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Introduction 
 
After the fall of their country in 1939, the role of Polish troops in World War II generally 
becomes a footnote in most histories of the war.  And while recent scholarship has illuminated 
the role of Polish troops serving in the West, the politics of the Cold War and the Soviet 
domination of postwar Poland have caused the service of the Polish Army in the East to be 
largely forgotten.  Their story deserves to be told.   
 
 
 

 



Key Points 
 
1. In spite of Poland capitulating on October 6, 1939, they went on to field more than 1.2 
million troops and fight on until 1945.   
 
2. Polish troops went on to serve in all European theaters.  The largest number served on the 
Eastern front. 
 
3. The Polish army in the East was composed of Polish POWs and refuges, “ethnic Poles” living 
in Russia, and “volunteers” from the Red Army. Later, this included volunteers from re-
occupied Poland itself. 
 
4. The Polish armies in the East were technically “foreign armies” serving inside the Red Army. 
However, they were still part of the Soviet supply chain.  
 
5.  For propaganda reasons, the Polish formations were considered “showpiece” units and 
were issued Polish-style uniforms and afforded some special privileges.  In spite of this status, 
they were paradoxically provided with older pattern weapons and equipment. 
 

Background 
 
The story of the Polish People’s Army (LWP) begins with German invasion of September 1, 1939.  
The Poles made a spirited defense of their homeland but in the end, could not overcome the 
technological and numerical superiority of the German forces.  The deathblow came on 
September 17 when Poland was invaded from the east by the Soviet Red Army, then Germany’s 
ally. Poland fell on October 6 with Germany and the Soviet Union dividing and annexing the 
country under terms of the German-Soviet Frontier Treaty. Officially, Poland had ceased to exist. 
 
With the fall of Poland, Soviet forces found themselves with a significant number of prisoners of 
war.  Estimates vary but more than 200,000 Polish POWs were shipped east to prison and labor 
camps throughout the Soviet Union.  Soviet security forces also rounded up huge numbers of 
people they considered to be potential troublemakers and deported and imprisoned them as 
well.  Some estimate that as many as 350,000 forced deportations took place. As the war 
progressed, thousands more Poles fled Nazi persecution by heading to the east.  So, by 1941, 
there was a tremendous, but largely captive, Polish population inside the borders of the Soviet 
Union. 
 
On June 22, 1941, Nazi Germany invaded the Soviet Union.  In their successes of 1941 and 1942, 
they captured huge swaths of Soviet territory and inflicted millions of casualties. In spite of 
tremendous manpower (and womanpower) resources, the Soviet high command began looking 
for additional troops to help stem the Nazi tide. 
 
During this same time, a Polish command was being formed inside the Soviet Union.  A 
cooperative effort between the Soviets, British, and Polish, it was lead by Wladyslaw Anders and 
was popularly known as “Ander’s Army.”  In March of 1942, the force was evacuated from the 
Soviet Union through Iran to Palestine where it passed into British command.  After a long and 
arduous journey, they joined the Polish army in exile already serving with British forces.  These 



troops would go on to distinguish themselves in North Africa, Italy, Normandy, and Holland but 
that is another story. 
 

Formation of the 1 Polish Infantry Division 
 
The study of the Polish Armies in the East must necessarily start with the 1 Polish Infantry 
Division. The recruitment and success of this unit paved the way for all the Polish formations 
that followed. 
 
With the departure of Ander’s Army, the Soviets found themselves with over 130,000 Polish 
POWs as well as a large number of deportees and refugees.  Spurred on by the lobbying of pro-
Soviet Polish Communists, the Soviet General Staff approved the creation of the Ludowe Wojsko 
Polskie (LWP) or Polish People’s Army.  Among the first units to be formed was the 1 Polska 
Dywizja Piechoty im. Tadeusz Kościuszko which was officially authorized on May 14, 1943 and 
placed under the command of General Zygmunt Berling.   
 
The division’s organizers first drew from Polish POWs.  For many POWs, service in the division 
was a complicated question.  The Soviets had stabbed them in the back, and worse, in 1939 and 
had been their captors for nearly four years.  For many, the choice came down to rotting in a 
labor camp or fighting for the liberation of their homeland.   
 
