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This paper focuses on the legal status
of the Polish Air Force during World
War Two, when its personnel and
combat units were based in the United
Kingdom. The history of the Polish Air
Force in the United Kingdom begins

in October 1939 and ends in late 1946.
Neither the inauspicious beginning,
nor its sad demise when the Polish Air
Force faded into historical oblivion and
ambiguity, augured or reflected its war
time accomplishments.

This six year history of diplomatic,
legalistic and military vicissitudes is one
that remains in some respects at best
murky or distorted. Viewed through
many different historical perceptions,
albeit most quite sympathetic, the
picture that has been presented is in
many aspects very erroneous history,
although the PAF’s martial deeds have
been well documented in many excellent
books.!

The background to the history

of the Poles in exile

The unusual alliance had its roots

in March 1939 when the British
Government reluctantly acknowledged
that Germany threatened its traditional
balance of power policy. The very
tempestuous summer of 1939 which
followed saw the British, with French
support, attempting to dissuade Hitler
from war and also seeking an Eastern
ally. This led to the Polish-British Treaty
of Mutual Support.?

Following the invasion and partition

of Poland by the Germans and the
Soviets in September 1939 the Polish
Government was reformed in Paris,
according to Polish constitutional
prerogatives, and was recognized by all
countries except for the two partitioning

dictatorships. Even Italy continued to
have formal relations with the Polish
Government in Paris until it entered

the war in June 1940. At the same

time the new Polish Prime Minister

and Commander-in-Chief, General
Wiladsylaw Sikorski, declared that the
Polish Armed Forces would be recreated
on the territories of its western allies,
France and the United Kingdom.> At

a Polish Cabinet meeting on January
231940 General Wladyslaw Sikorski
stated that “the recreation of the Polish
Army in its greatest size is the most
important and essential goal of the
[Polish] Government”.* This goal was
to be accomplished by the evacuation
of the nearly 40,000 Polish military
interned in Hungary and Romania,

and the conscription of Polish citizens
living in France of whom there were
approximately one million. About 8,000
Polish airmen, approximately 60% of the
mobilized Polish air personnel in 1939
were located in Romania and a smaller
number of less than 1,000 in Lithuania.’

Once in Romania, the Polish military
were interned but it has to be
emphasized that the conditions of
internment were reasonable and the
availability of an active Polish embassy
in Bucharest with sufficient gold to back
the exchange of the Polish zloty, did
allow expeditious, although clandestine,
evacuation to France.®

First period

October 1939 through June 1940

As early as October 1939 the Polish
ambassador and military attaché in
Romania approached the British air
attaché in Bucharest suggesting that all
interned Polish air personnel be directly
evacuated by clandestine means to the
United Kingdom. Their action was not
without precedent as a Polish Destroyer
Division had already been deployed to
British ports prior to the War and two
submarines had escaped to Britain from
the Baltic after the Polish ports were
occupied by the Germans. The



Poles were also motivated by their own
conviction that the Royal Air Force was
a better role model than French aviation
because of its superior infrastructure,
advanced industrial base, and the
performance of its planes in service.
Hence there was a political, military
and psychological reason for this Polish
initiative.

The British air attaché in Bucharest
responded in a sympathetic fashion
and promised to alert his superiors

in London to the Polish wishes. The
Poles with help from the French and
British, and a passive sympathetic
stance on the part of most Romanians,
organized their clandestine escapes

to French territories and to France.
But time was pressing and there was
ever growing concern that German
and probably Soviet pressure on the
Romanians would make escapes from
internment camps ever more difficult.
There was also considerable anxiety
that, following the assassination of
Armand Calinescu on 21 September
1939, and the ever growing influence of
the pro-German factions, the Poles in
Romania would not just be exposed to
increased hardship but that they might
be delivered to the Germans. At the
same time the British consular office
in Bucharest sought instructions from
the Foreign Office in London about
the policy of granting visas to Polish
citizens.”

During trilateral French-Polish-British
discussions in Paris on 25 October

1939 the Poles put forward their case
for centralizing all their air personnel
in Britain. The Polish argument was
that the Poles were more familiar with
British Engines which had been built in
Poland under licenses, so it was natural
for the air force to be recreated in the
United Kingdom. But while the first
and basic step in evacuating personnel
from Romania to France was effectively
managed over the next six months,

the actual formation of Polish aviation

units in the two allied countries became
mired in French bureaucratic apathy
and British Air Ministry ambivalence, if
not outright reluctance. It is evident that
the British were very much influenced
in their negotiating posture by their
perception of the Polish capabilities.
Early on a strong if exaggerated
perception of Polish failure ran as an
undercurrent beneath the surface of the
British position.®

An arrangement was arrived at by the
British and French that the “burden” of
dealing with the Polish airmen would
be shared fifty-fifty. At that point in
time, the British burden would have
been about 2,000 Polish airmen.’ The
cornerstone of British policy was the
memorandum of Air Vice-Marshal

Evill of 25 October 1939 which can be
summarized as follows: “The British
Government has agreed to receive in
England such Polish air personnel as
the Polish Government may consider
desirable”. However, further conditions
quickly followed. The British agreed
that two active and two reserve bomber
squadrons equipped with Fairey Battles
would be formed from the Polish
personnel’, but adamantly refused

to consider the formation of Polish
fighter squadrons. One of the excuses
was that the French had expressed a
wish to have such squadrons on French
soil. The real reason was undoubtedly
much more complicated and involved
the reasonable question of English
language proficiency as well as concern
that demoralized Polish pilots would
have a negative impact on their British
colleagues.

