
THE 
The Polish-Soviet War 1919-1920 

WWI and the Bolshevik Revolution 

From 1914-18, World War I was fought and Europe experienced the most 

terrible warfare in history. As million man armies marched over northern France 

and Russia the casualty lists shocked all governments and countries affected: 

16 million dead and another 21 million wounded. By the time the war ended, 

Europe was weary of war 

In the wake of WWI, the Bolshevik Revolution rocked Imperial Russia from 

1917-23. Life or death fighting erupted over multiple fronts as the Bolsheviks, or 

Reds, fought forces loyal to the Tsar and Imperial Russia, referred to as Whites. 

Foreign nations, termed interventionists' by the Bolsheviks, actively supported 

the White cause on several fronts. The Bolsheviks were as ruthless off the 

battlefield as they were on it - Red Terror, similar to the French Revolution's 

Reign of Terror, took millions of lives as did starvation. By 1920 the Red 

star was ascending as they were driving back their foes on all fronts. With 

revolutions springing up around the globe, it seemed the opportune moment to 

export the Revolution worldwide on the bayonets of the Red Army. 

It was in this atmosphere that the Polish-Russian War was fought. This 

war should not be considered as yet another part of the Russian Civil War, but 

as the first foreign war fought by both the newly reconstructed Polish Republic 

and Bolshevik Russia. Before large scale fighting broke out in 1920, several 

small and isolated battles (see scenario 1) were fought from 1918-19 as the 

Poles sought to extend their eastern borders to include territories once held by 

Poland, even though many of these lands were outside of the linguistic Polish 

borders. In the east, these territories extended to nearly Smolensk In the north 

and Kiev in the south. Occupying Galicia in the western Ukraine and Vilnius in 

Lithuania were of particular interest to the Polish leadership. 

Poland's Multinational Federation Goals 

Polish war aims included establishing a firm eastern border with Russia 

and the resurgence of a federation like the great Polish-Lithuanian kingdom 

encompassing several eastern European countries in a commonwealth, with 

Poland as the centerpiece and1 leading nation (see map on page 20). The goal 

of the Bolsheviks was even more grandiose - besides crushing Poland and 

freeing the workers from their Polish land owning lords, the ultimate purpose 

of the invasion was to export the Revolution to Germany and the west. With all 

the turmoil present in many countries, in Europe and throughout the world, the 

success of this mission seemed quite possible. 

From late 1919 through the spring of 1920, diplomats from both nations 

attempted to find a peaceful solution to the problem of the official border 

between their countries. These talks broke down however and both sides 

continued to build up their forces. These numbers were not like those that 

attempted the Schlieffen Plan in 1914 WWI, where several million men collided 

with each other in northern France. Here, the total number of soldiers could be 

counted only in the hundreds of thousands. Units were severely under strength 

and often in name only. This lack of troop"density permitted the resurgence of 

the role of the cavalryman, considered obsolete with the advent of automatic 

weapons. Stalemate and stagnation we're not found in this war, but. sweeping 
cavalry movements and a fluctuating front with the return to primacy of the 

horseman. Although few realized it at the beginning, this war would not be a 

replay of the recent Great War. 

The fighting in 1920 was as dominated by geography as it was in 1812 

and would be in 1941. In the center'of the front, between and essentially 

separating the northern and southern forces, is an area known as the Prypiat 

Marshes (F4-H4). Caused by the multitude of swollen rivers, it is not completely 

impassable but difficult enough to limit large scale military action. Shaped like a 

cone lying on its side, with the wide end to the east and tip to the west. Armies 

attacking in a westward direction found their movement hampered and slowed. 

Transportation from north and soulh and vice versa Is limited, slowing the 

transfer of troops from one flank to another. 

