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CAST OF CHARACTERS

[image: ] WERNHER VON BRAUN (1912–1977) [image: ]

Born into a cultivated Prussian family in Wirsitz, Wernher Magnus Maximilian von Braun grew up in an atmosphere of privilege mixed with intellectual ambition. As a schoolboy he struggled with mathematics until discovering astronomy, which ignited a lifelong preoccupation with spaceflight. Influenced by Hermann Oberth’s Die Rakete zu den Planetenräumen, he pursued physics and engineering at Berlin and Zürich and joined the small Verein für Raumschiffahrt – Germany’s early amateur rocket society. His talent rapidly outgrew the club’s means. Drawn into the Reichswehr’s covert weapons research, he became the technical prodigy at Kummersdorf, designing liquid-fuelled rockets under the patronage of Captain (later Major-General) Walter Dornberger. In 1937, he moved with the team to the remote Baltic base at Peenemünde. There he supervised the evolution of the A-series rockets from unstable prototypes into increasingly sophisticated vehicles, while demonstrating unusual skill in navigating the politics of the regime: he joined the Nazi Party in 1937 and the SS in 1940 – appointments he later characterised as pragmatic rather than ideological. By early 1944, von Braun stood at the centre of Germany’s most ambitious technological project, admired for his brilliance yet viewed warily by some colleagues for his youthful charm and apparent detachment from the harsher realities surrounding his work. He entered 1944 as both a visionary engineer and a man entwined with a system whose ambitions extended far beyond the scientific.

◆

[image: ] WALTER DORNBERGER (1895–1980) [image: ]

Walter Robert Dornberger was the hard-edged soldier behind Germany’s venture into rocketry. Born in Giessen, he joined the army as a cadet in 1914, served with distinction in the First World War, and stayed in the drastically reduced post-war Reichswehr. Intelligent and fiercely ambitious, he gravitated toward artillery science and ballistics, fields where innovation might outwit the prohibitions of Versailles. By the early 1930s, he was experimenting with solid-fuel rockets for artillery use when he encountered a group of enthusiastic young engineers led by Wernher von Braun. Recognising von Braun’s brilliance, Dornberger persuaded the Army Weapons Office to support liquid-fuel rocket research, gradually building an institutional base for a technology still considered eccentric by many senior officers. He combined bureaucratic savvy with a brusque leadership style, earning both loyalty and resentment. In 1937, he became commanding officer of the Army Research Centre at Peenemünde, forging an uneasy alliance with the Luftwaffe’s parallel programme and shielding his team from political interference while cultivating Hitler’s interest in ‘Vengeance Weapons’. By early 1944, he had become the indispensable military figure in German rocketry: energetic, methodical, and implacably dedicated to proving that long-range missiles had a place in modern warfare.

◆

[image: ] ANTONI KOCJAN (1902–1944) [image: ]

Antoni Kocjan emerged from modest beginnings in rural southern Poland to become one of Europe’s leading glider designers. After service in the Polish Military Organisation and participation in the 1920 Polish–Soviet War, he studied engineering in Warsaw and found his vocation at the Warsaw Aeroclub. His elegant and efficient glider designs – such as the Komar and Orlik series – made him internationally recognised, with many exported abroad. Kocjan combined technical acuity with calm self-effacement; colleagues remembered him as quiet, hardworking, and disarmingly modest. Following the German invasion, he joined the Polish resistance and was arrested during a mass round-up in 1940. He endured the brutal conditions of Auschwitz before being released – an improbable reprieve he rarely discussed. Back in Warsaw he resumed clandestine work, specialising in aviation-related intelligence within the Home Army’s Bureau of Information and Propaganda (Biuro Informacji i Propagandy, or BIP). His pre-war technical expertise allowed him to interpret scattered reports about German experiments with unmanned flying weapons, and by 1942 his analyses were circulating within both Polish and British intelligence channels. By the beginning of 1944, Kocjan had become one of the underground’s most valuable technical minds: precise, analytical, and uniquely placed to understand the implications of Germany’s new weapons research.

