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​Chapter 1: The Erased Nation, Poland Before the Storm
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There are moments in the life of a civilisation so catastrophic and so complete that the mind struggles to hold them in a single thought. The fall of a dynasty, the loss of a war, the burning of a city — these are events that wound and diminish but do not erase. A dynasty can be restored, a war can be reversed, a city can be rebuilt. What happened to Poland between 1772 and 1795 was different in kind from any of these ordinary catastrophes. It was an erasure: the deliberate, legally sanctioned, diplomatically ratified removal of an entire nation from the political map of Europe. One of the largest states on the continent — a commonwealth stretching from the Baltic coast nearly to the Black Sea, home to twelve million people, governed by institutions that had endured for centuries — ceased to exist. Not diminished, not occupied, not reformed out of recognition. Gone. The word that appears repeatedly in the diplomatic correspondence of the partitioning powers is, appropriately, partition — a neutral, bureaucratic term that obscures the scale of the violence behind it. What actually occurred was a murder committed by committee, with full legal documentation and universal recognition.

The first thing to understand about the partitions is that they did not arrive without warning. Poland had been in political difficulty for a century before the final extinction came, and the powers that eventually destroyed her had been watching, probing, and occasionally intervening in her internal affairs throughout that time. The Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth — the Rzeczpospolita — was in constitutional terms one of the most unusual polities in early modern Europe: a dual state, formed in 1569 by the Union of Lublin, that joined the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania under a single elected king and a shared parliament, the Sejm. The nobility of both nations, the szlachta, held sovereign power collectively. The king was not a dynasty but an office filled by election. No standing army existed of the kind that made the absolutist monarchies of France, Prussia, and Russia so formidable. The szlachta governed their estates with near-total independence from royal interference. Their liberties — their freedom from arbitrary arrest, their right to assemble, their power to constrain the crown — were codified in a body of law and custom that made the Commonwealth a genuine constitutional state at a time when constitutionalism was exceptional in Europe.

The problem was that these liberties, over time, became pathologies. The most famous and most damaging was the liberum veto, the rule by which any single deputy to the Sejm could dissolve that body and annul all legislation it had passed simply by pronouncing the words nie pozwalam — I do not allow. The veto had been used sparingly at first, and defenders of the system argued that unanimous consent was the only legitimate basis for laws binding a free people. But by the mid-seventeenth century, the veto had become a routine instrument of obstruction, and hostile foreign powers had learned that they could paralyse Polish legislative life simply by bribing one deputy to shout the fatal words at the critical moment. Between 1652 and 1764, approximately forty-eight of fifty-five sessions of the Sejm were dissolved by the liberum veto. The Commonwealth was governed, in effect, by the capacity to govern: any sufficiently motivated faction could prevent any action it found inconvenient, and the Russian, Prussian, and Austrian embassies in Warsaw maintained standing funds for exactly this purpose.

The deeper problem was cultural as much as constitutional. The szlachta — a class that constituted somewhere between eight and twelve percent of the Commonwealth's population, far more than the nobility of any Western European state — had evolved a political philosophy in which the freedom of the individual nobleman and the freedom of the nation were identical. The Commonwealth's Latin motto was pro libertate — for liberty — and liberty meant, in practice, the liberty of the szlachta to do as they pleased on their estates, to resist royal authority, to refuse military service if they judged it inconvenient, and to block, by any means available, any reform that threatened their privileges. The concept of the public good, of interests that might legitimately override those of any individual nobleman, never achieved the purchase in Polish political culture that it had in the centralising monarchies of Western and Central Europe. Every proposed army reform, every tax proposal, every administrative modernisation could be — and routinely was — defeated by an appeal to szlachta liberty.

This was the political organism that Catherine the Great's Russia, Frederick the Great's Prussia, and Maria Theresa's Austria confronted in the second half of the eighteenth century. None of the three was morally superior to the others; all three were predatory imperial powers whose primary motivation was the acquisition of territory and the prevention of rival acquisition. Their positions differed in emphasis rather than principle. Catherine had the most sustained interest in Polish affairs, since Russia shared the longest border with the Commonwealth and had been exercising informal suzerainty over it since the early eighteenth century, using the religious pretext of protecting Orthodox Christians within Poland's borders to justify repeated intervention. Frederick the Great wanted territory in the northwest — the land corridor between Prussia proper and the Hohenzollern heartland that geographers called the Polish Corridor — and saw partition as the simplest way to obtain it without provoking a general European war. Maria Theresa, Habsburg Empress, was more genuinely troubled by the moral dimensions of seizing a neighbour's land; her famous remark about the First Partition — "She wept but she took" — captures something authentic about the discomfort she felt, though not enough discomfort to prevent her from taking.

The First Partition came in 1772 and was, in many respects, the most devastating, because it came first: it demonstrated that the existing European order provided no protection for a state too weak to defend itself, and it stripped Poland of territories and populations from which she would never fully recover. Russia took the largest share in the east — Livonia and the eastern regions of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, roughly 92,000 square kilometres of land with 1.3 million inhabitants. Prussia's portion was smaller in area but strategically priceless: Royal Prussia and Warmia, the territories that finally connected the Hohenzollern domains and gave Frederick the land corridor he had long coveted. Austria received Galicia and Lodomeria in the south, a mountainous, densely populated region that included the ancient cities of Lwów and Kraków. Between them, the three powers had reduced the Commonwealth by roughly one third of its territory and population at a stroke. They justified the act through a combination of dynastic legal claims of the most tendentious kind and frankly cynical appeals to the European balance of power — if one great power was to expand, all must expand proportionately, to prevent any single state from achieving dominance. The logic was that of gangsters dividing a victim's property: they had the force to take it, they disagreed only about the shares.

