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    FOR ROBERT MILES


  


  Ripeness is all


  



  Preface


  Kraków, 2009


  When I first visited Poland, sometime around 2009, I thought it would be a vacation. My brother and sister-in-law, working with the U.S. State

  Department, had lived in Kraków for several years already, and had lived for a time in Wrocław before that, and had witnessed the country’s integration into the European Union and

  its rapid second postcommunist transformation. Their two small children—twins and then not yet toddlers—were learning their first words in Polish, and my sister-in-law was the director

  of an international school located outside the city.


  All three of us had grown up nominally Catholic, although none of us have ever had, I think, any particular interest in religion. Because Kraków, unlike Warsaw, escaped being bombed or

  razed into oblivion at the end of the Second World War, its Catholic heritage is everywhere in the Old Town architecture. It is a beautiful and in some ways still medieval city. But few areas of

  the city are as atmospheric as the historic Jewish quarter in Kazimierz, where tourists make pilgrimages to see Oskar Schindler’s factory and to see the winding streets where parts of

  Schindler’s List were filmed for Spielberg’s motion picture. On the other hand, if you want to imagine what the Warsaw ghetto looked like in the 1940s, there

  is no point in going to Warsaw. Only a small percentage of it remains there. The ghetto was razed in the spring of 1943. After the Warsaw uprising a little more than a year later, the rest of the

  city was leveled, and only ten percent of the buildings were left standing. Warsaw is essentially modern.


  The year that I visited, the school was in the final stages of a major capital project, and the campus was being developed and surrounded by fencing. My sister-in-law spent her days, she joked,

  largely scolding local construction crews, and she had amassed a colorful arsenal of Polish profanity. The site had been rolling farmland for years, and at one edge of the property a wood had been

  left to grow up in the midst of the fields and, later, scattered suburban houses. Standing together at the edge of the copse, I ventured to ask idly who owned the forest and why it had clearly been

  left wild for decades. After a moment’s pause, she let out a sigh and said to me, “The trains to Auschwitz, you know, used to run not far from here. Not right here, but in the

  area.”


  There was nothing in the woods, just parkland, and in the beginning she used to walk there, she said. But the first of November in Poland is All Saints’ Eve, and everywhere in the country

  it is the tradition on that night to light candles on the graves of the dead. It was only on the first holiday at the school, when the roadside that skirted the edge of the woods was burning

  everywhere with candles, that she understood that something terrible had happened there.


  Later, locals told her that it was 1945, at the end of the war, when the Red Army was driving back the retreating Germans. The arrival of the Red Army brought no joy in Poland. Few

  women—from schoolgirl to most ancient babcia—escaped being raped by Soviet soldiers that winter in Kraków. And few Germans who encountered Soviet troops

  ever made their way back across the border. Across Poland, there were hundreds of nameless massacres like this one. Under communist rule, no one would have dared light a candle in the forest, but

  things had changed now. There were still old men and especially old women who remembered. “It’s everywhere here,” my sister-in-law said sadly. “Poland is an unmarked

  graveyard, and what can you do except leave the past quietly buried?”


  We went back to the school, and the bright voices of happy elementary school children came drifting into the corridor from all directions. I thought about the German deaths that happened here

  and the tracks that lead to Auschwitz and the stories of infants torn from their mothers and smashed against brick walls to murder them. I thought about my small niece and nephew and how I would

  kill anyone who did that to my children. My brother asked me a few days later if I wanted to see Auschwitz, and I said that I didn’t.


  A few years later, my sister-in-law was one of the first people to tell me the story of “the female Schindler,” Irena Sendler—or, in Polish, where women’s last names take

  on a feminine case ending, Irena Sendlerowa. Unconnected in space and time, those two conversations are, nevertheless, how this book started. I have never been able to separate the threads that

  connect Irena Sendler’s story with that experience of the abandoned Polish earth and the voices of schoolchildren. As a writer, I stopped trying.


  In her native Poland, Irena Sendler is a heroine today, although that is also a relatively recent postcommunist development. Her story, like so many stories across Poland, was quietly buried for

  decades. With her friends and a team of dedicated coworkers, Irena Sendler smuggled infants out of the Warsaw ghetto, past German guards and Jewish police traitors, in suitcases and wooden boxes.

  She brought out toddlers and schoolchildren through the city’s foul and dangerous sewers. She worked with the Jewish teenagers—many of them girls of fourteen or fifteen—who fought

  bravely and died in the ghetto uprising. And, throughout it all, she was in love with a Jewish man, whom she and her friends spent the war anxiously hiding. She was a feather of a person with an

  iron spirit: a four-foot-eleven-inch wisp of a young woman, in her late twenties when the war began, who fought with the ferocity and intelligence of an experienced general and organized, across

  the city of Warsaw and across the divides of religion, dozens of average people into foot soldiers.


  Before she was arrested and tortured by the Gestapo, Irena Sendler saved the lives of more than two thousand Jewish children. At immense risk she kept a list of their names so that after the war

  their parents could find them. She could not know, of course, that more than ninety percent of their families would perish, most of them in the gas chambers at Treblinka. She also could not have

  guessed as a left-wing radical and lifelong socialist that after the war her children would be targeted under Soviet communism because of her wartime actions.


  But while Irena Sendler was undeniably a heroine—a woman of immense, almost unfathomable moral and physical courage—she was not a saint either. To make her a saint in the telling of

  her story is, in the end, to do a kind of dishonor to the true complexity and difficulty of her very human choices. Time after time, during my researches and interviews in Israel and especially

  Poland, those who survived that period in Warsaw said to me the same thing: “I don’t like to talk about those years with anyone who didn’t live them, because unless you were there

  you cannot understand why people made their decisions or the kinds of prices they paid for them.” Irena’s love life was anarchic and unruly, and she struggled with the self-knowledge

  that she was not a good wife or a good daughter. She placed her frail and ailing mother in grave danger and kept the knowledge of those risks from her. She was reckless and sometimes myopic, she

  ranked the abstract before the particular, and, at moments, she was perhaps even selfish in her selflessness. When the time came, she ultimately was a largely absent and distracted mother. She was

  at once a heroine—although she disdained that word, too—and a flawed and average person. But she was also someone gifted with a sense of purpose and righteousness so powerful that she

  was able, by her example, to persuade others around her to be better than they otherwise might have been, and to do something together amazingly decent and courageous.


  Throughout writing this book, I have been humbled by the courage of those “others” as well: the dozens of men and mostly women who quietly joined her. Irena said that for each child

  whose rescue she organized, on average ten people in Warsaw risked their own lives in the process. Without the courage and sacrifice of those who joined her, success would never have been possible.

  For those who aided Irena, the choices were monstrous. Punishment for helping a Jew began with having your family executed in front of you, starting with your children. It is trite and facile to

  describe to anyone who loves a child what it means to ache in the presence of life’s fragility, and the vast majority of those who aided Irena had young children. Yet not once did any of

  these people—dozens of them—flinch from helping Irena in her mission. No one, Irena once said, ever refused to take in one of the Jewish children.


  This is the story of Irena Sendler, the children she saved, and those dozens of courageous “others.” It is also the complicated and sometimes dark but courageous story, too, of the

  Polish people. If there are too many names in the beginning of this book, consider that I tell the stories of some small fraction of those whom we know assisted Irena. And consider that, as the

  book goes on, the names become sadly fewer. I tell their stories here to do all of them some small honor. Their lives and, sometimes, their deaths speak to what we are capable of as average people

  in the face of evil and horror.


  



  Prologue


  Warsaw, October 21, 1943


  Aleja Szucha. Irena Sendler knew her destination. The door slammed shut up front, and the black prison car lurched into

  motion. She had been given only minutes to dress, and her fair, bobbed hair was bed tousled.


