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Michael Zukowski’s Story of Life in Poland, Transport to Siberia, WWII, & After 
(Sources: Internet, Wikipedia & as dictated to John Jacobs, son-in-law, about 2005.  Written: April 2019) 

 
 

 John Jacobs (son-in-law) recalling Mike’s story: 

 
Mieczyslaw (Mike) Zukowski was born in Lopatyn, Lviv Oblast, Poland (Ukraine today) on the 
25th of July 1925. He was the youngest boy in the family.  Some stories of Mike’s earlier years 
are related below, though the majority of information shared occurs after the Russian invasion 
of Poland after 1939.   
 

 
Location of Lopatyn and Berezhany in Europe Today 

 
Mike lived with his family in a 4-unit house provided as part of his father’s job.  His father 
managed a hunting preserve for Prince Radziwill in Boguslawka Poland between Tsuman 
(Cuman) and Berestyane (Berezhany) Poland. Mike was living with his family: Father Adolph, 
Mother Dominique nee Kownacka, Brothers: Franciszek (Frank), Jozef (Joe), and Stanislaw 
(Stanley), and Sisters: Mieciaslawa (Miecia/Mary), and Czeslawa (Chestine/Czesia).  The 
eldest brother, Boleslaw (Bill), was a radio operator and officer in the Polish Army and visited 
home occasionally when on leave).  
 
Mike went to grade school in Berezhany, but when Mike wasn’t in school, he described a kind 
of idyllic boyhood as he roamed the woods and rivers and played in the pond where carp were 
raised which could be sold in the local market for celebrations such as Christmas.  Carp were 
a special meal for such occasions.  People would typically buy them a few days early, take 
them home and put them in a bath tub or animal trough and keep them alive until the big day 
when they would be prepared for dinner. 
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Carp for Polish Christmas Dinner 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Occasionally, Prince Radziwill would come to the preserve for a hunt with his friends. The 
Prince at this time would have been Janusz Franciszek Radziwill (Mike specifically states this 
prince was the father of Edmund and Stanislaw Radziwill) Mike describes him as an old man, 
who drank heavily, ate voraciously, and farted often, which the boys found very entertaining.  
It’s possible that such an “old” man might have been another member of the group and not the 
prince, as Janusz was in his late fifties or early sixties at this time.  It’s also possible that a 
young boy may have judged such an age as very old. 

 

Stanley, Miecia, and Mike Zukowski about 1935 
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It seems there were two principle choices of sport when the prince arrived, either duck hunting 
or wild boar hunting.  Mike describes a boar hunt as a grand affair with huge and dangerous 
wild boars which lived in the woods.  The hunters would go out into the forest (an old-growth 
forest with very large oak trees) with dogs that located and cornered the animal, and when the 
hunting party would come upon the site, they would then shoot the boar.  Mike says that it was 
not unusual for the dogs to get injured or be killed by the boar, or that others in the party might 
be hurt also if they weren’t careful.  After the kill, the animal would be dressed out, taken back 
to the house carried by two or more men on a pole, and some of it eaten for dinner with plenty 
of drink and revelry.  The rest might be prepared to be taken back later with the prince to his 
residence, or some given as a gift to the family. 

 

 
A Wild Carpathian Boar Common to the Area can weigh over 600 lbs. 

 
The game preserve was the province of the Polish Prince which was largely situated in the 
midst of a Ukrainian settlement.  The Ukrainians were second-class citizens at the time, 
looked down on by the Poles, under-employed, impoverished, and hungry.  They occasionally 
would try to poach game from the preserve to try and feed themselves and their families.  The 
prince of course took a dim view of this, and Mike’s father’s main job was to keep the 
Ukrainians out.  Mike describes a time when some Ukrainians poached a deer and were found 
out.  Apparently, Adolph then formed a posse that went out with shotguns to bring the 
perpetrators to justice.  It is unclear whether justice included arrest or summary execution.  
(Memory seems to recall that either might be likely). 
 
The family kept some livestock on the homestead for their own provisions, usually a pig or two 
which were slaughtered once or twice a year, a cow for milk, and some chickens for eggs & 
meat.  There was also a garden to provide vegetables.  While there was plentiful wild game 
nearby such as ducks, deer, wild boars, & carp, they were primarily the property of the prince 
and Mike’s father was employed to “preserve” them.  The family may have benefited 
occasionally, but the impression is that they too were mostly prohibited from using these 
resources.  It seems they may have taken some rabbits or a fish from time to time, but were 
generally supposed to leave the larger game alone.  (Squirrels were not eaten and were 
perceived to be unpalatable, considered little more than rats). 
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Mike and his brothers got into all kinds of adventures as boys will do.  They built forts, cut 
down trees, played in the pond, and he recalls an instance of playing with gunpowder obtained 
from some of his father’s shotgun shells and blowing up trees and rock piles.  Snakes were 
perceived as evil and were killed whenever found.  A story is also told of finding bats in the 
house once in a while, which were also viewed as satanic messengers, the boys would shoo 
them out or kill them, while his mother Dominique would repeat incantations and splash holy-
water in their direction. 
 
The family was Catholic and attended the Catholic Church in town on Sundays.  The father 
would go less frequently, but mother and the kids were in more regular attendance.  Money 
was scarce, but Mike and his brothers were sometimes given small change to put into the 
collection plate on Sunday.  According to Mike, not all of this money actually made it to the 
church, but was sometimes re-allocated to candy and toys in town after services. 

 

               
 
 
 

Trinity Catholic Church and 
Main Square in Berezhany 

Where Mike and his 
Family may have gone to 

Church on Sundays. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Pic of Adolph and Dominique 
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Other Names and Spellings 

Boguslawka, Boguslavka, 

Boguslawowka 
District, Parish and/or City of Authority 

Kostopil 
Area, Governorate, Oblast 

Volhynia, Volhynian Governorate 
Country at the time of Founding 
(assumed*) 

Russia* 
Latitude, Longitude 

50.9200, 25.8950 
Current Name 

Defunct. Village no longer exists. 

Formerly known as Boguslawka. 
Current Country 

Ukraine 
 

 

Village of Boguslawka near 
Zukowski’s Home on Pond 
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Berezhany Poland (Berestyany Ukraine today) 
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Berezhany 

Berezhany 

 

Бережани 

 

Panorama over the new town of Berezhany 

 

Flag 

 

Coat of arms 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Berezhany 

Coordinates: 49°26′45″N 24°56′10″E49.44583°N 

24.93611°ECoordinates: 49°26′45″N 24°56′10″E49.44583°N 

24.93611°E 

Country 
 Ukraine 

Oblast 
 Ternopil Oblast 

Raion 
Berezhany Raion  

First mentioned 1375 

Government 

 • Mayor Volodymyr Muzychka 

Area 

 • Total 12 km2 (5 sq mi) 

Population  

(2017) 

 • Total 18 168[1] 

Area code(s) 
+ 380-3548 

Website Berezhany City Council 
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Berezhany (Ukrainian: Бережани, Polish: Brzeżany, Yiddish: ברעזשַאן , translit. Brezhan, Hebrew: 

ני'ז'ּבז/אני'יז'ּבז  Bzhezhani/Bzhizhani) is a city of regional significance located in the Ternopil Oblast (province) 

of western Ukraine. It is the administrative center of Berezhanskyi Raion (district), and lies about 100 km from 

Lviv and 50 km from the oblast capital, Ternopil. The city has a population of about 20,000, and is about 400 m 

above sea level. The yearly temperature in Berezhany ranges from −35 °C (−31 °F) in winter to 40 °C (104 °F) 

in summer.  

History 

The first written mention of Berezhany dates from 1374, when the village was granted by the Governor of 

Galicia and Lodomeria Vladislaus II to Ruthenian boyar Vas'ko Teptukhovych. Shortly afterwards, in the 14th 

century it became a part of Poland and became the property of a noble family from Buchach — members House 

of Buczacki, later Sieniawa. As Mikołaj Sieniawski, a notable Polish military commander and politician 

envisioned a seat of his family there, on March 19, 1530, King Sigismund I of Poland granted the village a city 

charter modelled on the Magdeburg Law. The document, among other privileges, granted the new town of 

Brzeżany, as it was called prior to 1945, with: two markets yearly, one for the day of Our Lord's Ascension and 

the other for the day of Saint Peter in Chains, that are to be held every year. As to weekly fairs these are to be 

held every Friday, although with respect to the rights of other nearby towns. Thus the town is to allow each and 

every tradesman, cart driver or businessman, regardless of his or her state, gender, faith or rite, to arrive to the 

town of Brzeżany for trade.  

 
Reconstruction of Berezhany fortress. 

The town's location on the route between Lviv and Terebovlya proved beneficial to the city's growth and 

development. Among the first settlers to inhabit the town were people from Lwów liberated by Sieniawski from 

Tatar captivity. It soon started to attract settlers from all over Poland, including a large number of Jews, 

Ruthenians and Armenians. In 1534 Mikołaj Sieniawski also started to construct a large fortress at a steep hill 

on a small island at the Złota Lipa river (see Berezhany Castle). The stronghold was finished in 1554 and 

became the main seat of the Sieniawski family and one of the best fortified places in the region. Simultaneously, 

a large fortified convent and a church of the Bernardines was constructed on the hill nearby. Both fortified 

places provided a safe refuge for the tradesmen, which added to the city's prominence in trade and commerce. In 

the early 17th century one of Mikołaj Sieniawski's grandsons, also named Mikołaj, fortified the city itself. The 

fortress withstood all attacks by Tatars and Cossacks until the Khmelnytsky Uprising of 1648, when it was 

captured by the Cossacks. In 1655 during The Deluge, it was again captured by the forces of Sweden and the 

city was again plundered. However, it was rebuilt afterwards and withstood further Cossack attacks in 1667 and 

1672.  

In 1675 the town was again sacked and pillaged by the forces of the Ottoman Empire. However, Mikołaj 

Hieronim Sieniawski financed the reconstruction of the town. Among the buildings rebuilt were the Bernardine 

church and a Uniate church in the suburb of Polska Adamówka (paradoxically being primarily inhabited by 

                          Berezhany City Hall
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Ruthenians and not Poles as the name suggests). Because of its relative safety the town grew and by the end of 

the 17th century there were nearly 8,000 inhabitants there. After the death of Adam Mikołaj Sieniawski, the last 

of his kin, the town was inherited by August Aleksander Czartoryski through Sieniawski's daughter Maria 

Zofia. Czartoryski, a notable magnate, created a large artificial lake in the town's proximity in the early 18th 

century. Along the bank of that lake, the suburbs of Siółko and Kastelówka were built. After the First Partition 

of Poland of 1772 the town was annexed by Austria, who attached it to the region of Galicia. After 1867 the 

town became part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and continued to flourish as it was outside of the region of 

fortifications, inside which construction of new houses was severely limited. A grammar school was founded 

there in 1805, and had many notable alumni. Among them were Włodzimierz Bednarski, Franz Kokovsky, 

Bohdan Lepkyi, Rudolf Moch, Kornel Ujejski, Ruslan Shashkevych, and the future Marshal of Poland Edward 

Rydz-Śmigły. The town was connected by rail to Tarnopol (modern Ternopil, Ukraine) in 1894 and in 1900 it 

had a population of 10,610.  

 
Berezhany Castle, ruins in winter (2005) 

Although the city remained quite populous, with time it lost much of its importance as a trade centre and 

became populated primarily by Jews as a typical shtetl. Also, the castle fell into neglect as the successors of the 

Sieniawski family, the Czartoryski and Lubomirski families, were owners of many more castles and had no 

interest in this one in particular. During World War I the town was briefly occupied by Russia, but was soon 

recaptured by Austria-Hungary. The castle was partially pillaged by Austro-Hungarian soldiers who were 

stationed there during the war while some of the works of art were evacuated from the palaces of Puławy, 

Łańcut and Wilanów. At the end of the war the town was disputed by the short-lived West Ukrainian People's 

Republic, but in 1919 was awarded to the renascent Poland by the Conference of Ambassadors of the League of 

Nations, following the short Polish-Ukrainian War. During the Polish-Bolshevik War it was briefly occupied by 

the Red Army, but was soon recaptured by the Polish Army after the Battle of Warsaw. However, some of the 

most precious sculptures and paintings from the castle and local churches, evacuated to Kraków, were never 

returned and instead survived the war in the castle of Pieskowa Skała near Ojców.  

After the Polish Defensive War of 1939 and the outbreak of the town was briefly occupied by Nazi Germany, 

after which it was transferred to the Soviet Union. During the Soviet occupation many of the local inhabitants 

were sent to the Gulag camps; there was also a notable NKVD prison located in the town. In 1941, after the end 

of the Nazi-Soviet Alliance and the outbreak of the Russo-German War, the town was again occupied by 

Germany and attached to the so-called Distrikt Galizien of the General Government. Before World War II 

Brzezany's Jewish population was about 4,000, while after 1939 this population tripled with an additional 8,000 

Jews, refugees from eastern German occupied territories. In December 1941, approximately 1,000 Jews were 

killed in the Lityatyn forest.  On 12 June 1943 the Nazis murdered almost all the Jews from the Brzezany ghetto 

and work camp at the local cemetery; only a few escaped. Between 1942 and the end of the war there was heavy 

partisan activity in the area, mostly by local branches of the Armia Krajowa.  
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In 1944 the town was occupied in the course of Operation Tempest of the insurgent Polish Home Army, but the 

Polish nationalists were soon pushed aside as the town was occupied by the Red Army. In 1945 it was annexed 

by the Soviet Union and attached to the Ukrainian SSR. Since 1991 it has been a part of Ukraine.  

