
TRENCHES OF HOPE



SZAŃCE NADZIEI
THE INFLUENCE&EFFECT 

OF THE POLISH LEGIONS 

ON POST FIRST WORLD 

WAR EUROPE



PARTITION

• In 1618 The Kingdom of Poland spanned over 990,000 sq. km 
with territories reaching from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea but 
by the end of the 18th Century devastating wars and the 
deterioration of the country's political system led the once 
powerful Kingdom of Poland into a state of decline. 

• The turning point in it's existence came with the third partitioning 
by Austria, Russia and Prussia when in 1795 Poland disappeared 
from the European map for the next one hundred and twenty 
three years.

• Despite the Poles several efforts in trying to regain independence 
both diplomatically and through armed uprising, the
consequences were such that the Poles situation did not change 
and in fact deteriorated to such an extent that the occupying 
nations wished to suppress and wipe out any last vestiges of 
Polish patriotism.

• A noteworthy fact is that only the Turks - then the Ottoman 
Empire, refused to acknowledge the dissolution of the Kingdom 
of Poland and to emphasise this fact, at every meeting of visiting 
ambassadors and diplomats at the Sultan's Court, it was 
announced that "the representative from Lechistan has not yet 
arrived".





WAITING IN HOPE

• Never losing hope in recovering their homeland, the Poles waited for a favourable change in international 
relations which might assist them in their fight for independence.

• The beginning of the 20th Century brought a change in relations between European states. This was caused 
by political and social changes which resulted in the division of Europe into two alliances based on political 
affiliation and economic rivalry. On one side stood the Triple Alliance formed by the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and Prussia and on the other side, the Triple Entente made up of England, France and Russia.

• In the occupied territories, the Polish underground independence movements began to emerge and 
develop. Under the Austro-Hungarian partition, the treatment of Poles was quite liberal compared with the 
other two partitions and Polish paramilitary organisations began to operate, training future soldiers. Among 
them were - “Związki i Towarzystwa Strzeleckie” and „Drużyny Bartoszowe i Sokole”. One of the main leaders 
was Joseph Pilsudski.



JÓZEF PIŁSUDSKI

Zakopane 1913 r. Polish Rifleman on training.



WAR!

• The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austrian throne, by the Serb 
Gavrilo Princip on the 28th June 1914 was the tipping point in the delicate and tense situation 
in Europe and sparked the outbreak of the First World War.

• The territories of the former Republic of Poland became battle grounds for the conflicts 
between it's occupiers – Prussia and Austro-Hungary of The Triple Alliance against Russia of 
The Triple Entente. The Poles, as citizens of the ruling states were conscripted into their 
armies, but also created autonomous Polish divisions – “The Legions,” which fought under the 
orders of Russia, Prussia and Austria. Other Poles chose to fight with the French, British and 
Italian armies. There were occasions where members of the same family found themselves 
facing each other across the battlefields. It was not uncommon that Polish songs sung in the 
trenches on one side, were picked up and joined in by Polish soldiers from the other side.



LEGIONNAIRE AND PRUSSIAN SOLDIERS
1914-1918 



EVERYDAY LIFE OF THE LEGIONNAIRE  
IN THE TRENCHES





Dining in the trenches





Easter masquerades





PAINT BRUSH AND UNIFORM

The soldiers way of life was 
recorded by numerous  

painters, draughtsmen and 
sculptors who served in the

Polish Legions



Leopold Gottlieb

Young Drummer

Karol Trzaska Durski



WOMEN
IN THE WAR EFFORT



Some women fought on the 
front line disguised as a 

men.

Wanda Gertz
as Kazik Żuchowicz    



SOME OF THE MOST IMPORTANT LEGIONNAIRES 
BATTLES:

1. Rafajłowa

2. Rokitna

3. Łowczówek



Despite Pilsudski's autonomous Legions, first fighting 
alongside the Austrian army against the Russian occupiers, in 
order to preserve the good relations, Pilsudski re-assured 
Russia's allies –Britain and France that the Polish Legionnaires 
would never be used to fight against them on the Western 
Front. Legionnaires fought in Małopolska, in Hungary and in 
the Ukraine, taking part in bloody battles of Łowczówek
(1914), Rafajłowa (1914), Rarańcza (1915), Rokitna (1915) and 
Kostiuchnówka (1916). Legionnaires fought and died, but their 
aim of regaining independence for Poland seemed as 
impossible and distant as during the first days of the war.