  Janka Grabowska had run down the front path with her shoes and thrust them at her at the last moment, braving the violent caprices of the soldiers. Irena hadn’t thought to lace them. She

  was focusing on just one thing: staying calm and keeping her face blank, placid. No sad faces. That was the wisdom Jewish mothers gave to their children when they left them for the last time in the

  care of strangers. Irena wasn’t Jewish, but it was still true that sad faces were dangerous.


  They must not think I have any reason to be frightened. They must not think I am frightened. Irena repeated that thought silently. It would only make what was coming

  harder if they suspected what she was hiding.


  But Irena was frightened. Very frightened. In the autumn of 1943 in Nazi-occupied Poland, there were no words more terrifying than “Szucha Avenue.” There

  may have been no words more terrifying anywhere in wartime Europe. It was the address of the Gestapo headquarters in Warsaw. The brutalism of its exterior seemed cruelly suited to the

  Germans’ purpose. From inside the squat complex of buildings, the corridors echoed with the screams of those being questioned. Those who survived remembered afterward the rank scent of fear

  and urine. Twice a day, just before noon and in the early evening, black vans punctually returned from the holding cells at Pawiak Prison to collect the bruised and

  broken bodies.


  Irena guessed that it was just after six o’clock in the morning now. Maybe six thirty already. Soon the late October sun would be rising over Warsaw. But Irena had been awake for hours. So

  had everyone in the apartment building. Janka, her trusted liaison and a dear friend, had joined a small family celebration for the feast of Saint Irena that night. After gorging on cold cuts and

  slices of cake, Irena’s frail mother and her visiting aunt retreated to the bedroom. But Janka had already missed the curfew and would have to spend the night. So the younger women camped out

  in the living room and sat up late, talking and drinking tea and cordials.


  After midnight, Irena and Janka dozed at last, and by three a.m. the girls were sleeping soundly on makeshift cots. But in the back room, Irena’s mother, Janina, was restless. How Janina

  had enjoyed hearing the carefree murmur of the girls’ voices! She knew from her daughter’s taut jawline that Irena was taking chances, and she had a mother’s heavy worry. Pain

  made it hard to sleep, and so Janina let the thoughts carry her. Then, in the darkness, came a sound that she knew was wrong. The heavy thudding of boots echoed from a stairwell somewhere.

  Irena! Irena! Janina hissed in an urgent whisper that penetrated Irena’s dreams. Bolting awake, Irena heard only the anxiety in her mother’s tone and knew in

  an instant what it meant. Those few moments to clear her head were the difference between life and death for all of them.


  What came next was the racket of eleven Gestapo agents pounding at the apartment door, demanding entry. The fear brought a strange, metallic taste to Irena’s mouth, and underneath her rib

  cage the terror came and went in shocks that felt electric. For hours the Germans spewed threats and abuse, gutted the pillows, and tore apart the corners and cupboards. They pulled up floorboards and broke furniture.


  Somehow they still didn’t find the lists of the children.


  The lists now were all that mattered. They were just thin and flimsy scraps of cigarette paper, little more than rolled bits of tissue, part of Irena’s private filing system. But written

  on them in a code of her own invention were the names and addresses of some of the thousands of Jewish children whom Irena and her friends had saved from the horrors of Nazi

  persecution—children they were still hiding and supporting in secret locations all across the city and beyond Warsaw. At the last possible instant, before the door flew open, giving way to

  the bludgeons and pounding, Irena tossed the lists on the kitchen table over to Janka, who with brazen aplomb stuffed them into her generous brassiere, deep under her armpit. If they searched

  Janka, God knew, it would be all over. It would be even worse if they searched Janka’s apartment, where there were Jews hiding. Irena could hardly believe it when the Germans themselves

  covered up the worst bit of incriminating evidence: she watched, mesmerized, as a small bag with forged identity papers and wads of illegal cash was buried under the debris of smashed furniture.

  She wanted nothing more than to fall to her knees in that moment. And when she understood that the Gestapo wasn’t arresting Janka or her mother but only her, she was positively giddy. But she

  knew that the laughter rising inside her was tinged dangerously with hysteria. Dress, she told herself. Dress and leave here quickly. She threw

  on the well-worn skirt she had folded over the back of the kitchen chair only hours earlier and buttoned her sweater as fast as she could to speed her departure before the agents had a chance to

  reconsider, and walked out of the apartment into the cold autumn morning barefoot. She hadn’t even noticed until Janka came running.


  Now, though, she had time to think about her own dilemma as the car swayed at each street corner. Sooner or later there was no question that they would kill her. Irena understood that already.

  This was how her story ended. People did not return from Aleja Szucha or from the ghetto prison at Pawiak, where arrestees were locked up in between their bone-crushing interrogations. They did not

  return from the camps like Auschwitz or Ravensbrück, where the innocent “survivors” of the Gestapo were deported. And Irena Sendler was not innocent.


  The sedan cranked hard to the right as it headed southeast across the still-sleeping city. The most direct route would take them toward Warsaw’s broad prewar avenues, first skirting west

  and then south of the wasteland that had once been the Jewish ghetto. During the first years of the Nazi occupation, Irena had been in and out of the ghetto three or four times a day sometimes,

  each time risking arrest or summary execution, trying to help to save some of their old school friends, their Jewish professors . . . and thousands of small children. Now, in late

  1943, there was only ruin and rubble. It was a killing ground, an endless graveyard. The ghetto had been leveled after the Jewish uprising that spring, and her friend Ala Gołąb-Grynberg

  had disappeared inside that inferno. Word in the underground whispered that Ala was still alive, in the forced-labor camp at Poniatowa, one of a group of young militants secretly planning their

  escape from the prison. Irena hoped that, when this barbaric war was over, Ala would make it back to collect her small daughter, Rami, from the orphanage where Irena had her hidden.


  The prison car passed a few blocks north of what had once been the Polish Free University. The institution was another war casualty. Irena had completed her degree in social work across town, at

  the University of Warsaw, but she had been a frequent presence on the Polish Free University campus in the 1930s, and it was there, thanks to Professor Helena Radlińska, that her resistance

  cell had been formed. They had been, almost to the last one, Dr. Radlińska’s girls in the days before the occupation. Now they were part of a well-organized and daring network, and the

  professor had been the inspiration for that too. It was a network of urgent interest to her captors. Irena was in her early thirties now, but her girlish, waifish looks were deceiving. The Gestapo

  had just captured one of the most important figures in the Polish underground. Irena could only hope that the Germans did not know it.


  Crammed in beside her, a soldier, in his tall leather boots and with a tangling whip and truncheon, let down his guard. It was the end of their nighttime shift of terror. Irena sat on the lap of

  another young recruit, and she guessed that the boy wasn’t more than eighteen or nineteen. They even seemed, she thought, to be dozing. Irena’s face was calm but her mind was racing.

  There was so much to consider and so little time left to her.


  Janka knew exactly how important these lists were—and how dangerous. If the lists were discovered, it would set in motion a chain of executions. The Gestapo would hunt down the Jewish

  children. They would murder the Polish men and women who had agreed to care for them and hide them. Zofia and Stanisław. Władysława and Izabela. Maria Palester. Maria Kukulska. Jaga.

  And they would kill Irena’s mother, even though the frail, bedridden woman could only guess at the extent of her daughter’s shadowy activities. The Germans followed a strict policy of

  collective punishment. Entire families were shot for the transgressions of a single member. Irena couldn’t help but feel that she had once again been a bad daughter. She had always been, she

  knew, more like her impetuously idealist father.


  If the lists were lost or Janka destroyed them as a safety measure, there was another agonizing dilemma. When Irena died, there would be no one to reconstruct them. Irena was the general in this

  citizens’ army and the only one who knew the details recorded on them. She had promised mothers and fathers who went to Treblinka that she would tell their children who had loved them. When

  she was dead, there would be no one able to keep that promise.