Education and Economy 

There are four secondary schools and a grammar school in the city. A brickyard, a furniture factory, and a 

glassworks are all of economic importance to Berezhany.  

                                                 
     Trinity Church at Market Square in Berezhany                     Tomb of the Unknown Soldier Mike said he  
                                                                                                          Passed on his Way to Grade School in Berezhany 

Landmarks 

Of architectural significance are the ruins of the five-cornered fortress (completed in 1554), a park originally 

laid out in the 17th century, and the wooden Church of Saint Nicholas (completed in 1691).[4]  

Nearby localities 

 Shybalyn c. 5 km 

 Narayiv - c. 14 km 

 Kozova - c. 20 km 

 Pidhaytsi - c. 25 km 

 Rohatyn - c. 30 km 

 Peremyshliany - c. 40 km 

 Burshtyn - c. 40 km 

 Halych - c. 50 km 
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 John Jacobs  recalling Mike’s story: 

In 1939 the political situation in Germany, Russia, and Poland was heating up and war had broken 
out for several months between the Poles and Russians.  In early 1940 when Mike was about 14 1/2 
years old, the Russian Bolsheviks arrived at his family home to evacuate them to Siberia, irreversibly 
changing all of their lives forever.  At the time, Mike attended high school in Tsuman, but never 
returned again after Friday 2/2/1940. 
 
 

 
 

Soviet invasion of Poland 
From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.  This article is about the invasion in 1939. 
 

Soviet invasion of Poland 

Part of the Invasion of Poland in World War II 

 

Soviet parade in Lwów, 1939 

Date 
17 September – 6 October 

1939 

Location Poland 
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Result Soviet victory 

Territorial 

changes 

Territory of Eastern Poland 

(Kresy) annexed to the Soviet 

Union 
 

Belligerents 

 Poland  Soviet Union 

Commanders and leaders 

 Edward Rydz-Śmigły 

 (Marshal of Poland) 

 Mikhail Kovalyov 

 (Belarusian Front) 

 Semyon Timoshenko 

 (Ukrainian Front) 

Strength 

20,000 Border 

Protection Corps,[1][Note 1] 

450,000 Polish 

Army.[2][Note 2] 

600,000–800,000 

troops[2][3] 

33+ divisions 

11+ brigades 

4,959 guns 

4,736 tanks 

3,300 aircraft 

Casualties and losses 

3,000–7,000 dead or 

missing,[1][4] 

up to 20,000 

wounded.[1][Note 3] 

320,000-450,000 

captured[5]:85 

1,475–3,000 killed or 

missing 

2,383–10,000 

wounded.[Note 4] 

 

The Soviet invasion of Poland was a military operation by the Soviet Union without a formal declaration of 

war. On 17 September 1939, the Soviet Union invaded Poland from the east, sixteen days after Germany 

invaded Poland from the west. Subsequent military operations lasted for the following 20 days and ended on 6 

October 1939 with the two-way division and annexation of the entire territory of the Second Polish Republic by 

Germany and the Soviet Union. The Soviet invasion of Poland was secretly approved by Germany following 

the signing of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact on 23 August 1939.  
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The Red Army, which vastly outnumbered the Polish defenders, achieved its targets encountering only limited 

resistance. Some 320,000 Polish prisoners of war had been captured. The campaign of mass persecution in the 

newly acquired areas began immediately. In November 1939 the Soviet government ostensibly annexed the 

entire Polish territory under its control. Some 13.5 million Polish citizens who fell under the military occupation 

were made into new Soviet subjects following show elections conducted by the NKVD secret police in the 

atmosphere of terror, the results of which were used to legitimize the use of force. A Soviet campaign of 

political murders and other forms of repression, targeting Polish figures of authority such as military officers, 

police and priests, began with a wave of arrests and summary executions. The Soviet NKVD sent hundreds of 

thousands of people from eastern Poland to Siberia and other remote parts of the Soviet Union in four major 

waves of deportation between 1939 and 1941. Soviet forces occupied eastern Poland until the summer of 1941, 

when they were driven out by the German army in the course of Operation Barbarossa. The area was under 

German occupation until the Red Army reconquered it in the summer of 1944. An agreement at the Yalta 

Conference permitted the Soviet Union to annex almost all of their Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact portion of the 

Second Polish Republic, compensating the People's Republic of Poland with the southern half of East Prussia 

and territories east of the Oder–Neisse line.[16] The Soviet Union enclosed most of the conquered annexed 

territories into the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic and the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic.  

After the end of World War II in Europe, the USSR signed a new border agreement with the Soviet-backed and 

installed Polish communist puppet state on 16 August 1945. This agreement recognized the status quo as the 

new official border between the two countries with the exception of the region around Białystok and a minor 

part of Galicia east of the San river around Przemyśl, which were later returned to Poland.  

Aftermath 

Main article: Occupation of Poland (1939–1945) 

 
Polish prisoners of war captured by the Red Army during the Soviet invasion of Poland in 1939 

In October 1939, Molotov reported to the Supreme Soviet that the Soviets had suffered 737 deaths and 1,862 

casualties during the campaign, although Polish specialists claim up to 3,000 deaths and 8,000–10,000 

wounded. On the Polish side, 3,000–7,000 soldiers died fighting the Red Army, with 230,000–450,000 taken 

prisoner. The Soviets often failed to honor the terms of surrender. In some cases, they promised Polish soldiers 

their freedom and then arrested them when they laid down their arms. 

The Soviet Union had ceased to recognize the Polish state at the start of the invasion. Neither side issued a 

formal declaration of war; this decision had significant consequences, and Smigly-Rydz would be criticised for 

it. The Soviets killed tens of thousands of Polish prisoners of war, some during the campaign itself. On 24 

September, the Soviets killed 42 staff and patients of a Polish military hospital in the village of Grabowiec, near 
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Zamość. The Soviets also executed all the Polish officers they captured after the Battle of Szack, on 28 

September 1939. Over 20,000 Polish military personnel and civilians perished in the Katyn massacre. Torture 

was used by the NKVD on a wide scale in various prisons, especially those in small towns.  

 

                              
The Soviet document of decision regarding the mass execution of Polish officers (Katyn massacre) 
 
The Poles and the Soviets re-established diplomatic relations in 1941, following the Sikorski–Mayski 

Agreement; but the Soviets broke them off again in 1943 after the Polish government demanded an independent 

examination of the recently discovered Katyn burial pits (Katyn massacre). The Soviets then lobbied the 

Western Allies to recognise the pro-Soviet Polish government of Wanda Wasilewska in Moscow.  

On 28 September 1939, the Soviet Union and Germany signed the German–Soviet Treaty of Friendship, 

Cooperation and Demarcation, changing the secret terms of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact. They moved 

Lithuania into the Soviet sphere of influence and shifted the border in Poland to the east, giving Germany more 

territory. By this arrangement, often described as a fourth partition of Poland, the Soviet Union secured almost 

all Polish territory east of the line of the rivers Pisa, Narew, Western Bug and San. This amounted to about 

200,000 km² of land, inhabited by 13.5 million Polish citizens. The border created in this agreement roughly 

corresponded to the Curzon Line drawn by the British in 1919, a point that would successfully be used by Stalin 

during negotiations with the Allies at the Teheran and Yalta Conferences. The Red Army had originally sown 

confusion among the locals by claiming that they were arriving to save Poland from the Nazis. Their advance 

surprised Polish communities and their leaders, who had not been advised how to respond to a Soviet invasion. 

Polish and Jewish citizens may at first have preferred a Soviet regime to a German one. However, the Soviets 

were quick to impose their ideology on the local ways of life. For instance, the Soviets quickly began 

confiscating, nationalizing and redistributing all private and state-owned Polish property. During the two years 

following the annexation, the Soviets also arrested approximately 100,000 Polish citizens. Due to a lack of 

access to secret Soviet archives, for many years after the war the estimates of the number of Polish citizens 

deported to Siberia from the areas of Eastern Poland, as well as the number who perished under Soviet rule, 

were largely guesswork. A wide range of numbers was given in various works, between 350,000 and 1,500,000 

for the number deported to Siberia and between 250,000 and 1,000,000 for the number who died, these numbers 

mostly included civilians. With the opening of the Soviet secret archives after 1989, the lower range of these 

estimates has emerged as closer to the truth. In August 2009, on the occasion of the 70th anniversary of the 

Soviet invasion, the authoritative Polish Institute of National Remembrance announced that its researchers 

reduced the estimate of the number of people deported to Siberia from one million to 320,000, and estimated 

that 150,000 Polish citizens perished under Soviet rule during the war.  

Mike’s eldest brother, Boleslaw (Bill), was an officer in the Polish 
army. The family often told the story of their belief that he may 
have been executed amongst the 22,000 Polish officers at Katyn 
about 1939.  While possible, we have been unable to find 
Boleslaw’s name amongst the Katyn Massacre records.  Further 
research suggests that he was perhaps more likely murdered by the 
Nationalist Ukrainian Army OUN-UPA.  Due to the political situation 
at the time, Polish Officers had a target on their backs by many: 
NKVD, UPA, Nazi SS, etc. Russians encouraged any who would, to 
make life difficult for Poles, or kill them outright, as their aim was to 
seize Eastern Poland and cease to recognize it as a state.  There was 
little love lost between Poles and Ukrainians in best of times. 
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JJ: The Russians arrived in Boguslawka on Friday 2/2/1940 giving the Zukowski family 3 hours to put 
some belongings together for a trip to a camp, which it was said was an attempt by the Russians to 
keep them safe from the advance of the Nazi invasion from the east.  The family (including dog) rode 
a small gage railroad train used for hauling lumber from Tsuman (Wolyn Region) to the Russian 
border where the train gage changed.  There they boarded Russian trains and preceded to Sevire 
Archanglesk Oblast (Archangelsk Russian Siberia), to a work camp at Jol Village, Lenski District, a 
total trip of about 1500 miles.  It took the family about 3 months to get to Archangelsk from Poland, 
and they arrived around the beginning of May 1940. 
 

Route from Tsuman Poland to Archangelsk Oblast Siberia 

 
 

 

Jol Village 
Work Camp, 

Lenski District 

Closest City to           
Jol Village Camp 
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Polish Evacuation Records for Zukowski Family 
(Czesia is missing, as youngest was sent to an Catholic orphange) 
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L I F E   I N   S I B E R I A (source: http://www.kresyfamily.com/4-siberia.html) 
 

Siberia is one of the most sparsely populated places on earth. During the winter, average 
temperatures range from -10°F (-23°C) to below -50°F (-45°C).  It was to this vast wilderness 
that approximately 1.7 million Poles were deported in 1940, to be used as forced labor in 
lumber camps, excavating canals, laying railway lines, mining,  working in factories and on 
collective farms.. 
 
The civilian deportees were sent to posiolki; they were never tried or sentenced they just suffered 
“restriction of liberty”.  Soldiers captured during the September campaign, as well as convicted 
criminals or political prisoner (on mostly false charges), were sent to gulags.  These were part of the 
existing prison system, and here they suffered “loss of liberty”. 
 
Location was vital in determining a person’s chances of survival. Those transported to the isolated 
areas of north-eastern Russia, and those sent to the Siberian steppe or the deserts of Kazakhstan 
had a low survival rate, succumbing to major ailments, such as tuberculosis and other diseases. 
Those deported to Western Siberian Russian-speaking communities often fared a little better. There 
would possibly be a ’felczer’ (unqualified medical student or nurse) in the community and maybe 
some basic medicines available. However, they all suffered the same long hours of hard labour, lack 
of food, malnutrition, vitamin deficiency and crowded accommodation. This had immediate impact on 
children and old people, where death rates were particularly high 
 
Civilian deportees were usually housed in ‘Posiolki’, special settlements of wooden barracks or huts, 
often surrounded by high fences. Many of the osadnicy deported in February ended up in isolated 
lumber camps in Archangelsk in north-western Russia. The accommodation was very basic and 
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overcrowded. In the winter, the barracks would be heated by a wood-burning stove which kept the 
inhabitants from freezing. There was no running water. Others were housed in Russian villages, often 
lodging with local families. Freezing temperatures, hard labour, lack of food, warm clothing and 
medicines also contributed to a very high death rate. To the Soviet authorities, these families 
represented a resource to be exploited, a disposable workforce.  
 