Disillusioned by the attitudes of Germany and
Austro-Hungary in early July 1917 and coerced
to swear allegiance to the German Emperor, 
the Legionnaires refused. The consequences 
were internment in Szczypiorno and Beniaminow. 

Józef Piłsudski was imprisoned in the Fortress of Magdeburg.





REAL PEACE?

• The devastating battles of Marna (1914), of Verdun (1916) and of the Somme (1916), increased the need for new recruits 
into the armies on both sides of the conflict. Since it was illegal under international law for occupying countries to 
conscript citizens of the occupied territory into their own armies, Prussia, Russia and Austria simultaneously, in a bid to 
tempt Poles into their armies, made promises offering to create an independent Polish state. As the war dragged on, the 
economic situation deteriorated and the high death toll on both sides led to an eruption in social unrest. 

• Estimated nearly two million soldiers of Polish Nationality were conscripted during the First World War: about 55,000 
Poles fell in battle as soldiers of the Russian army, about 110,000 as soldiers of the German Army, and about 220,000 of 
the Austrian army.

• Revolution fuelled by political ideologies, nationalism and economic problems ultimately resulted in the abdication of Tsar 
Nicholas II (March 1917), the collapse of the German Empire (the November Revolution 1918) and the resignation of the 
Austrian Emperor Charles II from government (November 1918).

• The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Bolshevik revolution in Russia and social unrest in Germany provided
Poland with a realistic opportunity for political and military independence. After his release from Magdeburg, Joseph
Pilsudski arrived in Warsaw and sent a declaration which confirmed the recreation of an independent Polish State on the
international arena. This official letter sent by Joseph Pilsudski on the 16th November 1918 to the United States of
America, Great Britain, France, Italy, Japan and Germany stated: "I wish to notify all states and nations, both those at war 
and those that remain neutral, of the existence of an independent Polish State, encompassing all of the reunited Polish 
territories".



An example of one of the many propaganda posters
with Józef Piłsudski



FIGHTING FOR BOUNDARIES

• Following lengthy negotiations, the terms establishing peace and ending the First World War were agreed and on the
28th June 1919 in Versailles outside Paris. Germany, the states of the Triple Entente and allies signed the peace treaty.
The Treaty of Versailles formalised the new territorial and political order in Europe and in so doing, confirmed the
creation of the Polish state.

• Unfortunately, the newly established Polish State had no defined borders and it was forced into a further three years of
conflict over regions in Ukraine, Czechoslovakia and Germany and the territories formally under the Prussian Partition. A 
further threat came from Soviet Russia and it's desire to conquer European States and turn them into Soviet Republics.
Additional difficulties which Poland faced, was in creating a unified administration system, merging the three former
systems which were operated under partitioning.



Silesian Uprsinig                                      
Italian Peace Mission in Poznan

11.09 1919



THE POLISH-BOLSHEVIK WAR
• Poland's situation in 1920 was unenviable. The demands of the four year war had taken their toll on the economy. At the

dawn of Poland's independence, there was a lack of economic unity and any general uniformity between the territories.
Newly unified territories which had been under partition for over one hundred years still used three different monetary,
weights and measures and legal systems. The young state had to standardise and consolidate its operations of
administration, finance as well as develop its educational, economic, communication, transportation systems to improve its 
industry.

• Disputes surrounding the new borders led to the Silesian and Wielkopolska region uprisings. The threat of invasion
increased due to the Soviets aggrandizement policy and with the planned Communist revolutions in Europe, as illustrated 
by Lenin's speech: "somewhere near Warsaw lies the [...] centre of the whole imperialistic system, current circumstances 
will allow us to uproot this system and lead politics not only in Poland but into Germany and England". The Polish 
Legionnaires once again defended their independence. Initially the Red Army faced one defeat after the next but in the 
spring of 1920 the Russian Army advanced as far as Warsaw.

• Despite the Red Army's successful advances which brought a real threat of Soviet expansion into the whole of Europe,
Poland did not receive any form of assistance from any European country to protect it against this onslaught. The
atmosphere in Europe at this time was one of pacifism and appeasement. The extent of the military support offered by the 
Allies in July and August 1920 was limited to sending a reconnaissance diplomatic team to Poland led by Maxime Weygand 
(France) and Henry Radcliffe (Great Britain) and supported by only one United States Air force squadron. On the 15th 
August 1920, the Polish army, led by Joseph Pilsudski, made a tactical manoeuvre in the defense of Warsaw which not only 
resulted in winning the battle but halting the whole Soviets advancing campaign which forced the Bolshevik Army into an 
unconditional retreat. At the time, Edgar Vincent, the First Viscount D'Abernon, a British politician, diplomat and writer 
rated the Battle of Warsaw as the eighteenth most important deciding battle in the history of the world. The Polish Soviet 
War ended on the 18th March 1921 with the signing of the peace treaty in Ryga.