◆

[image: ] STEFAN WYRZYKOWSKI ‘ZENON’ (1916–1985) [image: ]

Stefan Wyrzykowski, codenamed ‘Zenon’, grew up in the Podlasie region near the River Bug, an area of forests, marshes, and shifting wartime borders. Called up before 1939, he served as a non-commissioned officer in the 34th Infantry Regiment. After the September defeat, he returned to the German-occupied eastern territories, where political fragmentation was intense: Soviet control until 1941 had been followed by German rule until 1944; the Soviet system of coercion was merely replaced with a German one. Wyrzykowski gravitated toward the Home Army, joining the local structures of the 9th Podlasie Division. Known for his stamina and composure, he became commander of a small partisan detachment operating around Sarnaki, Hołowczyce, and the Bug’s wooded banks. His men – farmers’ sons, railway workers, students – carried out ambushes, courier escort missions, and reprisal prevention in villages threatened by German gendarmerie. Contemporary Polish accounts depict him as a firm but fair leader, with an ability to win the trust of both partisans and civilians. By early 1944, he was one of the key field commanders in the region, operating in increasingly dangerous conditions as German security forces intensified sweeps ahead of the expected Soviet advance.

◆

[image: ] JERZY CHMIELEWSKI ‘RAFAŁ’ (1918–2005) [image: ]

Jerzy Chmielewski was born in Warsaw, educated as an economist, and drawn into underground life almost immediately after the 1939 defeat. Having escaped German captivity, he returned to the capital and joined the Home Army’s Second (Intelligence) Department. Early assignments included analysing German industrial output and transport patterns – work requiring a cool head and an eye for detail. By 1943, he was heading the Economic Studies Bureau (Biuro Studiów Gospodarczych), a deceptively bureaucratic title for a unit that synthesised intelligence from across occupied Poland: factory reports, railway manifests, requisition orders, and technical observations from engineers, labourers, and informants. Efficient, unshowy, and calm under pressure, with a gift for making sense of fragmentary data, his underground work brought him into contact with scientists, partisans, and civilian informants across the country. Entering 1944, he stood at the heart of the Home Army’s efforts to understand the German war economy and its technological innovations – an analyst whose strengths lay in organisation, discretion, and intellectual discipline.

◆

[image: ] MARIAN AND TADEUSZ KORCZIK (BIRTH AND DEATH DATES UNKNOWN) [image: ]

The Korczik brothers illustrate how deeply resistance activities were woven into rural life. Dr Marian Korczik practised medicine in Klimczyce, serving scattered farmsteads along muddy tracks and flood-prone fields. Village doctors in occupied Poland held a curious position: familiar to everyone, moving freely under the pretext of medical necessity, and therefore able to observe patterns unnoticed by outsiders. His younger brother Tadeusz, embedded in the Home Army’s local structures, worked as an organiser and liaison, connecting partisan groups with village elders and trusted families. Polish accounts describe him as energetic, pragmatic, and well liked – qualities essential in regions where the underground depended on networks of kinship, reputation, and quiet cooperation. By the beginning of 1944, the Korcziks had become central figures in the resistance east of Sarnaki: Marian carrying news and warnings between homes and hamlets, Tadeusz coordinating the flow of information upward to partisan units operating near the Bug. Their roles exemplify the understated but indispensable contributions of provincial professionals to the underground state.

◆

[image: ] REGINALD VICTOR JONES (1911–1997) [image: ]

R. V. Jones was the sharpest scientific mind in British intelligence. Raised in Herne Hill, he showed an early fascination with physics and electronics, studying at Oxford under Frederick Lindemann (later Lord Cherwell). His analytical bent made him a natural recruit for intelligence work. In 1939, he joined the Air Ministry as its first scientific intelligence officer. Jones’s gift lay in spotting patterns: from night-navigation beams to radar signatures, he pieced together German capabilities with an intuition bordering on the uncanny. He assembled a small team of like-minded physicists, mathematicians, and engineers, and became known for his willingness to challenge senior officers – something that won him both admirers and critics. His relationship with Lindemann, by then Churchill’s chief scientific adviser, was notoriously fraught, each doubting the other’s judgement. By early 1944, Jones had established a reputation across Whitehall for imaginative, sometimes uncomfortably accurate, assessments of German technological projects. His methods – rigorous, sceptical, occasionally abrasive – would shape Britain’s understanding of several key wartime innovations.

◆

[image: ] DUNCAN SANDYS (1908–1987) [image: ]

Duncan Sandys, born into a military family and married to Diana Churchill, emerged during the war as one of Britain’s most energetic middle-tier ministers. After being severely wounded as an artillery officer in Norway in 1940, he moved into political roles at the Ministry of Supply and then the Cabinet Office. Churchill soon came to rely on him as a trouble-shooter: articulate, determined, and unafraid to confront senior civil servants. In 1942, he was appointed chairman of a new committee responsible for investigating and coordinating intelligence on Germany’s ‘new weapons’ – a domain that required him to balance scientific advice, military scepticism, and political urgency. Sandys developed a reputation for cutting through departmental rivalries and pressing for fast, decisive evaluations. Though not a scientist, he absorbed technical briefings with rare speed. By the beginning of 1944, he was an established figure in the machinery of wartime decision-making: trusted by Churchill, resented by some career officials, but recognised across Whitehall as a man who got things done.