Laying tracks in Workuta 
 
 

 
 

Men were frequently separated from their families on the day of deportation and sent to other camps. 
Sometimes the men and boys lived in the family camps but were sent to work deep in the forests for 
weeks or months at a time. This was also crucial, as a woman left alone with several children to 
support had little chance of survival. The conditions in a posiolek depended very much on the attitude 
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of the Kommendant and this of course varied greatly from camp to camp. Here men, women and children 
over 15 years carried out heavy, and often dangerous, manual labour of all kinds and for as long as ten to 15 hours 
a day, six days a week.  

For this they would receive a daily ration of a few hundred grams of bread and a bowl of watery soup, 
but only if the work quota was fulfilled. The Soviet mantra was, “If you do not work, you do not eat”, 
and this was no idle threat.  Only those who worked were entitled to vouchers. Some camps paid in 
cash, to enable them to buy their meagre rations. The Polish families supplemented their rations by 
bartering their belongings for a few tomatoes or potatoes grown in the gardens of their Russian 
neighbors.  

 

Those who were paid in cash were in a better position because they could buy food and other scarce 
necessities and could save up for the future. Some lucky families received parcels from Poland with 
seeds so they could grow vegetables in the short intensive summers. The osadnicy, with their farming 
backgrounds, fared better than townspeople and knew which foods could be collected in the 
forests. In some camps the younger children were sent to Russian schools – to learn about the 
advantages of the communist system! 
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Some men, but predominantly women and children, were often sent to work on huge collective or 
state farms in areas of Central Asia, such as Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. They were placed in local 
communities where they were treated with hostility. Their living conditions were dire, often filthy, 
vermin-infested huts or barracks. Here life was not as organised as in the posiolki; life was much 
tougher and food sometimes non-existent. The death rate was high due to extreme changes of 
temperature, exhaustion, malnutrition, and disease. The despair of their situation drove some 
mothers to pray for the deaths of their ill and starving children and others to commit suicide. There 
were no medical facilities or medicines available to them and the authorities made no move to help 
them.  

Those who were sent to Corrective Labour Camps (Gulags), were expected to carry out hard physical 
work for up to 14 hours a day, working in mines, forests or building roads and railways. 

Due to brutal treatment, harsh working conditions and starvation due to the famine caused by the 
German invasion, not many survived much longer than three months. Prisoners were literally worked 
to death in these camps. 

 

Each person’s story of their time in Siberia is unique, but all are united by the common themes of 
isolation, fear, hunger, insufficient clothing and shelter, lack of medicines, illness and death.  As well 
as coping with the trauma of being forcibly removed from their homes so suddenly, the horrendous 
journey into exile, and the day-to-day problems of survival, these poor individuals lived with constant 
anxiety about their future and the torment of not knowing if they would ever see their homes and 
loved ones again. 

              

 Felling trees in Siberia. 

'Losy Polakow w ZSRR w latach 1939-1986 - 
Julian Siedlecki 

© Polish Combatants Association and Julian 
Siedlecki 1987 
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Poles and Polish citizens in the Gulag 
(Source: http://www.gulag.online/articles/polaci-a-gulag?locale=en) 

 

Period 1939-1944  

In the period between 1939-1944 Poles and Polish citizens with different nationalities were still being 
imprisoned in forced labor camps. It was the result of the Soviet invasion on Poland which started on 
September 17th 1939. Imprisonments regarded people arrested in Eastern Poland, a part of the state 
which was occupied by the Soviets till the outbreak of the German-Soviet war on July 22nd 1941. 
After the Polish state had collapsed there remained about 150 thousand people arrested and 
remaining in the Soviet captivity. The arrests started immediately after the NKVD entered Polish 
territory. Its aim was to catch people who could be assigned into several groups. First of all - the 
group of people who played a role in the pre-war Poland as politicians, local authorities and economic 
leaders. Secondly NKVD arrested army and police officers, who hadn’t yet been taken into captivity. 
Arrests included also the members of resistance movement; well known and respected people able to 
influence their communities; the collaborators of Polish intelligence service and police; people who 
were known of their negative attitude towards Soviet Union and those who were suspected of this 
kind of attitude. About 40 thousand of them were first convicted and then imprisoned in forced labor 
camps. This proves that imprisonments in Gulag camps can be qualified as a kind of repression 
rather than an administrative penalty as it was for example in the context of deportation.  

Most Polish citizens during this period were imprisoned in camps such as Workutstroj, Pieczorłag and 
Uchtiżemłag located in Komi Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic. Additionally, several thousand 
Polish citizens were imprisoned in the camps of Kolyma and several hundred in camps located in 
other parts of the Soviet Union. A few thousands among the imprisoned Polish citizens died in the 
camps between 1939 and 1944.  

The outbreak of the German-Soviet war brought the Polish and Soviet governments to resume 
diplomatic relations between them on July 30th, 1941. In consequence on August 12th, 1941 the 
Soviets announced amnesty. It gave Polish citizens the opportunity to leave the labor camps. About 
30 thousand people regained freedom. In 1942 those people left the Soviet Union with Polish Army 
organized by general Władysław Anders. However, not all of the prisoners regained freedom - about 
10 thousand Polish citizens remained in the camps even after the amnesty had been announced.  
 
 

 John Jacobs recalling Mike’s story: 
 
Mike explains that he and his family’s chief job in Siberia was to cut down trees in the forest for 
lumber and firewood.  He said that they would initially go 3 to 5 miles into the forest and then fell trees 
to construct living quarters.  Afterwards they would progressively go out and cut trees every day 
further and further away from the house until a large radius of trees were cut around the house, then 
they would move on and do the same again.  Mike operated a team of horses used to pull logs.  In 
the winter Mike said it was very cold, getting down to -60 or -70 degrees.  He mentioned that when 
pissing outside in such weather, the liquid would freeze before it hit the ground and scatter atop the 
snow like someone throwing a handful of rice. 
 
Mike relates that food was meager and mostly consisted of bread and what he called “minnow” soup, 
which was a thin watery soup with a couple pieces of some vegetable and parts of small fish in it.  It 
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seems that once in a while someone may have been able to supplement this by trapping a rabbit or 
bird if they were lucky. 
 
In mid-August 1941 the Soviets announced amnesty and released many prisoners. The Zukowski 
family was officially released on Sept 9.  On 22 November 1941, the Polish Embassy in USSR 
advised Polish deportees to head south through Novosibirsk, where another Polish outpost was 
created. With this announcement, a large exodus began from remote areas of USSR, such as 
Arkhangelsk.  It seems that Mike and his family were headed south about this time.  He often said 
that when freed, the Soviets were looking for the Poles to help them fight the Nazis, but most Poles 
who were their prisoners and who were badly mistreated for years, had no intention of aiding their 
former captors and tormenters.  They very much wanted to fight Nazis, but not in a Russian uniform.  
Mike relates that when released, the intent of most of his fellows was to get out of Russia and go 
south to join the Polish Army in Exile to fight the Nazis, who they apparently hated even more than 
the Russians. 
 
 

The formation of the Polish Army in southern USSR 
 

The following is a retyped breakdown of Polish 2nd Corps taken from the story of the 
2nd AGPA (Artillery Group Polish Army).   Source: http://www.kresyfamily.com/6-army-

formation-page-2.html  This is a book all soldiers were given as a souvenir of their army days. 
Hania Kaczanowska  2006 
 

On 14 August 1941, a Polish-Soviet military agreement was signed for the Polish side by General 
Szyszko-Bohusz, ...stipulating that a Polish army was to be formed as soon as possible in the USSR 
and would be part of Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland. This army would be subordinated to 
the High Command of the Soviet Army with its commander appointed by the Polish government... but 
subject to Soviet approval.  Polish units were to be moved to the front only after achieving full-
readiness. (Of course, that was not Stalin's intent because he wanted them thrown in right away). 
 
As early as August, Polish Gulag survivors began their trek across USSR to Buzuluk where the army 
was being formed. It was decided to create several outposts in remote areas of USSR where 
deported Polish families could get help. The Polish-Soviet military provided that the Soviets would 
equip the Polish Force and that credits were to be granted to the Polish government, from which the 
Poles would pay for food, transportation, arms, uniforms, ammunition, etc. Within the first two weeks, 
the Poles had already used ten million rubles.  
 
Only families able to secure a social permit from their local NKVD could purchase railway tickets. 
People used their own initiatives to travel south and many were distributed amongst collective farms 
in UZBEKISTAN. Here, there was a great shortage of food, and epidemic diseases spread 
quickly.  Typhoid, cholera, measles, scarlet fever and persistent diarrhoea killed many children and 
adults. 
 
Soviets claimed there were only 20,000 soldiers available.  From this, Anders initially suggested that 
Polish Forces should be organized into two (smaller) “light” infantry divisions and requested that 
Polish citizens serving in the Red army be permitted to transfer into the Polish Army.  Then the 
Soviets agreed to the formation of two full (larger) divisions of 10,000 men each, for which they 
promised to provide weapons. They set 1 October as the date at which Polish Divisions would be 
ready for battle. Sikorski did not like the idea of the Soviets using separate divisions, and preferred 
having them used as a single Corps under Polish command.   
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All military personnel captured by Soviets and Polish civilians arrested and deported for real or 
imagined crimes against the Soviet Union were to be granted immediate amnesty.   Many camps 
were not informed of the amnesty and many men found out by accident.  Many camps also held up 
the release of these men because their quotas needed to be filled and they needed the slave 
labour. Camp releases varied quite a bit from man to man. NKVD were to provide them with 
temporary documents, which would later be replaced with Polish passports. 
 
The Polish military personnel were to be paid cash sums ranging from 500 rubles for NCOs  and 
lower ranks to 10,000 rubles for generals.  Anders was to receive 25,000.  
 
Civilians were to get free railroad travel to a destination of their choice and a subsistence allowance 
of five rubles a day while en route. 
 
Records show that most prisoners were released during period of 1 September to 15 October 1941. 
 
Finally doors and gates to prison are opened and a flood of prisoners and civilians start the long trek 
to find the Polish Army.  But where? 
Some walked four months to find an army that they were not even sure existed.  Many boarded trains 
with no ticket and no destination… just get south. Few ex-prisoners knew exactly where the army 
was, but all knew it was south.   This was crucial at this point, before winter set in again. Some 
prisoners were released with nothing more than the clothes on their backs.  Very few were paid the 
allowance or given the free railway passes they were promised.  An official identification card was 
needed showing they were workers eligible to buy food. They existed on raw potatoes and un-boiled 
water.  By the thousands they congregated at railway stations waiting sometimes two weeks to board 
a train heading south. 
 
Their journeys took weeks, even months to complete, and involved spending nights on stations in 
hungry cities, waiting days at a time for erratically-running trains. Many of these former prisoners, 
weakened by their Gulag existence, died from dysentery, typhus, exhaustion or starvation during their 
journeys or upon arrival. However, the number of officers arriving in Buzuluk was much smaller than 
expected. Stalin, when asked about this, replied that the officers had escaped to... Manchuria. 
 
As early as August 1941, transfers were made for evacuation of 900 airmen and seamen needed for 
the Polish Navy and Air Force in Great Britain.  Sikorski wanted Anders to evacuate as soon as 
possible 20,000 soldiers from the USSR. He wanted 5,000 for the Independent Carpathian Brigade to 
division strength; 5,000 for the Air Force and Navy in England; and 10,000 to stay in the Middle East. 
The best estimate is that 20,000 soldiers were sent from Russia even before the issue of evacuation 
of the whole army arose.  
 
In November 1941, the Russians offered Poles credits in the amount of 65 million rubles to cover 
expenses up to 1 January 1942. 
 
Winter temperatures in Buzuluk (Orenburg province) fall to -52 degrees centigrade, and soldiers were 
freezing to death in their tents. 
 
On 22 November 1941, the Polish Embassy in USSR advised Polish deportees to head south 
through Novosibirsk, where another Polish outpost was created. With this announcement, a large 
exodus began from remote areas of USSR, such as Arkhangelsk, Vorkuta, the Ural Mountains, 
Siberia, Kolyma, Irkutsk, and Akmolinsk. 
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They decided that, if no additional units were to be organized, Poles who had been recruited in 
excess of the agreed number should also be sent to the Uzbek region. Uzbekistan authorities were to 
assist the Poles while the cost of resettling them would be covered by the Polish 
government.  Thousands at this time were directed to kolkhozes to work for some money so that they 
could survive the journey to the army. 
 
By Autumn 1941, more than 100,000 Polish citizens had arrived in Uzbekistan and there was utter 
chaos.  Many were dying from hunger and exposure. 
 
The first divisional artillery of  “7th Infantry Division ” was created in January 1942, in Kenimech, in a 
small town on the Uzbek steppes in the district of Buchara (Uzbekistan), and the second was near a 
small station Kermine, on the train line Tazkent (Tashkent) - Kagan.  The outskirts of Tashkent, the 
capital of Uzbekistan, became one of the army training centers for the Polish army. 
 
The 7th Infantry Division was composed of the 7th Rgt. of Horse Artillery (which at first was the 7th 
Light Regiment) and the 11th Med. Rgt. PA. (at first 7 Med. Rgt.). 
 
I have read that the 7th Division was also in Guzar.  
 
