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T h e  W a r  B e g i n s

If  there is going to be a war, 
I do not want to miss it.
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Author Julian Kulski’s family—1939.
L-R: sister Wanda, mother Eugenia, father Julian, and 
the author.
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ThUrSDAy, AUgUST 24

 Today, Father, Mother, Wanda, and I came to Kazimierz. My 
father says that war is imminent, and he is anxious that we be 
safe. He does not know, of  course, how long he will be able to 
stay here with us.

SATUrDAy, AUgUST 26

 Kazimierz is an old city on the river Vistula, famous 
for its marketplace, its ancient synagogue, and its historic 
buildings. We are staying at the Filipkowskis’ boardinghouse, 
set amid varied and beautiful trees on a grassy hillside near 
the town center. Not far from our boardinghouse are small 
houses occupied by Orthodox Jews. Yesterday evening, Friday, 
the Jewish men, dressed in long black robes and skullcaps, 
celebrated their holiday. The rooms were lit with candles, and 
the men bowed as they prayed in loud voices. The Filipkowskis’ 
son, Jędrek, and I watched them through the window, then 
rattled it and ran away.

SUNDAy, AUgUST 27

 The weather is splendid. We have been going for walks, and 
swimming in the Vistula. Last night, however, a car came with 
a letter from City President Stefan Starzyński, the Lord Mayor 
of  Warsaw, ordering my father to return to the capital at once. 
Father told us that we should stay in Kazimierz until he either 
returns or sends for us. I asked to go back with my father. If  
there is going to be a war, I do not want to miss it. Besides, my 
school has collected money for the defense of  Poland and has 
contributed to a motor torpedo boat, so I feel I should be allowed 
to fight. Father told me that I was too young to fight, as I am only 
ten, and that I should look after Mother and Wanda. I pointed 
out to Father that boys my age had disarmed Germans on the
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Age10: 1939 —The War Begins

streets of  Warsaw during the World War, but he is adamant that 
I do as I am told. I am very disappointed.

MONDAy, AUgUST 28

 Jędrek, the youngest son of  Mr. Filipkowski, is eight years 
old. He and I put frogs in the well today so we are in trouble. 
My mother, with the other women, is looking after the cow, the 
garden, and the fields. She says it is the first time in her life that 
she has dug potatoes, taken a cow to pasture, and carried water 
from a well, but she seems to be enjoying it.

FrIDAy, SEPTEMBEr 1

 Today, Friday, I was in the woods picking mushrooms with 
a friend. A white eagle had been hovering lazily over the deep 
gorge, but suddenly the eagle disappeared, and we heard the 
sound of  engines. We saw planes flying overhead, just above 
the treetops. They had black crosses on their wings and heavy 
canister-shaped objects under them. The noise they made 
frightened us. We ran back toward the old town at the foot of  the 
hill, and as it was market day, we headed for the main square.
 The old town square was filled with wagons, and mangy 
horses with fly-covered ribs. It was bursting with pigs and 
chickens. Peasant women in colorful babushkas perched on the 
wagons, selling their goods to black-clad Jews, the babble of  
Polish-Yiddish mixing with the cackling and squealing of  the 
animals. We decided to leave and started our climb back up the 

I have no doubts that Poland will win 

the war, but I am so afraid that it will be over 

before I have a chance to participate.

Q

Q
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hill past the synagogue. Halfway up I left my friend, Zula, at her 
house and took a back trail home through the woods.
 My mother was waiting for me when I reached home. She 
told me that she was getting worried about what was 
going on in Warsaw. She had not been able to learn much from 
the news on the radio, and she was thinking of  Father. However, 
this much we do know—Germany has invaded Poland, and the 
war has started. I have no doubts that Poland will win the war, 
but I am so afraid that it will be over before I have a chance to 
participate. 