Furthermore the British Air Ministry
(the Minister for Air was Sir Kingsley
Wood in the Chamberlain Government)
insisted that all Polish Air Personnel,
who were to be transferred to the UK
from France were for administrative
reasons to be enrolled in the Royal

Air Force Volunteer Reserve and take
an oath of allegiance to the King. The



major argument was that the unwritten
British constitution precluded the basing
of foreign troops on British territory. It
should be pointed out that Polish naval
units were operating out of British ports
and the Polish Navy Headquarters

were in London. One could argue in

a casuistic fashion that Polish sailors
were aboard Polish ships and wore
Polish uniforms on shore leave. Given
how quickly the British modified their
constitutional issues in July 1940 one can
only infer that this was much more an
excuse than a real impediment."

But this was only the beginning of
many petty conditions. The British

Air Ministry insisted that all Polish Air
Force officers regardless of their Polish
rank were to be commissioned as pilot
officers, and all officer cadets and all
Polish non-commissioned officers, even
warrant officers, were to be privates.
Only RAF insignia could be worn and
Polish decorations only by permission
of the local RAF commanding officer.
From all available archival and other
accounts including the memoirs of

the Polish Air Force Inspector and

thus GOC, Jozef Zajac, there was a
prolonged negotiating stalemate. While
the Poles refused to sign the agreement
they abided by British conditions and
enforced it on the Polish personnel
being moved to the United Kingdom.
For very junior officers, who were mere
pod-poruczniks (sub-lieutenants) these
conditions were acceptable. For mid
level or senior officers and senior and
well trained non-commissioned rank
they were an unwelcome abomination.'?

In December 1939 Zajac minuted the
British agreeing in principle to the

Air Ministry conditions and asking

that the Poles be moved to Britain as
‘“urgently as possible’. The official Polish
position seemed to be to ignore British
conditions and hope for the best. In

fact Zajac obviously hoped for changes
to be negotiated by calling the British
position and his agreement a “mala

umowa” or little agreement. The
Poles began to arrive at RAF Eastchurch
in late December 1939 and found it

a civilized haven after the miserable
living conditions in France. In France
the Polish airmen were primarily
located in a number of primitive

camps, such as the summer Olympic
athletes’ village near Lyons which was
unheated. The Polish personnel lacked
any semi-martial activity, were unpaid
for months, and had no uniforms. With
nothing to occupy their time, they
became disgruntled and blamed their
own superiors for the French malaise.
Concern about their families in occupied
Poland and homesickness further
lowered morale.

What ensued was a serious of unco-
ordinated Polish interventions to modify
the British conditions. The Polish side
was seriously handicapped by the fact
that, except for the Polish air attaché

in London, Lt Colonel B Kwiecinski,
none of the other Polish generals or
senior officers spoke English. The
Polish Air Force GOC (General ] Zajaac)
procrastinated in having the agreement
actually signed but insisted that the
Poles, picked by a joint Polish-British
Commission, abide by the British rules
for the sake of the Polish Service.”* At
this stage alarmed by the tenor of the
wording, General Sikorski wrote a
personal letter to Sir Kingsley Wood
requesting that certain British conditions
be modified. These primarily dealt with
the status of the Polish officers, and the
British limitation on the total number of
Poles to be transferred.™

Sir Kingsley Wood gave a diplomatic
but negative response. General Sikorski
then wrote to the Polish ambassador

in London seeking intervention but
again achieved nothing. The British

Air Ministry was adamant. General
Sikorski was cognizant of his success in
November 1939 when, during his visit to
the United Kingdom and Inspection of
the Polish Warships in British ports,



a very satisfactory Polish-British Naval
Agreement was concluded.”” He was
not enjoying such success with the Air
Ministry.

Lt Colonel Kwiecinski’s letter to the
Polish Headquarters in Paris of February
1940 reflects the Polish ambiguity and
confusion. The letter portrays a man
who feels that he is being wrongly
blamed for the unsatisfactory aspects

of the proposed agreement. Kwiecinski
categorically states that he had neither
approved nor disapproved the Air
Ministry memorandum and that in fact
the GOC of the Polish Air Force in Paris
had approved it. Lt Colonel Kwiecinski
was so incensed by the implication that
he had signed off on this process that he
formally requested that if was suspected
of playing a negative role a formal
enquiry be convened which would be a
first step to a court martial. Kwiecinski,
in a letter to Paris stated the situation
starkly: ‘we (ie the Poles) can either
accept British conditions, give up on
the hope of having bomber squadrons
in the United Kingdom, or wait for

a constitutional change in the British
posture’.

Nothing of the sort occurred and
Kwiecinski stayed in his post as Polish
attaché throughout the war. In April
1940 General Sikorski now wrote to
the British Prime Minister. The Air
Ministry stood firm but did allow the
Poles certain concessions. These were
that Polish decorations could be worn as
brevets, Polish technical insignia could
be worn, and that the term Polish units
‘incorporated into the RAF would be
changed to ‘Polish Squadrons with the
RAF.