In Totskoje was the 6th Infantry Division and in Tatischev the 5th Division …. near Kuybyshev, 
(Saratov region on the other side  of Volga River…300 miles from Buzuluk… four to 11 days to get 
there from Buzuluk). 
 
The 9th Division was in Dzalalabad. 
 
Totskoje (25 miles from Buzuluk) was officially opened on 2 September 1941. 
 
By 19 September 1941, Anders had 26,400 soldiers organized into two divisions and reserve units. A 
week later there were already 14,647 soldiers in excess of the agreed number.  
 
By the first week in November the army expanded, without Soviet authorization, to 44,000 
soldiers.  Anders was instructed by the Soviets to reduce the army to 30,000 and send the surplus to 
Tashkent as labourers.  Anders refused. 
 
As well as no food, the army had no equipment.  They had 40 rifles per 10,000 soldiers, and most 
trained with wooden rifles. By October, one out of four soldiers had shoes. Each soldier gave up one 
daily ration a week to help feed the civilians that had arrived. 
 
The Soviets supplied the 5th Division with arms and equipment, but lacked anti-tank weapons and 
artillery, and Anders distributed this equipment among all the Polish units to speed up their training.  
 
By 25 November 1941 the Polish Army in the USSR consisted of 40,961 soldiers: 

 14,703 in the 5th division; 
 12,480 in the 6th division, 8,764 in the reserve regiment; 
 508 in the army headquarters; 
 3,466 in the construction unit at Koltubanka. (later a de-facto Jewish unit …. technically the 9th 

Regiment of the 8th Division was created here.  One of the first to participate in the evacuation 
and one of the first to be disbanded when the army was reorganized.  

 3,466 and 1,040 soldiers not assigned to any unit. 
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In December 1941 the Soviets requested that each battalion, as it became ready, be sent to the 
front.  Anders refused.  Many of the soldiers still had no shoes and few had weapons. 
 
Stalin said he had agreed to a formation of an army of no more than 30,000, consisting of two 
divisions with a reserve unit.  One division was to be equipped by the British and Americans and the 
other by the Soviets.  Stalin did not care how many divisions the Poles ended up creating but he was 
not going to feed them. 
 
By the end of December 1941, Stalin approved the army of 150,000, and promised to release all 
Poles, still many in captivity.  But of course he lied. 
25 December 1941 - Poles were to proceed with six divisions with reserves, totaling 96,000 soldiers 
that were promised with food rations.  
 
By the beginning of 1942, there were six divisions but only the 5th was equipped to fight. This 
division consisted mainly of personnel of the 1939 Polish Army.  Anders was not comfortable sending 
an individual unit to the front as the Soviets wanted and said his army would not be ready until 1 June 
1942. The British had used single Polish units in North Africa and Narvik in Norway, but those 
soldiers had not gone through prisons and POW camps. 
 
In February 1942, the army was moved further south, where climatic conditions were better, but 
contagious diseases were endemic.  Anders' headquarters were now in Jangi-Jul near Tashkent, 
where most units were located. Other parts of the army were in Samarkand, Shakhrisabz 
(Uzbekistan), Margilan (Tajikistan), Frunze, Dzhalalabad (Kirgizia), Ashkhabad (Turkmenia), Alma-
Ata, Chimkent, Logovoi and Merke (Kazakhstan).  
 
Local relief offices were scattered through the USSR, wherever there were large groups of Polish 
citizens.  The offices distributed food and ran medical shelters. The administration of relief was far 
from perfect. 
 
Sikorski wanted the whole Polish Army to be given an independent military task of which it could 
successfully accomplish on its own… the protection of oil fields. 
 
After refusal to send in the 5th Division to the front, he was advised that from 1 March food allotments 
would be decreased to 26,000 rations. 
 
14 March 1942… the Polish Army consisted of 3,090 officers, 16,202 NCOs, and 40,708 soldiers, or 
a total of 60,000. 
 
Two divisions (5th and 6th) were up to strength with respectively over 12,000 and 14,000 in ranks.  
 
One division (7th) was at half strength with over 7,000 soldiers and the remaining three divisions were 
in skeletal form, numbering from 17,000 to 28,000 soldiers.  There were over 10,000 soldiers on 
reserves. Only two divisions were operational by March of 1942 (5th and 6th). 
 
The army was virtually given no equipment by the Russians, (7th Horse Rgt. received one gun 
76m/m; and 11 Med. Rgt. PA one howitzer 122m/m.  18 March 1942, Stalin agreed to continue 
supplying Anders with 70,000 rations until the end of March, and 44,000 afterwards.  Soldiers above 
the 44,000 would be evacuated to Iran. 
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 John Jacobs recalling Mike’s story: 
 

When Mike’s family was finally released on Sept 9, 1941, they immediately walked all night to catch a 
train to Asia.  On this trek, Mike’s brother Joseph was separated from the family because he decided 
to go back for the family dog.  The family never saw him again, and found later that he had been 
killed near Warsaw during the war, probably while participating in a mortar attack while in the employ 
of the Polish Army. It seems in the excitement of the moment, rather than wait for the previous mortar 
to clear the tube, he placed another mortar on top of the one already loaded causing the whole 
apparatus to explode and kill him.  (A story told to Mike or Frank by army buddies of Joe’s after the 
war). 
 
Brother Frank went with Helen, his wife and her family, getting separated from the Zukowski’s.  
Eventually, he fought in the Polish Army and returned to Poland to live out his life after the war.  He 
and Helen had a boy, Richard, and a girl, Eva.  Richard was single and defected to the US before the 
fall of the iron curtain in about 1987.  Eva was married and remained in Poland. 
 

            
 
The family proceeded south with many other Poles and other detainees by variously hopping trains 
and walking. They arrived in Tashkent about 2 months later (Nov. – Dec. 1941?), a total distance of 
about 2500 miles. 
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In Uzbekistan there were many displaced Poles and Ukrainians with little to eat.  Mike tells stories of 
great hunger, animosity of locals against the foreign hoards descending on them, lack of lodging, and 
hard circumstances. 

 
After months in the Soviet Union, the soldiers who formed the Polish II Corps were allowed to 

leave the country for their eventual destination of Iraq, where they came under British 
command. Their families were permitted to follow the soldiers to the West. 

 
As Christmas approached, the family arranged to stay in a mud hut on a cotton farm.  Mike’s father, 
Adolph was a longtime smoker and had a bad case of emphysema, made worse no doubt by the 
events of the past year.  Mike relates that both his father and mother died in that hut near Tashkent 
about Christmas of 1941. 
 
The children had to fend for themselves as best they knew how. They dug carrots left in the ground 
from the previous harvest and ate whatever they could find from the surrounding farm fields.  One 
story Mike tells is that they killed a goat stolen from a local herder, and after dressing it out, buried the 
guts and skin in a shallow hole, which dogs promptly dug up revealing their crime to locals. A 
policeman arrested Mike for this and took him into headquarters for questioning.  After chastising 
Mike for his deed, he left him alone in a room with an open window, knowing full well that Mike would 
try to escape, which he did, running back to reunite with his brothers and sisters and laying low for a 
time. 
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Uzbekistan: The Forgotten Polish Divisions of Central Asia 
(Source: https://eurasianet.org/uzbekistan-forgotten-polish-divisions-central-asia) 

 

In a village outside Tashkent lie the graves of 46 Polish men and women, who amid the tumult of the Second 

World War, experienced grueling deaths in this corner of Central Asia. 

 

At the behest of the Polish Embassy, residents of Almazar these days tend to the neat burial plots — reminders 

of the thousands of Poles who perished in Uzbekistan during the wartime years. 

  

Most Uzbeks know little to nothing about what brought the Polish officers, soldiers and civilians to their land. 

Their story begins in 1939 with the Soviet-Nazi nonaggression pact and the accompanying partition of Poland. 

In the two years that followed, untold numbers of Poles were deported from the Soviet zone. There is no 

consensus on how many Poles were uprooted and sent eastward, but estimates vary from around 320,000 to as 

high as 1 million. 

  

Germany’s declaration of war on the Soviet Union in 1941 earned the exiled Poles a grim kind of reprieve. A 

treaty hammered out between the Polish government-in-exile in London and the Soviet government secured the 

liberation of Polish prisoners of war and deportees, and set the terms for the formation of an army drawn from 

that amnestied population. This force would eventually evolve into the Polish Second Corps, led by General 

Władysław Anders, a legendary military commander whom a British War Office functionary once described as 

“the uncrowned King of Poland in exile.” 

  

Free but helpless in 1941, the Polish citizens began making their ways to Polish Army camps around the Soviet 

Union. Transportation was in short supply because of the war effort, and many, weakened by their plight, died 

before reaching their destinations. 

In early 1942, as the Soviet and British governments looked to bolster allied positions in Iran, the Polish Army 

began its relocation to the southern reaches of the Soviet Union. Anders left the Siberian town of Totskoye on 

January 15, 1942, and within the week was in what was to become the new headquarters of the Polish forces, a 

town outside Tashkent called Yangiyul.  Almazar, a village that during the war was called Vrevskoye, was 

some 30 kilometers southwest down the road, and became the settlement for army training and engineers. 

  

Abdulla Tursunov, the chairman of Almazar residents’ association, tells of a plaintive sight. “Anders and his 

soldiers, along with regular civilians that had fled from a German captivity arrived in Almazar. They were put 

up at the village school. Among them there were wounded soldiers. The former captives were weak and feeble. 

Many of them died. Forty-six people are buried here,” Tursunov said, citing the recollections of elderly locals. 

  

Other Polish encampments were scattered across vast areas of Central Asia, separated from one another by 

deserts and mountain ranges.  Poles heading to Central Asia had little idea of the conditions they would find. 

The ranks of soldiers and civilians already rendered feeble by imprisonment and poor conditions were thinned 

out by exposure to typhus, malaria and hepatitis. About 2,155 Polish officers, soldiers and civilians are 

estimated to have died in villages and towns across Uzbekistan. The real number is likely far greater. 

  

Stories of the various grisly fates that befell the Polish army were studiously ignored in the Soviet Union, and 

the facts have been given no attention by Uzbek historians. As late as 1991, when the Soviet Union collapsed, 

even the best-educated of Soviet citizens knew little or nothing about the Katyn massacre of Polish officers at 

the hands of the Red Army. 

  

Abdurahim Ganiyev, a worker with a mahalla (neighborhood) committee in Almazar, knows more than most, 
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which has earned him the affectionate nickname “the walking encyclopedia.”  “My father-in-law told me that 

the local people first thought the Poles were captured Germans because of their unusual uniforms. Many of 

them could speak Russian, which made communicating with them much easier,” he said. 

  

The uniforms might, in fact, have come from any number of sources. As the Soviets were largely unable or 

unwilling to supply the nascent Polish Army with equipment, much of the necessary clothing was reluctantly 

delivered by the British via Arkhangelsk naval convoys. Such uniforms as the Soviets were able to volunteer 

belonged originally to the Imperial Russian or Austrian armies. 

  

Ganiyev said that villagers in Almazar recalled that the Poles came from all walks of life. “Among them there 

were peasants, craftsmen, ironsmiths,” he said. 

  

The Poles turned their hand to all kinds of work, fixing ploughs, scythes and axes. Carpenters built window 

frames and blacksmiths mended metal utensils. For their work, the Poles were paid with bread, soup, vegetables 

and dried fruit, Ganiyev said. 

  

Nuriddin Ismoilov, a 93-year Uzbek veteran of the Second World War, left for the front before his 18th 

birthday. After returning home, he worked for many years in the NKVD, the forerunner of the KGB. His access 

to secret files gave him a special insight into the story of Anders and his men. 

  

“There were many Polish soldiers. They mostly put them in collective farms. Of course, the conditions of their 

food and board were better than in Russia. After the victory over the Germans, the ones that survived returned 

back to their homeland,” Ismoilov said. 

  

That account is somewhat superficial and fanciful, however. Some of the surviving tales from civilians that 

ended up in Central Asia suggest profoundly painful experiences. 

  

Norman Davies’ book Trail of Hope, a richly detailed history of the Anders army, reproduces a first-hand 

account of what happened to Stanisława Jasionwicz, whose family was deported to Central Asia when she was 

10 years old.  “Our family was assigned to some Uzbeks who spoke no Russian at all. We communicated with 

them by sign language. We got one ‘room’ in their mud hut. Some responsible Uzbek came along and told us 

that starting at dawn the next day we were supposed to go to work, pick cotton, that is. We had an assigned 

quota. For us, children, it was a hard deal because we had to break open the hard shell protecting the small swab 

of cotton wool. Our fingers kept being bloody and we were not supposed to stain the cotton!” Jasionwicz 

recalled. “We were sick with dysentery and ulceration, constantly hungry and tired.” 

  

By March 1, 1942, the Polish armed forces in the Soviet Union numbered 60,000. On July 22, 1943, Anders’ 

army was reformed as the Second Polish Corps of the British Armed Forces and left the Soviet Union. Later, 

Anders’ forces were stationed in Iran and would subsequently go on to wage the battle to liberate Italy. 

