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Introduction

Oon September 17, 1939 Russian tanks and troops flooded
across the Polish border. As the Poles tried to defend
themselves, the Russians succeeded in capturing 10,000 Polish
pilitary officers. Four years later, in the Katyn forest area
near Smolensk, Russia, 4,143 of the captured Polish officers
yere found in several large graves. The cause of death, without
exception, was shots to the head. The hands of the officers
were tied behind the back with binder cord. A few of the bodies
had four-edged bayonet wounds.

The Germans wasted no time in announcing to the world their
discovery and in accusing the Russians of committing the
atrocity. The Russians replied that the German accusations were
a mere concoction and that, in fact, the Nazis had perpgtrated
this horrible crime., Throughout the remainder of the war both
the Germans and the Russians continued to blame each other for
the killing of the Polish officers.

The possibility of Russia's actually being responsible for
Ratyn worried Allied leaders from the moment the graves were
found. If the Russians indeed killed the Poles, the American
and British public, upon hearing the news of such an action,
might begin to see their Soviet ally as actually little better
than the Nazi foe. The sudden change in public opinion might
possibly lead to an Allied breakdown. Russia, after losing its
Allies might then negotiate a separate peace with Germany,
leaving only America and England to fight the enemy. This

realization significantly shaped the American and British
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response to the Katyn story.

rThe manner in which America and Britain reacted to the Katyn
passacre has been analyzed, at least in part, by studies such as
pynn Davis' The Cold War Begins, William Standley's Admiral
Amnagaadnn_hn_ﬁuaﬂia. and Joseph Zawodny's Death in the Forest.
None of these books, however, provided a truly detailed analysis
of the American reaction in its entirety during both the
roosevelt and Truman Administrations. This paper attempts to
provide such an analysis, focusing on how the United States felt
about the possible implications of the Katyn issue for both
domestic and international politics during and after the Second
World War.

The response of Allied leaders to the discovery of the Katyn
graves is described in the following pages. One clear point
emerges: with the passing of time the American government
changed its attitude towards the issue. With the ending of the
war, Roosevelt's successor, President Harry S. Truman, no longer
faced the political restrictions his predecessor worked under.
Moreover, Russian actions in Poland led Truman to believe, as
Roosevelt had suspected just before he died, that Russia
intended to play an aggressive role in Eastern European affairs
during the postwar years. Not only was Russia no longer needed
as an ally, then, it now seemed that America would have to take
action to check Russia's expansionist ideas. The dramatic
change in Soviet-American relations was clearly reflected in
Roosevelt's and Truman's different attitudes towards the Katyn

affair,



The Katyn story actually has many facets. On one level it
was simply a great human tragedy and an undeniable atrocity. On
another level it was representative of the moral and practical
complexities that confront leaders in wartime, particularly in a
war so total and fundamental as that fought in the years
1939-1945. Overall, the Katyn massacre was never assessed,
either during the war or after, simply.in its own terms by the
broader political and military considerations. For the families
of the dead officers, the political maneuvering meant little in
the face of their personal loss. Perhaps it would be naive,
however, to expect that an issue such as Katyn could ever have

been divorced from the more fundamental ebbs and flows of

international politics.



CHAPTER 1
"No Pole can help but be deeply shocked"

The Katyn graves' existence might have remained unknown if
local peasants had not told the German Army, which occupied the
smolensk area in April, 1943, of mass graves lying deep in the
Katyn Forest. The Germans, upon verifying the peasants' story,
quickly let the world know of the discovery. Josef Goebbels,
propaganda Minister for the German Reich, released a statement
announcing the German find and accusing the Russians of
committing the atrocity. The Russians, over Radio Moscow,
replied two days later by claiming the officers died when they
"fell into the hands of the German-Fascist hangmen in the summer
of 1941, after the withdrawal of the Soviet troops from the
smolensk area."l The Russian message went on to say that
"beyond doubt Goebbels' [Germany's Propaganda Minister]
slanderers are now trying by lies and calumnies to cover up the
bloody crimes of the Hitlerite gangsters."2

