots.


The women finally reached Lublin on the morning of 8 September. The city had suffered heavy bombing the night before and Elżbieta had to pick her way between craters and the slumping remnants of buildings. Some embers were still glowing in the early morning light. Spotting an atlas among the debris of a bookshop, Elżbieta carefully clambered over to retrieve a map of Poland. A policeman pushed her roughly away, reproaching her for stealing. When she argued back, she was lucky not to be arrested. The war was still too new, too incredible, for many to have adjusted, even as the new reality lay spread out before them, charred and smoking.


When she eventually reported for duty, Elżbieta was ordered on to Lwów, the cosmopolitan university city a further 140 miles southeast.* Initially considered too deep behind Polish lines to need defending, the pace of the German invasion had given Lwów strategic importance, protecting the route to Romania through which Polish forces might retreat to regroup overseas. It now had to be defended at all costs. Although she was exhausted, Elżbieta’s spirits rose – for once duty and opportunity seemed to go hand in hand. Klara lived not far from Lwów. Having passed her command to Teresa Delekta, telling her to follow with the others when they could, she squeezed into a truck heading east.


The garrison commander in Lwów, Władysław Langner, was an experienced soldier and deeply principled man. He had served under Piłsudski during the First World War, and again in the Polish– Bolshevik conflict. Now he had just three infantry platoons and one motorised brigade with which to defend Lwów, so he was quick to accept Maria Wittek’s offer of her women’s battalion, recruited from the PWK. When Elżbieta arrived at Wittek’s door at one o’clock the next morning, she was immediately signed up.


Langner had already organised a series of defensive positions, exploiting the city’s natural high ground, and created barricades and anti-tank ditches on the main approach roads. The women were organising field kitchens, and propaganda to counteract defeatism as the city struggled to cope with the numbers of displaced people arriving from the west. Lwów would soon double its population, supplies were low and the makeshift hospitals were already struggling.


To Elżbieta’s relief, she was appointed to command the women’s anti-aircraft defence unit. As she was heading off, a sudden blast of air sent her flying across the road. Debris whistled past but, apart from her ringing ears, she found she was unhurt. Shakily getting to her feet, she watched as the building opposite started to collapse, slowly at first but picking up speed as it slid miserably to its knees. Choking clouds of dirt billowed up, slowly clearing to reveal dust-covered bodies on the street. Enemy troops had not yet arrived but the bombing of Lwów had started and Elżbieta realised that the front already ran through everyone’s lives, whether soldier or civilian, man, woman or child.


Over the next few days, Elżbieta largely dedicated herself to the anti-aircraft teams, securing supply lines, arranging shifts and running rapid training in fire defence. She also helped to dig anti-tank ditches and construct barricades. In quieter moments, while feeling irrationally guilty for not being able to reach Klara, she organised the sewing of bandages. At some point, Dr Zofia Franio arrived, along with several of her PWK team. One had been killed during an air raid near Lublin, and Teresa Delekta had received a neck injury from flying shrapnel, serious though not fatal. Less than two weeks since the invasion, the war was already personal.


When German ground forces reached within seventy kilometres, Maria Wittek prioritised the manufacture of petrol bombs – one of the few handmade weapons that could have impact against enemy tanks. Another determined PWK instructor, Wacława Zastocka, universally known as Wacka, took off her trademark tie, rolled up her shirt sleeves and set up round-the-clock production in a sports hall. Soon Elżbieta joined her, filling wine bottles with gasoline, then adding rags to serve as wicks. When Lwów’s powerplant was hit, they brought in a roaring generator to keep the lights on. The noise and stench were almost unbearable and, as the front approached and they found themselves working ‘under heavy artillery fire’, the women knew that a single spark might be enough to ignite the fumes, killing them all.23


Elżbieta also took her turn delivering the home-made supplies to the city’s defensive positions. Driving through Lwów between air raids with a truck full of petrol bombs was not for the faint-hearted. ‘You will live for a long time: eighty-five years’, she remembered, and her luck held.24


