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According to Kazimierz Krajewski,
Tomasz Łabuszewski, Piotr Niwiński, and
others torture was all pervasive and
ubiquitous at every stage of the interrogation
process. The secret police tortured captured
insurgents right on the battlefield, mostly to
extract information about their units but also
to terrorize their civilian sympathizers.
Members of the families of the insurgents
were routinely tortured as well. Women,
children, and the elderly were not spared.
The Communists frequently despoiled their
homes and sometimes even destroyed them.
[24]
Regional historian Krystyna Pasiuk
conducted a case study of a single
independentist insurgent unit fighting the
Communists in the Suwałki area between
1949 and 1954. She confirms that
“contemporary interrogation offices were
torture chambers… [and] the beating of the
prisoners was the norm.” However, Pasiuk
stresses that the secret police torture was the
most ferocious during the initial arrests.
Later, once every insurgent that was not
killed on the battlefield was captured, “the
beating ceased.” By that time, having
eradicated the immediate threat, the secret
police had enough evidence to secure
convictions and, because of the hopelessness
of their predicament, the insurgents were
physically and psychologically exhausted
enough to confess to anything.[25]
However, in some cases torture was
evidently applied even following a police
provocation when the functionaries of the
terror apparatus were intimately aware of all
the details of a situation they themselves had
set up. According to historian Ryszard
Śmietanka-Kruszelnicki that was the case
with the so-called Polish Organization of
Anti-Jewish Youth (Polska Organizacja
Młodzieży Antyżydowskiej – POMA) in
Ostrowiec Świętokrzyski. This creation of
the secret police attracted a handful of
conspirators, most of whom were likely UB
agents. Nonetheless, the participants were
forced to confess that the POMA enrolled
200 persons in its covert structures and 100
persons in a guerrilla unit. In reality, the
POMA existed mainly in the interrogation
records of the UB.[26]
At times, insurgents ostensibly tried for a
particular crime were hardly interrogated
concerning that charge. Instead, the secret
policemen simply forced them to reveal the
infrastructure of their organization, to
divulge the whereabouts of their
confederates, and to confess to general
charges like “killing Jews” or “killing
Communists.” According to several
scholars, this was most notably the case with
the so-called “Wierzchowiny trial” of 23
officers of the National Armed Forces
(Narodowe Siły Zbrojne – NSZ) in Lublin
in 1946.[27] Further, as Krzysztof
Szwagrzyk has shown, the torture did not
automatically stop when the interrogation
was concluded. For example, military judge
Major Feliks Aspis ordered his prisoners to
be tortured if they retracted their confessions
in court.[28] Also the research of John
Micgiel confirms readily that the
Communist legal system employed illegal
means to extract confessions from its
prisoners.[29]
Jerzy Kułak focused on the interrogation
methods of the functionaries of the Security
Office (Urząd Bezpieczeństwa – UB) and
concluded that “torture and killing of
prisoners were typical features of their
work.”[30] Next, he analyzed nine major
show trials held at the central level and
numerous other cases before lower
Communist courts. The scholar has
established that every prisoner was tortured
either physically or psychologically or both.
The secret police targeted the heroes of the
anti-Nazi and anti-Soviet underground,
opposition politicians, and Catholic priests.
Almost all of them were forced to confess to
untruths both during their interrogation and
during their show trials, which were
broadcast live on the Polish Radio. Besides
securing guilty verdicts in almost all cases,
the Communists pursued successfully also
another goal: to compromise them morally
and everything they stood for before the
Polish society. False confessions
disseminated by mendacious propaganda
served to destroy, or at least to undermine,
the traditional nationalistic symbols and to
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create new pseudo-nationalistic images
depicting the Communists as the only decent
and patriotic force in Poland. Torture was an
indispensable tool to achieve this
comprehensive goal. According to Kułak,
The main objective of the political trial
was to change the consciousness of the
people (unlike in a normal country, where
the objective is to punish the criminals). The
people were to be informed that hitherto
they had lived in the morally tainted
environment of pre-war Poland, where the
ruling class had perfidiously lied to them.
The Communists also aimed at destroying
the legend of the war-time and post-war
independentist underground. The homo
sovieticus was to be persuaded that thanks
to the media and newspapers, i.e. the
propaganda of the Communist proxy
regime, he knew the truth about the
government of interwar Poland. The truth
was presented to him as a conspiracy theory
concocted by the Communist secret police.
A denizen of the Polish People‟s Republic
could learn that the leadership of the AK
continued the criminal policy of [Polish prewar Foreign Minister Józef] Beck and
[Marshal Edward] Śmigły-Rydz who
collaborated with Nazi Germany. One
understood from the Communist propaganda
that the outbreak of the Warsaw Uprising
had been coordinated with the Germans and
that the Communists were the only true
patriots, fighting for Poland ‟s
independence. Meanwhile, the AK and the
Office of the Government Delegate
unscrupulously denounced the Communists
to the Gestapo in exchange for freeing
members of the pro-London underground.
The latter conspiracy was hence only
apparent, because it feigned its struggle
against the Germans in congruence with the
theory of “passive struggle.” Thus, the
Communists changed the meaning of such
words as honor, patriotism, and
independence.
Once the Polish society learned that all of
its heroes were really traitors, renegades,
Nazi agents, murderers of democratic
activists and peasants, the [Communist]
People‟s Tribune and other newspapers
were also able to announce that the
[Catholic] priests are American and English
intelligence agents and had earlier served
the Gestapo.
If those were baseless allegations, their
influence on the society would be nil.
However, the charges against the greatest
authorities of pre-war Poland and the heroes
of the struggle for national independence, so
eagerly preached by the Communist press,
were leveled by pre-war political activists,
government officials, soldiers of
Underground Poland, oftentimes heroes of
the Cross of Virtuti Militari [Poland‟s
highest military decoration for valor], and
persons enjoying universal respect.
Thus, the Communist system proved that
every single human being could be broken.
In exchange for the halt to the unimaginable
torture and in the hope of escaping the death
sentence, the prisoners, who had been
interrogated for many months in the
dungeons of the Ministry of Public Security
on Koszykowa Street in Warsaw and who
had been turned into the human wrecks,
were ready to sign anything so that the
secret policemen would desist beating them;
so that the prisoners could sleep for a
moment following a week-long, non-stop
interrogation session, where only the
interrogating officers rotated.
Most of the accused and witnesses
acquiesced in playing the role assigned to
them by the secret police officers and
propaganda experts. During the show trial,
the prisoners stuck strictly to the plan
masterminded beforehand by the supervisors
of the investigation. Even if the main
accused in a case did not play well the role
that had been imposed on him, there were
plenty of witnesses who splendidly filled in
the gaps. The audience at the show trial also
influenced its atmosphere by angrily
reacting to the testimonies of the accused
and witnesses.[31]
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