◆

[image: ] JANUSZ GROSZKOWSKI (1898–1984) [image: ]

Professor Janusz Groszkowski was one of the leading Polish experts in electronics and radio engineering. Born in Warsaw, he studied electrical engineering at the Warsaw University of Technology and rose quickly through the academic ranks. By the 1930s, he had earned international recognition for his work on vacuum tubes, high-frequency measurement, and radio circuit design. When war came, he remained in the capital, teaching clandestinely and offering technical expertise to the underground. His calm manner and scientific precision made him invaluable to the Home Army’s Bureau of Information and Propaganda, which relied on engineers to interpret fragments of German military technology. He was especially known for his clear analytical reports, written in a crisp, almost textbook style, distilling complex systems into readable summaries. Entering 1944, Groszkowski stood at the quiet centre of Warsaw’s scientific underground: a professor operating in the shadows, guiding younger engineers and applying academic rigour to the murky world of clandestine intelligence.

◆

[image: ] MARCELI STRUSZYŃSKI (1880–1959) [image: ]

Marceli Struszyński belonged to an older generation of Polish scientists. Born in Winnica (then in the Russian empire), he trained in chemistry and engineering, and became known for his authoritative textbooks on analytical chemistry. Before the war, he taught at the Warsaw University of Technology and consulted for industry, specialising in qualitative and quantitative methods. A patient, methodical teacher, he was widely respected for combining laboratory precision with a craftsman’s practical sense. During the occupation, he continued clandestine instruction and cooperated discreetly with the underground, offering expertise on explosives, gases, and chemical processes relevant to both sabotage and intelligence. Polish accounts depict him as the archetype of the quiet academic patriot: cautious, modest, unfailingly dependable. As 1944 approached, he remained one of the underground’s most senior scientific advisers – an elder statesman of chemistry in a city that was becoming increasingly dangerous for intellectuals.

◆

FLIGHT LIEUTENANT STANLEY GEORGE CULLIFORD (1919–2018)

Born in Hawke’s Bay, New Zealand, George Culliford was drawn to flying as a teenager and joined the Royal New Zealand Air Force before transferring to the British RAF during the war. He trained on multi-engined aircraft and became part of the vast but little-celebrated transport network that sustained Allied operations across the Mediterranean and Middle East. Calm-spoken and technically adept, he earned the trust of senior officers and was posted to No. 267 Squadron, which handled demanding flights to remote and often improvised airstrips. By early 1944, he had accumulated the sort of low-glamour experience that made him invaluable: long over-water flights, supply drops, medical evacuations, and special-duty missions where reliability counted more than bravado. His colleagues recalled him as steady and unfailingly courteous – qualities essential for the kind of flying that required long hours, thin margins, and absolute trust within the cockpit.

◆

[image: ] FLIGHT LIEUTENANT KAZIMIERZ SZRAJER (1914–1973) [image: ]

Kazimierz Szrajer was a Polish pilot whose path mirrored that of many of his compatriots. After training with the inter-war Polish Air Force, he escaped the country after the 1939 defeat – through Slovakia, Hungary, and the Middle East – eventually reaching Britain, where he joined the RAF. He flew with Polish-manned units and later with British transport squadrons, gaining a reputation for competence and adaptability. Fluent in English and Polish, he operated comfortably between two military cultures, helping to bridge the communication gap on joint missions. By early 1944, he was attached to transport and special-duties flights in the Mediterranean theatre. Polish sources portray him as energetic, pragmatic, and fiercely loyal to his fellow airmen. He entered 1944 as an experienced pilot-navigator accustomed to flying long, hazardous routes with minimal support. He was one of the many exiled Poles whose war would be spent far from home but never far from thoughts of it.

◆

[image: ] FLIGHT SERGEANT JOHN APPLEBY (1921–2001) [image: ]

John Appleby was a wireless operator from Wales whose wartime service unfolded largely behind the soft green glow of his radio set. Enlisting in the RAF Volunteer Reserve, he trained as a radio operator and became part of the heavy-lifting backbone of RAF transport aviation. By the early 1940s, he was flying Dakotas on routes that linked Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Italy, and the Balkans – missions that were long, noisy, and often dangerous, but attracted little public attention. Wireless operators required meticulousness, calm under pressure, and an ear for the faintest signal; Appleby appears in squadron records as a reliable, steady hand. He entered 1944 as an experienced NCO who had seen the Mediterranean war from the cramped interior of a transport aircraft – a man whose contribution was quiet, technical, and indispensable to the functioning of every long-range mission.