One day, a convoy of forty trucks, cars and buses passed through, carrying Poland’s gold reserves and national treasures to Romania. Later, Elżbieta’s former mathematics tutor, Marian Rejewski, and his team of pioneering Enigma codebreakers crossed the border in a single battered truck. Then, on 13 September, the British Military Mission arrived. ‘As I drove into the main square, I saw women, children and old men pulling up the paving stones … and building barricades with their bare hands against the brutal invader,’ Colin Gubbins later recalled.25 ‘Britain would fight on until Poland was once more free,’ he vowed.26*


German guns were pounding the outskirts of Lwów by the time General Langner received military reinforcements. Among them was Colonel Maczek, who noted that Lwów was ‘dark, dirty … illuminated only by occasional dying fires from the raids’.27 His forces were soon helping to repel the first Germans: two motorised infantry divisions and a battery of 150mm guns. Afterwards, one of the Polish defenders cautiously went to look at the German casualties. ‘Why are you doing this?’ he asked the dead men pitifully. ‘Why are you invading our country?’28


When Lwów was almost surrounded and their supply lines cut, Langner ordered military provisions to be shared with the civilian population. The strategic importance of food supply was not lost on Elżbieta, but she was still hoping for more active engagement at the barricades. Her courage astounded the men. After centuries of partitions and annexations, the motto of the Polish Armed Forces fighting alongside various allies was ‘For Your Freedom and Ours’. For a few weeks in Lwów, there was another example of shared military endeavour: men and women serving with a common purpose.


On 17 September, General Langner received what Elżbieta called the ‘incredible news’ of a Soviet invasion from the east.29 Instead of a declaration of war, Stalin had simply announced that the Polish state had ‘ceased to exist’, thereby voiding all previous treaties. The Soviets, he claimed, were coming to protect the local Ukrainian and Belarusian populations.30 Unaware of the secret Ribbentrop–Molotov pact to divide Poland between Germany and the Soviet Union, that afternoon the Polish supreme command telephoned Langner to confirm that ‘we are not at war with the Bolsheviks’.31 Meanwhile, Langner’s units were slowly ‘bleeding away’, as he put it, under Nazi German attack. 32


Two days later, Langner was handed the first German demand, dropped by aircraft, for his surrender. ‘I have no intention of capitulating’, he wrote baldly.33 He knew that Soviet tanks and infantry were already approaching down the now sodden country roads from the east, and on 20 September he received a Soviet offer to ‘agree on a joint action’.34 Yet rumours were also arriving of Polish detachments being disarmed and detained by Red Army units. With no more reinforcements, and his food and ammunition reserves running low, Langner knew he would eventually have to surrender. The only question was, to whom.


The first Soviet motor corps arrived that afternoon: two brigades of tanks, followed by an infantry division and cavalry corps. A few hours later, Elżbieta joined the Polish officers’ last briefing, which took place in one of Lwów’s cinemas. Their three military options were to surrender and become German prisoners of war; to be detained by the Soviets; or to retreat across the border into Romania. Knowing that neither the Germans nor the Soviets were likely to accept Polish women as POWs because officially they were still civilians, Elżbieta thought that either side would probably just shoot them. But the women had another option. Unlike men of service age, they could disappear among the civilians in Lwów. It was hard to ‘throw away the uniform’, as Elżbieta put it, but ultimately the entire women’s battalion took the same decision.35 Her participation in the September campaign over, Elżbieta was given a room by a dentist.


Langner’s surrender terms – freedom of movement for his men, protection of civilians and respect for private property – were accepted without discussion. Although outnumbered and under-equipped, his defence of Lwów had lasted an impressive ten days. Furthermore, he was surrendering not to the official enemy but, as he noted with some pride, ‘to the Soviet Army, with which we did not fight, and with which we were ordered not to fight’.36


The Soviets, who had never recognised the Geneva Convention, immediately broke the surrender terms. ‘With a treachery rarely equalled in history,’ Colin Gubbins fumed, ‘the Polish liaison parties were first welcomed with warmth, and then arrested and transported, never to be heard of since.’37 Among them was Klara’s fiancé. Told to report for transportation home, he found his weapons confiscated and himself among thousands sent east to various ‘distribution camps’.