What followed the First Partition was one of the most remarkable experiments in political reform in eighteenth-century Europe — remarkable partly for its ambition and partly for the tragedy of its timing. The shock of 1772 galvanised a generation of Polish reformers who understood with terrible clarity that the Commonwealth had to modernise or die. The Enlightenment had reached Warsaw; its bookshops carried Voltaire and Montesquieu and Rousseau, and young Polish nobles returned from grand tours of Western Europe with ideas about efficient administration, standing armies, and rational governance that their fathers' generation had dismissed as alien impositions. The reign of Stanisław August Poniatowski, the last King of Poland, became unexpectedly the most intellectually productive era in Polish history. Poniatowski himself was a man of considerable culture and genuine reforming instincts, even if his personal relationship with Catherine — she had been, briefly, his lover in his youth, before she became Empress — gave his political position an ambiguity that his opponents never let him forget.

The educational reformers of the 1770s created the Commission of National Education, generally regarded as the first ministry of public education in European history, which rebuilt the Polish school system from the ground up, replacing Jesuit instruction with a modern curriculum in sciences, history, and the vernacular. The political reformers of the 1780s drafted proposals to abolish the liberum veto, strengthen the executive, create a genuine standing army, and extend at least partial legal protections to the peasantry. These proposals coalesced, in the extraordinary four-year parliament that met continuously from 1788 to 1792, into the Constitution of the Third of May, 1791 — a document that abolished the liberum veto, established a hereditary constitutional monarchy, and created a legal framework for representative government that was, at the time of its adoption, the second written national constitution in world history, coming only months after the American one and preceding the French revolutionary constitutions.

The Constitution of the Third of May was a genuine achievement, and it came too late. Catherine the Great, who had watched Poland's internal reform movement with deepening alarm — a stable, modernising Poland on her western border was precisely the outcome she had been working for three decades to prevent — used the constitution as the pretext for the Second Partition. Formally, the justification was the appeal of a group of Polish noblemen who opposed the constitution and who had formed a confederation at the town of Targowica in 1792, inviting Russian military intervention to restore the old order. The Confederation of Targowica was a genuine if small faction within the szlachta; its members were not simply Russian agents, though they received Russian money and Russian troops arrived to enforce their position. What they represented was the deep conservatism of the szlachta in its most self-destructive form: men who preferred the guaranteed weakness of the liberum veto to the uncertain strength of a reformed state, because the old weakness had always protected their individual privileges even as it destroyed the collective whole.

Russian and Prussian forces entered Poland in 1792. The Polish Army fought and fought well in engagements at Zieleńce and Dubienka that demonstrated what reformed Polish forces could accomplish, but was eventually outmatched. The Second Partition, ratified in 1793, was grimmer than the first. Russia took enormous territories in the east — Belarus and much of Lithuania — while Prussia took Gdańsk, the great port city, and a wide swath of western Poland including Toruń. Austria, preoccupied with the French revolutionary wars, did not participate. What remained of Poland was a rump state roughly the size of England: still nominally independent, still possessing a king, but stripped of economic resources, surrounded by hostile powers on every side, garrisoned by Russian troops, and governed by a Sejm that met under Russian military supervision. The reformers were silenced. The constitution was revoked. Stanisław August sat in his palace in Warsaw and wrote desperate letters to courts that would not help him.

The Kościuszko Insurrection of 1794 was the last act of the independent Commonwealth: heroic, doomed, and historically crucial because of the particular qualities of its heroism. Tadeusz Kościuszko was a soldier of exceptional ability and genuine republican convictions — he had served in the American Revolution alongside Washington and Lafayette, and returned to Poland carrying the ideas of that experience. He led the insurrection not merely as a military commander but as a political figure who understood that a genuine national uprising required more than the szlachta. On May 7, 1794, standing in the camp at Połaniec, he issued the Proclamation of Połaniec, which freed the serfs of Poland from personal bondage, reduced their labour obligations to their landlords, and offered full civil rights to any peasant who took up arms for the nation. The proclamation was imperfectly implemented — many szlachta landlords simply ignored it — but its moral significance was enormous: it established the principle that the Polish nation was not identical with the szlachta, that the peasantry were Poles too, and that their freedom and the freedom of the nation were bound together.

The insurrection's military high point came in the opening weeks, at the Battle of Racławice on April 4, 1794, where Kościuszko's forces — outnumbered, equipped with conventional weapons on one flank and farming scythes on the other — defeated a Russian force and captured its artillery. The peasant scythemen who stormed the Russian guns at Racławice became one of the enduring images of Polish national memory: the image of ordinary men, armed with the tools of their daily labour, destroying the myth of Russian military invincibility. The reality of the campaign was less glorious. Russian and Prussian forces closed in from multiple directions; the uprising's military resources were exhausted faster than they could be replenished; the Polish Army fought with great courage in a situation that offered no good options. At Maciejowice on October 10, 1794, Kościuszko was wounded, captured by Russian cavalry, and taken prisoner. The insurrection collapsed without its leader. The Russian general Alexander Suvorov stormed the Warsaw suburb of Praga on November 4, and in the massacre that followed — which contemporary accounts describe with a specificity of horror that leaves no doubt about its nature — between ten and twenty thousand civilians and soldiers were killed in a single day. Warsaw surrendered the following morning.