The British were crystal clear how

far they were prepared to go in their
negotiations, while the Polish side as one
reviews the situation emerge as at best
careless and sloppy, possibly because
they were increasingly desperate to
address a deteriorating morale issue

in France. One can also argue that the

newly formed Polish staffs in France,
none of whom spoke English, were
simply overworked and lacking finesse
in negotiations. But inevitably there
has to be a contrast to the Polish-British
Naval agreement. The Polish naval
personnel were treated as fully armed
allies and not as escaping refugees.
While miniscule compared to the Royal
Navy the high degree of professionalism
of the Polish crews and the epic escape
of the submarine ORP Orzel attracted
favourable attention in a service which
seemed far more open to foreign allies
than the British Air Ministry.’* The
Polish warships began operations out of
British ports even before the September
Campaign was finished and their
performance was accepted as being on
a par with Royal Navy expectations.
Financial issues for the upkeep of the
ships as well as pay for personnel were
all expeditiously addressed. The Polish
Naval personnel all continued to wear
pre-war style uniforms. They kept their
Polish ranks and did not take an oath of
allegiance to the King.

The PAF were very much aware of and
influenced by the situation wherein the
Polish Naval units were fully engaged in
combat operations and enjoyed cordial
relations with the RN in contrast with
the humiliating position of the PAF as
supplicants to the Air Ministry.

Given the inchoate confusion in France
and the contrast with the civility and
order in the United Kingdom it is hardly
surprising that the Poles pushed hard
for moving as many as possible of their
aviation personnel to Britain as quickly
as possible.

In May and early June 1940 as the whole
western alliance was reeling under
German blows in Norway, Holland,
Belgium and of course in Northern
France, and as Chamberlain had been
replaced by Churchill, Sikorski finally
acceded to the final British wording and
on 11 June 1940, signed the agreement
which accepted the British conditions.
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Why at such a late date, after the fine
performance of the Polish land and
naval units in the Norwegian campaign,
such a disgraceful agreement was
signed by the Polish Prime Minister
and Commander-in-Chief, remains a
mystery.

This was the end of the first period of
the Polish Air Force presence in the
United Kingdom. It was a very painful
time for the Poles, dispirited by the
defeat in September and very much
aware that they were viewed by their
allies as “pauvres polonaises’. The air
personnel were viewed as a burden to
be shared with the French, while their
competence was distrusted. During the
Phoney War there was little urgency

or necessity for the Poles to be made
combat ready. Slow as the French were
in arming Poles the fact is that Polish
fighter units were entering operations
in France, while at RAF Eastchurch the
Poles were still learning English and
King’s Regulations, square bashing and
admiring British planes from afar.

The capitulation of France, the threat to
the British Islands and the reports of fine
performance by the Polish pilots in the
French campaign led to a dramatic re-
appraisal.

But this short period, of less than 8
months in duration in a war of well over

five years, determined the perception

of the history of the Polish Air Force

in the United Kingdom. They are
consistently portrayed as a group of
refugees who, on their own initiative,
flocked to Britain and volunteered for
service with the RAE." In fact the Polish
personnel, all pre-war professionals, did
not see themselves as volunteers in the
RAF at all, though many treasured their
association with the Royal Air Force.

But how did the British view

them in 1940?

A Foreign Office memo of January

1940 discusses the problems of moving
the Poles to Britain. It speaks to the
‘Transfer of Polish air personnel from
France to the United Kingdom’."®
Specifically addressing the question

as to the ‘“The arrangement reached in
Paris last October with the Poles and
the French by Air Vice-Marshal Evill
was “that the Polish Air Force personnel
already in France shall be divided up under
Polish direction and half of it sent forward to
England’.

In May 1940 the RAF Liaison Officer

for contacts with Poles minuted his
superiors in a memorandum entitled
“Polish Air Force Contingent in
England”. He expressed his concerns at
some length:

‘I am extremely perturbed over the present
situation of the Polish Air Force Contingent
in England, and I consider it very likely
that a justifiably explosive representation
will be made on the subject by the Polish
Government in the near future’.

Now why would the Polish
Government’s explosive representation
be of any concern to a Royal Air Force
officer about his officers and men, unless
he accepted the fact that they were in
fact part of the Polish Air Force? He
goes on to write of:

".. . some 200 officers and 2000 airmen of the
Polish Air Force serving in our RAFVR
... I cannot help feeling that there must be



a growing feeling of impatience and unrest
amongst so large a body of men whose sole
aim in coming here was to help the Allied
cause in their particular sphere of the air and
who at this crucial moment find themselves
limited to such duties as foot drill, guarding
their station, lectures, etc. This must rankle
much more since their compatriots who
elected to work with the French are either
flying operationally or serving with their
army in the field, and the French express
greatest admiration for their efficiency,
usefulness and enthusiasm’."

There is an expression, ‘follow the
money’. In May 1940 the British
Treasury refers to the fact that on 15
November 1939 they undertook to
provide credits for the Polish personnel
and equipment. Why would the
British Treasury expect reimbursement
(from the credit advanced to the Polish
Government) for capitation rates,
aircraft on flying basis and mechanical
transport on a mileage basis if these
were in fact RAF personnel??

Furthermore, the Royal Air Force
accepted that the Polish Air Force
Headquarters in Paris would send
official inspectors to Eastchurch and the
Poles chose Major General Wladyslaw
Kalkus who did not speak English!