  There was one other question, too, that shook her: Who would tell Adam Celnikier? Adam. Her Adam. Her husband, Mietek Sendler, was somewhere in a German prisoner-of-war

  camp, and it would take weeks or perhaps months for word of her execution to reach him. It would eventually if he was still living. But she and Mietek separated before the war, and it was Adam she

  loved—Adam, whom even now friends were hiding under a false name and new identity. One of Warsaw’s few surviving Jews, Adam was among the hunted, and his life was in constant

  danger.


  The engine of the Gestapo sedan reverberated through the silent morning streets of Warsaw. With each turn, the soldiers roused slightly. Irena had to prepare herself now for what came next. She

  had to prepare herself to give away nothing, no matter what torture was inflicted. Too many lives depended on it. Irena had risked her life to keep the children hidden. Now she was more determined

  than ever to die with her secrets. What if she was not strong enough to do it? If the pain were great enough, would she even betray Adam in his secret hiding place? She wondered now what she could

  bear. When they broke her bones with cudgels and pipes in the days to come, that thought would haunt her.


  It was a cold morning, and fear was also chilling her. The car rolled now smoothly eastward along the broad avenue, picking up speed on the final stretch of her journey. Soon they would reach

  Aleja Szucha and her last destination. There they would strip and search and beat and question her. There would be threats and intimidation. There would be lashes and agony and cruel torments that

  were at that moment still unimaginable. Colder things were coming. Irena slipped her hands into her coat pockets to warm them for a few moments.


  Her heart froze the instant her fingers touched something light and thin and crisp. Cigarette paper. Irena suddenly remembered that there was one part of the list that she had forgotten. On it

  was an address. It would betray the life of someone she had meant to check in on that morning. It was there between her fingers.


  



  CHAPTER 1


  Becoming Irena sendler


  Otwock, 1910–1932


  In Yiddish folk tales, the story of Poland begins at dusk on a still summer night. At the edge of the sky, the forest

  grows dark. A weary family sets down their belongings in the grassy verge along a long road and wonders: How long will we wander until we reach a homeland? They are

  waiting for a sign, which the ancients tell them will come, but they do not expect it this evening. Their feet are sore, and someone, homesick and forlorn, weeps silently.


  Then, from the quiet of the forest, a bird sings out two beautiful notes. They are the very notes for which the family knows they have been waiting. The bird chirps, Po lin,

  po lin. They are the words, in their language, which mean Live here. Here, in a place they call forever afterward Poland.


  Where is this village at the heart of Poland? No one knows. But it might have been a place very much like the small riverside village of Otwock, set on the edge of a great pine forest

  fifteen-odd miles southeast of Warsaw. By the nineteenth century, when the words of this Yiddish folk tale were recorded, Otwock was already the site of a long-established Hasidic Jewish

  community.


  And it was not only the Hasidic Jews who were finding a home in Otwock by the end of the nineteenth century. In fact, by the 1890s, Otwock was quickly becoming famous in a quiet way. In 1893,

  Dr. Józef Marian Geisler established a spa and clinic there for the treatment of tuberculosis. Pleasantly situated on the right bank of the Vistula River, surrounded by tall trees, the fresh

  air at Otwock was thought to be particularly salubrious. In this pastoral setting, dozens of sprawling wooden villas soon sprang up, built in an alpine style, with large open-air porches and

  latticework trellises along the eaves of all the nicest houses. The village became a fashionable choice for health treatments. In 1895, just two years later, a certain Józef Przygoda opened

  the first sanatorium for Jews, because Jews and Poles in those days largely lived by choice in separate worlds, and that clinic also quickly became popular. Indeed, before too long, Otwock, home to a large impoverished Jewish community, became a favorite summer retreat for the upper-middle-class Jews from Warsaw and from other smaller towns across central

  Poland.


  Irena Stanisława Krzyżanowska—for that was her maiden name—was not born in Otwock, although Otwock would be in the years that followed an

  important part of her story. She had been born on February 15, 1910, at the Holy Spirit Catholic Hospital in Warsaw, where her father, Stanisław Henryk Krzyżanowski, was a physician and

  researcher in infectious diseases. For Dr. Krzyżanowski and his young wife, Janina, it was a checkered history that had brought them back to his native region. Her mother was a spirited and

  pretty young woman without a profession. Irena’s father was a zealous political activist and proud of being one of the earliest members of the soon-mainstream Polish Socialist Party. He had

  paid a high price as a younger man for his commitments.


  Today, the Polish Socialist Party’s “radical” agenda seems modest. Stanisław Krzyżanowski believed in democracy, equal rights for everyone, fair access to health

  care, an eight-hour workday, and an end to the crippling tradition of child labor. But at the end of the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, especially in an area of the world

  with a feudal and imperial history, this was a deeply unsettling political goal. As a medical student, first at the university in Warsaw and then in Kraków, Stanisław was expelled in

  quick succession for his part in leading campus strikes and protests agitating for those revolutionary values. You had to stand up for what was wrong in the world, he insisted. “If someone else is drowning, you have to give a hand.” It was one of her father’s favorite sayings.


  It was good luck that things were different at the University of Kharkov, a hotbed of this sort of radicalism some seven hundred miles to the east in the Ukraine, because that was where Dr.

  Krzyżanowski finally graduated from medical school. The city of Kharkov was also one of the intellectual and cultural centers of Jewish life and activism in Eastern Europe, and her father

  didn’t have any patience for the kind of anti-Semitism that was rife in Poland. People were just people. The Krzyżanowski family had some roots in the Ukraine. So did her mother’s

  family, the Grzybowskis. You didn’t have to come from somewhere in particular to be a good Pole; that was how Dr. Krzyżanowski saw it.


  After Stanisław Krzyżanowski’s graduation and the couple’s marriage, Stanisław and his bride returned to Warsaw, and they would have perhaps stayed in the city

  permanently had the two-year-old Irena not caught a terrible case of whooping cough in 1912. Dr. Krzyżanowski watched his little girl struggle to breathe, her small ribs moving up and down,

  and knew that children died this way. They had to get Irena out of the congested city. Fresh country air would help her breathe better. Otwock was the obvious solution. Stanisław had been born

  there, his sister and brother-in-law had some business there, and it was a famously healthy location that should have had plenty of opportunities for an energetic young doctor. That year the family

  moved to the village. Dr. Krzyżanowski, with the aid of his brother-in-law Jan Karbowski’s real estate holdings, opened a private practice as a doctor

  specializing in the treatment of tuberculosis, and waited for the patients.


  The more affluent locals and the fashionable visitors warmed to him slowly. The struggling farmers and the large population of poor Jews were less choosy. Many Polish doctors refused to treat

  poor Jews at all, and especially not for what they could afford. Dr. Krzyżanowski was different. He cared about making a difference. He welcomed everyone

  kindly, with a cheerful smile, and didn’t worry about money. Since Jews made up nearly fifty percent of the local population, there were plenty of patients

  to keep him busy. Soon everyone in Otwock said that Dr. Krzyżanowski was a good man and many people in the Jewish community, rich or poor, came to the family villa to see the hardworking

  doctor.


  Although Dr. Krzyżanowski was a physician and many of his patients were poor people—because there were always more poor people who needed the help of a generous man than there were

  rich ones—he was entirely without pretension. His home was open to everyone, and Janina was a friendly, outgoing woman who enjoyed the company of people. They were delighted when their little

  girl made friends with children from Jewish families, families who embraced the doctor’s daughter. By the time she was six, Irena spoke a fluent backyard Yiddish and knew which gullies behind

  the sanatorium were the best for hide-and-seek and where the best walls were to bounce a ball. She was accustomed to the sight of Jewish mothers in their colorful

  headscarves and knew that the scent of bread baked with cumin meant something delicious if the children were lucky. “I grew up with these people,” Irena

  said. “Their culture and traditions were not foreign to me.”