Polish refugees and evacuees living in the Soviet Union were also called on for volunteers.   
One of these refugees was Adam Broner.  Broner was Jewish and had fled Nazi oppression in 
1939.  He enlisted in the Red Army to fight the Germans but was sent to work in a Siberian coal 
mine.  After escaping the Siberian camp, he connected with the LWP and joined as a volunteer. 
 
Next, recruiters turned to “ethnic Poles” already living in Soviet territories or serving in the Red 
Army.  While some were of Polish extraction, most were Ukrainians and Belorussians with Polish 
surnames who spoke little or no Polish. 
 
After filling the ranks with former POWs, refugees, and “ethnic Poles,” the division’s organizers 
found themselves short in key areas.  Many officers had left with Anders or had been executed 
in the Katyn Forest massacre.  There was also a shortage of senior NCOs and technical 
specialists.  Red Army units were culled for “volunteers” and the division was filled out.  
 
Recruit Adam Broner described one of these “volunteers” who had been assigned as a radio 
operator.  He described her as “a proud Russian” who spoke no Polish and did not approve of 
her Polish uniform.  She was put in charge of an American radio (supplied via Lend-Lease) and 
provided with an instruction manual in English.  A Russian signals officer serving in a Polish 
headquarters with an American radio was typical of the confused early days of the division. 
 
The formation of the division by the Soviets was met with outrage by the Polish government in 
exile.  Stalin had assured them that all Polish prisoners would be released through Iran following 
the model of Ander’s Army.  Worse, since Berling was technically AWOL from Ander’s Army – in 
fact, he had been sentenced to death for desertion by Anders – many Poles considered him a 
traitor.  In June 1943, Commander in Chief and Prime Minister General Sikorski declared 
Berling's army as a “communist Polish division, subversive,” and that Berling was “a traitor, a 
deserter from the Polish Army.”  These attitudes, coupled with the difficult relationship between 



Poland and the Soviet Union during the Cold War period, have led to the Polish army in the East 
being misunderstood and largely overlooked by historians and the public at large. 
 
A Showpiece Division 
 
Initially, the division was equipped with standard Red Army uniforms and would have been 
difficult to distinguish from any other Soviet unit.  However, Stalin and the Soviet leadership saw 
an opportunity.  Stalin was already envisioning a post war world where Eastern Europe was 
dominated by the Soviets and having Polish troops assist in the 
liberation of their country could be a propaganda coup. 
 
As such, the 1 Polish Infantry Division was issued a Polish-style uniform 
and was provided with traditional Polish unit flags.  Also, they were 
allowed privileges not seen elsewhere in the Red Army.  For example, 
even in the nominally atheist Soviet Union, Polish formations had 
chaplains and were allowed to hold Catholic Mass. Significantly, they 
were organized and equipped as a Guards division.  Guards units had a 
higher status and were typically issued a higher percentage of 
submachine guns and support weapons than standard Rifle formations.   
 
The division received its colors and officially came into existence on July 15, 1943.  The date was 
significant in that it was the 533rd anniversary of the battle of Grunwald in which a joint Polish-
Lithuanian army defeated the Germanic Knights of the Teutonic Order.  
 
Training was conducted under the watchful eye of the Soviet NKVD who made sure the division 
was receiving political indoctrination. They weeded out officer and NCO candidates they 
considered suspect.  In keeping with the schizophrenic nature of the division’s formation, Pro-
Communist Polish political officers served alongside Roman Catholic Priests. 
 
 

Baptism of Fire for the Poles – the Battle of Lenino 
 
In early October 1943, 1 Polish was called into action.  The scant three months of training was 
barely enough time to restore the health of those who came from the POW and refugee camps, 
let alone train a cohesive combat division.  Nonetheless, the 1 Polish was moved into positions 
near Lenino by October 10 and 11.  In spite of protests from General Berling, an attack was 
ordered for October 12.  
 
After a shorter than promised Soviet barrage, the 1 Division stepped off at 10:30 AM.  The first 
German defensive line was quickly taken but stiff resistance was met at second line.  In spite of 
heavy German and friendly fire, the second line was breeched and the village of Polzukhi was 
secured by noon. 
 
At 2:00 PM, the Germans launched a counter attack.  Fighting raged through the day and into 
night.  During the night, there were several attempted infiltrations which resulted in savage 
close quarters combat – at times hand-to-hand.  In spite of heavy German attacks, Soviet 
General Gordov sent no reinforcements. 
 



