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If  suppression of the East German uprising in 1953 demonstrated Soviet resolve to maintain control over Eastern Europe by force, 1953 also indicated Soviet willingness to introduce certain concessions in order to maintain that control. RFE  saw an opportunity to expand those concessions by devoting continued publicity to Communist repression while urging popular pressure on  weakened regimes.
 Revelations of terror within as well as by the Polish secret police and Communist Party from Josef Swiatlo, a senior  Polish secret police official who defected to the West in December 1953, were conveyed to Polish audiences in a series of radio broadcasts and leaflets delivered by balloon  and postal mail (termed Project Spotlight) in late 1954 and early 1955. The Swiatlo broadcasts and leaflets  had  enormous impact. They led to a shakeup of the secret police apparatus and  helped prepare the way for the Polish October in 1956.
  

Jan Nowak-Jezioranski described in his memoirs how an anonymous taped interview with a Polish official (it was with Swiatlo) arrived in his Munich office without notice or explanation on September 17, 1954.
  Nowak and Polish Service broadcaster Zbigniew Blazynski immediately saw the utility of  Swiatlo’s revelations as an instrument to  undermine secret police terror in Poland. Nowak and Blazinski deserve full credit for recognizing the importance of Swiatlo’s testimony and  utilizing it in effective political broadcasting.  But RFE’s involvement with Swiatlo began not in September in Munich but  in August in New York (where the Director of RFE was based until 1961 and where the offices of the parent Free Europe Committee were located).  

Swiatlo defected in Berlin in December 1953. A CIA officer with a Polish background, Ted Shackley, established his bona fides and debriefed him in Europe until April 1954, when he was moved to the United States. 
  CIA (perhaps at the urging of C.D. Jackson, former FEC President) made Swiatlo available to RFE New York in late August for initial interviews. Swiatlo was also made available to VOA. By mid-September, Paul Henze (deputy political advisor in Munich,  temporarily in New York at the start of home leave) had listened to initial Swiatlo interviews conducted by RFE New York Polish Desk chief Stanislaw Strzetelski and had unofficially sent them on to Lisbon so that they would be available for broadcast without delay on RFE’s transmitters in Portugal. A  RFE New York American program manager was criticized  at the time for an unspecified security violation related to Poland; he may have sent the first tape to Nowak without authorization. Initially, CIA evidently suggested that the Free Europe Committee “surface” Swiatlo, but FEC President Whitney Shepardson declined on the grounds that this would publicly link the FEC and RFE to the CIA. 
 

Swiatlo’s first public appearance was with the Internal Security Subcommittee (“Jenner Committee”) of the U.S. Congress on September 28, 1954. Swiatlo’s  press conference that day was broadcast to Poland by RFE, and six additional Swiatlo programs, prepared by the RFE New York Polish desk, were broadcast by October 3. On that day, Strzetelski used his regular “Sunday Talk” broadcast to criticize and distance himself from Swiatlo.
   

 By late September, the issue of whether and how RFE should make use of Swiatlo had created conflict within FEC and RFE in New York, between New York and RFE Munich, and within the Polish Service in Munich.
  In early October, Strzetelski, Blazynski, and Henze (along with VOA representatives)  were all dealing with the Swiatlo issue in Washington. Strzetelski (and New York broadcaster Stefan Gacki) spent several days interviewing Swiatlo. Blazynski was dispatched from Munich after Nowak had listened to the first New York interviews with Swiatlo and found them inadequate; he arrived on October 7. Henze was recalled from home leave in Minnesota  and arrived on October 6. Strzetelski saw little point in broadcasting Swiatlo’s story and was openly hostile to him personally. He told Henze he wanted to complete a series of six broadcasts on Polish Communist leaders  and then end all use of Swiatlo. Blazynski, on the other hand, after talking to Swiatlo in Washington, viewed his information  as “exceeding our expectations” and  “dynamite” for the Polish audience.
 

The controversy  came to a head in a meeting of CIA, VOA, and RFE officials on October 7, at which CIA set ground rules for further interviews with Swiatlo. At that meeting, Strzetelski repeated his disinterest in making further use of Swiatlo, citing the negative attitude toward him in Polish émigré circles.  Earlier, CIA officers had complained to Henze about Strzetelski’s behavior with Swiatlo, which they contrasted unfavorably with the “professionalism” of  the VOA editors,  and complained that it was complicating their own dealings with him. Following the October 7 meeting, CIA banned any further access to Swiatlo by Strzetelski. 
 

The controversy had further repercussions within RFE.  RFE Director Robert Lang, who  sided with Strzetelski
, saw the CIA intervention as an attempt to dictate policy.  He complained to Henze:  “Nobody  is going to dictate to our exiles what they should tell their own people.” 
  This was in fact a case of  positive CIA intervention in an internally divided and organizationally chaotic FEC/RFE.  This is also part of the background to Lang’s resignation as RFE Director in spring 1955. After 1951, the center of RFE operations had shifted to Munich, but Lang remained in New York and deferred to RFE New York broadcasters and the sensitivities of Polish émigrés in the US. Although Lang was an early admirer of RIAS, he evidently failed to understand that effective surrogate broadcasting involved limiting the influence of  émigré politicians, focusing on the East European audience,  and whenever possible exploiting fissures within the Communist regimes. Lang’s deputies in Munich, Griffith and Henze especially, and Nowak understood this very well.

With Strzetelski out of the picture in Washington, Blazynski was able to work effectively with Swiatlo, and the first installment of the series  “The Inside Story of the Secret Police and Party”  was broadcast on October 20, 1954. 77 installments followed through January 31, 1955. The individual programs were  not verbatim interviews; Blazynski interviewed Swiatlo, used the  material to write scripts, and  then Swiatlo approved and  voiced them. When Blazynski returned to Munich on November 8, he left behind additional scripts for Swiatlo to voice.  Subsequently Blazynski prepared scripts in Munich based on information from Swiatlo, and  Swiatlo voiced them in the U.S. Other programs featuring Swiatlo were broadcast throughout 1955, including several devoted to the pro-regime lay Catholic organization PAX.  

The printed-word complement to Swiatlo’s radio broadcasts began on February 12, 1955, when the Free Europe Committee’s Press Division sent the first  compilation of  Swiatlo programs to Poland via hot-air balloon (Operation Spotlight). Additional brochures were sent via postal mail to members of the nomenklatura and distributed in Paris and elsewhere in the West with an introduction by Blazynski. 

  By January 1956, RFE had broadcast  86 special Swiatlo programs and 175 related news items.  The broadcasts led directly to the dismissal of Minister of Internal Affairs Radkiewicz, imprisonment of top internal security officials, abolishment of Ministry of Public Security Department Ten responsible for the Party itself, and reorganization of the entire internal security apparatus. The Swiatlo broadcasts by RFE (along with coverage by VOA) prepared the way for the partial reforms of the 1956 Polish October. They were arguably the most successful case of influencing an adversarial regime in the history of international broadcasting. That impact  was possible because  CIA was wise enough to make Swiatlo quickly available to RFE “on the record.” (It took RFE longer to gain access to some Polish defectors, such as Seweryn Bialer or Wladyslaw Tykocinski, and it never gained access to others.) It was also possible because RFE, notwithstanding internal controversy on the issue, proved capable of organizing effective broadcasts that credibly conveyed Swiatlo’s revelations of Communist crimes and misdeeds (some of them his own) to the Polish audience. 
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