It is absurd to think that in early 1940
every month hundreds of Poles deserted
the Polish Air Force in France to come

to the United Kingdom in organized
groups to be volunteers in the RAF.?

Second period

June 1940 to April 1944

But everything changed with the French
capitulation and the evacuation of the
remnants of the only recently formed
Polish Army to Britain. This included
the 5,000 Polish airmen who had not
originally been selected for transfer

to Britain who now found themselves
in the United Kingdom. The British
referred to them as the “French Poles”
as opposed to the “British Poles”.
Regardless, they were all now in Britain

302 Squadron Spitfire

and whatever the British constitution,
unwritten as it was, they were physically
present and given the situation in

which the United Kingdom found itself,
important to Britain’s defence and its
policies. In particular the Polish dowry
of an extensive network of intelligence
agents on the Continent of Europe was a
big asset.”

Churchill on 2 July 1940 minuted his
staffs, ‘In principle we are to make
the most of the Poles. They should be
assembled, made comfortable, and re-
equipped as soon as possible”.?

On 12July 1940, General Zajac much to
the dismay of the British Air Ministry,
issued orders that the newly arrived
(French) Poles were not to enrol in the
RAFVR. This was most likely due to
the fact that the ‘French Poles” were
unwilling to take an oath of allegiance
to the King and very bitter about their
status as pilot officers. However, the
British could not impose the first, and
the Poles could not correct the second.
Possibly the instruction came down
from Sikorski.** On 18 July 1940 General
Zajac resigned as Commanding Officer
of the Polish Air Force, but in practical
reality little changed. The British



posture was to continue treating all
Polish air personnel as if they were in
the RAFVR, whether they had signed in
or not.

In June 1940 the British military
situation had changed dramatically and
Britain, having decided to continue the
war, was in mortal peril. The RAF’s
fighter squadrons had taken very heavy
losses in France and in protecting the
British evacuation from Dunkirk. The
British were short of pilots though

the production of planes was keeping
up with wastage. The Air Ministry

was culling pilots from all different
commands,.and, since the Polish fighter
pilots in France had done a credible job,
which was noted by the British, the net
was cast wider. A RAF internal memo
spells out on 4 June 1940 [that is well
before the final evacuation from France
on 22 June] that ‘in view of the present
shortage of fighter pilots, D of I has
suggested that we should make use of
the experienced Polish flying personnel
which is now in this country. You will
see from minutes that there are upward
of 70 experienced Polish fighter pilots
available. The Poles are apparently
willing to agree that these pilots should
be taken over by us and used in British
fighter squadrons. I think it would very
foolish not to accept this offer’.

Polish pilots originally destined for the
light bomber squadrons but with some
proficiency in English were inserted into
RAF squadrons.? Polish fighter pilots
who had flown in France and been
evacuated began to train in all Polish
units, albeit with heavy RAF personnel
supervision. The British needed fighter
pilots but were unhappy about the
Polish negotiating position of striving
for complete national autonomy. As the
Poles were negotiating a new agreement
the British were obviously preparing

for a fight for their life. On 6 July 1940
the RAF HQ document that, ‘It has been
decided that on Polish (Fighter) Squadron
shall be formed in Fighter Command

from the experienced personnel recently
evacuated from France. This will be
designated as 302 (Polish Fighter)
Squadron, Royal Air Force’.

Sikorski now in Britain, realized that

he now had a stronger political, though
not necessarily a military, negotiating
position and through General Kazimierz
Sosnkowski negotiated hard for
independent status for the Polish Armed
Forces, to which the British War Ministry
agreed to, but which the Air Ministry
strenuously opposed. It proved easier
for the Poles to negotiate a reasonable
land army agreement than to renegotiate
the air force one, just signed by Sikorski,
albeit in different circumstances. As

a result of the changed situation the
seminal military agreement with regard
to the air force was short of what the
Poles aspired to, but conceded more than
the Air Ministry would have wished. It
also should be emphasized that General
Kazimierz Sosnkowski, who now
conducted most of the overall Polish-
British military discussions, stipulated
that the largest Polish air component
operational unit would be a squadron.
However, he strenuously argued that
there should be an autonomous Polish
army co-operation squadron assigned to
the Polish land forces in Scotland, under
Polish command, and essentially won
the point.

The British position was well expressed
by Sir Cyril Newall (Chief of Air

Staff 1937-1940) in a letter to General
Sosnkowski:

‘We attach great importance to the
maintenance of the status of the Polish
Armed Forces as those of an independent
and sovereign state, and we would not wish
to differentiate the position of the Polish

Air Force from that of the Polish Army

and Navy, except in so far as operational
considerations make a very close liaison with
the Royal Air Force essential’.

From an objective view this was a
reasonable point. Whenever form



interferes with function, the results are
deplorable. But the British insisted on
more than function, their views which
prevailed were in fact contrary to their
statement of treating the Polish Air Force
as analogous to the Polish navy and land
forces.

Newall also wrote in the same letter
‘we welcome the proposal that an Army
Co-operation squadron should also be
formed, and that it should co-operate
with the Polish Army in the field, under
the operational control of the Polish
Commander, and standing in the same
relation to him as an ‘Air Component’
squadron acting with a similar
formation of the British Army’.

