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Poland at war

The vivisection of Poland
Poland’s wartime suffering was extraordinary. It has been 
greatly neglected by the rest of the world

The Eagle Unbowed: Poland and 
the Poles in the Second World 
War. By Halik Kochanski. Allen Lane; 
734 pages; £30. To be published in 
America in November by Harvard 
University Press; $35. Buy from 
Amazon.com, Amazon.co.uk

THE biggest gap in most histories of 
the second world war is what 
happened to Poland. By the war’s end 
it had lost not only a fifth of its 
population but also its freedom—
despite having fought from the first 
day to the last against the Germans.

Many histories deal with the greatest 
crime of the war years: the 
annihilation of Europe’s Jews. That 
chiefly took place in occupied Poland, 
and the largest number of its victims 
were citizens of the pre-war republic. 
But these are books about the Holocaust, not about 
Poland. Books about Poland abound too. Some deal 
with the spectacular military events of the war: the 
Ghetto Uprising of 1943, the Warsaw Uprising of 
1944. Others have highlighted the great neglected 
scandals of the war, such as the Soviet massacre of 
20,000 captured Polish officers. A book called “Dark 
Side of the Moon” tried to alert the West to the Soviet 
deportation of hundreds of thousands of Polish 
civilians to privation and death. There are even books 
about Wojtek, a bear cub adopted by Polish soldiers, 
who drank beer, ate cigarettes, carried ammunition 
and died in a zoo in Scotland.

But until Halik Kochanski’s “The Eagle Unbowed” 
nobody had written a comprehensive English-
language history of Poland at war. A British-born historian whose own family’s 
experiences dot her pages, she weaves together the political, military, 
diplomatic and human strands of the story. She ranges from the fatal 
weaknesses of pre-war Poland (divided, cash-strapped and isolated) to the 
humiliation of Britain’s victory parade in 1946 when the organisers invited 
Fijians and Mexicans, but not Poles.
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Readers reared on Western accounts of a war between good and evil may be 
shocked to learn that for Poles the war was three-sided. The Western allies 
were duplicitous and the Soviets for the most part as bad as the Nazis.

Poland fought on four fronts. One force was in Britain, drawn from those who 
had escaped the defeat in 1939. It helped liberate the Netherlands. Another 
was drawn from the deportees in the Soviet Union, rescued from death by 
Hitler’s attack on the Soviets. This ragtag army mustered in Persia, trained in 
Palestine and fought notably at Monte Cassino in Italy. A third army was 
formed from Poles who remained inside the Soviet Union, under the 
leadership of Polish communists and collaborators. It reached Berlin. The 
fourth, the Home Army (whose poster urging Poles “to arms” is shown 
above), was in Poland itself. Once the biggest and best-organised 
underground military force in Nazi-occupied Europe, it was hounded to 
destruction by the Soviets.

Ms Kochanski gives admirably clear accounts of the battlefield. She unpicks 
other tangles too: the tense relationship between the impatient, ill-informed 
underground leadership in Poland and the divided, ill-led exiled government 
in London, sidelined and then dumped by the allies as the Soviet armies 
marched west.

She has a keen eye for the striking quote. Here is Heinrich Himmler of the SS 
on the four years of elementary school which was to be the only education of 
the Reich’s new subjects:

“The sole goal of this schooling is to teach them simple arithmetic, 
nothing above the number 500, writing one’s name and the doctrine 
that it is divine law to obey the Germans…I don’t think that reading is 
desirable.”

In an overture to the Holocaust, the Nazis practised mass killings and ethnic 
cleansing in Poland in 1939 and 1940. Their ultimate plan was to deport 31m 
Poles to Siberia to make way for German settlers in Poland. Some 200,000 
Aryan-looking Polish children were kidnapped and given to German parents. 
Most were never recovered.

Controversies still rage about wartime Poland. Was the government-in-exile 
in London too obstinate—or too conciliatory? Could Britain have helped more? 
Ms Kochanski outlines the arguments, with some quiet words of reproof. But 
the hand that Poland was dealt was so weak that disaster loomed whether it 
was played well or badly.

She uncovers details that will surprise even history geeks. Some Polish Jews 
under Soviet occupation found life so dreadful that they sought refuge in Nazi
-ruled Poland. The Warsaw Ghetto contained three churches for the Christians 
consigned to the ghetto for their Jewish origins.

Her view on the thorniest questions of Poland’s wartime history, such as the 
connection between local anti-Semitism, collaboration and the Holocaust is 
cautious but fair-minded. The facts do not stitch together into a simple story. 
Many Jews were betrayed by neighbours out of fear or greed. But nowhere 
else in Europe was the price of helping Jews instant execution. Many Christian 
Poles, including some ardent anti-Semites, took huge risks to protect their 
Jewish compatriots. Others (including some Jews) joined German-led police 
units.

Ms Kochanski marshals an impressive and comprehensive array of English 
and Polish material. But she skips the wealth of German- and Russian-
language histories, memoirs and biographies. As a result, though her victims 
are portrayed in colour, the villains are merely in black and white.

Both the suffering and its subsequent neglect and distortion leave a 
smouldering sense of outrage. Readers may understand better, for example, 
why the description of Auschwitz and the like as “Polish death camps” is so 
unfair and upsetting. Yet against all odds, Poland did survive: indeed it has 
never been richer, happier and safer. That is thanks to the Poles’ awesome 
patriotism and resilience. May they never be put to such a test again.
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