More efforts recording and spreading knowledge of this chapter of history is being undertaken by Jerzy 

Maculewicz, the Polish apostolic administrator of the Catholic Church in Uzbekistan. Before beginning his stint 

in Tashkent, Maculewicz had little idea of the ties that bound Uzbekistan with his home nation.  “The Poles 

ended up in a very hot and difficult climate. And that is why all over Uzbekistan we find burial sites of Polish 

soldiers who weren’t killed in battle here, but died from various diseases,” Maculewicz said. 

   

A plaque in the Kanimeh district of Bukhara Region carries this plaintive dedication: “Here lie the remains of 

soldiers of the Polish 7th Infantry Division who died in 1942 with heavy hearts and their gaze fixed on the 

distant Motherland.” The headstone of a young woman buried in the town of Shakhrisabz carries a dedication, 

seemingly from a man called Adam, possibly her husband: “Died on April 3, 1942. This foreign land was hard 
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for you in life, may it become light after death. My heart will never leave you.” An inscription at Shakhrisabz 

cemetery reads: “Your remains are in a foreign land, but your soul is in Poland, among your own people.” 

 

 

 John Jacobs recalling Mike’s story: 
 
In early 1942, the family decided to go to “Wresk”, where the Polish Army was organizing in an 
abandoned Russian Army Barracks. (“Wresk” is Mike’s pronunciation & spelling.  Perhaps this refers 
to Vrevskoye, which was a Polish army training site about 25 mi. southwest of Tashkent, and is called 
Almazar today).  Mike was about 16, and while Stanley could get into the Polish branch of the English 
Army, Mike couldn’t because he was so young.  He was starving with a distended stomach, sitting on 
the side of the road with few prospects, when a man in uniform walked by.  Mike tugged on his pants 
and begged him to let him sign up for the Army.  The man was Major Krzanowski, a Polish Army 
officer, and he asked Mike if he was 18.  Mike lied and said he was, and though Mike says he’s sure 
the Major knew he was lying, the Major wrote a note, gave it to Mike, and told him to take it to Army 
Headquarters, where Mike was finally inducted.  He hung out for 2 weeks and was then shipped out 
to Iran to attend Cadet School. 
 

              
 
Sister Czesia was shipped off to an orphanage about this time because she was so young and the 
rest of the family were going their separate ways.  Years later (~1952) when Mike was recently 
emigrated to Milwaukee WI, and was looking for her on Red Cross Lists, he discovered that she was 
about to take her vows as a nun in the Catholic Church in Chicago IL.  As Mike describes it: “I drove 
down and rescued her.”  She had tuberculosis and Mike brought her back to his house in Milwaukee 
and nursed her back to health.  (He also explains how he eventually found her a husband and 
facilitated her marriage).  Mike found out later that the original orphange in Asia transferred her to 
another orphange in India for a time where she was provided food and lodging, but also where hard 
physical labor was required.  Later she was subsequently moved to a farm in upstate Wisconsin to 
work on farms picking potatoes under the direction of catholic nuns. Afterwards, she was prepared to 



 Page 34 

 

take her vows as a nun, when Mike found her and interrupted that plan.  Czesia eventually married 
Frank Gorecki and they had two sons, Ed & Henry.  Czesia was the baby and lived until about 2010.  
She was a great cook, baker, and on special occasions made great pies suitable for the cover of 
Good Housekeeping.   
 
Sister Miecia joined the women’s army corp. and drove a truck throughout the war.  Afterwards, she 
emigrated to England for a time where she met another Polish emigree, Stanley Kaleshinski, who 
was a policeman. They married and in the early 1950’s emigrated to the USA, settling in Milwaukee 
close to Mike.  They had one son, Andrew who was single when he died in 2019. 
 
Brother Stanley Zukowski caught the last military train to Iran (which Mike always referred to by the 
old name: “Persia”, though at this time the country was officially Iran) by forcing his way aboard.  He 
was in a car with soldier’s wives who complained loudly about him forcing his way in.  He pulled a 
knife and told them to try and throw him off if they could.  Apparently things calmed down and Stanley 
arrived safely in Iran where he also joined the Army.  Mike says he briefly met Stanley a year later in 
Iraq. 
 

                                       
.               Polish Refugees in Iran during WWII 
 
Mike was trained as a tank driver and was eventually assigned to a tank division as part of the 
Krechowieki Lancers, 2nd Armored Brigade, Polish Armed Forces, under the British Command.   , 
Though Mike has not personally confirmed all of his experience/training during the next years, 
historical research approximates it as follows: 
 

 12/1941 – Arrival in Tashkent Uzbekistan with family and many other displaced persons. 
   3/1942 – Induction in Polish II Army at Vrevskoye (Almazar Uzbekistan). 
   4/1942 -  Enrollment in Cadet School in Iran. 
 10/1942 – Shipped to Iraq for further training as the Army built troop strength, & massed equip. 
   7/1943 – Shipped to Palestine for final training. 
 12/1943 – Shipped to Egypt in prep for shipping out to Italy. 
   4/1944 – Shipped to Italy through Naples for Italian offensive.  

 

Stanley and Mike in Iraq 
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Mike Posing in front of Tank 

 
 

                                                                                                                                
                                                                                                                    Badge of the Polish 2

nd
 Corp 

 

The Polish Armed Forces in the West (Polish: Polskie Siły Zbrojne na Zachodzie) refers to the Polish military 

formations formed to fight alongside the Western Allies against Nazi Germany and its allies during World War 

II. (Other Polish forces were raised within Soviet territories; these were the Polish Armed Forces in the East).  

The formations, loyal to the Polish government-in-exile, were first formed in France and its Middle East 

territories following the defeat and occupation of Poland by Germany and the Soviet Union in September 1939. 

After the fall of France in June 1940, the formations were recreated in the United Kingdom. The Polish II Corp 

(“Anders Army”) was formed in the Middle East in Uzbeckistan, Iran, Iraq, and Palestine.  Making a large 

contribution to the war effort, the Polish Armed Forces in the West was composed of army, air and naval forces. 

The Poles soon became shock troops in Allied service, most notably in the Battle of Monte Cassino during the 

Italian Campaign, where the Polish flag was flown over the Abbey of Monte Cassino at the end of the battle. 

 
 
 

 
Shoulder sleeve insignia of the Polish 

Armed Forces in the West 
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Mike’s Military Outfit 

               

 

 
 

Sherman IC Firefly 2nd Squadron 1st Krechowiecki Lancers 2nd Armoured Brigade 2nd "Warsaw" 
Armoured Division Polish Armed Forces Italy 1945  (Similar to tank Mike fought in). 

 

 

(Left) The 2nd (Warsaw) Armoured Brigade 
(Polish: 2 Warszawska Brygada Pancerna) was 
an armoured brigade of the Polish Armed Forces 
in the West during World War II that existed from 
1942 to 1945. 
(Above)  Badge of the 1st Krechowiecki Lancers. 
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1st Krechowiecki Lancers Regiment 

HQ Squadron 
Krechowiak Koziatyn Komarow Krokodyl Korosten Krylow  

1st Squadron 
Burza Bizon Brawura Brat Buzenko Bestja Bystry Bohun Brytan Bekas Blyskawica Bobr Bajka Buzdygan 

Basn Bawol Boa Bolko Boruta Bromka Brutal Busola Babinicz Ballada Baska Bat Beduin Birkut Biruta 

Bohdanka Bozenka Brzask Biruta Bor  

2nd Squadron 
Rozmach Rycerz Raider Rowne Renifer Rejtan Radom Rozbojnik Rys Rak Ryba Rekin Rey Rekord Raszyn 

Rebacz Rozeta Romek Raid Reymont Rumak  

3rd Squadron  
Zwyciezca Zboj Zadzior Zadlo Zemsta Znicz Zadymka Zawisza Zagloba Zyrafa Zamiec Zamosc Zbyk Zyw 

Zagonczyk Zerwikaptur Zryw Zubr Zuch Zwierz Zbik  

 
JJ:  The following history is probably as good accounting as any of the Italian offensive Mike 
participated in next. 

 

The Polish II Corps in Italy By James I. Marino 
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Despite the Nazi conquest of European nations during World War II, individual soldiers from the 
occupied countries rose again to fight the German Army, and the largest army in exile to fight the 
Germans was Polish. Polish forces fought in North Africa, on the Eastern Front, in Western Europe, 
and on the Italian peninsula. 

The Polish II Corps carried the fight to the Axis during the Italian Campaign. Thousands of former 
Soviet prisoners and scattered exiles provided the bulk of the corps. The Polish soldiers traveled a 
long, hard road to fight in Italy. British Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery wrote in his memoirs, 
“Poles played a part which gained them the admiration of their comrades and the respect of the 
enemy.”   

According to Polish historian Michael Alfred Peszke, “The Polish Army from the Soviet Union is the 
keystone to the history of the Polish endeavor in World War II.” 

Major General Wladislaw Anders and the Polish Armed Forces 

Following the Soviet occupation of eastern Poland in 1939, some 1.5 million Polish citizens found 
themselves arrested and transported to Soviet labor camps and prisons. After the Nazis struck 
Russia, British diplomats led by Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden indicated to the Soviets that the 
exiles could provide a potent source of manpower for the antifascist struggle. On July 30, 1941, the 
leader of the Polish government in exile, General Wladyslaw Sikorski, reached an agreement with the 
Soviets. Poles residing on Russian soil after September 1939 were allowed to join the Polish armed 
forces, responsible only to the Polish government and led by Polish officers. 

Major General Wladislaw Anders was given command of the proposed army. Born in a Russian-
controlled area of Poland, he graduated from high school in Warsaw and continued on to Riga 
Technical University. In 1913, he joined the Russian Army and entered the cavalry school. During 
World War I, he commanded a cavalry unit and was wounded five times. In 1917, he studied at the 
Academy of the General Staff in St. Petersburg. Then he took part in the formation of the Polish 
Corps, under General Jozef Dowbor-Musnicki. After the surrender of Germany, he returned to Poland 
in 1918 and joined the Polish Army and became chief of staff of Greater Poland. During the Russo-
Polish War in 1920, he directed the Poznań Uhlans. He entered the Ecole Superieure de Guerre in 
Paris and became the military commander of Warsaw in 1925. In 1932, he led the Polish team riding 
in the equestrian competition of the Nations Cup in Nice. 

Between 1928 and 1939, Anders commanded the cavalry brigades based in eastern Poland. He 
fought against the Wehrmacht in September 1939. After fighting along East Prussia, his cavalry task 
group marched south toward Hungary and engaged the Red Army invading Poland on September 17. 
Wounded, the Soviets captured him, and the NKVD (Soviet Secret Police) imprisoned him in 
Lubyanka Prison and later in Lwów. 

Released after 18 months of captivity, Anders was tasked to form the Polish Army in the Soviet 
Union. He distrusted all things Soviet and later wrote in his autobiography, “God only knows how 
many were murdered and how many died under the terrible conditions in the prisons and forced labor 
camps.” 
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The Making of a New Polish Armed Forces 

The communist government refused to allow the Polish soldiers to head to Britain to join the units 
forming there. Soviet Premier Josef Stalin would only open the gulag gates to provide soldiers for his 
own army. The Soviets noticed two clear attitudes among the Poles: disdain for everything communist 
and complete trust between the soldiers and officers. 

By November 1941, there were 40,000 Polish men at arms, 60 percent without boots, numerous 
Polish women, and hundreds of children to be cared for. The Soviets reduced the food rations. Most 
of the welfare aid for the gathering Polish citizens came from over 800 American charitable services, 
which enabled the Poles to set up 105 schools and 58 old people’s homes in Russia. By March 1942, 
the army’s strength reached 67,500 soldiers. 

By April 1942, approximately 26,000 Polish veterans were organized into two divisions in Uzbekistan 
under the command of Anders, but the communists provided only 8,651 rifles and 16 artillery pieces. 
After long political wrangling and a direct appeal from British Prime Minister Winston Churchill in a 
letter dated July 17, 1942, Stalin finally agreed to allow the Poles to move to Iran as part of the Allied 
occupation force there. Anders led an exodus of 112,000 men, women, and children. Unfortunately, 
over 4,000 soldiers died in Russia waiting for Stalin’s permission. 

From Iran, the Poles moved to Iraq and came under British command for further training and 
equipping. By August 1942, an additional 44,000 soldiers and 26,000 civilians, refugees and exiles 
from around the world, joined them. Although the majority of these were ethnic Poles, there were also 
members of other nationalities who joined the units of II Corps, most notably Jews, Belarusians, and 
Ukrainians. 

Historian Thomas Brooks noted in The War North of Rome, “Anders matched his men in fighting spirit 
and toughness of mind and body, with a fiery Polish patriotism.“ 

             

As one of their comrades attempts to 
establish communications via walkie-
talkie, a pair of Polish soldiers mans a 
two-inch mortar on an Italian hillside. 
The Poles have taken cover adjacent to 
a destroyed German self-propelled gun. 
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The Polish eagle became a prominent decoration on British-supplied helmets throughout the corps. 
When their training ended in June 1943, American General George S. Patton, Jr., reviewed the Polish 
soldiers and described them as “the best looking troops, including the British and American, that I 
have ever seen.” 