◆

[image: ] JAN NOWAK-JEZIORAŃSKI (1914–2005) [image: ]

Jan Nowak-Jeziorański – born Zdzisław Jeziorański – was already a legend inside occupied Poland long before 1944 began. A graduate of Poznań University and briefly an economist, he entered the underground as a courier for the Home Army and the Government Delegation for Poland. From 1940 onward, he undertook a series of extraordinarily perilous courier missions between Warsaw, Berlin, Scandinavia, and London – travelling under forged identities, carrying microfilm, and memorising reports in case he was searched. His observations of the occupation were valued in London for their candour and precision; his underground broadcasts and reports became an essential link between Poland and the West. Known for his quick mind, self-discipline, and aptitude for languages, he moved through Europe with a combination of nerve and preparation. By the beginning of 1944, he had completed some of the most dangerous journeys undertaken by any resistance courier and had become one of the best-informed intermediaries connecting occupied Poland to the outside world.
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TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS








	
3 October 1942


	
First successful test of V-2 rocket makes it the first manmade object to reach space





	
July 1943


	
Intelligence report on German rocket programme from Polish resistance reaches London





	
17–18 August 1943


	
Operation Hydra – RAF strike on Peenemünde





	
October 1943


	
V-1 and V-2 weapons trials relocated to forests near Blizna, Poland





	
20 May 1944


	
V-2 rocket crashes near Sarnaki, Poland





	
6 June 1944


	
D-Day invasion of Normandy





	
13 June 1944


	
First V-1 missile hits England





	
22 June 1944


	
Operation Bagration – Stalin’s Red Army strikes Germany’s Eastern Front





	
5 July 1944


	
Notes and drawings of the crashed V-2 rocket reach Warsaw





	
10 July 1944


	
Intelligence in London requests full V-2 rocket smuggled via aircraft





	
15 July 1944


	
V-2 rocket parts reach Motyl with Home Army





	
25–26 July 1944


	
Operation Most III/Operation Wildhorn III smuggles V-2 rocket parts from Poland to Brindisi





	
27 July 1944


	
Smuggled V-2 rocket parts reach England





	
1 August 1944


	
Warsaw Uprising





	
8 September 1944


	
First V-2 rocket hits England





	
27 March 1945


	
Final V-2 rocket hits England





	
8 May 1945


	
VE Day – WW2 ends
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SOUTHERN POLAND, NOVEMBER 2025

I had been warned about the track to Motyl, but, even so, the last stretch was worse than expected. The mud was deep enough to feel malicious, the sort that seems to tug at the wheels. For a moment I wondered whether I might be forced to abandon the hire car altogether and walk the rest of the way in the thin, failing light. It was mid-November, late afternoon, and the sky had begun a somehow Polish metamorphosis – the brief, miraculous moment when the day collapses into a wash of peach and lavender before surrendering to blue. A cold stillness lay over the water as I stepped out onto the grass.

I don’t know what I expected of Motyl. Something more dramatic, perhaps. Something that declared its importance with a scar or a depression in the earth – a trace of the violence and courage for which this place is remembered by the few who remember it at all. Instead, there was only a lake. Smooth. Silent. Almost theatrically peaceful. It looked like any other provincial fishing spot almost anywhere in the world, the kind of place middle-aged men escape to on a Sunday morning.

To my right, two fishermen stood in padded jackets, their rods set, utterly absorbed in the small dimples the wind left on the surface. Beside them, a caravan leaned slightly on its tyres, a kettle steaming on a camping stove.

My first feeling was disbelief. Not of what happened here – I already knew that in detail – but of the ordinariness of the place. These unremarkable fields. This still water. The sense that if ever a patch of ground could hide the past, it was this one. Motyl felt less like a historical site and more like a palimpsest – a page where the original writing has been washed off.

A pine tree, hunched slightly against the wind, marks the site of the memorial. Beneath it stands a granite stone commemorating those who risked everything here in 1944. Its inscription is partly weathered, the gilding gone from some of the letters. The iron fence surrounding it is peeling, a few of its uprights bent. Nothing has been curated or polished. The entire scene has the air of something maintained quietly, faithfully, but without fuss – a gesture of memory rather than monument.

Near it is a large signboard, the sort of thing you see at village boundaries, except this one is cracked with age. The text, peeling away in vertical strips, tells the story of an operation so improbable that, without the evidence, you might doubt it had ever happened. You can read fragments of it – the time of night, the names of villages, the references to planks laid under aircraft wheels, the desperate urgency of an event that no longer seems possible in this stillness.