The Polish Government, exiled in London,  expressed the
feelings of its compatriots in a statement released after the
discovery of the graves. "No Pole can help but be deeply
shocked by the news of the discovery of the bodies of Polish
officers... and of the mass execution of which they were the
victims."3 The communique seemed to support the Russian
accusations against the Germans'by stating that "the Polish
Government denies to the Germans any right to base, on a crime

they ascribe to others, arguments in their own defense."4



while the Polish Government publicly sided with the Russians,
they nevertheless instructed their representative in Switzerland
to request the International Red Cross in Geneva to send a
delegation to investigate the true state of affairs at Katyn.
upon hearing of the Polish request Josef Goebbels, Germany's
propaganda Minister, also extended an invitation to the
International Red Cross to send a commission to witness the
exhuming of the bodies. If all parties concerned wished such an
undertaking, the Red Cross announced, then it would conduct an
investigation. The Russians never sent a cable to the Red Cross
on the subject, who thus never became involved in the Katyn
Forest affair.

The Germans went ahead with their own fact-finding mission.
At the end of April, the Germans put together a commission
composed of experts in medical jurisprudence and criminology
from European universities in Belgium, Denmark, Switzerland and
the Netherlands. The Commission dissected hundreds of bodies
hoping to determine the date of death. Clues were sought in the
letters, diaries, and newspapers found on the bodies. From the
statements of witnesses, the items found on the bodies, and the
condition of the bodies themselves, the men on the Commission
concluded the Poles died between March and April of 1940. At
that time the Russians controlled the area around the Katyn
Porest. The Commission's findings, then, pointed to the
Russians as responsible for killing the Poles.3

The Russians, to no one's surprise, attempted to refute the

Commission's conclusion. The issue of who killed the Polish



officers was debated between the Russians and Germans on
propaganda broadcasts until September 1943, when the Russian
Army recaptured Smolensk. Four months later, on January 22,
1944, the Soviet Government announced that a Soviet
investigation commission had been formed to settle once and for
all the Katyn Forest dispute.® The Russian Commission
concluded that in the Katyn Forest, in the autumn of 1941, "the
German occupation authorities carried out mass shootings of
Polish prisoners of war."7

Both Germany and Russia had opportunities to kill the Polish
officers. On September 17, 1939, Russia invaded Poland. The
Russians took 181,000 Polish prisoners of war, of which 10,000
were officers of the regular army and reserve., Three large
camps of Polish prisoners of war were set up in Russia in
November, 1939: in Kozielsk, east of Smolensk; in Starobielsk,
near Kharkov; and Ostashkov, near Kalinin. In Kozielsk there
were about 5,000 men, including some 4,500 officers. All but
400 were the men found in the graves at Katyn. The Russians
controlled the camp until the summer of 1941 when German troops
captured the Smolensk area.8 Thus the time of death was a
critical factor in determining the guilty party. If the men
died before the summer of 1941, around February or March, then
the Russians were guilty; if the time of death was in the summer
of 1941 then the Germans were guilty.

Both countries not only had the opportunity but the capacity
to commit mass murder as well. At the International Military

Tribunal held in 1946 to try Nazi war criminals, German generals
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testified to the number of Poles killed by the Nazis.
Hajor-General Stroop recited the exact number killed during the
warsaw ghetto uprising as 56,065, and set out the day-to-day
peasures, including shooting, fire explosion and chemical
extermination in the sewers.8 "Only through the continuous

and untiring work of all involved®, Stroop boasted, "did we
gucceed in catching a total of 56,065 Jews."9 Another Nazi,
General Ohlendorf, testified willingly, even boastfully, that he
supervised the execution of over 90,000 men, women, and children
in the Eastern area.l0

Hans Frank, Hitler's personal lawyer and overseer of the
program of mass murder and exploitation in Poland, had said in
1940 that "Poland shall be treated as a colony, the Poles shall
be slaves of the Greater German World Empire."ll The Germans,
in short, were fully capable of killing the Polish officers. To
kill those whose intelligence and patriotism might become the
backbone of the restoration of Poland would in fact have been
consistent with Nazi policy.