  It may be that one of the Jewish children Irena met when she was five or six was a boy named Adam Celnikier. No one knows any longer for certain the story of their first meeting. This is the

  earliest possible beginning, and perhaps even it was wishful thinking. Maybe Adam was a dreamy, bookish boy. He certainly was dreamy and bookish later. He had curly red-brown hair and dark skin,

  and his long, handsome nose looked just like what some people thought of as Jewish. Perhaps Adam was one of those first playmates, although his family was very rich and, unlike many Jews, spoke

  perfect Polish. Adam’s mother’s name was Leokadia, and he had lots of aunts and uncles and cousins with names like Jakob and Józef. And the family didn’t live year-round in

  Otwock. They owned houses and businesses across Warsaw. But Irena may have seen him sometimes in those carefree summers.


  Irena’s early memories of her childhood in Otwock were magical, and her father doted on his small daughter. Her papa had a handlebar mustache that curled up even higher when he smiled, and

  he lavished his only child with affection. Her aunts called him “Stasiu,” and when he gave her hugs and kisses, the aunts would tell him, “Don’t spoil her, Stasiu. What will become of her?” Her father just winked and hugged her harder. He told the aunts, “We don’t know what her life will be like.

  Maybe my hugs will be her best memory.” And, indeed, they would be.


  Other children, Irena knew, were not so lucky and did not live in a spacious wooden villa owned by their rich uncle. Her family’s home was a large, square

  house at number 21, Kościuszki Street, with twenty rooms and a glass solarium that sparkled in the sunshine. But because many of Dr. Krzyżanowski’s patients came from the lowest

  end of the socioeconomic scale, when her father made his rounds in the village or when patients came to the family clinic, she witnessed poverty and deprivation from a child’s intimate

  perspective. She also slowly understood from others in the village that some Polish people weren’t like her father. Jewish culture was familiar to Irena and,

  in time, so was the Jewish people’s hardship.


  In 1916, when Irena was six, her father chose to share in that hardship. That year an epidemic of typhoid fever took hold in Otwock, and, as Dr. Krzyżanowski would say, you didn’t get

  to choose not to lend a hand just because it was risky. The rich kept themselves apart from the crowded, unsanitary places where the infection was the strongest. The disease was especially

  dangerous in homes without clean drinking water and strong soap for washing. The poor had to make do, and so the illness swept off some of her poor Jewish playmates and their families.

  Stanisław Krzyżanowski carried on treating sick and infected patients, just as always.


  Then, in the late autumn or early winter of 1916–17, he started to feel the first shakes and shivers. He knew that it was the beginning of the terrible fever. Soon he was burning hot in

  the afternoons and whispering in wild delirium. The aunts were always fussing now. The little girl would have to stay far away from the sickroom and couldn’t see Papa. Everything would have

  to be disinfected. She and her mama would have to go stay with relatives. There wouldn’t be any hugs and kisses to spoil Irena until he recovered. There was too much risk for the child from

  the infection.


  For weeks the doctor struggled against the disease and waged his lonely, private battle, but he never recovered. On February 10, 1917, Stanisław Krzyżanowski died of the fever. Five

  days later Irena turned seven.


  After Irena’s papa’s funeral, her mother carried herself carefully and tried not to cry too often. But Irena heard her sometimes, and she caught, too, the

  aunts’ worried whispers when they thought she wasn’t listening. Would they be poor now like Papa’s patients? Irena wondered. That was what happened when you were orphaned. She

  wondered with her child’s imagination if Papa had gone away because she had been naughty, and she tried as hard as she could to be helpful and obedient so Mother wouldn’t leave her.

  Mother was sad, and sadness meant people left. But it was so hard to sit still and be quiet all the time when she wanted to run and jump out in the fields. She carried a little knot of fear in her

  heart and a weight on her small shoulders.


  In truth, with the death of the doctor, his widow was impoverished. They lived in a house owned by their family, but Stanisław had not left big savings.

  Irena’s mother was young, but Janina was a housewife and a mother, not a doctor, and it was hard work to run her husband’s clinic and take care of her small daughter. The clinic had

  never been a big financial success. Stanisław had never cared enough about the numbers. He had never been a sensible businessman, just an idealist. It was now a hard, uphill struggle. Without

  assistance, Janina certainly couldn’t pay alone for the fees required to educate Irena. Word of the plight of the doctor’s widow spread through Otwock, and it got the Jewish community

  thinking. Dr. Krzyżanowski had helped their children when they couldn’t afford medical treatment. Now they would help his widow and daughter.


  When the men came to see her mother, Irena quietly stayed out of the way. The rabbi’s long beard wiggled when he talked. He had little wire glasses that made his eyes look enormous.

  Irena felt more at home with the Jewish mothers, with their long hair braided, their hands that moved like fluttering birds when they chatted and watched over the

  children. Pani Krzyżanowska, they said, we will pay for the education of your daughter. Pani was the word in Polish for a lady. Mother

  dabbed her eyes. No, no, she said firmly. I thank you very much, but I am young. I will support my daughter. Janina was proud and stubbornly

  independent, and Irena felt good to have her mama take care of her.


  But the result of Janina’s independence was a constant struggle with money. It was hard going at the clinic. Irena’s uncle Jan owned the clinic buildings and their villa, but in 1920

  he said, No more. It was time to sell and close the clinic. Uncle Jan and Aunt Maria were rich, but Irena’s mother didn’t

  want to live on charity. She hated being a burden and would rather work hard and do embroidery to make some money now. Janina would rather live modestly and skimp a bit than have to ask for a

  favor. So Janina lifted her chin and just said to her brother-in-law, Don’t worry. It would be fine in the city. They would go and live in the town where

  Janina’s family was, a place Irena learned was called Piotrków Trybunalski, not too far from Warsaw.


  Life in Piotrków was different. Gone were the rustling pine forests and wooden villas of Otwock. Gone were her familiar playmates. Irena was homesick for the country.

  “I was constantly drawn back to those areas [near Otwock],” Irena said. Otwock was an idyll, part of what it meant to spend the perfect Polish summer.

  It had been Irena’s childhood.


  Part of Irena’s childhood, though, was already over. When the workmen came to carry on their shoulders trunks carefully filled with her mother’s best dishes and the family linens,

  Irena wondered where they would all fit inside their new city apartment. Piotrków was a busy market town with fifty thousand residents, on the main rail line from Warsaw to Vienna, and gone

  were the quiet country nights and the sounds of the forest. In Piotrków there were the sounds of streetcars and the calls of street vendors that drifted up to their windows. There were other

  voices too. Now there were the excited and impassioned conversations of people around Irena talking about politics and Polish freedom.


  For centuries Poland had been fighting for its independence from aggressive neighbors in two directions, the Russians to the east and to the west the Germans. The year that Irena and her mother

  moved to Piotrków, the conflict with Russia was at another turning point, and the city was a hotbed of patriotism and left-wing politics. If there had been a “tea party” in

  Poland’s revolutionary history, Piotrków would have been its Boston. There was a great sense of national pride, and when children in Piotrków like Irena joined the Boy Scouts or

  the Girl Scouts, they learned more than jamboree camp songs; they learned paramilitary tactics for defending their homeland from the invaders on their borders. After all, just that summer in Warsaw

  the Poles had beaten back the Red Army against what everyone said were impossible odds. If war came again, the Scouts were the country’s littlest army. Irena proudly learned by heart the

  words of the Scout’s oath. She would be thrifty and generous. She would be as trustworthy as the black-haired knight Zawisza Czarny. The children marveled at the stories of how in the olden

  days the brave Zawisza fought for Poland and never, ever retreated. But above all, Irena’s young heart swelled with determination when she promised, on a Scout’s honor, to be a friend

  to everybody who asked for friendship.