I walked to the edge of the water. The lake reflected the sky perfectly, with utmost clarity, as if nothing violent had ever disturbed its surface. But stand long enough and you begin to sense the strange duality of sites like this. The quiet isn’t natural – it’s acquired. History has settled here, lying dormant.

It was only when I looked south that the geography suddenly made sense. Far on the horizon, barely perceptible in the fading light, lay the Carpathians. A faint, dark, irregular line, merging with the sky. A reminder of the night, eighty years earlier, when a Dakota threaded through those mountains, carrying men and secrets that could not be allowed to fall into German hands.

Even knowing the story, the thought seemed absurd. A plane? Here? On this soft ground that is now a lake? With enemy patrols nearby and the risk of capture, torture, and execution hanging over every man involved? The fishermen cast their lines again; a small splash broke the surface. It all felt too quiet, too gentle, too content with its own anonymity.

And yet this is where the Home Army made its stand – not in the dramatic sense of guns and barricades, but in the quieter, more astonishing sense of ingenuity and nerve. Villagers digging in darkness; resistance officers whispering over hand-drawn maps; a landing strip measured out by lantern light; a miracle attempted on a patch of ground that struggles now to support its own reeds.

Whether that miracle succeeded, the landscape refuses to say. Motyl keeps its secrets well. But, standing there, with dusk settling over the lake and the Carpathians drawing a last breath of light, I felt that rare sensation historians sometimes get when a story finally touches the earth: a quiet, unmistakable confirmation that here is where it happened. This is where the story begins – in silence, in stillness, and in the fading light of an ordinary Polish afternoon.


 

PROLOGUE

On the evening of 8 September 1944, London breathed as if waking from a long, bad dream. Three months had passed since D-Day. Allied troops were driving hard across France, pushing the Wehrmacht back through shattered towns and hedgerows. Newspapers brimmed with confidence: Paris liberated, the Belgian port of Antwerp falling, the Nazi war machine cracking. Having endured the Blitz and years of rationing queues, even the most stoic Londoners allowed themselves a cautious thought – perhaps the worst was over.

Yet the capital lived under a new kind of menace. Only weeks earlier, the city had endured the relentless pulse of the V-1 flying bombs – ‘doodlebugs’, as Londoners grimly called them. Their droning engines, the abrupt silence before impact, the sickening wait for the explosion: London had learned these rhythms intimately. But there had also been a strange, cold kind of hope in the statistics. Britain’s air defences – radar stations, anti-aircraft guns, and the RAF’s fast-climbing Tempests and Mosquitos – were slowly bending the curve. By late summer, the combination of improved radar tracking, tighter gun belts along the coast, and skilled pilots tipping V-1s off course meant that well over half the incoming flying bombs were being destroyed before they reached London. It was a brutal, exhausting contest, but one the defenders were beginning to win.

But now, on this late-summer Friday in Chiswick, there was a fragile softness in the air. Children played in gardens, women watered window boxes, men on leave shared the luxury of a cup of tea at their own tables. The hum of traffic, the clink of a milk bottle, the laughter of neighbours – these small sounds formed a patchwork of normality. A London slowly, cautiously, knitting itself back together. No one knew that high above this London – beyond sight, beyond sound – a weapon was already falling.

At six forty-four, the quiet suburban evening was interrupted – not with a warning siren, not with the rising thrum of engines, but with an instantaneous flash. A blinding rupture. A shock that seemed to punch the world out of alignment. For a heartbeat, the air compressed into stillness; then the blast rolled outward in a deafening, concussive roar that flattened chimneys, blew doors from hinges, and hurled bricks into the sky. Staveley Road, lined with neat semi-detached houses and tended gardens, erupted into a crater more than six metres deep.

There had been no sound of approach because the missile had travelled faster than sound. No fighter could intercept it; no gun could reach it. It was the world’s first long-range ballistic missile – the German V-2 – a weapon conceived not merely to kill, but to shatter morale. Launched from occupied Holland, it had arced into the stratosphere before plunging back to earth at thousands of kilometres per hour. Within seconds of returning from space, it had ripped apart a quiet London neighbourhood.

Three people were killed instantly: Sapper Bernard Browning, home on leave and walking to visit his girlfriend; three-year-old Rosemary Clarke, who died in her cot; and sixty-eight-year-old Ada Harrison, who had owned several newsagents and sweet shops in the area. Survivors stumbled through dust clouds so thick they turned the evening to dusk again. The air smelled of ruptured gas mains, scorched timber, and raw earth. People called out for their families, their voices small against the ringing silence that follows catastrophe.