As the bloody stalemate ground on into October 13 with no reinforcements or support from 
General Gordov, Berling decided to play his trump card and circumvent the chain of command.  
As commander of a “foreign army,” he applied directly to the Soviet General Staff (STAVKA) for 
relief.  At 5:00 PM, STAVKA relayed a message to Gordov directly from Stalin to replace the 
Poles with the 164th Rifle Division no later than 3:00 PM on October 14.  
 
1 Polish was relieved during the night and withdrawn to Smolensk to be refitted and receive 
more extensive training.  In their first battle, 1 Polish had taken 25% casualties.  The lack of 
support received from their Soviet allies was to color that relationship for the rest of unit’s 
history. 
 

Expansion of Polish Forces and the Creation of the 5. Polish Division 
 

On 10 August 1943, the Soviets gave permission for enlarging the 1 Polish Infantry Division into 
a Corps (Polish I Corps).  On 29 July 1944, the Polish units were reinforced and reorganized into 
the 1st Polish Army.  As the Red Army moved west and more Polish populations came under its 
control, the decision was made to form a second army. 
 
Formed in the liberated territories of Poland, the Polish Second Army entered active duty in 
January 1945. By this time, there were over 200,000 Polish troops assisting the Soviet drive 
westward.   
 
The 5th Infantry Division was formed as part of the Second Army and trained for combat near 
Łuków in the second half of 1944. It was ordered to move gradually towards the front and to 
continue its training on the move.  It entered combat in the last month of the war, on April 16, 
1945, as part of the southern wing of the Battle of Berlin, and subsequently fought in the Battle 
of Bautzen were it took heavy casualties. In the final days of the war it took part in the Prague 
Offensive.  
 
In fact, approximately ten percent of the forces engaged in the battle for Berlin were Polish. 

 
Uniform and Equipment 

 
The 5 Polish Infantry supplied with Polish-style uniforms.  Specifically, Polish formations received 
a cap, called a rogatwyka, a tunic, and an overcoat in the Polish style.  Together, these three 
items defined the look of the soldiers of the Polish People’s Army.   
 
Cap  

 
The rogatwyka is the traditional cap of the Polish military.  It is a 
peaked cap with a squared crown which mimics the caps worn by 
Polish cavalry since the 18th century.  In fact, the style can be 
traced to the 14th century.   
 
In the prewar Polish army, the caps were decorated with a badge 
featuring a crowned eagle.  Since crowns of any sort were 
discouraged by the Soviet Communists, a simplified uncrowned 
“Piast eagle” was supplied.  The soldiers took some amusement in 



this new insignia referring to it as a “kurica” or “chicken.”  Typically made of brass or copper, it 
was attached by wires or was stitched to the front peak of the cap.  In spite of regulations to the 
contrary, Polish POWs sometimes saved the eagle from their old caps and wore those instead.  
While not officially sanctioned by the Soviets, it’s likely that Polish officers and sergeants looked 
the other way.   
 
The rogatwyka was a point of pride for the Polish soldier and was often worn with flair. Tilted 
jauntily to the right, many caps were tailored with a longer “point” on the right side to enhance 
this look.  
 
Tunic  

 
Quite different from the simple pullover 
gimnasterka worn by the Red Army, the 
tunic issued to the Poles was a more 
complex garment.  A simplified version of a 
Polish prewar style, it had a six button front 
with two chest and two thigh pockets.  The 
collar closed with hooks and eyes and a 
collar liner was worn.  The cuffs were non-
functional and sometimes had a decorative 
button.   
 
While the pre-war Polish service tunic was 
typically wool, the vast majority of those 
produced by the Soviets for the 1 Polish 
Division were cotton.  
 
Olive green shoulder boards were 
authorized for all ranks.  Non-commissioned 
officers were distinguished by white lace 
with red trim on their shoulder boards.  
Often, the red trim was unavailable and 
plain white lace was used.  Officers wore 
stars in place of the lace to denote their 
rank. 
 
While the patterns were fairly consistent, 

the materials and colors were not.  Materials varied from cotton denim to pronounced diagonal 
twills.  Colors were most often brownish greens but tan, olive green, and even bluish-gray 
uniforms have survived.  As with their own uniforms, the Soviet Quartermasters weren’t terribly 
concerned about uniformity of color.  As the war progressed, veteran troops frequently altered 
their tunics to suit their specialty or personal taste. Shortening coats and adding additional 
buttons were fairly common alterations. 
 