Russian policy basically reflected the German view of
Poland. Russia, like Germany, wanted to control Poland's
internal and external politics. The demands of Russian security
had remained unchanged since the Tsars. For centuries Russians
had been invaded by countries from the West. The lightning
successes scored by the German invader in 1941 served only to
emphasize further the dangers of a border open to invasion
because of its lack of natural defenses. To make up for these

geographical deficiencies, Josef Stalin, Russia's leader during
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the wary wanted to have Poland as a "buffer® state. Any
nation's effort to invade Russia would face stiff resistance in
poland girst, enabling the Soviet Union to mobilize militarily.
gence the necessity for a pro-Soviet government in Poland that
would willingly fight those seeking to invade Russia.

since most of the peoples of Poland were anti-Communist and
anti-Russian, a government friendly to Communist Russia there
and in other Eastern European countries could probably not be
freely elected but would have to be imposed. It is likely that
stalin did not want to take chances. He probably felt that the
best way to make sure that he could maintain control of Eastern
Europe was to set up satellite states and hand pick their
rulers.12 To carry out his plans Stalin would have to
eliminate any resistance. The officers found at Katyn could
have amply supplied such resistance. They represented the life
of Polish society. Most of the men were reserve officers who
during peacetime were lawyers, doctors, and professors. By
killing these Polish officers Stalin would have eliminated a
major part of any would-be Polish resistance.

The Russians, like the Germans, had not only the motive but
also the necessary brutality to fulfill their goals. An
estimated three million people were killed during the
collectivization of the Ukraine. When the Poles attempted to
overthrow their German conquerers in the Warsaw uprising, the
Russian army, located only a few miles away, had the opportunity
to help their "allies". The Russians did not assist the Poles.

Instead they stood idly by while thousands of Poles died at the



pands of the Germans. George Kennan, an expert in Russian
affairs: feels the Russian inaction signaled that they intended
sto have Poland lock, stock, and barrel."l3 Both Germany and
pussia, in sum, had the opportunity, the motive, and the
capability to kill the Polish officers from the Kozielsk camp.

one piece of damaging evidence existed against the German
claim of innocence. German munitions were found in the graves
of Katyn. Josef Goebbels understood the importance of the
discovery, remarking in his diaries: "It is essential that this
incident must be kept top secret. If it were to come to the
knowledge of the enemy the whole Katyn affair would have to be
dropped."l4 It must be noted, however, that while the pistol
ammunition found at Katyn was of German manufacture, that
caliber of ammunition had been sold frequently to the Russians.
The ammunition controversy remained the only piece of concrete
evidence against the Germans. Not a single document could be
found by the Allies suggesting Nazi responsibility for Katyn
despite the fact that the Germans kept extensive records of the
crimes they committed in other areas.

The Russians, on the other hand, based their protestation of
innocence on the document compiled in January, 1944 by the
Soviet Commission. In that document, the Russians had to
explain an important piece of evidence against them. When the
International Medical Commission examined the bodies, they found
Russian newspapers in the coats of the men. All the newspapers
were dated not later than April 1940, The Russians claimed that

the Germans, during the spring of 1943, brought from other
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places the bodies of Polish prisoners, put them face down in the
graves at Katyn, and falsified the documents on their
bodies.15 To do this, the Germans would have had to get
thousands of newspapers from Russia, of that particular date,
and place them on the bodies of the dead men. The Russian
explanation about the newspapers seems unlikely. The idea of
the Germans relocating 4,143 bodies in the spring of 1943
appears dubious as well, The International Medical Commission
noticed the bodies stuck together because of a "human glue"
gecreted by the dead bodies. To reach this state of
decomposition the bodies needed to be buried for over a = ' .
year.15 The time between when the Russians said the Germans
puried the bodies and the German announcement of the discovery
was only a month or two.