  Irena and her mother Janina moved to a small apartment on Maja Avenue in Piotrków, the site marked with a commemorative plaque today, and she turned ten the year they arrived in the new

  city. The little apartment was cramped and perhaps not always perfectly tidy, but soon it was filled with friends and visitors. Janina, after all, was still a young woman, widowed before thirty,

  and a bit of a bohemian in spirit. She loved fun and the theater. She could be melodramatic herself, but she was a warm and caring Polish mother. In Piotrków the buildings on the square in

  the Old Town, where Irena and Janina went for the weekend market, were painted cheerful hues of pink and green and yellow, and on warm spring days the Scout troops would head out to the river for

  practice and picnics. The girls proudly showed off their first-aid drills and learned to march just like the boys in military formation. Irena’s crisp uniform, with its fleur-de-lis

  badge—the insignia of Scouts everywhere—looked very smart. When she moved, in time, to the local Helena Trzcińska Middle School, she also took the Scout’s pledge “to be pure in thinking, in speech, and in deeds; not to smoke; not to drink alcohol.”


  Irena was a fun-loving and high-spirited girl, though, and soon had a steady sweetheart, a high school romance. The boy’s name was Mieczysław

  “Mietek” Sendler. In prewar Catholic Poland, a shy teenage kiss sent pure-thinking youngsters scurrying off to an agonized confession, and by the end of high school their courting

  was serious. Marriage was the inevitable next step, their families agreed, just as soon as they finished college. When Irena and Mietek both earned places at the University of Warsaw for the autumn

  of 1927, Janina found a small apartment back in Warsaw for herself and her daughter so Irena could live at home while attending university, and the future was settled.


  Soon, however, a little voice inside Irena’s head began to wish her future wasn’t settled. She tried hard to silence that voice. Being at the university was new

  and exciting. Mietek decided to study the classics, and Irena said she would study to become a lawyer. Law was a bold choice for a seventeen-year-old girl who was sharp-witted rather than dutiful

  or quiet, and the old-fashioned faculty in the department did not see the law at all as a woman’s profession. At every turn, the professors blocked her ambition. Irena was indignant but,

  resigned, changed her program to Polish cultural studies and planned instead to be a schoolteacher. Everyone around her agreed that was a far more appropriate livelihood for a well-brought-up young

  Polish woman.


  But it was perhaps in the law department during her first year that she reencountered Adam Celnikier, a fellow student and sensitive young man with dark flowing locks and a penchant for romantic

  poetry and extravagant gestures. One wonders: Did he perhaps remind her of the chivalrous black-haired knight Zawisza, the legendary Polish Scout hero? Irena was soon in a study group where she saw

  Adam often, and the feelings were electric. Soon they spent more and more time together. Sometimes they sat together under the swaying trees that lined the campus avenues and talked about their

  childhoods. More often, they debated art and politics. They talked about the law and the future of a free Poland. When their hands brushed by accident, Irena felt her cheeks burn; surely it was

  just the excitement of the ideas they were sharing? Talking with Adam was a heady experience. Irena’s politics were already those of her left-leaning patriotic father, but Adam was a radical.

  Adam was so alive, so of the moment. Mietek was of the past, a student of dead languages and a reminder of that awkward teenage self whose history Irena was busy shedding. Adam wanted to talk about

  the world around them, wanted to change the shape of the future.


  But it was impossible. Even if she sometimes chafed against the constraints of her teenage romance, Mietek was Irena’s sweetheart. Their lives and families were already deeply

  interconnected. Adam was a crush, and a sensible young woman didn’t break things off with a nice boy like Mietek just because she was all mixed-up in her feelings. Duty mattered. Besides,

  Adam was spoken for already, and he could sympathize with Irena’s dilemma. Sometime around 1930, bowing to the wishes of his family, Adam was married to a Jewish

  woman who studied at the university with them, in an Orthodox ceremony arranged by the two families. The girl was one of Irena’s friends from her classes.


  Other considerations weighed on her during sleepless nights in her small, hard bed in her mother’s apartment. Irena could wait, of course, and delay her wedding to Mietek. But to what

  purpose when Adam was taken? Besides, marriage was freedom. It was freedom for her mother especially. Surely Irena owed her mother that? As long as Janina had to support a daughter, she would have

  to continue to take money from her family when what she longed for was her own independence. Irena longed to be a good daughter. By marrying Mietek, Irena would liberate her mother. It was too late

  for other choices. So, at the age of twenty-one, just after graduating from college in 1931, Irena Krzyżanowska did what everyone expected of her and became Mrs. Irena Sendlerowa. In English,

  the name is routinely shortened to Irena Sendler.


  The young couple began to build a life together in Warsaw, ultimately settling into a small one-room apartment, where Irena tried to brighten her surroundings and her flagging

  spirits with bright curtains and dutiful homemaking. But it was no good. Irena and Mietek weren’t happy. In the evenings there were more and more quarrels, and Irena started keeping more and

  more secrets. Mietek was a junior faculty assistant in the classics department by 1932, on his way to a university teaching career, and Irena wanted to keep studying. One day Irena boldly announced

  her plans for a graduate certificate in social welfare and pedagogy before starting teaching. Mietek might have guessed already that it was futile for him to ask whether his views on this mattered.

  He already knew his young wife was an intensely willful person. When they had children, there would have to be changes. She would surely stay home then, wouldn’t she? But Irena wasn’t

  in any hurry. Irena enrolled in the social welfare program at the University of Warsaw.


  Why social welfare? If anyone asked Irena, she would talk about her papa. She never stopped missing him. “My father,” she explained, “was a

  doctor—a humanist—and my mother loved people and helped him in his social work a great deal. I was taught since my earliest years that people are either good or bad. Their race,

  nationality, and religion do not matter—what matters is the person. This was one truth that was instilled into my young head.” Longing to connect with her father, she tried to become

  his definition of a good person.


  But Irena also wanted some adventure. She was just twenty-two, after all, and the 1930s were a thrilling decade in Poland. The Soviets had been beaten back from their borders, and Poland was

  free for only the second time in its history. But within, the country was torn apart by politics and poised on the brink of explosive social protest. The relatively new field of social welfare was

  in the thick of the action, and the curriculum was radical and energizing. Students in the program at the University of Warsaw were encouraged to get experience in the field as part of their

  training. Irena instantly signed up for a community internship across town sponsored by the innovative pedagogy department at the Polish Free University. She had heard marvelous things about the

  department’s director.


  The University of Warsaw, with its manicured campus, boasted fine, even palatial architecture and broad open spaces, and was Poland’s elite institution. The Polish Free University was

  another universe. There, professors worked and taught in an ugly six-story building with small, dingy windows and the air of a neglected housing project. As throngs of students rushed from the

  lecture rooms into the narrow corridors and up and down the stairwells, the scent of warm bodies filled the air. From below, there came the racket of clanging bicycles and the friendly voices of

  young women. Then the halls were again quiet. On her first visit, Irena held tightly to a piece of paper, craning her neck to read the office numbers. She was looking for a nameplate that read:

  Professor H. Radlińska.


  Irena had weighed the internship options carefully, agonizing over her decision. Some students in her program took their field placements as teachers at the groundbreaking orphanage school

  founded by Dr. Radlińska’s colleague, the educational theorist Dr. Janusz Korczak. Other students, especially the girls who were training as nurses, worked on public health research and

  outreach with some of Dr. Radlińska’s affiliated faculty physicians. Dr. Radlińska came from a well-known family of scientists, and one of the most renowned program physicians was

  her cousin, Dr. Ludwik Hirszfeld. But it was the professor’s own grassroots clinics that drew Irena: charitable welfare centers aimed at eradicating poverty. These were places where

  unemployed locals could come to take free educational courses and the homeless or indigent found legal assistance.