Officially, there were to be triangular tabs in branch of service colors worn on the collar.  This 
practice was not universally adhered to.  Photographic evidence tends to show them being worn 
in studio photographs but not being worn in the field. 



 
The buttons designed for the tunic came in a large and small size.  Large buttons were used to 
close the front and small buttons for the pockets.  The large buttons vary in size from 22 – 24 
mm while the small buttons most commonly fall in the 16 – 18 mm range.  The buttons were 
stamped with the “kurica” eagle but earlier pattern “crowned eagle” buttons appear on 
surviving garments. As with the cap eagle, it is likely that former POWs switched them out.  Plain 
buttons of stamped tin or aluminum as well as blackened steel buttons are also seen in 
photographs and on surviving garments. 
 

 
 
Overcoat 
 
The Soviet quartermaster produced a Polish-pattern overcoat for the Polish troops in Soviet 
service.  Unlike the Soviet-issue overcoat that closed with a system of hooks and eyes, the 
Polish-pattern coats were single-breasted and closed with six buttons.  They were made of 
heavy blanket-weight wool and had large collar flaps.  Photographic evidence shows these were 
issued in quantity but Soviet padded coats and overcoats do also appear. 
 
Helmet 
 
The division received the standard Soviet SSh-40 helmet.  To note their nationality, Polish 
soldiers often painted a white Piast eagle on the front of their helmets.  This was a common 
practice but not universal.  
 
 
 
 
 



Breeches 
 
Breeches were the standard Red Army pattern.  Like riding breeches, they were baggy in the 
thigh and tight at the calf.  They had side seam pockets and sometimes had one hip pocket for 
the id book.  Some had belt loops while others had buttons for attaching suspenders.  Like the  
tunics, they came in a wide variety of materials and colors. 
 
Field Gear 
 
The 5 Polish was issued standard pattern Red Army field gear.  However, in spite of their special 
status, what they received was often of older patterns, ersatz materials, or non-regulation 
colors.  Blue and gray cotton accoutrements are frequently seen. 
 

A good example is the glass canteen.  During the war, the Soviet Union 
suffered from shortages of aluminum and resorted to making canteens out 
of glass.  Obviously, glass is not an ideal material for this purpose.  
Photographic evidence shows these canteens in Polish service long after 
they had been replaced in front line Red Army units. 
 

Another example is the service belt.  During a serious leather shortage in 1942, the Red Army 
issued huge quantities of webbing belts reinforced with a small amount of leather.  While these 
belts had been replaced with leather belts in the Red Army, they were still in use with Polish 
troops as late as May 1945. 
 

Battle of Bautzen Impression Guidelines 
 
Mindset, Morale, and Supply  
 
In April of 1945, the 5 Polish was an untested formation. Composed of primarily of military-age 
Polish citizens, some would have likely had experience in the pre-war Polish Army or, more 
recently, in the Polish Home Army.  However, the majority would have been untested in battle. 
 
General Rules  
 
1. The goal is simple - to look like typical Polish soldiers fighting in Germany in April 1945. Please 
keep that in mind when putting together your impression.  
 
2. Take a “Less is more” approach. All Red Army formations were travelling pretty light at this 
point in the war.  
 
3. The Command Staff will be inspecting all attendees. If the Commander suggests you remove 
or switch something, don’t get upset. (See Rule #1)  
 
4. Soviet loaner gear is available but Polish loaners are harder to come by.  Plan ahead and don’t 
be caught short.  



Uniform  
 
I. Headgear  
Preferred – Rogatwyka with “Kurica” badge of brass or copper. Rogatwyka should be brown or 
green wool.  Schuster and Marcin Parzuchowski caps preferred. 
Reluctantly accepted – Pilotka with “Kurica” badge of brass or copper. 
 
II. Tunic  
Preferred – Polish tunic from quality maker.  Since the 5th was a late war formation, Soviet-
produced “uncrowned eagle” buttons preferred.  “Crowned eagle” buttons  allowed but 
discouraged. 
Acceptable – Soviet Obr43 gymnasterka without pockets with Polish shoulder boards. Buttons 
should be replaced with dished or Lend-Lease buttons for Polish use. 
 