The Third Partition came in 1795, and it was comprehensive. Russia, Prussia, and Austria divided the remaining territories of the Commonwealth between them according to a treaty that included a remarkable clause: the three powers agreed that the very name of Poland should be suppressed in all official documents. This was not the language of conquest, which acknowledges the thing it has overcome. It was the language of erasure: Poland was not to be defeated, it was to be eliminated from the vocabulary of European politics. Russia took Courland and the remaining Lithuanian territories to the east. Prussia absorbed Warsaw and the Mazovian heartland. Austria took the Kraków region and the rest of Galicia. Stanisław August was compelled to abdicate and spent the rest of his life in honourable captivity in Saint Petersburg, where he died in 1798. The Commonwealth was dissolved. Its courts, its parliament, its army, its legal codes — all abolished, replaced by the administrative institutions of the occupying powers.

What the clause about suppressing Poland's name revealed — and what the subsequent administrative policies of all three powers confirmed — was that the partitions were not simply territorial acquisitions of the ordinary imperial kind. They were ideological projects. Each of the three powers understood, correctly, that the Polish nation would not disappear simply because the Polish state had been destroyed. The Commonwealth might be dissolved, but the szlachta remained, and they retained their estates, their social networks, their family histories, their language, their Church, and their memory of what they had been. As long as these persisted, the Polish nation persisted, and with it the possibility of future resistance. The obvious solution, from the perspective of each partitioning power, was Germanisation, Russification, or Austrianisation — the systematic dismantling of Polish cultural institutions and their replacement with the institutions of the ruling empire.

The Prussians moved fastest and most systematically. Frederick William II, who succeeded Frederick the Great in 1786, adopted policies in the occupied Polish territories that were later to serve as a template for the aggressive Germanisation campaigns of the nineteenth century. German was imposed as the official language of administration and courts. Polish schools were replaced with German ones. Land confiscated from the szlachta was given to German colonists. Catholic Church properties were expropriated and church appointments placed under state control. The Polish nobility who remained in Prussian-controlled territories found themselves confronting a bureaucratic machine that had no place for Polish in its documents, no recognition of Polish customary law in its courts, and no patience for Polish cultural assertion in its public life. The implicit message was precise: you may remain on your land and your land may remain productive, but you may no longer be Poles in the exercise of any public function.

Russia's approach in the eastern territories was different in method but similar in ambition. Catherine and her successors pursued what might be called the selective preservation of Polish elites: those szlachta who accepted Russian sovereignty, converted to Russian administrative norms, and demonstrated loyalty to the Tsar could expect to maintain their estates and even, in some cases, to advance within the Russian imperial system. The Polish language was permitted in private life and in the Catholic Church's internal operations, but Russian was the language of administration and advancement. The Greek Catholic Church — the Uniate Church that had been established by the Union of Brest in 1596 to bring Eastern Christians into communion with Rome while retaining Eastern liturgical practices — was suppressed in the eastern territories and its congregations forcibly transferred to Russian Orthodoxy. This was not merely a religious policy; the Uniate Church had been the primary institutional expression of Lithuanian and Ukrainian identity within the Commonwealth, and its suppression was a direct assault on those identities at their most intimate, spiritual level.

Austria's approach in Galicia was, paradoxically, the most successful in sustaining something like Polish cultural life, though not from any respect for Polish identity. The Habsburgs governed a multi-ethnic empire and had long since made a practical accommodation with the fact that their subjects spoke many languages and belonged to many cultural traditions. Polish was permitted in schools; the Greek Catholic Church was allowed to function; the szlachta retained significant local authority. The University of Lwów continued to operate in various forms. Austrian rule was bureaucratic, conservative, and frequently oppressive, but it was not systematically directed at the elimination of Polish cultural life in the way that Prussian and, increasingly, Russian policies were. This relative tolerance — relative, always, to what the alternatives offered — would make Austrian-controlled Galicia the most important centre of Polish cultural and eventually political life in the nineteenth century, the one territory where being Polish was a manageable public identity rather than a subversive act.

To speak only of high politics and administrative policy, however, is to miss the texture of what the partitions actually meant for the millions of people who lived through them. The szlachta felt the loss most acutely and expressed it most articulately, because they were the class that had identified most completely with the Commonwealth and that had the educational resources to reflect on its disappearance. But the partitions disrupted the lives of ordinary people in ways that high politics rarely captures. The merchant who had traded across a wide internal market suddenly found himself navigating customs barriers and different legal systems at borders that had not existed a decade before. The priest who had reported to a bishop in Gniezno or Kraków found himself under the authority of a new civil administration that spoke a different language and worshipped in a different church, or no church at all. The peasant who had been bound to a particular estate found that the lord of that estate was now answering to a different master, that the courts to which he might theoretically appeal operated in German or Russian, and that the seasonal rhythms of his village now occurred within an empire rather than a commonwealth.

And then there were the soldiers. Thousands of Polish officers and men who had served in the Commonwealth's army found themselves, overnight, members of an army that no longer existed. Some accepted commissions in the Prussian or Russian forces and spent the remainder of their careers serving sovereigns they had been trained to regard as enemies. Others returned to their estates and waited. The most consequential group was the officers who refused to accept that the partition was final — who carried their military formation, their professional identity, and their political rage intact into the years that followed, looking for the opportunity that would allow them to translate it into action. When Napoleon appeared on the horizon a decade later, these men would be among his most enthusiastic servants. Their sons and grandsons would be the officers of the November Uprising.