It has to be also emphasized that given
the dire straits in which Britain found
itself in the summer of 1940, the amount
of time given to the Poles by many in the
British Government was considerable
and in most instances very sympathetic
unless it was perceived as inconsistent
with British policies. Also at the
conclusion of the Battle of Britain when
the invasion crisis had passed, though the
blitz continued, the Air Ministry became
very accommodating and flexible in their
interpretation of the agreement.”

The British were aware of the Polish
position and in a summary on foreign
Allied air personnel dated 29 July 1940
(ie before the August agreement was
signed) noted. ‘Although there are now
nearly 9000 Polish air personnel in Great
Britain. The formation of additional
squadrons was delayed by the sudden
decision of the Polish Government to
press for a Polish Air Force separate
from the RAF. This has now been
agreed in principle, the RAF retaining
control so far as operations, discipline,
finances, etc, are concerned and a new
Polish fighter squadron is forming today
(22 July) and a second is due to be
formed on the 24t of July’.2

On 5 August 1940 the Polish Prime
Minister, General W Sikorski and

the British Prime Minister, Winston
Churchill signed the Polish-British
Agreement ‘respecting the Polish Forces
in the United Kingdom'. It is important
to note that Article 1 of the agreement
spells out that:

"The Polish Armed Forces (comprising Land,
Sea and Air Forces) shall be organized and
employed under British command, in its
character as the allied High Command, as
the Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland
allied with the United Kingdom’*

The Polish-British Military Agreement
of 5 August 1940, in practice did little
to enhance the Polish Air Force as an
autonomous national force, but it did
build a symbolic foundation. While the
Polish General Staff acceded to British
operational control and combined
disciplinary jurisdiction they also
agreed to accept the financial obligation
from the credits granted to the Polish
Government.

A nagging issue which was never
completely resolved was the question

of rank and promotion. The RAF
authorities held firmly to the position
that rank was a function of responsibility
and part of the overall issue of RAF
operational control. While the Polish
personnel were no longer in the RAFVR,
the pattern of functional rank, pay

and combat assignments was strictly
adhered to by the British. Therefore
while perfectly logical to the RAF
authorities, Polish Air Force officers,
many of the rank of major and even
higher, who had operational and or staff
appointments during the September
1939 Campaign, were now pilot officers
pending a specific appointment or
posting. The British essentially viewed
the Polish Air Force — whether national
or not — as having a new beginning in
the United Kingdom. It was a tabula
rasa. Nothing that had happened before
the Poles arrived in the United Kingdom
was of any significance to the Air
Ministry in the Summer of 1940.



The young aircrew officers and
non-commissioned personnel wrote
an immortal tale of heroism on this
tabula rasa, but the cadre of mid level
and senior officers felt disenfranchised.
They had in fact, for better or worse,
fought in command positions in
September 1939, they had provided
the foundations for the training
schools in pre-war Poland and had
provided instruction for the young
who were now winning accolades

for the Polish Air Force. They were
understandably dismayed by their
treatment.

The elimination of the obligation to
swear allegiance to the King was the first
and most visible prerogative of Polish
national sovereignty. A further British
concession allowing the red-white Polish
Air Force checkerboard to be painted

on the cowling of planes in Polish
squadrons was close to the hearts of

all Poles, and not just airmen. Another
symbolic issue which initially was
ignored by the British was the sovereign
Polish right that any award presented

to Polish military, by the British, had to
have authorization from the appropriate
Polish authority.

Obviously the Poles strictly adhered to
this, as did the British when the British
were the recipients of Polish decorations.
With time this convention was adhered
to and was obviously always graciously
granted.* Having noted that General
Zajac had stepped down as General
Officer Commanding the Polish Air
Force, it is also important to note that
this post was not continued under the
new agreement, which restricted the
Polish Air Force to having an Inspector
of the Air Force. This post was now
filled by Major General S Ujejski

with the functional rank of Air Vice-
Marshal.*

The excellent performance of the two
Polish fighter squadrons in the Battle
of Britain did finally pave the way for

a more reasonable policy, particularly
since the Polish Government had
accepted that all salaries, equipment

(eg planes) would be a Polish debit.

In March 1941 after prolonged
interventions by Sikorski with Sir
Archibald Sinclair, the new Secretary of
State for Air, a compromise of sorts was
reached. All Polish Air Force officers
were granted ‘permanent war rank’
which was one step below their Polish
rank. In other words a Polish major was
automatically a RAF flight lieutenant
but if assigned to a function which had a
higher RAF functional responsibility he
would for the time of holding that post
also have a higher functional RAF rank.

However, he could never drop more
than one increment below his Polish
rank. Also at this point the officers of
the Polish Air Force became entitled
and expected to wear their Polish ranks
on their collars. All non-commissioned
officers were given ranks equivalent to
their Polish grade, except that warrant
officers were held up at a sergeant level
for six months.

It is hardly surprising that many
younger officers, Polish second
lieutenants or lieutenants (pod-
porucznik or porucznik) who had
achieved success in the fighter
squadrons and were often already

in command of squadrons, and held
functional ranks of squadron leader,
failed to conform to this order. Such

is human nature.® From 1939 to
August 1940 the relationship between
the two allies as far as the air force was
concerned was that of a poor, close to
disreputable family member whose
presence was at best tolerated but
always with the hope that good manners
would lead to at least being quiet at the
end of the table. From August 1940, at
the height of the Battle of Britain, until
April 1944 the gallant exploits of the
Polish fighter squadrons, and the heroic
participation of the four Wellington-
equipped bomber squadrons
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in the offensive against Germany earned
the Polish ally respect and good will.
During all this time, General Sikorski
spared no effort to build up his service

-

and to develop training bases and
command posts.

