
 
            [image: Cover Page]
        



[image: Title Page]



 
 
 
 



Dedication

To Eve


		
CONTENTS

			
	INTRODUCTION
	
	• Poland regains independence, 1918






	THE POLISH–BOLSHEVIK WAR
	
	• 1919 campaign


	• 1920 campaign






	POLISH NAVY DEVELOPMENT 1921–39
	
	• The navy from World War I remnants, 1921


	• The first naval programme, 1925


	• Between the Soviet Union and Germany






	THE POLISH NAVY IN WORLD WAR II
	
	• The German–Soviet assault


	• Revival: the Polish naval detachment 1939


	• The year of dashed hopes, 1940


	• The Battle of the Atlantic 1940–44


	• The Arctic convoys


	• The North Atlantic


	• The Mediterranean 1941–44


	• Invasion of the continent 1944






	CONCLUSION


	FURTHER READING




			

		
		
	
THE POLISH NAVY 1918–45

From the Polish-Soviet War to World War II


INTRODUCTION

Poland regains independence, 1918

In the mid-16th century, the Kingdom of Poland and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania formed a federation known as the Commonwealth of the Two Nations. In its heyday, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth stretched from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea; but it remained purely a land power. The only seaport that traded with the rest of Europe was Gdańsk (Danzig in German), situated at the estuary of the largest Polish river, the Vistula. The sole time the country possessed a small navy was during the rule of the Swedish Vasa dynasty at the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries.

The political life of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth – a republic under the presidency of a King – degenerated and, by the end of the 18th century, the country had been partitioned by Russia, Prussia and Austria. Only the defeat of Germany and the disintegration of the Russian and Austro-Hungarian empires in 1918 opened the way again for the restoration of Polish independence. This was concluded by the end of November 1918 and a small inland country emerged headed by Chief of State Józef Piłsudski, who was also Commander-in-Chief of the newly recreated Polish Army. To support Polish claims for access to the Baltic Sea, on 28 November 1918, Piłsudski issued an official order for the establishment of a Polish Navy under the command of Naval Colonel Bogumił Nowotny, a former Austro-Hungarian naval officer. This newly independent Poland had a large group of naval and maritime professionals and enthusiasts; a consequence of the navalism cultivated by the three partitioning powers, which considered naval and maritime expansion to be confirmation of their Great Powers’ status.

The new Polish Navy comprised a naval officers’ corps which was made up from 72% of the former Rossijskij imperatorskij flot (Russian Imperial Navy), 22% from the Kaiserliche und Königliche Kriegsmarine (Imperial and Royal War Navy) of Austria and 6% from the Kaiserliche Marine (Imperial Navy) of Germany. That many of the officers came from the Russian fleet was not helpful, as the Russian Imperial Navy was not noted for its effectiveness in combat during the 20th century.

Matériel for the Polish Navy was collected by the seizure of former Austrian and German riverine craft and infrastructure. The Vistula River harbour of Modlin (40km north of Warsaw) was handed over to the naval authorities and became the first Polish naval base. The Vistula Flotilla was established with the armed steamer Wisła (ex-German Weichsel – the name meaning ‘Vistula’ in both languages), commissioned on 8 April 1919. Wisła became the first Polish warship.

At the end of 1918, access to the sea was still unavailable for this landlocked country but would be granted by the Great Powers at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919–20.



THE POLISH–BOLSHEVIK WAR

1919 campaign

The withdrawal of the German Ober-Ost armies which occupied large territories of the former Russian Empire under the conditions of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed by the Bolshevik representatives of Russia and the Central Powers on 3 March 1918, caused a dangerously unstable situation in Eastern Poland. Russia and Poland, physically divided by the evacuated territory, decided to take advantage of the withdrawal: the Bolsheviks wanted to seize Poland to pave their way to Germany; the Poles wanted to rebuild their statehood in territories of the former Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and create buffer states separating Poland from Russia, be it Bolshevik or Imperial.

Both armies rushed in opposite directions with the line separating the Polish and Bolshevik sides divided in the middle (between Belorussia and Ukraine) by Polesia. Stretched between the Bug and the Pripyat river basins, the land proved difficult for military operations because of its swamps and wetlands. On 19 April 1919, in an attempt to aid transportation in the area, the Pińsk Flotilla (commanded by Sub Lieutenant Jan Giedroyć) was established and three motor launches (Lech, Lisowczyk and Lizdejko) were commissioned, armed with 37mm machine guns. The Bolsheviks sent steamers to the Pripyat, armed with 75mm field guns.