One of the partitions' deepest effects was on the Polish language itself — or rather on the relationship between the Polish language and the Polish sense of national identity. In most European countries, political nationalism was a product of the nineteenth century: it required print culture, industrial society, and a literate populace before it could take hold. Polish nationalism was unusual in that it had a much older genealogy, rooted in the Commonwealth's tradition of szlachta liberty and in the Catholic Church's role as the primary institution of Polish cultural continuity. But the partitions transformed the language question in a specific way. Because Polish was now the language that the occupying powers wanted to suppress, it became the most immediate, daily, unavoidable act of resistance. Speaking Polish was not merely speaking: it was a statement of identity, a refusal of erasure, a small daily act of defiance directed at bureaucrats who wanted to hear German or Russian in the marketplace and the schoolroom. This was especially true in Prussian-controlled territories, where the suppression of Polish in official life was most aggressive, but the dynamic operated everywhere. The language, already the vehicle of a rich literary and devotional culture, became something more: a weapon.

The Catholic Church occupied an analogous position. In a situation where Polish civil institutions had been dissolved and replaced with foreign ones, the Church remained the one institution that was both Polish in its cultural character and sufficiently powerful to survive imperial pressure. The parish network of the Catholic Church was the densest organisational structure in Polish society — denser than the szlachta, denser than any commercial or guild organisation — and it operated in Polish at every level of interaction with ordinary people. The Mass was in Latin, but the sermon was in Polish, and so were the confessional, the catechism class, and the ceremony that marked every birth, marriage, and death. The Church could not openly defy the partitioning powers, and it did not: the bishops made their accommodations with their new civil authorities, as bishops have always done. But the parish priest in his village remained a Polish figure in a way that the new administrator in his German or Russian office did not. He educated children in Polish; he maintained the archives of community life in Polish; he mediated between his parishioners and the alien bureaucracy in a language his parishioners could understand. The practical identification between Polish national identity and Catholic religion — an identification that would persist and deepen through the nineteenth century and beyond — was not simply a theological or sentimental fact. It was a structural reality produced by the specific conditions of partition, in which the Church was the only surviving all-Polish institution.

The szlachta's response to the partitions was complicated in ways that simple narratives of resistance and collaboration cannot capture. The partition of the Commonwealth destroyed the political world that had given the szlachta their identity, their privileges, and their purpose. Without a Sejm to attend, without a king to serve or constrain, without the legal machinery of the Commonwealth to sustain their status, the nobility of partitioned Poland faced a crisis that was at once political, economic, social, and existential. The wealthiest magnates — men with enormous estates that generated revenues sufficient to sustain themselves regardless of which empire they resided in — could survive the change in sovereignty without great difficulty; the really powerful families, the Potockis and Czartoryskis and Lubomirskis, had always operated at a level that transcended state boundaries. But the mass of the middling szlachta — the families with one village or five or ten — faced a much harder adjustment.

Some made that adjustment successfully. They learned German or Russian, took positions in the new civil administrations, sent their sons into the imperial armies, and built careers within the structures of the partitioning powers. This was not, in most cases, simple collaboration or betrayal; it was a rational response to the situation of people who had families to feed and estates to maintain. Others retreated into a private world of estate management and family life, maintaining Polish customs and language as a matter of domestic preference without making those preferences the basis of political resistance. And some refused: they maintained their political identity as Poles, worked in underground networks to keep the idea of restoration alive, taught their children the history of the Commonwealth, and waited with a patience that was not passive but strategic. These were the families from which the conspirators and soldiers of 1830 would come.

The literature of the late Commonwealth and the partition period — the poetry, the political pamphlets, the historical chronicles — has a specific quality that distinguishes it from the literature of countries that were simply defeated rather than erased. It is haunted by absence. Polish writers in the decades after 1795 wrote in the shadow of a country that no longer existed, trying to preserve in language what the diplomatic treaties had removed from geography. The great patriotic hymn Mazurek Dąbrowskiego, which would eventually become the Polish national anthem, was written in 1797 by Józef Wybicki in Reggio Emilia, northern Italy, where Polish legions were serving in Napoleon's army. Its opening lines — Poland has not yet perished, so long as we still live — have the quality of a juridical argument as much as a poem: an assertion against the documented fact of partition, a refusal of the legal reality that three empires had created and ratified and announced to the world. The song was written for soldiers who were literally fighting in another country for another power, hoping that their service would buy, eventually, a Poland to come home to. It expressed with perfect economy the condition of the partitioned Polish nation: present in its people and its culture and its language and its memory, absent from the map.

This is what the partitioning powers consistently underestimated, and what their suppression policies consistently failed to address. They could abolish the Sejm, close the universities, Germanise the street signs, dissolve the army, redistribute the estates, and suppress the Church's institutional independence. What they could not abolish was the fact of Polish-speaking families with particular memories and particular loyalties, gathering in their houses, teaching their children a language and a history that the official world refused to recognise. The nation, stripped of its state, retreated into private life and into the Church — and waited. The men who stormed the Belweder Palace on the night of November 29, 1830, were the grandsons of Kościuszko's soldiers: they had been raised on the stories of Racławice and the Constitution of the Third of May, they had been taught that their country had been murdered and that its murderers sat in Saint Petersburg and Berlin, and they carried that knowledge in their bodies the way a wound is carried, as a constant, specific, motivating pain.