Polish Troops to the Mediterranean 

At the Quebec Conference in August, Roosevelt and Churchill decided to send the Polish Corps to 
Italy. Churchill wrote to Chief of Staff General Sir Alan Brooke, “The time has come to bring the Polish 
troops into the Mediterranean theatre. The men wish to fight. The intention is to use them 
immediately.” 

After Polish Prime Minister Sikorski died in a plane crash at Gibraltar, Anders became the focus of 
Polish nationalistic pride and fervor. To his countrymen Anders was an inspiration, and to his allies he 
was a military leader whose ability commanded the greatest respect. 

Churchill wrote a second memo to Brooke: “There is an urgency for reinforcements in Italy and the 
need to bring the Polish Corps into operations. A lot of time and energy has been spent on the Poles 
who for two years have done nothing.” 

Anders met Churchill at the British Embassy in Cairo on August 22. Churchill immediately liked 
Anders, while Anders extended trust and belief in the prime minister. 

The Polish II Corps 

The Polish II Corps became a major military formation of the Polish Army in World War II under the 
nominal control of the Polish government in exile in London. Its 3rd Carpathian Division was formed in 
the Middle East from Colonel Stanislaw Kopanski’s seasoned Carpathian Brigade, which fought at 
Tobruk and in Egypt. The 5th Kresowa was built around the staff of the 5th Division originally 
organized in the Soviet Union. 

According to the British Army Act of 1940, Polish units were to be grouped in a single theater of war. 
The British completely equipped, organized, and trained the Polish units to British standards and 
organizational guidelines, but only after a direct order from Churchill to chief military assistant General 
Bruce Ismay, which read, “I regard the equipping of the Polish Corps as of the first importance and 
urgency.” 

Manpower shortage meant that each Polish division would have only two brigades instead of the 
standard three in a British division, with skeleton staffs for their third brigades awaiting the recruiting 
of additional manpower. An armored brigade was formed with only 10 tanks, along with an 
independent infantry brigade that became the basis for a third division. To help solve the troop 
shortage, the Poles recruited Polish prisoners who had been forcibly recruited into the Wehrmacht. 

In July and August 1943, the Polish II Corps moved to Palestine for final training. This consisted of 
maneuvers in the mountainous regions to acclimatize the troops to the terrain they would encounter 
in Italy. Prior to arriving in Italy, the Corps totaled 45,000 men. The 3rd Division included the 1st and 
2nd Carpathian Rifle Brigades, and the 5th Division was composed of the 5th Wilenska and the 6th 
Lwowska Infantry Brigades. 
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The Corps’ divisional order of battle followed British lines with three field artillery regiments, an 
antitank regiment, engineers, a heavy machine-gun battalion, communications troops, an antiaircraft 
artillery regiment, and a reconnaissance regiment, the 12th Podolski Lancers in the 3rd Division and 
the 15th Poznanski Lancers in the 5th Division. The Corps’ 2nd Armored Brigade consisted of three 
armored regiments and supporting units. The 3rd Division had 13,200 men, the 5th Division 12,900, 
and the 2nd Armored Brigade 3,400. In 1944, the corps was transferred from Egypt to Italy and 
became part of the British Eighth Army under General Oliver Leese. 

Keeping the Polish II Corps Intact 

There was concern as to how the corps would be utilized. The British wanted to augment their 
replacement pool with the Poles. Anders furiously rejected suggestions that his corps be broken up 
and attached to British and American divisions in battalion-sized units, but attempts to make up the 
corps’ manpower shortage with recruits from Polish communities in Canada and the United States 
failed miserably. The Soviets also refused to allow more Poles to leave the country. 

Anders proposed to send his corps into battle without a pool of replacements. The Poles would take 
“liberated” manpower to replace their losses and flesh out their incomplete divisions on the battlefield. 
Large numbers of ethnic Poles had been impressed into the Wehrmacht as ethnic Germans, and 
Anders believed they would gladly join him if given the chance. The Poles also had intelligence 
indicating that thousands of Polish prisoners had been sent to Italy as laborers. These men could also 
be freed and join the II Corps. 

The British relented, and the Polish II Corps would fight as an autonomous unit. After arriving in Italy, 
the Polish corps eventually swelled to a force of 110,000. At age 52, Anders commanded Poland’s 
only force facing the Germans in Western Europe. 

“They Seem to Know No Fear” 

Elements of the 3rd Carpathian Rifle Division began landing in Italy at Taranto on December 21, 
1943. The transfer of all Polish units from Egypt and the Middle East continued until the middle of 
April 1944. These troops landed at the Italian ports of Taranto, Bari, and Naples. Corps headquarters 
followed in January 1944, the 5th Kresowa Division in February, and the armored brigade in April. 
The 2nd Base Corps completed the move. 

The first Polish unit to see action in Italy was the Independent Commando Company. On December 
29, 1943, it took part in a diversionary raid with British No. 9 Commando on the Gariglianio River 
estuary defenses. The 3rd Carpathian Division entered combat along a quiet sector of the front on the 
Sangro River. On February 10, Lt. Gen. Anders reported to General Leese at Eighth Army 
headquarters at Vasto, and the Polish II Corps officially became part of Eighth Army. 

British soldiers readily acknowledged the fighting spirit of the Poles. An Irish Guards officer in the 78th 
Division described his encounter with them. “Their motives were as clear as they were simple. They 
only wished to kill Germans and they did not bother at all about the usual refinements when taking 
over our posts. They just walked in with their weapons, asked where the Germans were, and that was 
that.” The 78th Division history carried a significant entry. “Of their resolve there was no doubt. For 
whose gallantry the Division soon learnt to feel an awed yet amused admiration. They exposed 
themselves with the most reckless abandon. They seem to know no fear.” 
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Battle of Monte Cassino: The Polish Corps’ Chance to Prove Itself 

The 3rd Carpathian Division’s first patrol went out on February 21, northwest of San Angelo. In May it 
moved up to Monte Cassino, where the Poles proved their worth in capturing the destroyed abbey 
high atop a mountain that commanded the Allied approaches through the valley below. 

The German defenses at Cassino had not been penetrated despite three assaults and heavy 
bombing. The enemy held fast and continued to block the road to Rome. In May, along the 18-mile 
stretch from Cassino to the Gulf of Gaeta, 17 Allied divisions stood ready for the next phase of battle. 
After previous attempts had failed to take Cassino, General Leese called Anders and his chief of staff, 
General K. Wisniowski, to Eighth Army headquarters on March 24. Leese told Anders of the planned 
offensive, Operation Diadem, to open the road to Rome. 

Leese offered the Polish corps the mission of taking Monte Cassino. After a brief discussion with 
Wisniowski, Anders accepted the task. Anders later described his reasoning. “The battle would have 
international scrutiny and impact; it would be the first face to face battle with the Germans since 1939; 
capture of Monte Cassino would disprove the Soviet propaganda that the Polish Army was unwilling 
to fight the Wehrmacht; casualties would probably be the same in a supportive role; it would have 
great significance for the future of the Home Army of Poland.” 

Planning Operation Diadem 

The Polish II Corps prepared to launch the fourth assault on the monastery. Operation Diadem would 
begin May 13 and the Polish II Corps’ task was to isolate the abbey from the north and northwest, 
dominate Highway 6, and then capture the abbey itself. At the same time, eight American divisions, 
four Commonwealth divisions, and four French divisions were to cross the Liri River, cutting Highway 
6. The Polish II Corps assault force consisted of the 3rd Carpathian Rifle Division, the 5th Kresowa 
Infantry Division, and the 2nd Armored Brigade. 

 
Soldiers of the Polish II Corps attached to one of the Carpathian Rifle Brigades fire a British 
4.5-inch field artillery piece during offensive operations in the Apennine Mountains of Italy. 
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The corps staff began to formulate the battle plan. General Anders contributed extensively to the 
staff’s work. He drew certain conclusions from the previous Allied assaults and decided not to 
become bogged down in a street fight in the town. He rejected an assault from the south that was too 
exposed to German flanking fire. He decided to attack from the northwest between Hills 569 and 601. 
The 3rd Carpathian Division was responsible for seizing the southern end of Snakeshead Ridge, 
Massa Albaneta, Monte Castellone, and Hills 593 and 569. The 5th Kresowa Division had Colle Sant’ 
Angelo and Hills 575, 505, 452, and 447, and was then to cover the advance of the 3rd. Each division 
allotted one brigade for the initial attack. The plan utilized direct frontal assault into strong German 
positions. Capture of the high ground would isolate the abbey. To the Polish soldiers, who had 
wandered through Russia, the Middle East, and now Italy for five years since the defeat and 
subjugation of their country and people, the battle would be a chance to confront the hated Germans 
and regain their honor. 

“The Spirit of Self-Sacrifice” 

General Anders’ order of the day just before the assault on Cassino read: “Soldiers, The task 
assigned to us will cover with glory the name of the Polish soldier all over the world. The moment for 
battle has arrived. At this moment the thoughts and hearts of our whole nation will be with us. We 
have long awaited the moment for revenge and retribution over our hereditary enemy. For this action 
let the lion spirit enter your hearts, keep deep in your heart God, honor, and our land—Poland! Go 
and take revenge for all the suffering in our land, for what you have suffered for many years in Russia 
and for years of separation from your families.” 

A postwar Polish veteran explained their motivation: “The spirit of self-sacrifice that had been 
manifested at the Battles of Grunwald, Chocim and Warsaw is passed on from generation to 
generation and constitutes the bedrock of Polish pride. The Poles entered the Battle of Cassino with 
the vision of a free Poland … carried in their hearts and minds. They joined the battle not because 
they were so ordered but because of their inner love for Poland and their hatred for the oppressor of 
their Motherland.” 
 

 
With victory in sight but heavy combat still ahead, Polish II Corps soldiers slog through 

mud somewhere in Italy in February 1945. The Poles acquitted themselves admirably 
throughout the Italian campaign. 
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Heavy Losses in the First Assault 

For the night assault, the Polish troops blackened their faces and equipment and donned camouflage 
wraps. 

A 40-minute barrage opened the assault. Immediately, the Poles caught an unlucky break. The 
Germans planned to relieve defenders with fresh units, and they had nine battalions in the 
strongpoints when the assault started. At 1 am, the 3rd Carpathian Rifle Division’s 1st Carpathian 
Rifle Brigade assaulted Point 593 (Mount Calvary on Snakeshead Ridge), Hill 569, and Albaneta 
Farm. The 1st Carpathian Battalion’s attack on Massa Albaneta failed with heavy losses, due mainly 
to German artillery. By 2:30 am, the assault battalions had lost one of every five men. 

The 2nd Carpathian Battalion of the 1st Carpathian Brigade carried Point 593. Four counterattacks by 
German paratroopers, the final ending with bitter hand-to-hand fighting, left few Poles on the position 
at dawn. Forced to retreat, the entire 2nd Battalion numbered no more than a few dozen men. The 
3rd Carpathian Battalion strike on Hill 569 also failed. 

The 5th Kresowa Infantry Division’s 5th Wilenska Brigade jumped off a half hour after the Carpathian 
Brigade to seize Colle Sant’  Angelo, Hills 706, 601, and 575. The infantry ran into heavy fire. By 3 
am, all three battalions were engaged along Phantom Ridge. The division commander, Brig. Gen. 
Nikodem Sulik, committed the 18 battalions of the 6th Lwowska Brigade to reignite the advance, but it 
was not possible to continue the attack. 

 
German paratroopers man a machine-gun position amid the ruins of the abbey of Monte 

Cassino. 
 

The 13th and 15th Battalions of the 5th Wilenska Brigade were decimated. According to the brigade 
diary, “In the valley and on the slope of the ridge lay corpses, twisted human shapes, shattered limbs, 
bloody bits of bodies.” General Anders had no alternative but to terminate the assault. 
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The Poles had attacked with panache and skill but took heavy casualties. The Germans committed a 
horrific atrocity after the assault. Two young officer cadets were captured, and the Germans crucified 
them with barbed wire and nails. No quarter was given by either side from that moment on. 

A Second Assault 

The II Corps staff immediately began drawing plans for a second assault. Leese arrived and 
expressed satisfaction with the Poles’ attack because it was “of great assistance” drawing artillery fire 
and reserves away from the British. Anders used the same basic strategy, but this time the attack 
would be made by both entire divisions. Both brigades of the 5th Kersowa Division were directed on 
Colle Sant’ Angelo. The 3rd Carpathian Division focused both brigades on just Albaneta. The Poles 
concentrated their artillery support and planned a rolling barrage for the advancing infantry. Polish 
sappers and engineers cleared minefields and obstacles during the interim. Leese endorsed the 
entire endeavor. 

The second assault jumped off at 10:30 pm on May 16. New brigades were leading the assaults, 
supported by 200 air sorties at daybreak. One observer wrote, “When the second attack began the 
soldiers were drained physically and psychologically. The issue hung on a knife edge, only vigorous 
leadership could overcome the exhaustion and inertia.” Fighting raged all night. 