‘We constantly hear suicide shots,’ Elżbieta noted grimly, as some despairing Polish officers took their own lives rather than surrender their weapons.38 Others managed to slip away in civilian clothes, tramping through forests and swimming icy rivers to reach either Romania or what was now German-occupied Poland to the west. If their hands were calloused, they might even survive if picked up by Red Army soldiers. Men with good watches or books in their pockets stood less chance. Nevertheless, Langner himself eventually managed to reach Romania, and then France.


Elżbieta was shocked at how shabby the Russian soldiers looked. Watching some of the ‘clunky Soviet tanks’ pull up, she was fascinated that one was filled with ‘dirty, unwashed’ female soldiers.39 Although their war was only a few days old, these women wore ill-fitting uniforms under ‘horrible, filthy greatcoats’, and had to shoulder their few rifles with dirty lengths of string.40 The Red Army had clearly allocated them the oldest, most moribund equipment. Yet the men did not look much better in their shoddy uniforms and dirty boots. Some were even barefoot. ‘It was such a wretched army!’ Elżbieta thought contemptuously, ‘Such a lousy army from the Soviet Union.’41


Lwów changed rapidly under Soviet occupation. Machine-gun wagons and artillery hauled by stunted ponies rattled down the streets, while Russian soldiers looted the shops and houses for any food, bedding, valuables or bicycles. Yet within days, welcome signs in Russian started to appear and, Elżbieta noticed scornfully, every day ‘more and more of the girls and women of Lwów paraded in red berets, scarves and blouses’.42 Posters of Stalin, Lenin, Marx and Engels were soon pasted onto walls, and loudspeakers wired up in the streets broadcast ‘propaganda about the benefits of communism and socialist justice’.43 Elżbieta, meanwhile, had to queue for food throughout the night.


In late September, the German–Soviet Treaty of Friendship was signed, publicly dividing Poland between the two powers. In Sovietheld territory, Polish laws were renounced, the land was collectivised, businesses nationalised, places of worship and education closed, and political parties outlawed. The luckier of those women deemed not to have ‘productive’ skills were directed to ‘sewing factories’. Others were given hard manual labour.


A month later, elections were arranged for a local deputy to the Soviet Union. Refusing to vote for any Russian representative on Polish soil, Elżbieta decided to cross into Nazi-occupied Poland before the new wartime border closed completely. She was not the only woman from the battalion determined to return home. Dr Zofia Franio and Wacka Zastocka were also planning to head west, but when Wacka contracted typhoid Zofia insisted on staying to nurse her. For them, the risky journey would have to wait.


Elżbieta decided to take her chances with another friend, Nina Kowalska. Whichever route they took, they would have to cross the River San. This tributary of the Vistula had served as the defensive line just a few weeks earlier, and now formed the demarcation between the Soviet and German zones. The best way, Elżbieta decided, was to bribe a smuggler to take them across by boat after dark. When a Russian patrol turned up, however, the boatman scarpered with their money. Left penniless, the women considered swimming the river, but it was now October, the water was breathtakingly cold, and Nina was still feverish from her own earlier bout of typhoid.


Their last option was bluff. Walking straight up to the German checkpoint on the only bridge, Elżbieta pulled her scarf away from her blonde hair, tilted up her face and fixed her clear blue eyes on the guards, before addressing them in their own language. She had elderly parents in German Silesia, she said. She wanted to return home. Her accent was perfect and her eyes shone with sincerity. Incredibly, the guards let both women across.


Once in the German zone, Elżbieta and Nina met several other friends heading west. Pooling their resources, and with Elżbieta doing the talking when required, they clambered onto a freight train to Kraków. As she travelled, Elżbieta took in the devastation left by the Blitzkrieg. Most of the railway stations had suffered bomb damage, as had all of the towns further west. Hitching onwards, she saw teams of forced labourers clearing the main roads of burnt-out vehicles, and using rubble to fill in bomb craters and ditches. It was at least easy enough to get a ride in a cart, as the roads were clogged with returning civilians. Every hour or so, this pathetic traffic would get pushed to the verges as German army trucks ploughed past, transporting soldiers and supplies.
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