Propaganda
conscription poster



American Flying Squadron helping Poles
during the Polish-Bolshevik War



Treaty of Riga (1921)
document cover



Map of Poland before WW2



THE SECOND POLISH REPUBLIC

At the end of 1921 the borders of the Republic of Poland covered 388,600 sq.km. The main problem after 
gaining independence was creating a unified economy and ensuring its growth. The constitution outlining the 
principles on which the state was to be run were agreed and the rebuilding of the economy began with the 
introduction of a standardised monetary and tax system as well as a common education and healthcare 
system. Key administration positions were taken by Legionnaires in 1926.

Domestically, alongside economic and industrial achievements such as the construction of the new port in 
Gdynia, a “Central Industrial District”, there were also developments in cultural activities. Theatres and concert 
halls were built. Radio became an influential source of information. Literary and artistic creativity flourished.

Internationally, Poland entered into a military alliance with Britain and France. Signing non-aggression pacts 
with Russia in 1932 and 1934 and with Germany in 1934 did not take away the threat of aggression to Poland's 
borders. As a result great importance was placed on military service and the expansion of the army. 
Submarines “Blyskawica” and “Grom” were brought into service. These two submarines later fought under the 
British Navy during the second world war. Intelligence services were developed. Polish cryptographers Marian 
Rajewski, Henryk Zygalski and Jerzy Różycki began deciphering the German coding machine Enigma, later 
providing an immeasurable contribution to Bletchley Park's code breaking.



Polish athletes: Halina Konopacka and  Stanisław Kusociński



Hanna Ordonówna 
singer and actress

Władysław Reymont
novelist

laureate of the Nobel Prize in Literature (1924)            



Enigma Machine Marshal Józef Pilsudski

on his favourite horse – Kasztanka. 

By: Wojciech Kossak



WAR AGAIN

• The developments of the Polish Second Republic were brought to an abrupt halt by German aggression on 
the 1st September 1939. The reaction, despite signed treaties of mutual military assistance was for the allies 
to declare a state of war and regrettably the only action taken was to drop leaflets from the air urging 
peaceful settlement. Poland once again faced their aggressors alone. The battle worn Legionnaires stood to 
defend their homeland once more. The Commander in Chief of the Polish forces was the ex-Legionnaire 
Marshal Edward Smigly Rydz. The sheer military superiority of the enemy as well as the sudden and 
unexpected attack from Soviet Russia in the Eastern territories forced the government to evacuate to Paris 
and then later to London.

• The Poles once again found themselves fighting on all fronts in the Second World War. In their invaded 
homeland, the Poles reated the Polish Underground State which fought the occupiers. In France, Poles 
fought in the 1st Grenadier's Brigade, in Norway in the “Samodzielna Brygada Strzelców Podhalańskich”. 
After the Russian invasion Poles were deported to the Siberian gulags. Following their liberation, the Second 
Polish Corps was formed and they fought alongside the British at Tobruk and Monte Cassino. Poles also 
played a crucial role in The Battle of Britain. It was the Polish pilots as well as British pilots Winston Churchill 
referred to in his famous speech: "never was so much owed by so many to so few".



Polish Second Corps in Tobruk 
and Monte Cassino



WW2 OUTCOME

Despite the huge losses Poland suffered fighting on all the fronts in the Second World War, the disastrous Warsaw
Uprising and the Yalta Agreements of 1944 crushed all hopes of regaining their independence. Post war Poland was
312,000 km sq. and was smaller than she had been before the war. Poland was forced into forty years under communist
Russian control. The Poles who had fought alongside the British and Allies for four years had no home to return to.

Refugees, displaced families some stayed here in England where they located their Polish Government in Exile. The Poles
formed historical institutions (amongst them the Józef Pilsudski Institute of Research), parishes, schools, clubs and
societies. They published daily newspapers and magazines as well as books. For many years London became the centre
of life for Poles in exile.



Outlined Map of Poland after WW2



In 1989 the Poles liberated themselves from 
the Communist regime. Poland joined the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
in 1999 and European Union in 2004, the 

Poles had gained a new opportunity to 
rebuild their state. Finally free, independent 

and democratic.
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OPENNING HOURS:

Tuesdays: 11.00-16.00
Thursdays: 11.00 - 19.00

Every first Saturday of the month: 11.00-16.00.