Lance Corporal Dobrowski of the 5th Battalion described the assault on Hill 593: “We begin to ascend 
Hill 593, the weakest soldiers can no longer keep pace. We are in no particular formation. No 
sections; no platoons. The situation is such we must use our own initiative. Now we engage the 
enemy. All is confusion and the Germans’ positions are mixed with ours. With munificent impartiality 
we hurl our hand grenades. From the neighboring heights Spandaus, Schmeissers and heavy 
machine guns catch us in a murderous crossfire.” The hill was taken and held. 

Capturing the Monastery 

The divisions seized the initial objectives on Phantom Ridge and Snakeshead Ridge then moved on 
to Hills 601, 575, 505, and 569. By May 18, the Poles had seized the objectives. The French 
Expeditionary Corps breakthrough south of Cassino forced the German Tenth Army to order the 
withdrawal of the 1st Parachute Division from Monte Cassino. 

The Poles intercepted the radio message but were too weary to pursue the paratroopers. Corps 
headquarters sent word to the 3rd Carpathian Division to send a patrol from the 12th Podolski 
Lancers Reconnaissance Regiment to scout the abbey. The scouting party, led by Lieutenant Casimir 
Gurbiel, entered the ruins of the abbey and found them empty except for a few wounded German 
paratroopers. A homemade regimental pennant was raised at 9:50 am above the ruins. A Lancer 
bugler played the medieval Polish military signal, the “Krakow Hejnal.” When the notes were heard in 
the 4th Carpathian Battalion’s command post, officers and enlisted men unashamedly cried. 

A Polish officer wrote in his diary about that occasion. “We hung on grimly until the exciting news 
arrived that the monastery was in our hands. I shall never forget the pure joy of that moment. We 
could hardly believe that our long task was done.” 

General Anders walked up to the abbey late in the afternoon. He recounted the moment in his 
postwar memoirs. “The battlefield presented a dreary sight. Corpses of Polish and German soldiers, 
sometimes entangled in a deadly embrace, lay everywhere, and the air was filled with the stench of 
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rotting bodies. There were overturned tanks with broken caterpillars. Crater after crater pitted the 
sides of hills and scattered over them were fragments of uniforms, helmets, tommy guns, Spandaus, 
Schmeissers and hand grenades. The slopes of hills where fighting had been less intense were 
covered with poppies in incredible number, their red flowers weirdly appropriate to the scene.” 

 
Major General Wladislaw Anders commanded the Polish II Corps from training through 

arduous combat during the Italian campaign and became a national hero in his native land. 

 
Although German authorities asserted that their troops had not occupied the Benedictine 

abbey of Monte Cassino, Allied commanders wanted it bombed. After the aerial bombardment 
that left the abbey in ruins, German paratroopers did occupy the rubble and put up stiff 

resistance against Allied troops. 
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An Honorary Decoration For the Polish II Corps 

The Poles continued fighting until May 25, by which time the positions of Saint Angelo Hill, Point 575, 
Passo Corno, and Mount Cairo were captured. The Polish II Corps lost 50 men a day, about 20 
percent of its strength, by the end of the Cassino battle. The Poles immediately attacked east to 
penetrate the Hitler Line before the Germans could man it. 

Through Operation Diadem, the capture of Rome, and the advance beyond the Italian capital, the 
Allied forces were heavily battered. The British and Canadian rifle companies had 30 percent 
casualties. The American casualty rate was 41 percent, but the Polish II Corps had the highest with 
43 percent, sustaining 3,784 casualties of which 860 were killed. Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery 
wrote after the war, “Only the finest troops could have taken that well-prepared and long-defended 
fortress.” Immediately after the battle, General Charles de Gaulle commented to the press, “The 
Polish Corps lavished its bravery in the service of its honor.” 

The Polish II Corps received an honorary decoration after Cassino. Eighth Army Order No. 65 
granted the right of all individuals who took part in the Cassino operation to permanently wear the 
Eighth Army shield on their right shoulder even if in the future they were no longer part of the Eighth. 
Later, Order No. 95 extended the privilege to any soldier of the Polish II Corps. 

Deception at the Battle of Ancona 

After the battle at Cassino, the Polish II Corps shifted to the Adriatic coast. On June 15, 1944, the 3rd 
Carpathian Rifle Division replaced the 4th Indian Division. The entire sector came under Anders’ 
command. The Polish corps headquarters was located at San Vito near Ortona. Additional British 
regiments and Italian units bolstered the strength of the corps. The 17th and 26th Heavy Artillery 
Regiments, Royal Artillery, the 7th Queens Own Hussars, and the Italian Corpo Italiano de 
Liberazione came under the Polish II Corps. The 5th Kresowa Infantry Division arrived between June 
18 and 21, followed by the corps artillery and the 2nd Armored Brigade. 

The Battle of Ancona took place from June 16 through July 18, 1944. The Polish objective was the 
capture of Ancona harbor. Anders’ orders to his units were simple, direct, and aggressive. “Pursue 
the enemy at the highest possible speed and capture Ancona harbor.” 

Anders also deceived the Germans. He created the impression that the 3rd Carpathian Division 
would attack along the coast road. Instead, he launched the 5th Kresowa and the 7th Hussars on an 
encircling sweep inland. Anders performed a series of feints, radio deception, and skilled maneuver, 
unhinging the German 278th Division. Supported for the first time entirely by air attacks by the Polish 
City of Gdansk No. 318 Squadron, the Poles moved rapidly up the Adriatic coast and crossed the Aso 
River by June 20. Assisted by Italian Alpini, the Poles captured Fermo and Pedaso on June 21. By 
the 25th, the Polish II Corps faced the German LI Mountain Corps, and stiff resistance held up the 
Polish offensive around the Chienti River. 

Breeching the Gothic Line 

In July, the Polish corps began rolling again, capturing Numano on July 5 and Osini, only 10 miles 
south of Ancona, the following day. The Poles repulsed a counterattack by the mountain troops on 
July 8, and took Monte Palesco two days later. After a fierce battle, Ancona was captured by the 
Carpathian Lancers on July 18. The 3rd Carpathian Division secured the port and 2,500 prisoners. 
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This was the only battle in the West that was exclusively carried out by the Polish military. The 
offensive cost the Poles 2,150 casualties. 

On July 19, the Poles crossed the Esino River and encountered strong German opposition near 
Ostra. On the 22nd, they reached the Misa River. The Germans placed the 71st Infantry Division and 
the Poles’ old adversary, the 1st Parachute Division, along the river. It was another 10 days before 
the Polish force reached the next river, the Misa. A five-day struggle ended with the capture of Ostra, 
and the corps advanced to the town of Senigallia. 

On August 11, the Cesano River was crossed, and the Poles seized a series of towns, Gabrielle, 
Mondolfo, Poggio, and Orciano. Ten days later, the Poles crossed the Metauro River and reached the 
Gothic Line. 

The Allies now reorganized their forces before the assault on the Gothic Line. The Polish II Corps 
was on the extreme right flank at the Adriatic coast with the 1st Canadian Corps on its left. Operation 
Olive, the breakthrough in the Adriatic sector, began on the night of August 25. The Polish II Corps 
opened the offensive, capturing the high ground north of the resort of Pesaro. The corps’ fighting lines 
stretched seven miles inland from the coast with its two divisions advancing abreast. 

Historian Thomas Brooks described the assault. “The Poles were under-strength and again lacked 
replacements. They went in without preliminary artillery barrage. The infantrymen waded through 
water almost three feet deep up into the olive groves on the far side. At midnight, shells rained down 
four hundred yards ahead of the advancing troops moving forward at the anticipated rate of a 
hundred yards every six minutes. The Poles inflicted heavy damage on a German parachute regiment 
caught out in the open in the act of withdrawing. By dawn the divisions were well across the river and 
into the hills before Foglia.“ 

The night attack by the Polish II Corps, Canadian I Corps, and the British V Corps caught the 
Germans flat footed and pierced the eastern flank of the Gothic Line. 

Fighting in the Appenines 

Its task complete, the Polish II Corps now withdrew to become a reserve force. On the 26th, Anders 
met Prime Minister Churchill, who visited the Polish headquarters. Anders tried to warn Churchill 
about Stalin, six months before the Yalta Conference. He told Churchill, “Stalin’s declarations that he 
wants a free and strong Poland are lies and fundamentally false.” 

Anders spoke of the Katyn Massacre, in which the Soviets murdered Polish officers and civilian 
officials, and then mentioned the situation with the Red Army at the gates of Warsaw. “We have our 
wives and children in Warsaw, but we would rather they perish than have to live under the 
Bolsheviks.” 

Churchill replied, “I sympathize deeply. But you must trust us. We will not abandon you, and Poland 
will be happy.” 

Between October 1944 and January 1945, the Polish II Corps was reinforced and reorganized. The 
3rd Carpathian Rifle Division and the 5th Kresowa Infantry Division had the 3rd Carpathian Rifle 
Brigade and the 4th Wolynska Rifle Brigade added, respectively. The 2nd Armored Brigade was 
expanded into an armored division with the addition of the Carpathian Lancer Regiment, 2nd 
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Motorized Commando Battalion, 16th Pomorska Infantry Brigade, 4th Armored Regiment Skorpion, 
1st Krechowieckich Lancer Regiment, and the 6th Armoured Regiment Dzieci Lwowskich. 

After a short period of rest, the Polish II Corps returned to the battlefield and occupied Predappio, the 
birthplace of Benito Mussolini, and Castrocaro on October 27. The Poles bypassed Faenza and 
crossed the Lamone River on their way to the Senio River. As the rain, mud, and snow arrived in 
November, the Polish II Corps pushed through the Appennine foothills south of Highway 9. The 
Polish troops captured Monte Caselo and Lamone in November and Brisighella on December 6. All 
operations in the region ceased by the end of December 1944. 

“The operations of the Polish II Corps in the Emilian Apennines had needed strenuous effort by the 
men, who, battling the hills or paddling in mud, fought, attacked, and pushed back the enemy,” wrote 
Anders. “There were no spectacular achievements; it was just a case of steady relentless fighting, 
and duty well done. The Corps’ losses in these battles amounted to 42 officers and 627 other ranks 
killed, 184 officers and 2,630 other ranks wounded, and 1 officer and 32 other ranks missing.” 

General Richard McCreery, the new Eighth Army commander, recognized the Polish effort in a signal 
to Anders on December 17: “My best congratulations to you and the 3rd Carpathian Division on your 
successful operations in difficult country. This attack with the great lack of roads in your area was a 
fine achievement. Engineers and gunners deserve every credit.” 

The Yalta Betrayal 

In January 1945, the Italian front was at a standstill. The Eighth Army, after a series of hard-fought 
river crossings, stood on the banks of the Senio River. The country was sodden from winter rains, 
and armored operations were impossible. 

International events and foreign policy would now impact the Italian campaign. Anders learned of the 
terms agreed by Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin at Yalta. He wrote a letter to General McCreery 
saying, “I can see but the necessity of relieving those of my troops now in line. We had marched 
thousands of miles together and had suffered thousands of casualties. We had come from the torture 
of the Russian labor camps to the brink of battle which would seal our claim to be allowed to go 
home. Suddenly we are told, we were told, without ever being consulted that we had no home to go 
to.” 

In early March 1945, McCreery, American General Mark Clark, and British Field Marshal Harold 
Alexander met Anders, who told them, “How can I ask my soldiers to go on fighting, to risk their lives 
for nothing. I must withdraw them from the line.” 

General Clark replied, “I know the great confidence the Polish soldiers have in their commander, and 
I also know that they would accept any decision coming from you without hesitation. “ 

McCreery added, “If you took your troops out of the line, there would be no troops to replace them, 
and a 10 mile gap would be opened up.” 

Anders remained silent for a minute, reflecting that the Polish removal might negatively impact the 
Allied victory in Italy and also forfeit the Polish claim to be an independent nation. Anders quietly but 
firmly said, “You can count on the Polish II Corps for this coming battle. We must defeat Hitler first.” 
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Later in the week, the Polish troops learned that Churchill was to speak to them by radio. Vladyslaw 
Karnicki, a veteran soldier, remembered what Churchill said. “He said he had to give up a part of 
Poland because of the Curzon Line. When we looked it up on a map, the meaning became clear. The 
Anglo-American leaders had given Stalin that part of Poland which was the homeland of the Polish II 
Corps. He then concluded by saying that after the war if you wished to go home you may, but if you 
chose not to, England would welcome you with employment and homes. The men were immediately 
bitter and one sergeants said, ‘Why the hell are we fighting now? We have no country to go to.’ The 
Colonel stepped in and showed us pictures of England and London which he had visited. He said 
how good the country and people were. I acclaimed that’s for me, I’m not going to the Russians.” 

Although most of the men decided to settle in Britain, the Poles did not show the aggressive spirit in 
the remaining combat. 

The Last Italian Offensive 

The final offensive to break the stalemate on the Italian front was scheduled for the night of April 9, 
1945. The Eighth Army objective was to break through the Po Valley and seize the cities of Bologna 
and Florence. The Polish II Corps was assigned the direct assault across the Senio River straight to 
Bologna. 