Understanding what the partitions actually destroyed — not just the constitutional structure of the Commonwealth but the living tissue of its institutions, the networks of habit and trust and obligation that constitute a functional society — is essential to understanding why the November Uprising was so difficult to sustain. The uprising was not simply a military struggle against an occupying power. It was an attempt to reconstitute, in the heat of conflict and under conditions of desperate disadvantage, institutions of governance that had been systematically dismantled over thirty-five years. The men who formed the National Government in December 1830 were trying to build a state while fighting a war, with no administrative infrastructure beneath them except the truncated remnants of the Congress Kingdom's institutions, in a society whose experience of effective self-government had been deliberately interrupted for a generation. The wonder is not that they failed but that they came as close as they did — and that the very act of trying, whatever its military outcome, preserved something that thirty-five more years of Russian rule would not extinguish.

That something is the subject of everything that follows. The Poland that entered November 1830 was not the Poland of the Commonwealth: it was poorer, geographically reduced, politically inexperienced in some crucial respects, and deeply uncertain about how a modern Polish state should be constituted and what social classes should be included within it. But it was undeniably, stubbornly, tenaciously Polish — in its language, its religion, its legal memory, its sense of historical grievance, and its conviction that the erasure of 1795 was an act of injustice that history would eventually be compelled to address. From that conviction, and from the specific circumstances of the Congress Kingdom established at Vienna fifteen years before, the uprising of 1830 would be born.

What Vienna created — and what would make both the uprising possible and its particular form of failure inevitable — was something more complex and more contradictory than either a free Poland or an occupied one. It was a hybrid: a constitutional kingdom governed by an absolute empire, a liberal framework inhabited by an autocratic logic, a small nation granted its own army and its own parliament within a system designed to ensure that neither the army nor the parliament could ever be used against the power that had created them. Comprehending that hybrid, and the men who shaped it and the men who broke against it, is where the story properly begins.

​A Note on Names, Places, and the Grammar of Partition

Polish names and place names present a particular challenge in a book of this kind, and an honest account requires acknowledging the problem rather than concealing it. The territories of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth were, at the time of the partitions, inhabited by Poles, Lithuanians, Belarusians, Ukrainians, Jews, Germans, Tatars, and smaller populations of many other groups, each with their own names for the cities, rivers, and regions they inhabited. When Emilia Plater raised her partisan unit in 1831 in the territory that is now Lithuania, the town she captured was called Zarasai in Lithuanian, Jeziorosy in Polish, and Novoaleksandrovsk in Russian. The village where she died was Justinava in Lithuanian and Justianow in Polish. Throughout this account, Polish forms of place names are generally used for events occurring within the former Commonwealth, while modern names are given in parentheses on first reference when they differ significantly from Polish usage. This is not a linguistic preference but a historical one: the documents, memoirs, and correspondence of the uprising used Polish names, and to replace them wholesale with modern equivalents would be to impose a twenty-first-century geography on a nineteenth-century event. Where other forms are historically relevant — where a Russian name mattered to the people using it, or where a modern form is so different from the Polish that the reader needs the bridge — both are given.

The same principle applies to personal names. Polish names have gendered forms that English usage typically collapses: Emilia Plater would have been referred to in Polish as pani Plater or hrabianka Plater, but not as Countess Plater in the way that English titles work. Russian names appear in their conventional anglicised forms. The use of Polish diacritical marks — the ą, ę, ś, ż, and others that give the language its characteristic visual texture — is maintained throughout, since their omission not only obscures pronunciation but has the unintended effect of making Polish words look like other languages' words. A reader encountering Józef Chłopicki without the diacriticals would be reading a different name: the orthography is part of the identity.

These are small matters, perhaps, against the scale of what the partitions destroyed and what the uprising attempted to recover. But precision about names is one form of the larger precision that the subject demands. The erasure that the partitioning powers attempted was, among other things, a linguistic erasure — a suppression of Polish names, Polish words, Polish signs on Polish streets. Getting the names right is, in its modest way, part of the same refusal that animated the men and women who took up arms in 1830 and who insisted, against all evidence, that Poland had not yet perished so long as they still lived.

The Congress of Vienna convened in September 1814, and before it rose in June 1815, it had decided the fate of what remained of the Polish lands. The decision it reached was not what the Polish delegation — led by Prince Adam Jerzy Czartoryski, one of the most formidable diplomatic minds of his generation — had argued for. Czartoryski had proposed a reunified, constitutionally governed Polish kingdom under Russian suzerainty, stretching from the Baltic to the Carpathians and covering most of the old Commonwealth. What he received was something far smaller: a Congress Kingdom of Poland covering the central core of the Mazovian territories, with a capital in Warsaw, bound to Russia by personal union through a shared monarch, and governed under a constitution that Alexander I promised would be liberal. The Prussian-held lands remained Prussian. The Austrian-held lands remained Austrian. The vast eastern territories of the old Grand Duchy of Lithuania remained Russian. Poland was not restored. A diminished, dependent, and deeply conditional version of it was created — and in the gap between what was promised and what was delivered, the November Uprising was already waiting to be born.
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​Chapter 2: The Napoleonic Dream, The Duchy of Warsaw and Its Legacy
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On a raft moored in the middle of the Niemen River on June 25, 1807, two emperors met to divide the world. The raft was Napoleon's idea — a theatrical gesture that placed the negotiation literally between the two empires, on the boundary water itself, in a purpose-built pavilion decorated with the monograms of France and Russia and reached by separate boats from either bank. Napoleon arrived first and waited. Tsar Alexander I crossed to meet him. The two men embraced, withdrew into the pavilion's interior, and spoke for several hours in French, the language of European diplomacy, while their respective suites stood on the decks outside and waited for news. What emerged from those hours was the Treaty of Tilsit: a comprehensive restructuring of European politics that handed France hegemony in the west and Russia a free hand in the east, that carved out spheres of influence across the continent with the casual confidence of men who believed they had settled the future, and that determined, among its many provisions, the fate of the Polish lands that Prussia had absorbed in the partitions.