At first, officials blamed a gas explosion – an attempt to keep the truth from both the public and the enemy. Yet London’s press sensed the enormity of the moment. The Times would write that a new kind of assault had delivered ‘a blow that fell without warning’ – a phrase that barely touched the magnitude of what had occurred.

Eyewitnesses, interviewed years later, struggled to convey the unnatural quality of the blast. Albert Freeman recalled: ‘There was no sound before it came. One second it was peaceful; the next, the whole street had gone.’ Kathleen Proctor remembered running toward the devastation and seeing a crater ‘. . . as though the road had been scooped away’. Their words are unadorned, cinematic in their starkness.

In Berlin, Adolf Hitler had already declared the V-2 a ‘Vergeltungswaffe’, a vengeance weapon. Minutes from the German High Command meetings record his belief that these missiles would break British morale, that the suddenness and terror of the strikes would force the civilian population into despair. He envisioned London brought to its knees, its spirit fractured by invisible strikes that no one could predict or stop.

But the weapon’s first impact did not deliver the collapse he imagined. On Staveley Road, amid rubble and acrid smoke, neighbours carried the injured to safety, shared blankets and cups of water, and stayed through the night to search the ruins. The blast had ripped open their homes, but it had not severed their resolve.

The first V-2 rocket had arrived with all the power its designers intended – an unprecedented weapon of terror falling from the edge of space. The missile heralded a new era in warfare. Yet, in its cratered shadow, Londoners once again demonstrated the quiet defiance that had carried them through five years of war.

In the months that followed, the human cost of the V-2 campaign became increasingly clear to British authorities and Allied intelligence. Between September 1944 and March 1945, more than 1,190 V-2s were launched against Britain, with London absorbing the majority of the strikes. Official Home Office figures recorded over 2,700 deaths and approximately 6,500 serious injuries attributable to the rockets, though the true number of those affected is far greater if we take into account the displaced families, long-term casualties, and secondary collapses. One such example is William Harrison, Ada’s husband, who was severely injured in the 1944 strike in Chiswick and died three years later.

Individual incidents often produced heavy losses: the explosion at the Woolworths store in New Cross on 25 November 1944 killed 168 people in a single moment, many of them housewives with young children doing their weekly food shop or looking for Christmas gifts. One survivor observed the horror that unfolded that Saturday in a later documentary London’s War: ‘I remember seeing a horse’s head laying in the gutter. And further on, there was a pram hood all twisted and bent. And there was a little baby’s hands still in its woolly sleeve. Outside the pub, there was a bus. And it had been concertinaed. Rows of people were sitting inside all covered in dust and were all dead. I looked over to where Woolworths had been, and there was nothing. There was an enormous gap, clouds of dust and I could see right through to streets beyond.’ Audrey Russell, a journalist at the BBC, was sent to the scene at New Cross to record interviews. She later wrote in her 1984 autobiography A Certain Voice:

[image: image described in text]
London residents stand in the wreckage of their street, decimated by V-2 rockets in autumn 1944


In all some 500 rockets hit London in seven months. In some ways our method of covering these incidents was a bit naïve. The routine procedure was to contact the engineer assigned to the job on arrival at the office, and then wait. Wait to hear an explosion and telephone the police for directions. Sometimes when the police had not yet been informed, we would start out in the direction of the bang. On one occasion, when en route for somewhere else on a Saturday afternoon, there was a terrifying explosion – we were barely four minutes away by car from probably the worst rocket incident in London. This was at New Cross, Deptford, a direct hit on Woolworth’s killing over 100 people. Naturally I always dreaded what we would find when we got there.

There was a certain grim routine marking the beginning, the middle and the end of a mopping-up operation. There nearly always came a point when the extent of a tragedy seemed to be summed up by the number of utility sackcloth shrouds being unloaded from the equipment trucks. (For some years I was unable to look at that particular fabric without recoiling at the memory).



Another strike on Antwerp’s Rex Cinema on 16 December 1944 resulted in 567 fatalities – the deadliest V-2 attack of the war. More than a thousand people were at the cinema that afternoon watching the cowboy film The Plainsman – many cinema-goers were found dead still sitting upright in their seats. It took rescue teams six days to dig out all of the bodies. These attacks became scarily common. Due to its crucial role as a supply base for the Allies, Antwerp became the most targeted city overall, with more than 1,600 rockets fired at the port in an effort to disrupt the Allied logistics chain.