IV. Sharovari (Breeches)  
Preferred – Soviet Obr35 or Obr43 pattern.  
 
V. Footwear  
Soviet sapogi (high boots) or botinki (low boots) with proper puttees. Lend-Lease styles are 
acceptable.  
 
VI. Undergarments  
Preferred – Soviet-issue underwear  
Acceptable – Lend-Lease underwear or “tank top” without tags or printing.  
Not allowed – Modern tshirts and underwear  
 
Equipment  
 
I. Kaska (Helmet) – Every soldier will have a helmet.  
Preferred – Standard wartime style SSh-40 with white painted “Kurica.” 
Accepted – SSh-40 without “Kurica.”  
Not allowed – “Converted” Czech or other postwar Communist.  
 
II. Remyen (Belt)  
Preferred – Canvas/leather belt  
Accepted – Leather belt. Soviet types or US-made “Garrison” belts would be appropriate. 
 
III. Ammunition Pouch – Please wear one pouch on your right side.  
Preferred – “Reparations” or reproduction leather/pigskin pouches for rifles. Three-cell canvas 
pouches for submachine gun. Leather/pigskin or synthetic pouches for SVT-40.  
Discouraged – “Tsarist” type ammunition pouches.  
Not allowed – Kirza rifle pouches or postwar Polish submachine gun pouches with nylon belt 
loops.  
 
IV. Lopata (Shovel) – Shovel should have appropriate carrier.  
Preferred – Soviet-style riveted or stamped shovels are accepted.  
Accepted – German shovels  



Not allowed – Chinese or “Spetsnaz” shovels.  
 
V. Flyaga (Canteen) – Canteen should have appropriate carrier.  
Preferred – Wartime style with small threads, glass canteens, or postwar (large threads) that 
have been repainted or stripped to bare aluminum.  
Accepted – Prewar canteen (cork stopper) or German canteens in Soviet carriers.  
Reluctantly accepted – Unmodified postwar canteens.  
 
VI. Plasch-Palatka (Rain Cape)  
Preferred – Wartime style with leather or handsewn grommets.  
Accepted – “Defarbed” postwar type with handsewn grommets.  
Not allowed – Postwar style with brass grommets.  
 
VII. Myeshok (Knapsack)  
Preferred –Soviet-made wartime style.  
Accepted –Reproduction wartime style.  
Not allowed –Postwar style with pockets.  
 
VIII. Soomka Protivogaznaya (Gas Mask Bag) – Optional. Limited numbers.  
Preferred – Leningrad pattern or other wartime styles.  
Accepted – Correctly converted postwar Soviet.  
 
IX. Knives – Knives are optional. Side knives in limited numbers will be allowed.  
Preferred – Pocket knife.  
Accepted – SVT-40 bayonet or original K-98 “trophy” bayonet. NR-40 “Scout” Knife may be worn 
by scouts, snipers, sappers, and as approved by the Commander.  
Not allowed – Repro K-98 bayonets, trophy daggers, or rubber knifes.  
 
X. Grenade Pouch – Optional. Very limited numbers.  
Preferred – Nothing.  
Accepted – Three cell pouch for F-1 or RG-42 grenades.  
Not allowed – RG-33 pouches, shovel pouches, etc…  
 
XI. Koteluk (Mess kit)  
Preferred – pot type.  
Accepted – Two-piece style. Should be repainted or stripped to bare aluminum.  
Reluctantly accepted – Unmodified postwar mess kits.  
 
Cold Weather Gear  
 
I. Headgear  
Preferred – Ushanka with appropriate Kurica badge.  
Not allowed – Budionovka, Czech ushanka, balaclava, or German toques.  
 
II. Coat  
Preferred – Polish LWP pattern overcoat 
Accepted – Soviet Shinel (overcoat) with correct wartime insignia or telogrieka (padded coat). 
When not in use, overcoat should be rolled or stowed on the pack.  



 
III. Gloves/mittens  
Preferred – Soviet canvas/felt gloves or knit gloves.  
Accepted – German or other nationalities trigger finger mittens.  
Not allowed – Shearling or modern gloves.  
 
IV. Trousers  
Accepted – Padded trousers are accepted but not required. 
 
 