SUNDAy, SEPTEMBEr 10

 Today the Germans bombed the town. I was scared and 
asked Mother if  this was happening all over Poland, or if  it 
was just Kazimierz. She said she had no way of  knowing, and 
I wished Father were here so that I could ask him. He would 
know the answer. Many people went to the ravines, taking food 
and bedding with them and spending several hours there. The 
synagogue caught fire.

Father and Mother—1919.

JK
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 German troops entering Kazimierz.

FrIDAy, SEPTEMBEr 15

 The Germans have come in their dirty green uniforms 
and helmets, carrying rifles. They didn’t appear at all as I have 
imagined—in fact, I wasn’t impressed, but Mother doesn’t share 
my feelings. The noise of  their motorcycles on the cobblestones 
shook the streets.  They went to the main square and placed 
a field gun there, while cars with loudspeakers went around 
the city telling the inhabitants of  Kazimierz that they had been 
freed by the armies of  the Third Reich. Then a military band 
played, and they raised the German flag.

Invading German troops advance through the forest.
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A U S T R I A

I N C O R P O R A T I N G

InvasIon of poland – sEptEmbEr 1939

September 1, 1939      - German forces invade Poland from the
   north, west and south.

September 17, 1939   - Soviet forces invade Poland from the east.

September 28, 1939   - Germany and the Soviet Union agree on the
   demarcation line partitioning Poland 
   between them.

German - Soviet Demarcation Line
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ThUrSDAy, SEPTEMBEr 21

 Today Zula and her family left Kazimierz. I will miss her, 
but they want to get back to Warsaw.

FrIDAy, SEPTEMBEr 22

 Last night, after I was supposed to be asleep, I went back 
downstairs. Mr. Filipkowski and some of  the others were sitting 
around the table, busily discussing the news of  the war.
 We knew that some of  our soldiers have been hiding in the 
house, and Mother asked what they would do. Mr. Filipkowski 
said that, in view of  Russia now also having invaded Poland—
from the east this time—the soldiers will have to try and get 
out through Hungary. Then they will attempt to rejoin their 
units, which are regrouping and organizing to get back into the 
war. This latest news bewildered me completely. I know why 
the Germans are fighting us, but I wondered what the Russians 
had to do with it since they, like us, are traditional enemies of  
Germany.

SATUrDAy, SEPTEMBEr 23

 This afternoon we heard a broadcast from Warsaw. It was 
Mayor Starzyński speaking:

…I wanted Warsaw to be great…and Warsaw is 
great. It has happened sooner than we thought. I 
see her through the window in her full greatness 
and glory, surrounded by swirling clouds of  
smoke, reddened by flames of  fires, grandiose, 
indestructible, great Fighting Warsaw.
    Although where there were going to be 
beautiful homes, rubble now lies; although 
where there were going to be parks, there are 
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 His words were suddenly cut short. 
Radio Warsaw was silent. I do hope Father 
is all right, and I wish I were with him in 
Warsaw.

SUNDAy, SEPTEMBEr 24

 It has turned cold so my mother has 
had to borrow warm clothes for us. It was 
summer when we came to Kazimierz, and 
now it is almost winter.
 We are fretting and waiting. We hear on the radio that 
Warsaw has fallen, and we are getting more and more anxious 
about Father.

SUNDAy, OCTOBEr 1

 Father came in an official car to collect us today, and I told 
him I thought it was about time. But when I calmed down a bit 
I realized how haggard and tired he was. There were no other 
cars on the road except German ones, and it was an eerie—but 
surprisingly uneventful—ride back to Warsaw. On the way, my 
father told us of  the surrender of  Warsaw, which took place on 
September 28.
 The fighting units entered Krasiński Square from Bonifra-
terska Street. With colors forward, marching along Słowacki and   

today barricades, thickly covered with bodies; 
although our libraries are aflame—not in fifty 
years, not in a hundred years, but today Warsaw 
is at the height of  her greatness and glory.

Poland is not yet lost as long as we live.

Q

Q

Stefan Starzyński—1933.
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September 28, 1939—Warsaw has surrendered.
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WarsaW!
 