In April 1920, the Polish Army was larger and belter organized than any 

White army the Bolsheviks had faced. The Poles were prepared first and 

launched an offensive into the Ukraine on the southern half of the baltlefront on 

the 25th (see scenario 3). This was no Great War assault measuring success 

in yards or a few miles: in the first day on the invasion General Smigly-Rydz's 

Third Army swept forward 55 miles in 24 hours. By May 3rd, a patrol of 

Polish hussars entered Kiev from the north and by May 6th the city had been 

abandoned. Polish forces marched triumphantly into Kiev, having advanced 

approximately 150 miles in less than two weeks. The victory would be short 

lived - as one Polish veteran reported: "We ran all the way to Kiev and we ran 

all the way back." 

Designer's Note: The campaign was historically divided inlo the Western 

and South-Western fronts. For game purposes and map clarity the Western Front 

is re-named the Northern Fronland the South-Western Front the Southern Front. 

The invasionofthe Ukraine which, on face value appeared to be a great 

victory, was, in fact, an utter military and political failure. Certainly the capture 

of Kiev was a laudable feat, however, the cost was extremely high. One of the 

main goals of the operation was not to gain territory but primarily an attempt 

to destroy the Bolshevik XII and XlVth armies. Unfortunately for the Poles, the 

quality of these armies was so poor that they did not stand to fight and quickly 

rouled, essentially intact, out of harm's way into central Ukraine and across the 

Dnieper River. Politically the invasion was a propaganda gift for the Bolsheviks 

around which to rally support after three hard years of civil war. Even worse was 

the reaction of the west, primarily Great Britain and France, who were trying to 

stabilize the continent and establish peace following the devastating Great War. 

Poland was condemned for their unwarranted belligerence by the two great 

powers. Civilian workers in many countries refused to load ships bound for 

Poland with arms and aid; workers in the free city of Danzig refused to unload 

any ships with supplies for the new state. When virtually no Ukrainians rose to 

support the invasion of the Ukraine, coupled with the lack of interest in forming 

a federation from Lithuania and Latvia (and likely knowing the neutral stance 

from Romania and hostile stance from Czechoslovakia), chief of state and 

commanding officer Marshall Josef Pilsudski knew that his dream of a Polish 

led federation of states was over. 

Initially shacked by Ihe defeat in the south, the Russian command 

quickly recovered and prepared for a counter offensive. Overall commander 

Sergey Kamenov had troops established in two Fronts - the Northern Front 

commanded by Mikhail Tukhachevsky and the Southern Front commanded 

by Alexander Yegorov. The objective of the Northern Front was the capture of 

Warsaw by August 12. The Southern Front was to support the thrust towards 

Warsaw while at the same time guarding the left flank from the possible 

intervention of the Romanian army. Communication using the primitive radio 

was complex and not direct - information from the Northern Front had to be 

communicated through a second party before being relayed to the command 

of the Southern Front. Furthermore, orders had to be signed by both the 

commanding officer and political officer before they were considered valid 

orders. To make matters worse, the Poles regularly intercepted and read these 

messages, having already broken the Russian ciphers. 

In the north. Tukhachevsky began the first offensive northeast of Vilnius 

(F1) on Way 15th, preempting Pilsudski's planned attack of the 171h (see 

scenarios 2 and 4). The Red IVth Army Initially pushed the Poles back 70 miles 

towards Vilnius, however Polish reserves helped stabilize the front by June 

1st. Their own offensive preempted, the Poles then counterattacked; after two 

weeks the Red commander chose to retire to the more defensible Berezina 

River (I2-I3). Though hard fought by both sides, the "Battle of the Berezina" was 

merely a side show to what was about to occur on the Kiev sector of the front. 

The maelstrom that was about to descend on the southern portion of the 

front began on 26 May as the newly constituted Xllth and XlVth armies 

counterattacked the Poles. The new secret weapon of the Southern Army was 

Ihe 1st Cavalry Army, or Konarmia. commanded by Semyon Budyonny. This 

veteran unit of 16,000 sabers (cavalry) was intended to exploit gaps in the 

Polish lines and wreak havoc in the rear, a task it did with vigor as its presence 

terrorized the Polish troops. Initial attacks bore litlleffui! as Jieartleinp assaults 
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