Warm spring weather caused the water-level of the Pripyat to drop and the swamps and wetlands to dry out, allowing the Poles to use their motor launches to oppose the Bolshevik steamers. They played a decisive and victorious role on 3 July, during an operation to capture the village of Horodyszcze. This success convinced the Polish command to allocate the Pińsk Flotilla to combat activities and to increase its strength; however, the only practical way its strength could be increased was to capture enemy vessels. The first opportunity to do this arose two months later, 100km further east when two of the motor launches took part in an attack on the town of Petrykov and forced three Bolshevik armed steamers to retreat. One, named Struia, was captured when it ran aground in the confusion. The vessel was recommissioned by the Poles as the ‘battle tug’ K-3, having been suitably adapted for landing operations.
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The armed steamer Wawel, built in 1893 and armed with two 80mm guns and four machine guns, was mobilized on 2 August 1920 with the Vistula Flotilla and took part in defence of the bridge at Płock. This photograph was taken later in 1920 while Wawel was being used as a staff vessel. Note the machine guns on the sponsons. (Marek Twardowski Collection)




The coming winter and the icing up of the rivers ended the 1919 operational season for the Pińsk Flotilla but gave it some time to enhance and strengthen its operational potential. Four armoured river monitors, each with a displacement of 110 tons, were ordered from the Danziger Werft shipyard in Danzig and 11 armed launches were purchased in Austria. In the meantime, the only reinforcement immediately available to the Flotilla was the fitting of five motor launches with light armour.

1920 campaign

In February 1920, the Bolsheviks began to gather troops in Belorussia under the command of Komandarm (Army Commander) Mikhail Tukhachevsky. Their intentions were already known to Piłsudski thanks to the breaking of Russian codes. On 5 March, Polish troops resumed their advance eastwards along the Pripyat and captured Mozyrz, the main port on the river, along with some vessels of the Bolshevik Dnieper Flotilla which spent the winter months there. An artillery battery facing eastwards was established on the riverbanks near Konotopa to block the entry of enemy ships. (Today, the town of Konotopa lies on the border of the ‘forbidden zone’ created in 1988 to separate the territories of Belarus and Ukraine most affected by radioactive fallout from the Chernobyl disaster.)

The Pińsk Flotilla now faced the rest of the powerful Bolshevik Dnieper Flotilla which had several 130mm-gunned and over a dozen 75mm-gunned armed steamers. The ice on the Pripyat began to move on 21 March and, a few days later, three Bolshevik vessels started to penetrate upstream, assisting troops who were attempting to retake Mozyrz. They were, however, successfully opposed by Polish artillery on the riverbanks and three of the Pińsk Flotilla’s armed motor launches. The armed steamer Pancerny 1 (the ex-Bolshevik Goriachij captured at Mozyrz) joined the tiny force on 12 April and forced the Dnieper Flotilla vessels downriver to their base port at Chernobyl.


	
		
		
	
	
		
	
	Pancerny 1 (P-1) specifications


		

		
	
	Displacement


	
	120 tons


		

		
	
	Dimensions


	
	length: 36.0m; beam: 5.5m moulded, 10.2m over sponsons; draught: 0.7m


		

		
	
	Complement


	
	2 officers, 21 men


		

		
	
	Armament


	
	1 75mm mountain gun on naval mounting (forward), 1 75mm field gun (aft),


		

		
	
	4 Maxim 7.92mm Model 1908 machine guns


		

		
	
	Machinery


	
	1 double-expansion steam engine driving 2 sidewheels


		

		
	
	Speed


	
	8.1 knots at 150hp


		

		
	
	Protection


	
	wheelhouse and deckhouse sides armoured with 6–8mm steel sheets; the structure protecting the deckhouse forward and aft was built from wooden logs backed by sandbags


		

		
	
	Built


	
	1912, named Trakhtomirov


		

		
	
	Type


	
	river sidewheel paddle tug


		

		
	
	Fate


	
	mobilized 12/6/19, renamed Goriachij 6/10/19, captured by the Poles 5/3/20.


		

		
	
	recommissioned 29/3/20 with the Polish Pińsk Flotilla.


		

		
	
	scuttled 11/6/20 on the Dnieper River off the Desna estuary.


		

	


On 25 April, a general Polish offensive was launched targeting Kiev. The Pińsk Flotilla with an armed steamer, five motor launches and 27 other vessels manned by a total of 345 officers and men, operated on the left wing of the Polish front. The flotilla was detached to the Polish Army’s 9th Infantry Division commanded by Colonel Władysław Sikorski, with the objective of capturing Chernobyl. Pancerny 1 was at the armoury, so the very first encounter with five Bolshevik armed steamers upstream of Chernobyl was fought by three armed launches under the command of Sub Lieutenant Adam Mohuczy. Not only did they avoid destruction, but they also damaged the Bolshevik armed steamer Prytkij. The Polish Army troops took Chernobyl on 27 April while Mohuczy’s squadron (Pancerny 1 and the armed launches) were fighting a battle against five Bolshevik armed steamers, sinking Gubitel’nyj and damaging two others.
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The armed steamer Pancerny 1 seen in early April 1920 presenting her aft 75mm field gun nicknamed ‘Kachna’ (Katie). The vessel received a forward 75mm mountain gun on the eve of the battle off Chernobyl. (Muzeum Marynarki Wojennej Collection)