 After 28 days of struggle, after unbelievable sacrifice and 
devotion, you have upheld your honor to the very end.
 Warsaw, you have upheld the honor of Poland. 
 Thousands of injured and dead civilians, whole streets in 
ruins, the most beautiful, the finest, the oldest buildings, testimony to the 
indestructibility of the Polish spirit, are no more.
 Our armed forces have heroically defended their ramparts against 
the numerical and technical superiority of the German army. Whatever may 
happen and whatever awaits us, let us remember that our city, Poland’s 
capital, will rise from these ruins. In order for this to happen we need to 
display exceptional courage, energy and physical endurance. 
 Let our resolution not flag and let not our nerve, badly shaken by 
recent events, fail. A cool head, resilience and hard work are our immediate 
goals.
 Let us all attend to our places of work. Let us with all haste heal 
the grievous wounds that the capital and its everyday life have suffered.
 Hard days may well lie ahead, as may hard work. In these 
hours of trial let us draw strength from the memory of past heroic Polish 
generations. Let us draw strength from the faith of our Fathers.
 Long live Poland!

This is no time for quarrels
 Poland is now experiencing difficult and tragic days. Today is 
neither the time nor the place for blaming one another. Today we must 
demand that every Pole forget any party political slights. Our whole effort 
must be focused on a single goal:

Poland

 Each and every one of us must do his duty with all his strength. 
We must not lose hope, and we must also forget the mistakes of the past. 
When the right day comes, then, after careful inquiry and thought, we may 
bring to book those who deserve it. Today, however, there are no guilty 
people and there are no righteous people. There are only disciplined and 
obedient Poles who feel responsible for the future. 

long live Poland
Long Live President Moscicki. 

Long live the Government of the Republic.   

Translation of announcement from the Kurjer Warszawski, September 28, 1939 
(immediately preceding).
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 When we reached the city, we saw rubble, burned-out cars, 
and dead horses. Buildings still standing had empty, gaping 
windows. The only people on the streets were Germans, but for 
some reason they didn’t stop our limousine.

 Our house in Żoliborz has lost half  its roof  where a bomb 
fell. There is no glass in any of  the windows, and the staircase 
is covered with dirt and slivers of  glass which crunch under 
my feet. The furniture is in place, but dust and dead leaves have 

Soldiers of  Warsaw!
 Our misfortune is temporary.
 Victory is on our side.
 Poland is not yet lost as long as we live.
 And this which has been taken by force, we 
will  take back by force.
 The country thanks you, soldiers of  all 
ranks, for all your hardships, for your bold and 
unfettered stand in this heroic battle.
 Remember that we will leave this world, 
but the fame and memory of  your deeds will          
live forever.
 

Mickiewicz Streets from the suburb of  Bielany, wounded and
unwounded alike reached the foot of  the statue of  Kiliński, still 
standing with saber in hand.
 In the middle of  the square, they laid down their arms. A 
few civilians were standing by, in tears. A colonel in full battle 
dress, worn but erect, entered the square. Father had a copy of 
the surrender speech that the colonel then made:

It is our house but it is different.

Q

Q
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Age10: 1939 —The War Begins

Warsaw Mayor Stefan Starzyński (third from left) surrenders the city to the 
Germans.

The defenders of Warsaw laid down their arms. 
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Surrendered Polish Army materiel at foot of Kiliński Statue in Krasiński Square.
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The once beautiful Royal Castle, which has stood at the heart of Warsaw since 
the 17th century, is reduced to rubble within the first four weeks of the war.
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drifted into the rooms. The plants in the conservatory have 
withered and died, and my pets are gone. It is silent, save for the 
wind blowing through the rooms.
 It is our house but it is different.