Further inconsistencies stem from the Russian Commission's
claim that the Germans forced the officers found at Katyn to
engage in railway construction between April 1940 until probably
August 1941.17 The officers found at Katyn, however, had
clean new leather boots, uniforms in good condition, and heavy
winter overcoats. The condition of the clothing hardly
coincides with the Russian statement that the Polish officers
had been engaged in heavy manual labor.

The overcoats the Polish officers wore provides another
piece of evidence against the Russians. According to the
Soviets, the men died in September, 1941. At that time of year,
in the Smolensk area, the temperature ranges between 65 and 75

degrees. It seems unlikely that the Polish officers would have

10




qocn winter coats in such conditions. Several American
correﬁp°“d°“ts on their way back to Moscow, after examining the
gatyn gravesite, asked the Soviet officers on the train why, if

these men were indeed murdered in September 1941, most of them
pad been buried in overcoats. One American correspondent
recallsy "The Soviets were stunned with that question. They did
not know just exactly what to answer and it took them several
days to figure out an answer,"18 fTheir answer was to move up
the execution period from September to December, 1941.

The clothes, the state of the bodies, and the papers found
with the dead men all seem to suggest that the Russians killed
the Polish officers. The Russians handling of the Polish
Government-in-exile's inquiries into the whereabouts of their
officers provides additional damaging evidence against the
Russian position.

After Germany invaded Russia, it became apparent that the
former hostilities between Poland and Russia must be put aside,
for the moment at least, in order to defeat the common enemy.
The signing of the Polish-Soviet Treaty of July 30, 1941 and the
Military Agreement of August 14, 1941 symbolized the new overt
harmony in Polish-Soviet relations. Part of the agreement
called for the formation of a Polish army in Russia. The Poles
expected the officers from Kozielsk, Starobielsk, and Ostashkov
to form the cadres of the army in formation.l? As officers
from other areas began to arrive in Buzeluk, Russia, not one
officer appeared from Kozielsk, Starobielsk, and Ostashkov.

From October 1941 until the day the Germans discovered the

11
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gravess both Ambassador Kot, Poland's envoy to Russia, and
General Anders, Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Army in Russia,
constantly raised, orally and in writing, the matter of the
nissing officers. The Russiaps told Polish officials the
prisoners had been released. The Poles insisted the§ had not,
for none had reported for duty. Stalin suggested to General
Anders that the officers ran away to Manchuria. For two years
the Russians failed to give the Poles credible infbrmation on
where the officers were. Only after thé diécovery of the graves
did the Russians provide detailed facts about the officers.
Three days after the German annoﬁnceﬁent, Tass, the official
Russian news agency, explainéd'that the Polish officéré were
captured alive by the Germans during the Red Army'retréat from
smolensk in the summer of 1941, Admiral William Stapdley,
American ambassador to Russia at the time, commented'that "the
Poles went wild. If the Soviet governmeht knew that-they had
been captured by the Germans in 1941, why had the.Ruésians let
the Poles hunt and hope for almost two years?"20

Based on the evidence, it seems the Polish officefs were
actually not alive to meet their German'captors. The famiiies
of the officers felt as much when they received no more 1e£ters
from the three camps after April, 1940. Three years later, the
men from the Kozielsk camp were found at Katyn. During their
investigation at the Katyn gravesite, the International Medical
Commission found the diary of a Major Adam Solski, a prisoner
from the Kozielsk camp. Major Solski wrote:

April 8, 1940, 3:30 a.m., departure from

Kozielsk station, moving west. 9:30 a.m, at
Yelmia station.

12
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~april 9. 'In the morning some minutes before five, reveille;
in the prison trucks and preparations to leave. ée are to
go somewhere by car, and what next?