The Polish officers who were waiting for news on the eastern bank of the Niemen that June afternoon had no official status at Tilsit. They were there by courtesy, not by right, because Poland did not exist and therefore could not send a delegation. What they represented was a presence rather than a power: the living remnant of a political tradition that Napoleon had found useful in his campaigns and that he had not yet decided to use or discard. They had served him well. Polish cavalry had distinguished themselves at Austerlitz in 1805 and at Jena-Auerstedt in 1806. Polish regiments had entered Berlin with the French army and had marched through Warsaw while the Prussian administration fled eastward. The Polish soldiers who had fought in Napoleon's wars did not do so out of admiration for French revolutionary principles alone, though some of them held those principles with genuine conviction. They fought because the French Emperor's victories against Prussia and Austria and Russia were the only force in Europe that was, even provisionally and self-interestedly, on their side. Every Prussian fortress that Napoleon's forces reduced, every Russian corps that his cavalry broke, was a blow against the powers that had dismembered the Commonwealth. The Polish soldiers on the Niemen bank were not mercenaries and they were not idealists. They were something more complicated: men who had made a calculated bet on a particular future and who needed to know, after Tilsit, whether they had won or lost.

What they got was not what they had hoped for, but it was more than nothing. The Treaty of Tilsit stripped Prussia of the Polish territories she had acquired in the Second and Third Partitions and combined them with a portion of the territory taken in the First Partition into a new political entity: the Duchy of Warsaw. It was not Poland. It had no king of its own — Napoleon gave it to his ally Frederick Augustus I of Saxony as a satellite state, which meant that the Duchy's sovereign resided in Dresden and visited Warsaw infrequently. It covered only a fraction of the old Commonwealth's territory: roughly 100,000 square kilometres, significantly less than a third of the pre-partition state. It had no natural frontiers and no strategic depth, sharing borders with Russia to the east and north and with Prussia to the north and west, squeezed between powers that had not abandoned their appetite for Polish land merely because a French army had temporarily forced them to disgorge some of it. And it was expensive to maintain: the French military presence that was its ultimate guarantee of survival consumed revenues that the Duchy's fragile economy struggled to generate, and the financial relationship between Warsaw and Paris was consistently extractive.

None of this prevented the Duchy of Warsaw from being experienced by the Poles who lived in it as something close to miraculous. After twelve years of living under partition regimes that denied the existence of a Polish nation and suppressed Polish institutions wherever they could reach them, the Poles of the central territories suddenly found themselves in a state that flew Polish colours, spoke Polish in its courts and its parliament, maintained a Polish army under Polish officers, and operated according to laws that, while imported from France, were at least enacted by a Polish legislature and administered by Polish officials. The contrast with what had come before was so sharp that it tended, for many contemporaries, to overwhelm the Duchy's obvious limitations. Of course it was small. Of course it was militarily dependent on French support. Of course its sovereignty was conditional on Napoleon's continued success. These were the observations of political realists, and they were correct in every particular; but the capacity for political realism is itself a luxury, and it requires a certain baseline of normality that twelve years of partition had stripped away. When you have been told, officially and with the full weight of international law behind the telling, that your country does not exist, the existence of any version of it at all tends to produce a gratitude that is not entirely rational and does not need to be.

The constitutional framework that Napoleon gave the Duchy was, on paper, one of the most advanced in Europe. The Constitution of the Duchy of Warsaw, adopted in 1807, established a bicameral legislature consisting of a Senate and a Chamber of Deputies, a Council of State that drafted legislation, and a set of ministerial departments that administered the Duchy's affairs in Warsaw. The Duchy was to have full religious toleration — significant in a state where the Jewish population was substantial and where the partition regimes had imposed legal disabilities on non-Catholics. Crucially, serfdom was formally abolished: the constitution's fifth article declared that all citizens were equal before the law, which meant in principle that the legal bonds tying peasants to their landlords' land were dissolved. The peasantry were free persons in the eyes of the law, no longer subject to the personal authority of their lords in matters of movement and contract.

In practice, the abolition of serfdom in the Duchy was the most complicated of the constitutional changes, and the gap between principle and reality there is instructive about the nature of the whole Napoleonic project in Poland. Emancipating the peasantry on paper required no immediate action from anyone. What it did not do, by itself, was give the liberated peasant land, or a home, or the tools and seed to farm independently, or legal protection strong enough to enforce his new rights against a landlord who had been accustomed for generations to his labour and his deference. The szlachta, who dominated the Duchy's legislative chambers and staffed its administrative apparatus, were not enthusiastic about a change that threatened their economic foundations. In the absence of a land redistribution that the Duchy's government lacked both the political will and the financial resources to undertake, many former serfs found that their nominal freedom of movement meant, in practice, the freedom to be evicted from land they had always worked and to seek employment elsewhere — which generally meant returning to the same estate as a paid labourer, at wages set by the same landlord who had previously extracted their labour for nothing. The Duchy's abolition of serfdom was morally significant as a statement of principle and politically significant as a precedent; as an immediate practical transformation of the lives of Polish peasants, it was partial at best.