  Although it may seem hard to imagine today, in the 1930s this was one of the most exciting intellectual and political left-wing circles anywhere in Europe, and Irena was thrilled to be part of

  it. Dr. Radlińska, a stout and sturdy Jewish-born woman in her early sixties who had long since converted to Catholicism, was an unlikely heroine. Her thinning white hair and matronly bosom

  earned her the nickname “Grandma” on campus, and she had the look of a woman who was constantly harassed and worried. But the professor also radiated fierce intelligence and resolve,

  and the young students who gathered around her—many of whom were also Jewish-born—were at the center of a civil rights movement that was not unlike the ardent student activism that

  swept across Europe and North America in the 1960s. Along with a handful of eminent psychologists, educators, and doctors, Dr. Radlińska was pioneering the field of social work in Poland.

  These programs would become, ultimately, the model in most Western democracies for modern social work and state-supported welfare later in the century. There is no way to understand how Irena

  Sendler and her conspirators came together in the way that they did during the Second World War without appreciating that long before the German occupation began, Dr. Radlińska had already

  connected them to one another in a tight community network.


  Drawn into Dr. Radlińska’s orbit, Irena blossomed. She longed for this kind of intellectual excitement and this sense of a vocation. And the professor quickly developed a soft spot

  for this earnest and passionate young woman. Irena was so clearly suited for social work—so organized, so levelheaded, so genuinely outraged by injustice and compassionate about

  suffering—that Dr. Radlińska quickly offered her newest acolyte not just a student internship but a regular paid job in one of her offices, at the

  mother-and-child branch of the Citizens’ Social Aid Committee, providing support for the city’s unwed mothers.


  When Irena woke up in the mornings, she quickly hopped from the narrow bed she and Mietek shared, and her heart felt lighter thinking of the workday ahead of her. Mietek could not have helped

  but notice that Irena was happier leaving home than she was returning. Home in 1932 was a modern housing complex at number 3, Ludwicka Street, in the Wola district of Warsaw, and sometimes, as

  Irena rattled down the stairwell, a neighbor would open a door and smile at the young woman from upstairs who was always in such a hurry. The downstairs neighbors were a friendly family called the

  Jankowskis, who had small children and were often awake early, too, and the building super, Mr. Przeździecki, lovingly tended the shared community gardens and waved Irena off to work each

  morning. Another neighbor, Basia Dietrich, ran the cooperative kindergarten for the children in the complex, and perhaps Mietek sometimes wondered if their own

  children would ever get to play in that courtyard. It wouldn’t happen unless they found a way to rekindle some marital passion, though, and Irena jumping out of bed was more than half of the

  problem. The trouble was work was all that seemed to interest her. What she was doing was so important. She didn’t have time for housekeeping. She was helping

  struggling families to keep their children. She wished Mietek could see why it mattered so much. Mietek just wished she would focus on their family for a change.


  The gulf between them was growing deeper, and the fire had already gone out of her youthful marriage. They were left with an awkward kind of old friendship. It wasn’t that Irena

  didn’t love Mietek. But he was not her passion. At the mother-and-child center, Irena felt a deep sense of purpose. “Everyone here was dedicated and true

  to their goals: everything that I had been taught seemed to come to use,” Irena tried to explain. She was also making interesting new friends every day among Dr. Radlińska’s

  other students and employees. “The work environment,” she said, “was very nice,” and so were the people.


  She saw a lot of one person in particular: Adam.


  



  CHAPTER 2


  Dr. Radlińska’s Girls


  1935–1940


  The lecture was over but still the professor didn’t move.


  The students on the left side of the lecture hall stood still for a moment longer, too, motionless and breathless. Irena was among them. She was twenty-five years old in the autumn of 1935 and,

  at less than five feet tall, was shorter than the rest of the crowd. But no one who knew her doubted that Irena had some outsize political opinions.


  Those few seconds stretched on slowly. Everyone in the lecture hall waited. A sudden movement from the right and the rush of air as body met body came like a collective exhalation. Irena saw the

  flash of green ribbon pinned to the young man’s jacket. The end of his raised cane shimmered in the light. Razor blades. The villains had

  tied razor blades to the ends of the canes they had brought to beat them! Irena realized. A scream erupted from one of the girls nearby, followed by a surge of motion and the sound of brass

  knuckles hitting bone. The melee once again had started.


  Now the fist and the brass were raised up in front of Irena. To her side stood a Jewish classmate, a young man with dark, curly hair and glasses, and one of the men with green badges raised the

  cane overhead and barked to him, “Why are you standing?” He answered steadily: “Because I am Jewish.”


  Turning to Irena, the hooligan demanded, “Why are you standing?” Irena was fearless. Friends worried about how fearless she could be. Her more hidebound

  professors lamented that her youthful idealism was so insistent and so defiant, but Adam loved both parts of her character. Her bold retort now was designed to infuriate the angry young man in

  front of her. Their eyes connected. “Because,” she snapped, “I am Polish.” The brass fist smashed into her face in retaliation. She felt warm

  blood and then the darkness.


  What ignited the riots on the University of Warsaw campus in 1935, when Irena and Adam were graduate students, was the informal institution of a “bench ghetto”:

  a seating area in the lecture halls for Jewish students that was set apart from the area for the so-called Aryans. The far right wasn’t growing in power only

  in neighboring Germany. Poland also had its problems. As far as Irena and Adam were concerned, the biggest of those problems was an organization called the ONR—the Obóz Narodowo

  Radykalny, or National Radical Camp: an ultranationalist and right-wing political group whose violent tactics and racist rhetoric were gaining traction and intensifying ugly feelings of

  anti-Semitism. The ONR supporters proudly displayed their political affiliation by wearing green ribbons.


  The bench ghetto is an outrage! Irena and Adam and all their friends fumed when they said it. Jewish students and their supporters on campus staged angry and

  impassioned demonstrations, refusing to sit at all during lectures. Some professors ordered the rebellious students to leave the lecture halls. Other professors

  supported the students and delivered their lectures standing in solidarity. As Irena put it simply: “The years at the University were for me very hard and

  very sad. A rule was established at the University segregating the Catholics from the Jewish students. The Catholics were to sit on the chairs to the right and Jews on the chairs to the left. I

  always sat with Jews and, therefore, I was beaten by anti-Semites together with Jewish students.” But what mattered was that it was together with Adam. Adam was fascinated by this ferocious

  wisp of a woman, and, as Irena’s family later testified, “their love affair continued even though she [had] married someone else.”


  At the University of Warsaw, an old-fashioned place at heart, the majority of the campus tacitly supported this discrimination against the Jewish students. Across town, at the Polish Free

  University, however, things were different. When the ONR thugs came to assault Jewish students there, the entire campus rallied and drove them off with fire hoses and catcall hisses. Dr.

  Radlińska and the young women in her programs—Irena included—joined the protests and the scuffles. It was exhilarating. At home, Mietek grimaced sourly. He fretted over her safety.

  But he also worried about whom this new person—this risk-taking activist—was that his wife was becoming.


  Irena’s new friends from Dr. Radlińska’s circle were talented and high-spirited young women, and most of them were Jewish-born—although, as left-wing activists, religion

  didn’t much interest any of them. One of her favorites was Ala Gołąb-Grynberg, a nurse at the Jewish hospital on Dworska Street, who worked closely with Dr. Radlińska’s

  cousin, Dr. Hirszfeld, in studying communicable diseases. Ala’s maiden name was Gołąb, but she was six years older than Irena and had been married for years already to a Jewish

  actor and school principal named Arek. Their friends were exciting people: cabaret singers, actresses, and other performers. Dr. Korczak sometimes invited Ala to speak at his lectures, because

  everyone knew Ala was a hands-on expert in obstetrics and sanitation. Irena found her friend inspiring and sometimes even a bit intimidating. But Ala was also a funny and fun-loving eccentric, a

  sharp, angular person, with a sarcastic sense of humor and a terrible fashion sense whose mannish clothes never quite seemed to fit properly and whose wiry black hair always managed to look wild

  and untidy.