ThUrSDAy, OCTOBEr 5

 Against my mother’s orders, I went to see Zula this 
afternoon. As I was walking along a rubble-strewn street I 
noticed German soldiers and policemen evacuating almost the 
entire length of  Ujazdowskie Avenue—not only the apartment 
houses on the boulevard itself, but those on the side streets as 
well. Men, women and children were forced out of  the buildings 
and marched off. They carried nothing. I noticed that the 
window shades were drawn in every building, and wondered 
what on earth was happening.
 As nobody tried to stop me, I went on. When I got to Zula’s 
building I rang the bell, wondering if  she too had been marched 
off. She let me in, and we went upstairs; she told me that an 
hour earlier the Germans had gone up and down the streets

Nearly half the buildings in Warsaw are damaged or destroyed.
SM
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announcing that all windows must be closed and all blinds 
drawn. Anyone seen either on a balcony or at a window would 
be shot without warning. Zula was alone, as her parents had 
gone to see some friends on Miła Street, so she was glad to have 
company.
 At first, we could hear only the rumble of  tank treads on 
the cobblestones. I cautiously moved the window shade. Rolling 
in perfect formation, row upon row of  gleaming tanks were 
moving down Ujazdowskie Avenue, with black-uniformed 
troops standing at attention in the open hatches. There was a 
band playing across the street, but we could barely hear it above 
the noise of  the tanks. 
 Then came the artillery, followed by goose-stepping, steel-
helmeted troops in rows of  twelve. I marveled at how they 
raised their legs with such perfect precision. The march-past 
of  the magnificent robots continued beneath the long sinuous 
red flags that were suspended from the light standards on both 
sides of  the boulevard. In the center of  each flag was a white 
circle with a twisted black cross. Its sense of  jagged movement 
carried with it an inexplicable feeling of  fear and foreboding.

 The band played on as the last rows passed Belweder Palace, 
once the home of  Marshal Piłsudski. Then I remembered the 
military parade on Piłsudski Square on the Third of  May, 
1938—a glorious parade of  different tanks, different colors, 
and different men. The magnificent horses, the yellow-capped 
cavalry—the  Ułani,  with  drawn  swords  shining  in  the  sun—
all were missing today. The somber, Bach-like march of

This was a parade of  Germans for Germans.

It was not for us.

Q

Q
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industrialized machines, the robotlike soldiers, conquerors of  a 
ruined city—what a contrast to the gay music, the horses with 
lively tails, and the proud and smiling Ułani, with red and white 
guidons flying on lances above their heads.
 But this was not a victory. This was a parade of  Germans 
for  Germans.  It was not  for us. Here  in  the  heart of  Warsaw, a

Goose-stepping, steel-helmeted German troops march along Ujazdowskie 
Avenue, October 5, 1939.
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German officers in Piłsudski Square salute as Hitler passes by.

German Führer Adolf Hitler in Warsaw, on the way to his victory parade. 
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place close to the heart of  every Pole, the pulsating drums of  an 
ancient enemy reached a dreadful crescendo before receding in 
the autumn dusk.
 The center of  attention was in Łazienki Park, where there 
was  a  podium  with  generals  taking  the  salute.  They  stood 
behind a solitary figure whose right arm was raised at an angle. 
If  he spoke, we could not hear him.
 I had to leave Zula soon after that in order to get home before 
curfew. As I made my way to nearby Lublin Union Square to 
catch the streetcar, I felt more determined than ever that I was 
going to participate in this war somehow. 

German tanks roll down Ujazdowskie Avenue, passing in front of their Führer.
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DIGITAL 
EXTRAS

WARSAW WILL 
REBUILD!
Warsaw Mayor 
Stefan Starzyński 
Radio Address
September 17, 1939

SIEGE: 
WoRLD WAR II 
BEGInS
An excerpt from the 
1940 Academy Award-
nominated newsreel
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Digital Extras are short videos that we have assembled from original 
historical film and audio material to accompany The Color of Courage. 
These videos are stored online—to view them, scan the QR codes with 
your smartphone’s QR code reader. Alternatively, you can type in the URL 
that appears under each image.
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GERMAn 
VICToRY PARADE
Warsaw
October 5, 1939

WARSAW 
SURREnDERS
September 1939
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