The Napoleonic Code, which was introduced into the Duchy in 1808, was a different matter. The Code — the comprehensive civil law system that Napoleon had developed for France and that he brought with him wherever French power extended — replaced the complex, inconsistent, and in many respects archaic legal structures that had governed the Commonwealth with a unified system of contract law, property law, family law, and commercial regulation that was both internally coherent and genuinely modern. It applied equally to all citizens regardless of birth, it was written in clear language rather than in the Latin of the old legal tradition, and it was administered by professional judges rather than by the combination of ecclesiastical and szlachta courts that had characterised the Commonwealth's justice system. For the merchant class, for the urban population, and for the growing numbers of Poles who participated in the commercial economy that Napoleonic administration was extending, the Code was an unambiguous improvement. For the szlachta, it was more ambivalent: the Code's insistence on equal treatment regardless of birth status was a direct challenge to the legal privileges that defined szlachta identity, and absorbing it required a psychological as well as a legal adjustment. The Code survived in Poland long after Napoleon's empire had fallen — it remained the basis of Polish civil law through much of the nineteenth century — which is one measure of how genuinely useful it was to the society it served.

The single most important institution the Duchy of Warsaw created, from the perspective of what was to come in 1830, was its army. The Polish Army of the Duchy of Warsaw was not merely a military force but an institution of national formation: it created Polish officers, trained them to European professional standards, gave them experience of large-scale combined-arms warfare, and instilled in them a professional identity that was inseparable from their national one. The army was organised on French lines, equipped with French weapons, and drilled according to French regulations, but its language of command was Polish, its senior officers were Polish, and its esprit de corps was built around specifically Polish military traditions and memories. The regiments recruited from the szlachta and from the urban classes that aspired to szlachta status; service in the army was one of the few paths to social advancement available in a society whose formal hierarchies were being disrupted by Napoleonic administration without being entirely replaced.

The commanders who emerged from the Duchy's army and who would lead the November Uprising twenty years later were shaped by this institution in ways that are worth tracing individually, because their formation explains much about both the uprising's military capabilities and its characteristic failures. Józef Chłopicki, who would be appointed dictator in December 1830, was a veteran of the Polish Legions that had fought in Italy under Dąbrowski in the 1790s, and of subsequent campaigns from Spain to Russia. He was a tactical commander of the first order, brave under fire and respected by his troops to a degree unusual even in an army where battlefield leadership was the primary criterion of professional esteem. The qualities that made him excellent at the regimental and brigade level — decisiveness under pressure, personal courage, the capacity to read a battlefield quickly and respond — were not the qualities that the strategic situation of 1831 demanded. Chłopicki was a soldier's soldier, formed in an army where generals led from the front and where the highest virtue was the capacity to die well. The question of how to sustain a campaign against a numerically overwhelming enemy over months and across a wide theatre of operations, managing supply lines and political relationships and international diplomacy simultaneously with military operations, was a different kind of problem, and it was not the one that the Napoleonic Wars had trained him for.

Jan Skrzynecki, who would succeed Chłopicki as commander-in-chief, had an almost identical formation but a temperamental difference that proved decisive. He too had served in the Duchy's army and fought in the major campaigns of the Napoleonic period. He too was personally brave and technically competent at the tactical level. But where Chłopicki's fault was excessive pessimism about the prospects of success — a conviction, hardened by long experience, that the Russian Army was too powerful to defeat — Skrzynecki's was excessive caution of a different kind: the caution of a man who understood the risks of action better than the risks of inaction, who always found a reason to delay the decisive stroke, who preferred the open option to the committed one. In the spring of 1831, when the Polish Army had its best chance to convert tactical victories into strategic advantage, it was Skrzynecki who was in command. The missed opportunities of those months flowed directly from a character that the Napoleonic school had formed for a different kind of war.

Józef Dwernicki was the cavalryman of the group — dashing, aggressive, and at his best in precisely the kind of mobile, fast-moving operations that a weaker army needs to execute against a stronger one. His victory at the Battle of Stoczek in February 1831, where Polish lancers routed a much larger Russian force, was the kind of thing that Dwernicki was made for: a sudden strike, a decisive moment, a clean result. His limitations were the inverse of his qualities — the sustained administrative and operational thinking that a campaign required beyond any single engagement was not his strength, and his subsequent operation in the Volhynia region, which ended with his force retreating into Austrian territory, demonstrated what happened to a cavalry mind when the problem was not a single battle but a prolonged strategic contest.

Ignacy Prądzyński was the exception in this company, the man whose military education went deepest and whose understanding of the strategic problem Poland faced in 1831 was clearest. He was a military engineer by training and by inclination — a man who thought in systems, who mapped the interaction between terrain and logistics and operational movement with the same precision that he brought to his engineering work. His career before 1830 had included designing the Augustów Canal, the ambitious waterway project connecting the Neman and Vistula river systems through the forests of northeastern Poland, and the qualities that project required — the capacity to think at multiple scales simultaneously, to manage complex dependencies, to plan for contingencies months or years ahead — were exactly the qualities that distinguished strategic thinking from tactical skill. Prądzyński understood, better than any other Polish commander of 1831, what the army needed to do to survive and potentially prevail. He could see, laid out on his mental map of the theatre, where the Russian vulnerabilities were and how they might be exploited. That his plans were consistently diluted by the commanders above him and never fully executed is one of the central tragic facts of the November Uprising.