‘April 9. It has been a strange day so far., Departure in
prison coach in cells, terrible; taken somewhere into a
wood.

pespite their apparent killing of the officers, the Russians
still tried to put the official blame on the Germans for the .-
passacre. The Russian effort culminated at the Nuremburg |
trials. At Nuremberg, the Russians oversaw the prosecutidn of
Nazis charged with war crimes and crimes against humanity which
were committed in the eastern area of Europe; The Katyn affair
thus fell under Russian jurisdiction. The chafgelfaised by the
Russians concerning Katyn read, "In September 1941, 11,000
polish officers who were prisoners of war wefé killed in the
Katyn Forest near Smolensk."22 The Russians iﬁitially charged
the Germans with killing only 925 Pélish officers. Yet after
the text listing all the charges beihg brougﬁt'agéinst the Nazis
was given to the press, the Soviet prosecuter abruptly demanded
that the passage in the indictment originally‘included by the
Soviet Union be changed to read "11,000 Polish officers.”

The German defendants could n6£ believe the Russians were
actually trying to prove Germany'é suppdsed connection with the
Katyn massacre. When the Chief Soviet Proseduter, General R.A.
Rudenko, denounced the Germans for the invasion of Poland and
their policies of extermination Reich Marshal Hermann Goering
simply laughed and said, "I did not'think they woud be so
shameless as to mention Poland."23 Goering's sentiments

stemmed from the fact that Germany and Russia had attacked

Poland simultaneously as a direct result of the German-Soviet
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pilitary and political alliance in 1939, The Germans, in short,
thought that Russia's behavior in Poland was no better than
theif owne

The Russian prosecuters, realizing their case had little
gubstance, tried to "ram through" a verdict on the Katyn issue.
rhe only evidence presented against the Germans was the . report
of the Soviet Commission. The German defense counsel requested
the admission of some other materials but the Russians protested
on the ground that the Soviet report was sufficient. In fact, .
the Soviet prosecuting staff suggested that the proceeding be
gshortened by not hearing witnesses at all. Instead, written
affidavits would be presented in lieu of public testimony. The
German counsel refused to agree and demanded that the witnesses
testify. After some debate it was decided that three men would
testify for the Russians and Germans. As the case proceeded the
1ist of evidence pointing to Russian, not German, guilt
continued to grow. As it did, Russian tactics became more
desperate. In one instance the German counsellor offered the
testimony of Captain Bohmert, a former adjutant of the German
unit accused of committing the massacre. ' General Rudenko
objected on the grounds that, "Captain Bohmert is himself a
participant in the crimes of Katyn Forest...As he is an
interested party, he cannot give any useful testimony."24
Joseph Zawodny, who has written extensively on the Katyn issue,
points out that "the logic of this argument is hard to follow.
The witness was being disqualified because he was directly

connected with the case,"2
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rThe f£inal verdict, or rather the lack of one, reflected the
apsence of a Russian case against the Germans. As the chance
for & conviction of the Germans became increasingly remote, the
Russian prosecuter began to ignore the Katyn issue altogether
and instead concentrated on other charges btodght against the
Germans. Finally, after it seemed as if thevissue would receive
no further attention, Dr. Hans Laternser, the couhsel‘for the
German General Staff and High Command of the.derman Armed
Forces, asked, "May I have the question put to the prosecution,
who is to be made responsible for tﬁe Katyn case?" The
president of the Court, Lord JﬁsticevGeoffrey Lawrence, replied,
*1 do not propose to answer questions oflthat Sért.'25 The
Russians, knowing they wouldtnot get the answer they wanted,
agreed with Lawrence's reply and made no éffoit to raise the
Katyn question again. Justiée Robert Jackson} America's Chief
Prosecutor recalled that "Russia appéars to have abandoned the
charge."27 When the final verdicts were rendered on September
30, 1946, the Katyn affair was not mentioned. '

Russia's connection with Katyn held iﬁporfaﬁtliﬁpiications
for the Allies which went far beyond the immediate tragedy of
the dead officers. Lord Justice Lawrence's aﬁswer to Dr.
Laternser's question illustrates the Américan and British}
concern over how Katyn could affect their relations with
Russia, To understand that concern we must now turn to the
issue of Alliance politics when the war was being fbught and the

outcome of the struggle was still uncertain.
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