  Another new friend, Rachela Rosenthal, on the other hand, was drop-dead gorgeous. Rachela was training in Dr. Radlińska’s program to be a teacher, and she was lithe and blond. Men

  stopped on the streets to talk to her, and often she chatted back because everyone knew Rachela had a bubbly personality. Irena was pretty in a plump and quiet sort of way, but men didn’t

  turn on the street to watch her pass, and her wit was, she had to admit, drier and more abrasive.


  The third member of their circle was Ewa Rechtman, a language student working with another professor they all knew well, the jovial Dr. Władysław

  Witwicki. Ewa was immensely clever, and everyone said she was one of the most talented scholars in the graduate program at the Polish Free University. But Ewa had no hard edges. She had a head of

  dark, tumbling curls, and her quiet, lilting voice made everything she said sound like a lullaby.


  After work or sometimes a lecture, Irena put off going home a bit longer and stopped off with the girls at a café for a coffee or an ice cream and a few laughs. Young women in those days

  dressed fashionably, in low-slung heels and brightly patterned dresses, and her new friends thought nothing of smoking cigarettes in public. Irena had long since abandoned her youthful scouting

  pledges. She also no longer felt any need to rush off to confession simply because the thought of Adam made her heart race faster. Irena’s hair was cut in a wavy bob that, by then, was no

  longer scandalous, just practical. She had bright eyes that her friends remembered as startlingly blue and a smile that looked more than a bit like mischief. The other young women were all from

  Jewish families, and they howled with laughter to hear a Catholic girl like Irena say something in Yiddish.


  They would also talk politics, of course. Their work was focused on social justice. The Polish Free University was still a center of radical activism, and Irena’s new friends were ardent

  socialists like her father. Occasionally she would meet someone whose politics went a bit further. “I met a few, illegal members of the Polish Communist Party,

  right after [their] spending time in prison,” Irena confessed. She thought they were “smart, noble people.” Adam flirted with communism himself, and perhaps that was part of his

  allure. When, as the only child of an extraordinarily rich family, he inherited the largest share of his father’s fortune in the 1930s, his widowed mother, Leokadia, was aghast at his plans.

  He planned, he told her boldly, to give it all away to charity. Leokadia wept and pleaded and scolded, but Adam just dug in his heels. The money

  has to go, he told his mother. Adam had struggled his whole life with the curse of wealth, and he didn’t believe in inheritances. Neither did new communist friends of theirs,

  Stanisław Papuziński and his daring, political girlfriend, Zofia Wędrychowska. They lived together and even had a small son already, but they didn’t have any plans to get

  married. Marriage was a bourgeois institution, and they were bohemians.


  Irena found it all enchanting. When it came to leftist politics, Irena had an impeccable family pedigree, after all, and her new friends knew it. Her father had played an important role in the

  creation of the Polish Socialist Party, and there were still party members across Warsaw who remembered Stanisław Krzyżanowski. And no one spoke of Irena’s father more fondly or

  more often than Helena Radlińska, who had known him personally. Helena and her ex-husband, Zygmunt, had been founding activists in the Polish Socialist Party in the early 1900s, and

  Zygmunt—a doctor at the University of Warsaw hospital—had worked alongside Stanisław Krzyżanowski. For Irena, who never stopped missing her father’s presence, it was all

  a kind of profound homecoming. She joined the Polish Socialist Party herself, and “I fit right in with my political past,” Irena said. Unfortunately for

  Mietek, she had found her true family.


  She was moving further and further away from her shaky marriage and closer to Adam and her new friends in Dr. Radlińska’s circles. She was also becoming more politically engaged than

  ever. That meant doing, not talking. What can be done? That was always the question Irena asked herself. She looked at

  her campus identity card, stamped with the word “Aryan,” and it made her furious. She scratched out the word and boldly presented it on campus as a silent protest. When the campus

  administrators learned of her rebellion, however, they decided they had had enough of this petite rabble-rouser and her presence at the University of Warsaw. Irena was slapped with an indefinite

  university suspension. It would be years before she would be allowed to return to classes.


  Mietek might have been forgiven for feeling a bit relieved to learn that his young wife’s boisterous and bruising days as a campus agitator had reached an abrupt administrative conclusion.

  Perhaps he already suspected that her heart was with Adam. Perhaps he was too tired of the quarrels for it to matter. But, in the way of failing young romances everywhere, it’s likely he

  clung for a while to the hope that she would return to him and to her senses. When news came that year that Dr. Radlińska’s mother-and-child center had to be shut because it had run out

  of community funding and that Irena’s job there was ending, too, it seemed like a perfect chance for Irena to settle down at last and have children of her own. After all, Irena was already in

  her mid-twenties. At any rate, Mietek was soon offered an important career opportunity and a permanent teaching job at the university several hours away in Poznań. He assumed, naturally, that

  Irena would follow.


  But following that path set out when she was a girl was no longer something Irena could imagine. Irena was no longer a dutiful teenager, doing what other people wanted and expected because she

  could not imagine other options. Duty had caused heartache already for her and for Adam. She knew she had failed as a wife, but she didn’t want to be married to

  Mietek. Like her mother and her new friends, she was a bohemian at heart. Like her father, she was born for constant action. She didn’t want to leave Warsaw and this new extended family. She

  was determined somehow to complete her studies and applied over and over to have her suspension lifted. And, whether she said so or not, she wasn’t prepared to give up whatever this

  burgeoning thing was with Adam. She quickly found a new job in the city’s municipal welfare services with the help of Dr. Radlińska and broke the news to Mietek. She was staying in

  Warsaw.


  When Mietek went to Poznań, there was no divorce. The Catholic Church forbade divorce, and scandal would not help Mietek. But Irena did not go with him. Suspended from the University of

  Warsaw and now working full-time as a social worker, Irena lived for the sake of propriety with her mother, but insofar as the rest of her life—and especially about Adam—Irena just kept

  quiet. That habit of secrecy, later, would prove to be lifesaving.


  For three years—years in which Irena’s workplace friendships and her romance with Adam deepened—the academic suspension remained in place. Each year Irena

  petitioned the administration. Each year she met with a stubborn refusal. Those in high offices on campus still remembered her rabble-rousing. It was only in 1938, when a sympathetic philosophy

  professor at the University of Warsaw stepped in on the sly to process the papers allowing her to reenroll for a year, that Irena had a chance to complete her studies. She made the most of the

  narrow window of opportunity. In the late spring of 1939, at the end of the school year, Irena submitted her final master’s thesis to her advisor, Dr. Wacław Borowy, a professor of

  Polish literature and culture, and was at last allowed to graduate. Adam had already qualified as an attorney, but the anti-Jewish feeling in the city, which

  infuriated him, had dimmed his career prospects. As far as he was concerned, he was as Polish as anyone. But the senseless laws restricting what Jews could and could not do offended his pride and

  patriotism, and Adam was a moody and sometimes melancholy young man. He turned inward to books and poetry and private reflections. Instead of practicing law, as both he and Irena had once dreamt of

  doing, Adam began doctoral work in political history with Dr. Borowy.


  Precisely when Adam’s marriage failed, no one is certain. Even the name of his wife is only conjecture. Jewish family records in Warsaw often did not survive the occupation, and

  Irena’s family prefers still to keep her name a closely guarded secret. All that is known for certain is that Adam’s wife was one of Irena’s friends from the university. A series

  of unlikely wartime coincidences and some old property records in Warsaw suggest that she may have been a college friend named Regina Mikelberg. If Adam’s wife was not Regina, she was someone

  like Regina: an educated and assimilated Jewish woman from a wealthy Warsaw family. And, whatever the case, Regina Mikelberg was part of their wartime circle and part of their wartime story. When

  the war came, Irena and her network would not forget about Regina.