These four men — formed by the same school, shaped by the same wars, committed to the same cause, and profoundly different in temperament and intellectual capacity — were in 1807 still young officers in the army of a state that had not yet been born. They were learning their trade in the campaigns that Napoleon was prosecuting across Europe, and Poland was one theatre among many, though a peculiarly charged one. The Battle of Friedland, which followed Tilsit and completed the defeat of Russia in the 1807 campaign, involved Polish units fighting under French command. The campaigns of 1809 against Austria, in which the Duchy of Warsaw's forces under Józef Poniatowski drove Austrian forces from the Galician territories and briefly reunited much of the old Commonwealth's southern region under Polish administration, were the high point of the Duchy's independent military exertion. Poniatowski — nephew of the last King of Poland, a figure of almost Romantic physical beauty and equally Romantic recklessness — was the presiding martial spirit of the period, the commander who embodied what the Duchy's army aspired to be: professionally excellent, personally heroic, and unhesitatingly committed to the national cause regardless of the personal cost.

The 1809 campaign deserves its moment, because it demonstrated something important: that the Polish Army could, under the right conditions and with the right leadership, operate effectively and independently against a major European power. Austria's forces in the campaign were not negligible, and they had the advantage of operating in territory they had controlled for fifteen years. Poniatowski's forces took Zamość, crossed the Bug, entered Lublin, and eventually drove the Austrians from the entire Galician region, giving the Duchy of Warsaw a brief and intoxicating taste of something approaching the full territorial scope of the old Commonwealth in its southern reaches. That this was achieved under the shadow of French strategic direction, and that the territorial gains were subsequently renegotiated at the Treaty of Schönbrunn with only partial benefit for Poland, did not erase the military achievement. The officers who fought in the 1809 campaign carried its lessons with them: that the Polish Army, properly led, could defeat a larger and better-equipped opponent on its own ground. That lesson, filtered through twenty years of memory and mythologisation, would animate the tactical confidence of the November Uprising's commanders even when the strategic situation was far less favourable.

The relationship between Poland and Napoleon was never simple, and the Poles who served him were not naive about its transactional character. Napoleon used Poland — its soldiers, its territory, its strategic position — as an instrument of his broader European ambitions, and he was candid, in his private moments, about the purely instrumental nature of that relationship. He spoke dismissively about Polish political capacity when he was irritated with his Polish allies, and he understood that the French commitment to Polish independence was conditional on Polish usefulness to France. But the Poles who served him had their own calculations to make. A powerful France that needed Polish soldiers and was willing to sustain a Polish state — even a small, dependent, conditional one — was a more useful patron than the alternatives available. There was no realistic path to Polish restoration that did not run through French power, which meant that for the officers of the Duchy's army, service under Napoleon was not a compromise of national goals but the most direct means available of pursuing them.

This calculation survived the first several years of the Duchy's existence without serious strain. The campaigns of 1805, 1806, 1807, and 1809 were French victories, and French victories meant Polish gains. The problem came when Napoleon's strategic overreach began to generate reverses, and the first and most catastrophic of those reverses involved Russia. The Russian campaign of 1812 was in part a Polish campaign — a campaign fought over territories that had been Polish and that Poland wanted back — and it mobilised the emotional investment of Polish soldiers in ways that went beyond ordinary military patriotism. The Grande Armée that crossed the Niemen in June 1812 included more than 95,000 Polish troops, the largest non-French contingent in Napoleon's force, and they fought not merely as allied soldiers fulfilling their treaty obligations but as men who believed they were marching back into the eastern territories of the old Commonwealth.

The campaign's opening weeks seemed to justify that belief. The Polish forces entered Vilnius, the old Lithuanian capital, to what was described by participants as a rapturous reception — though the rapture came primarily from the Polish and Lithuanian szlachta of the city rather than from its broader, multi-ethnic population. The territory between the Niemen and the Dvina, the old Grand Duchy of Lithuania that Russia had swallowed in the Second and Third Partitions, was recovered in a matter of weeks. For a brief moment that summer, the outline of the old Commonwealth seemed to be taking shape again on the map. Napoleon made encouraging noises about Polish restoration without making any commitments, which was his habitual position — keep the Poles motivated without binding yourself to anything that might complicate your options.

What came next was the slow catastrophe that defined the political consciousness of a generation. The Russian army refused to stand and fight the decisive battle that Napoleon needed; it retreated, burning its own land behind it, drawing the French deeper into a theatre where the distances were too great and the supply lines too long for the logistical system that had sustained every previous Napoleonic campaign. The Battle of Borodino in September 1812, the engagement that Napoleon needed to deliver the annihilating blow that would force Russia to terms, produced immense casualties on both sides and gave the French a technical victory — the field was theirs at the end of the day — without delivering the decisive result. The Russian Army retreated again, intact enough to continue fighting. Napoleon took Moscow, waited for a peace offer that never came, and eventually began the retreat that became one of the most terrible events in the military history of Europe.

Polish soldiers participated in every phase of the Russian campaign, including the retreat. The accounts of that retreat that survive in Polish memoirs have a specific quality — a combination of professional matter-of-factness and barely contained horror — that reflects the character of the men who wrote them: soldiers trained to endure, who had seen a great deal and were not easily shaken, recording an experience that shook them anyway. The cold, the starvation, the dissolution of military order, the frozen corpses of horses and men left alongside roads that became corridors of death, the extraordinary proportion of the grande armée that did not come back — these experiences were not forgotten, and they contributed









​The Polish Legions and the Shape of Military Memory




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AU

POLAND’S WAR AGAINST
THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE, 1830-1831

CASEY NORGROVE

A
;é‘
R

G






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





