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The Polish Army 1939–45

Introduction

Poland was the first of the Allied nations to succumb to German aggression in the Second World War, but by the most tortuous of routes her army managed to remain in the field through all five years of bloody fighting. In fact by the war’s end the Polish Army was the fourth largest contingent of the Allied coalition after the armed forces of the Soviet Union, the United States and Great Britain. Polish soldiers fought in nearly every major campaign in the European theatre, and their tale is a complicated and tragic one. The heroic efforts of the Polish Army were often rendered meaningless by political events far outside their control. Fate was very cruel to the Polish nation during those years, and especially cruel to her soldiers.
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The Polish Army of 1939 was very much a creature of its founder, Josef Pilsudski. Pilsudski, the erstwhile socialist and revolutionary, had formed and led the barefoot Polish forces in the battles for independence in 1918. After 125 years of foreign domination Poland was resurrected by the Allied victors at the Versailles peace conference. No firm borders were established, however, and it was only through armed revolt that the new western borders with Germany were established. The real contest waited in the east, where both Poland and Bolshevik Russia were eyeing the ex-Czarist territories between them, inhabited by a polyglot mixture of Poles, Byelorussians, Ukrainians and Jews. In 1920 the Polish Army under Pilsudski took the initiative and seized Kiev, deep in the Ukraine. They were just as dramatically routed by the Red Cossack Horse Army, and Poland’s fate hung in the balance. At the moment of Bolshevik victory, however, the southern forces of the Red Army under the political command of Iosef Stalin failed to come to the aid of Tukhachevsky’s northern forces, who were pounding at the gates of Warsaw itself. Pilsudski brilliantly seized the opportunity, and the Red Army was sent reeling back in confusion. The euphoria of the moment eclipsed the serious economic, social and political problems the new state faced. Poland was now sandwiched between two temporarily weak, but bitter and vengeful neighbours.
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Poland’s pride: a troop from a mounted unit parades in Warsaw before the war. They wear the stiffened garrison cap, perhaps with the amaranth band of Mounted Rifles.
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This Polish infantry company photographed shortly before the war retain the old French RSC gasmask canister, and the long puttees then being replaced by short anklets. The arm-of-service stripe across the coat collar points is just visible.

The victorious Polish Army emerged from the 1920 war proud and confident. Pilsudski shunned offers of political power, but by 1926 Poland’s ill-fated attempts at parliamentary democracy prompted him to stage a coup d’etat. He ruled the country from the shadows until his death in 1935, when his supporters formed a ‘colonel’s regime’ which guided the country with far less success until the outbreak of war in 1939. The army was Pilsudski’s pride, and a grateful nation spared no expense for its upkeep. It received a far larger share of the national budget than was received by most other European armies of the time, but this was still a pathetically small sum compared to.the expenditures of Germany or the Soviet Union. The money required to equip an armoured division exceeded the total annual budget for the entire Polish Army—Poland was a rural and backward country with little industry. Pilsudski managed to weave the Army’s disparate strands into a cohesive force, although its officers had served in the imperial armies of Austro-Hungary, Prussia and Czarist Russia, and it was equipped with a remarkable hodge-podge of hand-me-down weapons from nearly every major arsenal in Europe. However, Pilsudski was not a professionally trained officer, and the Polish Army reflected his frailties as well as his strengths. Higher staff training and command organisation were rudimentary and there was excessive reliance on ‘improvisation’. There was little understanding or enthusiasm for the new technological tools of war like motor vehicles, aircraft and tanks.
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If the cavalry was the élite, the Horse Artillery was the élite of the élite. In this 1939 exercise a battery deploys the 75mm Model 02/26 field gun, a re-chambered version of the Czarist 3in. Putilov divisional gun; this venerable weapon proved most effective against German tanks, thanks to the quality of the crews.

The organisation and tactics of the Polish Army were heavily influenced by the experiences of the 1920 Russo-Polish war. In contrast to the war on the Western Front from 1914 to 1918, the 1920 war was characterised by great mobility. This was the mobile war of a bygone era made possible by the dearth of modern weapons. Certainly there were aeroplanes, machine guns and armoured cars, or at least enough to give the war a superficially modern appearance, but there were not enough of these weapons significantly to affect the nature of the conflict. The machine gun had sounded the death knell of the cavalry in Western Europe in 1914, but there were so few automatic weapons in use in 1920 that the cavalry proved to be the dominant arm during the war. Polish cavalry emerged from the campaign crowned in glory and assured of a place of honour in the post-war army. With some reluctance, its tactics and organisation were to some degree updated. Mounted charges were discouraged in favour of attacks on foot, and in 1934 the lance was officially dropped as a weapon, though it remained in widespread use as a training device. The cavalry regiments were the cream of the army, attracting the best officers and men.