In July 1941 the archives of DAFL show
a positive response to the Polish request
that Polish officers having completed
their tour of combat missions be allowed
to serve in Group and Command
headquarters as well as at Staff College.®
What ensued in that short year was an
example of amazing degree of harmony
and trust between the Royal Air Force
and the Polish Air Force after a very
sobering beginning. This was at every
level, from the high corridors of the Air
Ministry, the RAF Home Commands
and on down to the squadron level. It
was a mutual esteem that was earned by
the bonds of fighting in the same cause.
Polish officers and Polish crews were
national and Polish wings began to be
formed but the operational functions
were integrated.

1943 was a watershed year for Polish
political fortunes. In April 1943 the
discovery of mass graves in German
occupied Russia, near Katyn, led

to a break up of the very recently
diplomatic relations between the Polish
Government and the Soviet Union.**

This short interlude of restored
diplomatic relations had allowed many
thousands of Poles to leave the Soviet
Union. In addition to the famed 2

Corps, many thousands of young lads
had volunteered for the Polish Air Force
and as the war ground on they began
to fill out the ranks of the bloodied
Polish squadrons.® In July 1943 the
Polish Prime Ministry and Commander
in Chief, General Wladyslaw Sikorski,
was killed in a plane off Gibraltar.*

His successor as Commander-in-Chief
(but not prime minister) was General
Kazimierz Sosnkowski.?”

At this point, General Ujejski resigned as
Inspector of the Polish Air Force and was
quickly succeeded by Colonel Mateusz
Izycki who was shortly promoted Major
General and also held the functional rank
of Air Vice-Marshal. He proved himself
to be an adroit negotiator, understood
British methods, and by April 1944 had
succeeded in preparing a new Polish-
British air agreement.

Third phase

April 1944 through July 1945

The third phase of the Polish Air Force’s
legal status in the United Kingdom
occurred on April 1944 when the British
took one more careful step in acceding
and expanding the original agreement
about the national character of the Polish
Air Force. The following preamble is an
excellent summary of the many points of
the new agreement.

‘Desiring to make fresh provisions for

the organisation and employment of the
Polish Air Force in association with the
Royal Air Force, as well as for the exercise
of jurisdiction over members of the Polish
Air Force in the United Kingdom or any
territory outside the United Kingdom which
is under the authority of the Government of
the United Kingdom'.

While many issues were now ceded
to the Polish High Command, such

as complete disciplinary authority, it
still spelled out that the ‘operational
control of units of the Polish Air Force
shall remain vested in the Air Officer
Commanding-in-Chief of the Royal
Air Force Command concerned’.?®



Major Gneeral Izycki’s position now
underwent a significant name change.
He became the Commanding Officer of
the Polish Air Force, and the staff of the
Inspector was enlarged and became the
Polish Air Force Headquarters.

It should be emphasized that the Royal
Air Force went out of their way at this
point to address the spirit and not just
the words of the new agreement. The
British Air Ministry sent a memorandum
to all Commands stipulating that ‘each
Royal Air Force Command, Group and
Station Headquarter ensure the provision
of training facilities for Polish Staff
Officers’. The memorandum pointed
out that ‘The Polish Air Force is serving
within the framework of the Royal Air
Force and all its units operational and
non-operational are under the control of
the RAF Commands concerned. Except
for one wing in the 2n TAF the Polish
Air Force has no executive control above
squadron level’.¥

In July 1944 a very important, but nearly
unnoticed agreement was signed by

the Polish and British Governments.

In the words of the Secretary of the

War Cabinet Allied Forces (Official)
Committee the agreement made “fresh
arrangements for the attribution of
expenditures incurred in the application
of the Agreements and Protocols which
have been concluded between the two
Governments in London regarding the
organisation and employment of the
Polish Armed Forces during the present
war’. In Article 1 the agreement stated:

"The Government of the United Kingdom
will not, as from the date of the signature of
this Protocol, claim reimbursement of the
cost of the equipment (including the supply
of war material) and of the maintenance of
the Polish Armed Forces by Departments or
agencies of the Government of the United
Kingdom’*

The growth of the Polish Air Force and
its ubiquitous presence was merely
limited by the manpower shortages in

the Polish military in exile. While there
was a push to recruit suitable candidates
from the land forces and the creation of
a Polish women'’s auxiliary component,
the final results were inevitably short of
what the Polish Air Force Headquarters
aspired to, and which was well within
the limits of what the British were
prepared to accept.

The very supportive attitude of the
British Air Ministry and of the various
Command staffs, to say nothing of the
Air Chief of Staff, allowed the Polish
air personnel to avail themselves of
experiences in various command
positions including an Air Force Staff
College.*!

In spite of the major attrition in the
bomber squadrons, by war’s end the
actual roll call in the Polish Air Force
was close to 14,000 versus the 9,000 who
arrived on British shores by June 1940.