[image: image described in text]
Buildings obliterated by V-2 attacks in central Antwerp in 1944

Military planners noted that, although the missile lacked accuracy, its impact on operational readiness could not be dismissed; repeated strikes forced temporary closures of railyards, slowed the unloading of supply ships, and compelled the diversion of anti-aircraft units and engineering teams to emergency repair duties. In the Netherlands, Belgium, and even western Germany, V-2 misfires and short-landing rockets caused further civilian casualties, incidents that German authorities attempted to suppress in internal reports. British intelligence, working with captured documentation and testimony from prisoners, concluded that the missile’s high supersonic descent left no practical method of warning or interception, creating a unique psychological pressure on affected populations.

Nevertheless, statistical analyses conducted by the Ministry of Home Security showed no measurable collapse in wartime production, absenteeism, or civil order. In several London boroughs repeatedly struck – Stepney, Lewisham, and Camden among them – local rescue services adapted quickly, developing standardised procedures for crater clearance, casualty evacuation, and structural shoring. By early 1945, both the British and their Allied partners judged the V-2’s strategic value to be limited: the weapon inflicted indisputable human suffering, but it failed to alter the operational trajectory of the war or impede the Allied advance on the Western Front. The eventual overrunning of the launch sites in the Netherlands further reduced the scale of attacks, bringing an end to what had been the first sustained ballistic missile bombardment in history.




INTRODUCTION


This weapon will have a decisive effect on the war. The enemy will have no defence against it.

– Adolf Hitler, 7 September 1944



Long before Allied troops gathered on the southern shores of England preparing for the invasion of Hitler’s ‘Fortress Europe’, another drama had been unfolding in the corridors of Berlin and the military headquarters of the Führer in Prussia. These were secret, technical, and profoundly sinister plans that, amid the brutality of the archipelago of death camps, had been developed deep within the Third Reich and across the occupied territories of Eastern Europe. It was a story of political ambition and scientific daring, of scientists and engineers who dreamed of reaching the stars, and of a Nazi dictatorship that intended instead to hurl those dreams at enemy cities. At its heart was a weapon so advanced that it seemed to belong to a future age: a ballistic missile capable of soaring beyond the atmosphere and then falling upon its earthly target at supersonic speed. To the Germans, it was the A-4; to Hitler’s propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, it would become the V-2 – Vergeltungswaffe Zwei – the second of the ‘Vengeance Weapons’ intended to restore German prestige and terrify the Allies into submission. By war’s end, the Nazi leadership had spent as much money as the USA had for its own top-secret atomic weapon – the Manhattan Project.

The rocket’s path – from mathematical conundrums and diagrams on a drawing board to deadly reality – began in the political and economic turbulence of the inter-war years. After the first world war, the Treaty of Versailles had severely limited Germany’s military capabilities, placing heavy restrictions on Germany’s allowed quantities of armaments, the size of the army, and the development of new weapons technologies. The treaty contained a glaring omission on the subject of rockets, and during Hitler’s rise to power, the Führer and those close to him looked into every possible means of exploiting this omission. The Third Reich, therefore, became increasingly willing to invest considerable amounts of money and resources into the research of innovative weapons using rocket technology. Hitler would later flagrantly contradict the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, suggesting that this was not the only reason for his obsession with rocket-based weapons; they were considered superior to artillery due to their mobility and long-range capabilities – factors that would lead the Führer to believe that the right rocket could win him the war.

Many factors converging in Germany at the time made the country ripe for an obsession with rocket technology. Scientific discovery was advancing at speed, and the proliferation and popularity of novels set in space spoke to a public fascination with adventures beyond this world. The film Frau im Mond (Woman in the Moon), directed by Fritz Lang, was released in cinemas on 15 October 1929. The film follows two men with an interest in space travel who eventually launch an expedition to the far side of the moon, finding gold there. Unlike many science fiction stories of the time, Lang aimed for realism in portraying a lunar mission; he brought in Hermann Oberth, a pioneer in rocketry, as a technical consultant. Oberth’s expertise ensured that the design of the moon rocket was impressively accurate, even in its finer details. The film introduced audiences to concepts that would later become central to spaceflight, including the use of multi-stage rockets, the physical effects of acceleration, and weightlessness. Perhaps its most iconic contribution was the introduction of the countdown before launch – a dramatic element that has endured both in films and in reality. Most importantly for Hitler’s rocket programme, however, the film ignited the imagination of countless young Germans, inspiring dreams of space exploration and the investigation of fantastic new technologies.

In the early 1930s, a young cadre of German rocket enthusiasts experimented with liquid-fuel engines at the Technische Universität Berlin (Technical University of Berlin) on the outskirts of the city. They had undoubtedly all watched Frau im Mond; most promising among them was the precociously gifted Wernher von Braun.