In mid-May the progress of Polish Army troops opened the way to the Dnieper. Two Polish armed launches sailed downstream and reached Kiev on 15 May where they captured 21 Bolshevik steamers. The Bolsheviks remained active, however, particularly south of Kiev, where on 21 May Pancerny 1 clashed with two armed steamers and captured four other vessels, thus preventing enemy troops from crossing the river.

The Bolshevik counter-offensive in the Ukraine started on 26 May, with an attack by Budyonny’s 1st Cavalry Army. Within two weeks the Polish vessels on the Dnieper were cut off from the Pripyat. Pancerny 1 was busy in defence, escorting Polish Army troop convoys south of Kiev and fighting in the north. On 9 June Pancerny 1 captured two Bolshevik steamers and the armed steamer Osetr, but a general withdrawal by the Polish troops led to Pancerny 1, the armed launches and the captured Bolshevik vessels all being scuttled two days later.

The loss of the Pińsk Flotilla vessels allowed the Dnieper Flotilla to begin operating boldly on the Pripyat. The commissioning of the armed steamer Pancerny 2 (ex-Bolshevik Userdnyj) and three armed launches early in July turned out to be useless however, because of a general offensive by the Bolshevik commanding officer, Tukhachevsky. Pancerny 2 was covering the retreat of Polish forces until 21 July when she was stranded by the low water-level and had to be burned to avoid capture. The town of Pińsk surrendered a few days later, the remaining Polish vessels being scuttled there as the 25cm water-level in the King’s Canal (Dnieper–Bug Canal) was insufficient for them to make their escape.
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The armed steamer Prytkij was captured by the Poles in 1920 and commissioned as the battle tug H-6. The vessel is seen in 1928 on the Pripyat River as Generał Szeptycki, followed by the river monitor Pińsk. (Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe)




With Bolshevik armies approaching the Vistula, approximately 80km south of Warsaw, the Vistula Flotilla was hastily enlarged by means of requisitions that increased its strength to seven armed steamers and 12 armed launches, deployed between Toruń and Warsaw. Bolshevik troops reached the Vistula on 14 August, but their attempts to cross the river there were stopped by gunfire from the armed steamer Sobieski. A more serious situation arose later the same day to the north, when some of the Bolshevik troops crossed the river and organized an ambush with the aim of capturing some Polish vessels. The armed steamer Moniuszko, which was busy convoying a tug and barges, came under fire from both riverbanks and sank. The convoyed barges were captured and used to provide regular river crossings. The armed steamer Neptun’s crew, who were aware of the enemy’s presence, shelled and damaged the captured barges, thus successfully frustrating the river-crossing operation, but the Polish vessel was scuttled hastily afterwards because of rumours of a successful river crossing by Bolshevik troops elsewhere.
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THE BATTLE OF CHERNOBYL, 27 APRIL 1920
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The port of Chernobyl was taken by Polish troops at around 0600hrs. Six Soviet ships managed to escape and joined the Bolshevik gunboats heading downstream and withdrawing from areas already captured by the Poles. To cover their retreat, the gunboats blocked the Pripyat River approximately 8km downstream at what was an excellent tactical position. At this point the Pripyat flows straight for over 5km and is 600–1,000m wide, which gave the gunboats freedom to manoeuvre and good firing positions against any vessels approaching from further upstream. The Bolshevik force consisted of five armed steamers: Mstitel’nyj, the river ‘battleship’ armed with two 130mm naval guns, accompanied by the smaller Gerojskij, Gubitel’nyj, Molodetskij and Mudryj, each armed with four 75mm field guns.

The five armed steamers were pursued by vessels of the Polish Pińsk Flotilla – the armed steamer Pancerny 1 and four armed launches – under the command of Sub Lieutenant Adam Mohuczy, the vessels’ total firepower consisting of three 75mm and three 37mm guns. As they made their approach they were perfectly illuminated in the morning sunlight. After passing a bend in the river, Pancerny 1 and MP-1 anchored on the right-side riverbank and a fire-control station was improvised in the crown of a clump of tall pine trees.

Both sides opened fire from the distance of around 4–5km. After two hours no hits had been scored, and Bolshevik salvoes started to frame the Polish ships. In response, they moved forward to shorten the distance and at around 1000hrs scored a hit in the ammunition magazine of Gubitel’nyj that started a fire followed by an explosion which sank the ship. The remaining Bolshevik steamers
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