But as the war was drawing to a close
and possibly also as a reflection of the
Yalta Big Three Conference, the Air
Ministry combined with the Foreign
Office to start the process of phasing
down the training of new Polish air
crew. Both Sir Archibald Sinclair and
Anthony Eden in March 1945 sent a
memorandum to the Prime Minister,
Winston Churchill, urging a reduction in
the intake of Polish aircrew for training.
The fact is that the British in March
1945 were indeed phasing down their
training capacity. The Air Secretary
wrote to the Foreign Secretary urging a
joint intervention with Churchill in the
following memorandum:

‘... we are now receiving an intake of 125
Polish aircrews a month into our training
organisation, although an intake of 35
aircrews a month would be sufficient to
meet the Polish aircrews requirements,
including the build up to 17 squadrons

in Stage I1. At the time we are building
up this large surplus of Polish aircrews,
shortage of manpower on the ground is



compelling us to contemplate the rolling
up of squadrons’.

‘We foresaw this situation last year and

cut down the intake of Poles as well as of
other Allies into our training organisation.
The Poles, however, appealed to the Prime
Minister and he ruled that the Polish intake
must be maintained as a matter which was
political in the highest sense’.

Churchill on 3 April 1945 responded in
his distinctive manner to both.

‘We shall see much more clearly on this
field before the month of April is over.
Meanwhile, no change, but bring up then’.**

It seems logical and intuitive to attribute
this postponement to the Churchillian
last ditch attempt to get the Russians

to abide by their agreements at Yalta.
On 3 March 1945 Churchill wrote to
Roosevelt:

"At Yalta we agreed to take the Russian
view of the frontier line, Poland has lot her
frontier. Is she now to lose her freedom?’.

Churchill further admitted Britain’s
relative impotence when he continued in
his message:

‘That is the question which will undoubtedly
have to be fought out in Parliament and

in public here. I do not wish to reveal a
divergence between the British and the
United States Government’s, but it would
certainly be necessary for me to make it
clear that we are in presence of a great
failure and an utter breakdown of what was
settled at Yalta, but that we British have not
the necessary strength to carry the matter
further and that the limits of our capacity
have been reached’*

We learnt relatively recently as the
National Archives opened the files, that
at this same time, Churchill requested
his Chiefs of Staff to prepare plans for
‘Operation Unthinkable” which in the
words of Lord Ismay, Deputy Minister
of Defence, had the overall objective of
‘imposing upon Russia the will of the

United States and British Empire’. The
Joint Planning Staff of the War Cabinet
further spelled out, ‘Even though the
will of those countries may be defined as
no more than a square deal for Poland’.
In this plan which was presented to

the Prime Minister on 8 June 1945 the
Polish Armed Forces in the West figured
prominently.*

In hindsight we know how disinclined
Truman and his post Roosevelt
administration was to get involved in
European issues particularly with Japan
still to be defeated. We also know that
Britain by itself could not meet this
challenge and the British public was not
merely war weary but still under the
influence of war time propaganda of the
adulation of Stalin and his Soviet army.*
But it is also obvious from all secondary
sources that the Americans worried

far more about British Imperialism

than Soviet hegemony in Eastern
Europe, and were vehemently critical

of British intervention in Greece. Two
events followed in quick succession.

In July 1945 the two allied western
powers recognised the Warsaw based
‘Lublin” government as the provisional
government of national unity of Poland
pending free and unfettered elections.
On 26 July 1945 the British electorate
gave a landslide victory to the Labour
Party and thus made Clement Attlee the
new Prime Minister.

This began the fourth chapter of the
legal status of the Polish Air Force in the
United Kingdom.

Fourth phase

July 1945 through December 1946

The facts confronting the British after

5 July 1945 were that they had helped
to create a large, very well armed

army, many thousands actually based
on their own soil, that was loyal to a
government which the British no longer
recognized. This made all British-Polish
allied forces agreements moot. It was
the largest private army on British soil
in the history of Britain. The British
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slowly unravelled the Polish chain of
command and after rescinding their
recognition of the Polish Government
they also shortly announced that they
would no longer recognize the post of
Commander-in-Chief (General Tadeusz
Bor-Komorowski who had succeeded
General Sosnkowski) or Minister of
Defence (General Marian Kukiel).

The issue was stark. The military
agreements had been signed by the
British with a Polish Government in
London. Most issues of discipline

were handled by Polish military

courts. Who would now exercise legal
control. At least as long as the Poles
were in uniform, they would obey their
officers, even if the so-called legal issues
were no longer valid. The provisional
government of so-called national unity
in Warsaw, dominated by communists
initially urged that the Polish Armed
Forces return as a coherent organized
force. The British certainly strongly
favoured the return of the Poles to
Poland, but such a return was certainly
not on the cards for the Soviets and very
shortly all kinds of obviously impossible
conditions began to be offered.

The next two years saw a bizarre
diplomatic dance in which the parties

involved, namely the British, the Polish
communists, the Soviets and of course
the Poles in the west all attempted to
gain their ends. The Polish Armed
Forces wanted to stay in the west as
organized units at least until the called
for ‘free elections’” were held. The Poles
in the West correctly assumed that the
elections would be rigged and that
following such a dénouement the status
of the Polish Armed Forces would not
be changed and that possibly Western
policy would also be modified.