[image: image described in text]
Werner von Braun

Born in 1912 into a cultured Prussian family that prized science, music, and engineering – Von Braun enjoyed an upbringing that nurtured his early fascination with space travel and the mathematics of flight. As a young boy in Weimar Berlin, he devoured Hermann Oberth’s speculative writings and became absorbed in the amateur rocketry circles that sprang up around the city. His brilliance quickly drew the attention of the Army Ordnance Department, which, fortuitously, brought him into the orbit of a key influential military figure, Karl Becker.

Becker was a senior German army officer and one of the earliest and most influential champions of military rocketry in the inter-war period. An artillery specialist by background, Becker had worked on the colossal Paris Gun during the First World War, an experience that convinced him of the future possibilities of long-range bombardment. In the 1930s, while heading the ballistics and munitions section of the Army Ordnance Department, he became intrigued by the potential of liquid-fuel rockets, which theoretically offered far greater range and payload than the solid-fuel rockets then in use. Recognising both their military value and their ability to circumvent the constraints of the Treaty of Versailles, Becker provided crucial early patronage to the small group of Berlin rocket enthusiasts experimenting with liquid-fuel propulsion. It was Becker who brought the young Wernher von Braun into the army’s orbit, giving him laboratory space at Kummersdorf and the means to develop early test rockets.

Kummersdorf was the German army’s long-established artillery proving ground located roughly 25 kilometres south of Berlin, a wooded military reservation used for testing weapons, munitions, and ballistics systems. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, it became the first official home of the army’s experimental rocket work under Karl Becker’s Ordnance Department. The facilities at Kummersdorf were comparatively modest – comprising a series of workshops, small firing stands, fuel-handling sheds, and instrument posts scattered across the restricted military zone. It was here that von Braun was given space to assemble and test the earliest liquid-fuel engines and the tiny Aggregat-1 and Aggregat-2 rockets (nicknamed A-1 and A-2). The site was staffed primarily by a small contingent of army technicians, mechanics, and ordnance engineers, with only dozens of staff comprising the rocketry section. Here, in these early days of 1932, von Braun encountered another influential military figure – Walter Dornberger. Initially serving under Becker in the Ordnance Department, Dornberger shared his mentor’s belief that rockets represented the next stage in long-range artillery. As a young artillery captain, he helped shepherd the early experiments with both solid- and liquid-fuel rockets at Kummersdorf in the late 1920s and early 1930s.

When the Nazis came to power the following year, the work of von Braun, Becker, and Dornberger received a dramatic infusion of resources and secrecy. When the proving ground at Kummersdorf became too cramped for grander ambitions, von Braun and Dornberger secured a remote Baltic island for a far larger enterprise – the Peenemünde Army Research Centre.

Peenemünde, above all, would become a place of confidence – a national vanity project for the Nazi leadership. Here, on a quiet fringe of the Baltic coast, the Third Reich believed it was engineering the future. And, although few outside its fences yet knew it, the work unfolding within those hangars and test pits was bringing Germany closer, day by day, to a weapon that would haunt the Allied planners preparing for the liberation of Europe.

But every successful top-secret project, as the USA would see with its own atomic programme, came at a price. This was a war on two fronts: Peenemünde’s development reflected the internal politics of the Reich as much as the progress of its weapons technology. Various factions within the Nazi leadership were vying for resources as well as the ear of the Führer. Hitler’s fascination with ‘wonder weapons’ – and the belief that they could swing the balance of the war in Germany’s favour – had him listen to all manner of pitches from his military commanders and ministers. Hitler appointed Albert Speer as Minister for Armaments in February 1942, and by 1943 Speer was overseeing a drive for rationalisation in the industrial battle to supply total war. Speer’s ambition and ruthlessness helped him to ascend the ranks in a cabinet full of ministers fighting for power and control – he soon gained authority over all armaments, and his promotion to Reich Minister for Armaments and War Production in 1943 signified Hitler’s increasing focus on the development and production of weapons. In the background, feuds between the army, Herman Göring’s Luftwaffe, and Heinrich Himmler’s SS created their own tensions and hierarchies. All groups strove to develop and promote their own weapons programmes.

Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe pushed its own cheaper, simpler weapon – the Fieseler Fi 103, later dubbed the V-1 – at their own site at Peenemünde, known as Erprobungsstelle Karlshagen, on the northern shore. In this world of rivalry, coercion, and ambition, the V-2’s technical evolution remained inseparable from the violent machinery of Nazi rule.

By late 1943, the Baltic coast was no longer secure.
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