  That summer of 1939, Irena and Adam knew, of course, that war with the Germans was coming. They were both politically aware and realistic. They had lived with the specter of European fascism

  and, indeed, with Polish anti-Semitism for years already. By July, Warsaw buzzed with rumors that the Polish forces were quietly mobilizing. Adam would be deployed

  himself by the end of August. The young people were naturally apprehensive about how the world was changing around them, but they were also all supremely optimistic and confident. After all, Dr.

  Radlińska had taught them that the commitment of a small group of well-intentioned people could shape the world according to their vision of it. They were about to test the limits of what was

  possible.


  When the attack on Warsaw started, it still shocked Irena. It didn’t matter that she had known that an assault was coming. The wail of air raid sirens across the city

  awoke Irena and her mother with a start at six o’clock on the morning of September 1, 1939, and her first thought was for Adam. Adam was somewhere out there on a military exercise. This was a

  declaration of war at last, but since spring there had been armed incursions and scuffles along Poland’s western border, and the Polish army had been mobilized for battle two days

  earlier.


  Now Irena joined her rumpled neighbors as they poured out of their apartments and gathered in the empty streets, peering up at the sky and speculating, desperate for some explanation. From the sky came nothing—no bombs, no sounds—but still the siren wailed on, and at last exasperated air raid guards shooed them all back inside. The anxiety

  and the early hour made people cross, and somewhere in the apartment complex a door slammed loudly. At the kitchen table in their bathrobes and slippers, bleary-eyed and grim, Irena and her mother

  Janina listened to the news as it came in over the Polish radio. Irena’s shoulders tensed as the crackling voice of the announcer spoke the words that everyone feared were coming: Hitler’s attack on Poland had already started.


  Hovering over the radio, Irena leaned in closer to hear the report. The city leadership now was asking government and municipal workers to stay at their posts around the clock and to resist the

  German aggressors. Thank heavens. She wanted to be doing something. A look from her mother told her to at least sit down and finish her coffee. What could she do at six in

  the morning anyhow? The next hour passed slowly. Irena, stop fidgeting, her mother scolded her with a smile. Irena waited until she couldn’t bear it any longer. At

  seven she flew down the stairs to the open apartment courtyard, past Mr. Przeździecki’s gardens. No one was worrying about the flowers that morning, and the yard was empty. Tossing her

  weathered old bag into the basket of her bicycle, Irena hitched up her skirt just a bit daringly, in case she had to pedal quickly. As her foot pushed down hard and the bicycle glided into motion,

  she turned east, toward the Old Town, in the direction of her office on Złota Street, with a welcome sense of purpose and determination that morning,

  powerfully relieved to have something to do besides wait and worry with her mother.


  In the office, she went to look first for her boss, Irena Schultz, a thin, birdlike blonde with a big smile. Irena—“Irka”—Schultz was more than just Irena’s

  supervisor, though. She was also one of Dr. Radlińska’s girls, and they were a tight-knit sorority. At nine a.m. the aerial attack on Warsaw started at last. The approaching German

  bombers, one resident of the city remembered, at first sounded like “faraway surf, not a calm surf but when waves crash onto a beach during a storm.”

  Before long the city rattled with the constant “hum of planes, tens, maybe even hundreds” and with powerful, rocking explosions. Girls in the office ran for the cellars and held each

  other’s hands tightly in the musty darkness.


  When the squadrons passed, the streets were in chaos. In all her twenty-nine years, Irena had never seen anything like this devastation. But it was only the beginning. What was happening to

  them? Around her, private cars and hackney cabs, now called into duty as makeshift ambulances, ferried the wounded through littered streets to hospitals. The wheezy car horns blared impatiently

  around her, but surely the drivers could see it was useless. Where the bombs and artillery had hit buildings, the streets were filled with broken glass and piles of fallen bricks. Irena watched in

  amazement as flames engulfed the gutted façades of entire apartment buildings. The walls swayed and then toppled in crashes to the cobblestones around her. People pulled their coats tightly

  around them and hurried across the streets and open squares, seeking the safety of doorways, as the skies grew dimmer. Irena coughed and covered her mouth with her scarf. Clouds of dust stung her

  eyes and coated the insides of her throat and nostrils. She could see dead horses in the street, killed in their traces, and, sometimes, mangled human bodies. Doctors

  and nurses helped rush moaning residents to aid points and later delivered supplies to field stations as the fighting edged closer.


  Fear gripped Warsaw. Across the city, one anxious thought united residents. What was it like out there, on the front lines, if this was what happened in a city full of civilians? Irena thought

  about Mietek. She had said a friendly good-bye to him at a depot a few days earlier when he had come to Warsaw for the deployment and had wished him good luck and safety. One of her other friends

  from the social services office, a pro bono Jewish lawyer named Józef Zysman, had been called up as a reserve officer as well, and Irena worried about him.

  She would have to check in on his wife, Theodora, and their baby, Piotr, she thought to herself. Then, there was Adam. There were always thoughts of Adam. He was also

  in a regiment, out there somewhere.


  The matter-of-fact question that morning in the office, in a city where a siege was clearly starting, was where to start with services? Irka Schultz was the office

  boss, and she called everyone together. The trouble was that suddenly everyone was one of the needy. They had never faced this kind of welfare crisis. All morning they scrambled, asking each

  other what to do first.


  Within hours the answer became immediately obvious: someone had to help the displaced and injured refugees already flooding into Warsaw. Someone had to find food and shelter for people bombed

  out of their homes in the city. The residents of Warsaw would fight to defend the city for nearly a month, and before it was all over there were reports of the cavalry on horseback facing down

  modern German tanks in a desperate action that told the whole story of just how outgunned the Poles truly were. The numbers of refugees grew daily as people of the countryside and smaller cities

  sought safety together. They arrived on foot, tired and frightened. Women with haunted eyes told how, along dusty roads, the German planes had swung low and aimed gunfire at families pulling their

  belongings. Country folk working in the fields ran for the hedgerows, but on the open roads there was no cover. Irena listened to their stories and tried to keep her hands from shaking. At the

  time, she was a senior administrator in a branch of the social welfare office responsible for running soup kitchens across the city, and over the next few weeks

  she and her coworkers set up and manned dozens of makeshift canteens and shelters for the survivors.


  On September 24, near the end of the onslaught, more than a thousand German aircraft filled the skies over Warsaw in bombing raids that went on for hours and turned whole districts into rubble.

  For two more days, the devastation was unrelenting. Some of the worst-hit areas of the city included the quarter just to the north of Irena’s office that ran from the Jewish and Polish

  cemeteries on the west to the great synagogue on the east. All the bombing meant wounded people—people who wouldn’t make it to a canteen but were still hungry. Where to start now? Irena

  knew in an instant. She sped off on her bicycle toward the Czyste Hospital on Dworska Street, determined to find her friend Ala.


  The Jewish hospital was a sprawling genteel compound not far from the Vistula River, and before the war it had boasted one of the most modern medical facilities anywhere in Europe. Now the

  nurses and doctors were already running short of supplies. Ala was working frantically to treat the refugees and the wounded. They were doing thirty or forty serious operations a day, a nurse

  reported with a quick shake of her head, all without anesthesia. One of those patients was likely to have been Dr. Radlińska. When the bombers flew over the buildings in her district, the

  floor rocked beneath Helena Radlińska’s feet, and she ran for the stairwell and the open courtyard. On the street, the brown dust again filled the air, and then Helena heard the first

  cries of the wounded trapped inside the rubble. Someone had to help them. The doctor headed back into the building just as another portion crumbled. She felt only pain and then felt nothing. Those

  who dragged her, moaning and half-conscious, from the ruins could see burns and broken bones that would cripple her for months.
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