By early 1946 the Polish Provisional
Government notified the British
ambassador that the Polish Armed
Forces in the west were no longer part
of the Polish Armed Forces and all

who wished to return had to apply

to the Polish Consulate in London

for permission to return. By late

1946 the British officially notified the
Polish General Staff that the time had
come to demobilise the Polish Armed
Forces. Since the British were aware
that many thousands of Polish military
were not prepared to go back to a
Soviet communist dominated Poland
they created the Polish Re-Settlement
Corps in June 1946 to prepare the Polish
military for demobilization and civilian
training and life in the United Kingdom.
One of the most impressive British
initiatives was the formation of the
Committee for the Education of Poles in
Great Britain, which funded stipends for
military personnel and their dependents
to pursue education at British technical
schools, polytechnics and universities.
The author of this paper was funded for
six years to pursue medical studies.*

In January 1947 the Polish Communists
held elections in Poland, which gave
overwhelming majorities to the
communists and were universally
condemned as rigged.*”

The close and warm relationship
between the RAF and the Poles
continued. In 1949 a lovely monument



to the Polish Air Force was unveiled at
Northolt. The British also published
their elegant book on the Polish Air
Force evocatively titled — Destiny Can
Wait — with a very gracious foreword by
Marshal of the Royal Air Force Viscount
Portal of Hungerford GCB DSO MC
who was Chief of the Air Staff through
most of the war.

In the official history of the Royal Air
Force an elegant tribute is also given:

“All these allied contingents gave something
unique; and if we mention especially the
Polish airmen, it is not only that their
contribution was the greatest in size —

with fourteen squadrons and some fifteen
thousand men, including their own ground
staff, besides many pilots in the British
squadrons — and that their fighting record
in all Home Commands and Europe and the
Mediterranean was unsurpassed, but also
that victory brought them no reward only
further exile from home and loved ones they
had fought so long and bravely to regain’.*

Yet, in the same volume, there is no
mention that the Squadrons of 131 Wing
of No 84 Group comprising 302, 308
and 317 are Polish. This carelessness or
worse in an official history adds to my
theses that ambiguity about the Polish
Air Force is endemic.*

Accounting

While men fought and died, accountants
kept books. Polish/British financial
negotiations began in April 1939.%

On 7 September 1939 and subsequently
in June 1940 the Polish Government
received cash credits from which the
costs of maintaining the Polish Armed
Forces in the West were debited. At the
end of the war in Europe these accounts
began to be settled.

In December 1945 the Air Ministry
sent a letter to the Secretary of the
Treasury. The gist of this was the fact
that the Polish Air Force Headquarters
on 20 November 1945 stipulated to

the following Polish debit for Polish
Air Force personnel costs. The cost of
supplies, planes, bombs and petrol had
been deemed as non recoverable due to
the Lend — Lease protocol signed on

29 June 1944.

‘The total charges against the Polish
Military Credit in respect of supplies
and services rendered by the Air
Ministry to 29" June 1944 amounted to
42,107,637 Pounds and twelve shillings
and one pence’! This was the date when
the Polish-British agreement regarding
the “attribution of expenditures’ was
signed. The Air Ministry spelled out
5,434,255 (plus change) remained a
charge against the Polish credit, while
the balance of 36,673,381 was ‘now
deemed to be none recoverable under
the Agreement’.!

Polish sources also stipulate to the Polish
debt for their armed forces. Specifically
the debits for the Air Force are spelled
out in two Polish studies. Personnel
costs of the Polish Air Force from
August 1940 to July 1945 being the date
when the British rescinded recognition
of the Polish Government in London in
favour of the provisional government
in Warsaw are: £8,269,873, 11 shillings
and 11 pence. This sum is significantly
bigger than the sum cited in the National
Archives file. Kalinowski writes that
the sum of £39,566,437, 16 shillings and
8 pence was described as cancelled

as a result of the 29 June 1944 Anglo-
Polish agreement. Again this sum is
larger than the National Archives file.
Kalinowski writes that overall cost

of the Polish Air Force in the United
Kingdom to December 1945 amounted
to approximately L 107,650,000.>

It probably would require a chartered
account to do a forensic analysis of the
disparity but from a historical point of
view these differences while financially
significant are actually irrelevant. They
prove that both partners accepted the
reality that the Polish Government was
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legally responsible for its air personnel
which fought in the West.

It is not quite clear what the final debit
was. But in the negotiations by the
British with the Polish communists
over Poland’s debit and the question
of how much Polish Gold would be
retained by the British to recover the
debt the following is the figure: military
credit (all services) 122 Million Pounds
of which 75 was deleted under the
Polish-British military agreement of
June 1944.

Salaries etc of Polish Military was
estimated at 47 (plus) million.»

Postscript

It may be pertinent to summarize the
major British decorations awarded to
Polish Air Force personnel.

Generals Stanislaw Ujejski and
Mateusz Izycki were both honoured
and appointed Honorary Knights
Commander of the Order of the Bath,
Military Division in January 1941 and
October 1945 respectively. Lt General
Jozef Zajac was appointed Honorary
Companion of the Order of the Bath,
Military Division, in December 1944
but this was for services as Polish GOC
in the Middle East. Information from

Central Chancery of the Orders of
Knighthood, St James's Palace, London.

In addition Polish air personnel were
awarded 8 DSOs, 14 OBEs, 186 DFCs
and 68 DFMs.
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