The 3rd Carpathian Rifle Division spearheaded the attack across the Senio, north of the Via Emilia 
(Highway 9) toward Bologna. The corps struck the boundary between the German 98th and 26th 
Panzer Divisions. The Poles closed in on Imola, 15 miles from Bologna, and by April 14 that town was 
captured. At this point the Poles were confronted by their old enemy, the German 1st Parachute 
Division. The Polish attack was so successful that the German division disintegrated. 

The Poles captured the 1st Parachute Division’s battle flag, and on the morning of April 21, the 3rd 
Carpathian Rifle Division entered Bologna ahead of the American 34th Division. The German flag 
was eventually presented to General Anders as a trophy. The Polish victory was honored by a 
congratulatory letter from McCreery, who wrote, “You have shown a splendid fighting spirit, 
endurance and skill in this great battle. I send my warmest congratulations and admiration to all 
ranks.” 

Another British politician, Foreign Secretary Harold Macmillan, publically renounced his prior view of 
the Polish II Corps. In an open letter he wrote, “I have underestimated the marvelous dignity and 
devotion of Anders and his comrades. They fought with distinction in the front of attack in the last 
battles of April. They had lost their country but they kept their honor.” 

The liberation of Bologna ended 14 months of Polish II Corps operations during the Italian campaign. 
Today, 1,432 soldiers of the II Corps rest in the Polish War Cemetery in Bologna-San Lazzaro di 
Savena, the largest of four located in Italy. 

In May 1945, the corps consisted of 55,780 men and approximately 1,500 women in auxiliary 
services. There was also one bear, named Wojtek. The majority of the forces were composed of 
former citizens of eastern Poland. During 1944-1945, the Polish II Corps fought with distinction in the 
Italian campaign, losing 11,379 men. Among them were 2,301 killed in action, 8,543 wounded, and 
535 missing. 
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The Polish Army After the War 

After the war, Polish divisions remained in Italy near Ancona, providing care for displaced Polish 
refugees. They continued to train because they expected a war between the Western powers and the 
Soviet Union. The total establishment of the Polish II Corps in mid-1946 was down to 103,000 
personnel. In August 1946, two divisions were transported to Britain and demobilized. The 3rd 
Carpathian Rifle Division remained in Italy as part of the occupation forces. Because of the Soviet 
occupation of Poland, most of the Cassino veterans never returned to their homeland. Inexplicably, 
the Poles were not allowed to participate in the massive victory parade in London. 

Ten members of Parliament signed a letter published in the Daily Telegram in June 1946, objecting to 
the treatment of the Poles. The letter read, “Polish dead lay in hundreds on Monte Cassino. The 
Poles fought at Tobruk, Falaise, and Arnhem. Polish pilots shot down 772 German planes. The Polish 
Forces who fought under British command have not been invited to the Victory March June 8. 
Ethiopians will be there, Mexicans will be there, the Fiji Medical Corps, the Labuan Police and the 
Seychelles Pioneer Corps will be there—and rightly too. But the Poles will not be there. 

Anders, a staunch anticommunist, remained in Britain. The Polish communist government stripped 
him of his Polish citizenship. He died in exile in 1970. His citizenship was reinstated posthumously in 
1989, with the formation of a democratic government in Poland under Lech Walesa. Anders also 
received the title of Commander of the Legion of Honor from the new government. In accordance with 

his will, he was buried among his soldiers in the Polish military cemetery at Monte Cassino. 

 

 
Bologna (Italy) April 1945. Soldiers of the II Polish Corps in the newly liberated city. In the car are 

among others General Zygmunt Szyszko-Bohusz and Klemens Rudnicki.  

(Photo: Polish Institute and Sikorski Museum in London / KARTA Center) 
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The Polish II Corps (Source: https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanks_of_the_Polish_Armoured_Forces) 

After their arrival in Persia, more men were added via the overland route from Ashkhabad in Uzbekistan to the 

railhead at Mashhad in Persia. The “Anders Army” thus passed from Soviet control to British control. It was 

renamed the Polish Second Corps and joined the Polish Armed Forces in the West. They made its way through 

Iran to Palestine where the Jewish Poles left and joined Jewish veteran settlements there.(These Jewish soldiers 

was dubbed the "Anders Aliyah" and played an important role in the founding of the State of Israel in 1948.)  

                

After the evacuation to the Middle East, Gen. Anders ordered re-organization of the army. On the 4th April, 

1942 he ordered formation of the 2nd Tank Brigade. Gen. Paszkiewicz ( c.o. of the brigade) outlined structure 

of the brigade and appointed commanding officers. Initially Tank Training Centre was attached to the brigade 

but later became a part of the Army Training Centre under a name of Transport and Tank Training Centre 

commanded by Major Szostak. The units in Palestine were formed into a new Carpathian Division 

incorporating the former Polish Carpathian Brigade ("the rats of Tobruk") who had just been moved to Palestine 

after successful defense of Tobruk in Libya alongside the Australians.  

Initially there was a shortage of the training equipment and even some light Italian tanks had to be transported 

to the Centre from the battlefields of North Africa. Training was progressing slowly due to the heat. On October 

19, 1943 a full quota of Sherman tanks was received to train units of the 2nd Tank Brigade. The entire training 

of the tank units of the 2nd Polish Corps was conducted by the Centre, commanded by Lt.Col. Szostak. In 

March 1944 the Centre was stationed in St. Basilio and Metra in Italy and became part of the Reserve Armoured 

Troops Centre of the 2nd Polish Corps (Gen Anders order dated 15 April 1944). Some soldiers volunteered to 

supplement the Polish Armoured Corps in England, and were sent to Britain to fight in Europe. The 2nd Corps 

itself took part in the Mediterranean campaign with the British 8th Army and fought in Italy including Monte 

Cassino. On 6 August 1944 the Centre became known as the 7th Armoured Regiment.  
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            Raising the Polish Flag Over the Abbey of                                    Ruins of Monte Cassino after War. 

          Monte Cassino at end of battle, 17 May 1944. 

 

 

 

 

 John Jacobs recalling Mike’s story: 
 
Mike and his company were involved with some clean-up operations along the Adriatic Sea at 
the end of the war as the Germans retreated from Italy.  They would typically sweep an area, 
making sure all Germans were out of the area.  This was mostly farm land, where all the 
former inhabitants had fled due to the war.  At the end of the day, the soldiers would often take 
up lodging in an abandon farm house.  Mike said they would usually go up to the attic where 
there was commonly prosciutto and wheels of cheese hanging from the rafters.  In the cellar 
they also could usually find a good selection of wine – or maybe even a bottle of cognac. After 
exploring the area, it was typical to find all the makings of a fine dinner.   
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On one such excursion, Mike’s platoon had fanned out around a farm house they approached 
with Mike investigating the back of the house by himself.  He noticed a raincoat on a walkway 
and went to pick it up.  As he lifted it, three German soldiers appeared down in a shallow hole.  
They were armed with hand guns, rifles, and a Schmeisser machine gun.  They could have 
shot their weapons but obviously realized they were part of a lost cause behind enemy lines 
and were only interested in ending their ordeal.  One was a rather old man, and another a 
fairly young boy.  They all raised their hands and surrendered without incident.  Mike called for 
his platoon members to come quickly, and they took the Germans into custody and eventually 
handed them over to Army authorities.  They also divided up 
the German’s belongings.  Besides the machine gun, there 
was a very good quality Zeiss camera, and a Luger.  Mike 
took the Luger, a pre-Nazi era 9mm parabellum in excellent 
condition, which was a prized possession till the end of his 
life. 
 

 
 

 
Mike relates that after the war, the Army was reluctant to simply send Polish soldiers home as 
they feared they might take retribution on Germans/former Nazis for their role in the war.  
Instead, Mike was kept stationed in northern Italy for roughly 1 ½ to 2 years on what seemed 
officially a temporary policing mission in the area, more-or-less.  Mike says they had little to 
do, were armed, and were viewed as hero’s/liberators, so they mostly drank wine, caroused 
with local women, and partied.  In reality, there was no home to go to anyway, as the Russians 
had seized the eastern part of Poland where Mike had lived. 
 
Mike had an Italian girlfriend for a time and describes being under the constant watchful eye of 
her parents and grandmother.  Apparently this didn’t last too long and they went their separate 
ways. 
 

 
Mike (3rd from right) in Northern Italy with Friends 
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Mike hadn’t seen his brothers and sisters since joining the Army, and at this time he began 
looking for word of them.  He combed through Red Cross Missing Persons Lists, and also 
visited various battlefield cemeteries.  As luck would have it, one day while looking at names 
on grave markers in northern Italy, he ran across his brother Stanley who was there doing the 
same looking for him.  Mike states that they had a many-day long party thereafter.  
When it came time to finally leave Italy, they needed to decide whether they would return 
home to Poland or travel elsewhere to continue their lives.  Since they were serving in the 
Polish Army which was under the oversight of the English military, England offered all former 
soldiers that served England during the war, an opportunity to emigrate to England to live.  
Mike took advantage and went to England about 1947. 
 
 

          
                 Mike at End of War 
                                                                               
                               
 
 

           Upon arriving in England near Manchester, Mike and his fellow polish emigres were given a 
           suit of clothes, a small sum of money, temporary lodging, and were offered menial jobs.  Mike  
           dug ditches and went to trade school for carpentry for a time. 
 

Before long, Mike met a girl who was to become his wife, Veronica Hudson.  They originally 
were part of a pair of couples on a blind date, but with other partners.  They decided that on 
their second date they would much rather see each other.  

Mike on right with friends 
(“The Three Musketeers”)     

in England 
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Mike and Vera on a Date at Greenbank near Bristol England 

 
 

Mike and Vera were married on 2nd Oct. 1948, in Leeds, Yorkshire England.  They had a 
daughter, Irene, born on 8/30/49, who, though living in Milwaukee, retains British citizenship to 
this day. 
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Mike worked at a textile plant and came to the realization over a couple years that no matter 
what he did, he would always be a second class citizen in England because he just wasn’t 
British.  Therefore, when the US offered to allow a quota of Polish/English citizens to emigrate, 
he decided he would go.  Vera wasn’t very pleased with the prospect of leaving 
family/England, but as Mike was convinced it was his only hope of having a good life, they left 
England for the US in late Feb. of 1952 with their 2 year old daughter, Irene. 
 
They came to the US by ship on the SS Neptunia, arriving on March 6th 1952 with very little 
money.  Mike relates that they had about $26.00 when they arrived in New York at Ellis Island.  
Afterwards in New York City, a cab driver took all but about $1.50 in what Mike describes as a 
con, as he wasn’t familiar with the value of the US dollar.  They eventually got on a train to 
Milwaukee, and had just enough to buy a sandwich which he gave to Vera and Irene. 
 
They were headed for Milwaukee WI because Mike knew a friend from Poland living around 
6th and Becher Street who offered him a place to stay.  As jobs were plentiful after the war, 
Mike very quickly got a job as a machinist at a local factory.  He was a little disoriented at the 
time as he had no previous training as a machinist.  He recalls that when he first looked at a 
blueprint for a project he was to make, the drawing just looked like a big spider web to him and 
he couldn’t make any sense of it.  Coworkers helped him however, and before long he was 
working as a lathe operator.  As wages were good and business was booming, Mike found 
that with his new-found skill he could get better jobs easily and improve his pay.  He changed 
jobs a number of times making a better wage each time he moved.  Eventually he ended up 
working as a lathe operator for the Ladish Company in Cudahy WI (a southern suburb of 
Milwaukee), a factory which for many years had the largest drop-forge in the world and had 
many government contracts.  He retired from Ladish in about 1987 before he was 65 during a 
labor strike when he was offered an early buyout and a promise of retention of his very good 
health plan at the time (which they reneged on a couple years later after the company was 
bought out). 
 

 
Christmas at Mike and Vera’s House in Milwaukee about 1992 

(With Katy, daughter of John & Annie Jacobs) 
 



 Page 58 

 

 
Mike and Vera in their Home during Christmas 2010 

 
Mike and Vera had a good life in Milwaukee and had two more daughters, Ann Theresa, born 
on 25th of Aug. 1956, and Sheila Mary, born 14th of May 1964.  They lived with most of his 
brothers and sisters close by: Stanley and his wife Maria who he met in Naples Italy, and their 
three children Donna, Roman, and Ricky.  Miecia and her husband Stanley Kalesinski with 
son Andrew, and Czesia with her husband Frank Gorecki and their two sons Ed and Henry. 
Brother Frank, who remained in Poland, visited several times after 1990, and his son Richard 
also lives close by. 

 

 
Mike Zukowski:      b. 25 July, 1925        d.  26 Feb. 2015. 
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The Birth Certificate for Adolph Zukowski 
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Mike Zukowski Immigration ; Ships Manifest, SS Neptunia, 25th Feb. 1952 
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Medals Awarded For WWII Service 
 
 
 

 
           Cross of Valor 

          (For acts of bravery on the field) 

                                       
 

 
 
 
 

Wound Badge 
(3 wounds shown. Mike had 1 star) 

 