The nightmare of trench warfare drove men like Martel, Liddell-Hart, de Gaulle and Guderian to search for a mechanised antidote to the dominance of the machine gun and breech-loaded howitzer. Polish military leaders had not undergone these horrors and were immune to the deep seated anxieties that fed the call for military mechanisation in Western Europe. In 1939 the Polish Army remained organised on a basis not much different from an army of the First World War. It was based around 30 infantry divisions and 11 cavalry brigades—the cavalry amounted to about ten per cent of the army. There was very little motorisation, and signals equipment was primitive. The artillery branch was almost entirely horse-drawn; its equipment was all of First World War type, and it was under strength even by those standards. In response to the resurgence of a militant Germany with the rise of the Nazis, a commission was formed in 1936 to begin the modernisation of the Polish Army. Recognising Poland’s very weak industrial base, it recommended the mechanisation of four of the cavalry brigades by 1942, expansion of the tank force and artillery, and an immediate crash effort to build up anti-tank and anti-aircraft equipment. By the outbreak of war in 1939 these efforts had achieved modest results. A single mechanised brigade was ready, and another was forming. The tank force received three battalions of excellent light tanks to add to the hundreds of tiny tankettes scattered about in scouting units with the cavalry brigades and infantry divisions. The army adopted an excellent Bofors 37mm anti-tank gun and a Polish-designed anti-tank rifle that would give the Germans a very rough time in 1939.

As war approached, Polish military leaders completed work on Plan Z (Zachod = West): the defence of Poland against Germany. Poland’s leaders were under few delusions about the likely results of such a conflict. In the best of circumstances, they hoped to be able to hold out for about six months until the Western allies, France and Britain, had intervened. The Poles clung to assurances from the French that a major offensive would be undertaken two weeks after France declared war. The Poles had excellent assessments of German troop build-ups and plans. As early as 1933 they had broken the Enigma code, although a new technique introduced by the Germans in late 1938 cut off this source of information. Unfortunately the Polish High Command believed their intelligence estimates to be excessive, and therefore underestimated the real strength of the Wehrmacht in 1939. More critically, they had no comprehension of the mobility or striking power of the German Panzer divisions—a blindness shared by military circles throughout Europe at that time. Their own limited experience with their pitiful tankettes led them to deride the value of armoured units and exaggerate their logistical weaknesses. They similarly over-looked the enormous advantage in firepower offered by artillery support and air-power.
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1st Light Horse Regt. trooper displaying peacetime insignia. The round-topped cap of the three Light Horse units has a crimson band. The collar bears the distinctive Polish ‘zigzag’ decoration, in silver tape for privates and lance corporals and in silver thread embroidery from the rank of corporal up. It encloses the regimental pennon, here silver with a central crimson stripe. The shoulder strap slide bears the monogram ‘JP’ for the regiment’s honorary title—’1st Josef Pilsudski Light Horse Regiment’.
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Polish infantry parading in full 1936 field service dress. The dark blue collar patches have scalloped yellow piping at the rear edge and the usual silver zig-zag, but bear no applied insignia. The standard weapon is a Polish-made derivative of the Mauser 98; the second soldier in the front rank has the standard light machine gun, a Polish-made Browning Automatic Rifle designated ‘rkm wz.28’ in Polish service.

The strategic options open to the Polish Army were unenviable. Germany and her allies were on three sides, on the fourth was the Soviet Union. The Poles assumed that the ideological gap between the Nazis and the Soviets was unbridgeable, and therefore left the eastern border unprotected. Poland is a flat plain with no natural boundaries except for mountains in the south. The centre of the country is criss-crossed by major rivers which offer the alluring prospect of potential defensive barriers, but in fact in late summer the rivers are quite low and easily fordable at many points. Moreover, to employ these barriers from the beginning of the campaign would mean abandoning a large portion of the population and most of Poland’s industry and military stockpiles. This was politically unthinkable and militarily dubious. The other alternative was to concentrate forces opposite the main anticipated thrusts in the border areas and wage a fighting retreat; and this was the course chosen. Such a plan stretched Polish forces out beyond a prudent limit, but it was hoped that as the army retreated it would become more concentrated. It was a weak strategy made even more feeble by Germany’s enormous numerical advantages in both manpower and equipment, and by the Poles’ unpreparedness for the type of pulverising mobile warfare the Germans were planning. It was also a doomed strategy in view of its reliance on French military action.

Polish troops were outnumbered two to one, and the balance was less favourable in terms of aircraft, tanks, artillery or any other index but sabres. The situation was worsened in late August by French and British diplomatic pressure to postpone mobilisation for fear of provoking the Germans. In the last week of August 1939 the Germans and Soviets signed a non-aggression pact which contained secret protocols governing the division of Poland between them. In the early morning of 1 September the Wehrmacht began its attack and started the bloodiest war in human history. The old armoured cruiser Schleswig-Holstein fired a salvo at the small Westerplatte garrison in the free city of Danzig (Gdansk), marking the opening of the conflict.
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