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			Editor’s Preface

			This is the final volume of the Lithuanian Wars of Independence, describing the fights with Żeligowski’s forces. While it could be read as a stand-alone publication, the previous volumes of the book provide important context for its understanding. Particularly the second volume describes in depth the prelude of the conflict and in particular battles preceding the events described here.

			Some notes on the editorial decisions are still important to provide. First, following the previous editions, in this one, similarly, the place names were adjusted to current realities where needed, thus the places that are currently in Belarus, Poland or Latvia were given their current spelling, those places which do not exist anymore were left with the spelling used in contemporary maps. Second, mostly the names of the participants were given in the form that they used themselves, thus translating many of the Polish names that were rendered Lithuanian spelling and double checking them in the Polish sources.

			Rukša’s text in this volume was mainly retained, the only liberty was taken with the lengthy footnotes. These were abandoned where the information given in them repeated largely what was said in the main body of the text. In some cases the author went to reproduce lengthy extracts from the sources that largely confirm what has been mentioned, in these cases, only a note on the source was given, without providing such a lengthy citation. In some cases even lengthy footnotes stayed, particularly the ones which highlighted some controversial moments or provided some personal eyewitness insights.

			At the end of the book, an article by Dr. Jacek Jędrysiak presents a current view of the conflict and the reconciliation process that took place at the end of the Cold War between the two countries from the Polish perspective. Though this reconciliation may be incomplete, the current flare up of geopolitical tensions serves as a good reminder that the common interest dictates also the need to sort out the past in order to have a better chance at the future. 

			

			As with all such large endeavours, the quality of the work could never have been achieved by one person working in solitude. I thus wish to thank: professor Nijolė Maskaliūnienė for the text translation; language editor, Dr. George Spencer Terry for fruitful discussions and deliberations on the proper approach to the text; Mr. Vilmas Narečionis for retouching the maps from original book; Ms. Jaana Reinek for sorting out footnotes and creating the literature list; Ms. Grete Põder for help with the final editing and creating index for the work; Dr. Zdzisław Śliwa for locating sources for the Polish names used in the text; Captain (N) Rosław Jeżewski for help with Polish spelling on the locations in the maps and for locating some Polish officers; so did Lieutenant Colonel Tommaso Formato for the Italian ones; Ms. Eden Armstrong for making Żeligowski’s hand-drawn map legible and for noting many other imperfections in the details, fixing which definitely improved the quality of the book; special thank you to Command Sergeant Major Alvydas Tamošiūnas for many fruitful discussions on language and terminology in the books; and my father Rimvydas Maskaliūnas for following the tracks of our units helping me avoid sending them to wrong places. Any remaining imperfections remain my own.

			Dr. Asta Maskaliūnaitė

		

	
		
			PART I. 
THE ŻELIGOWSKI AFFAIR

			I. The Battles East of the Nemunas1

			The most significant political ambition of Józef Piłsudski’s life was to restore the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, in a union with Poland, and thus subordinated to Polish dominion. This restored state was to include Lithuania, Belarus, and, if successful, Ukraine. The fruition of Piłsudski’s romantic dream was his march to Kyiv.

			To achieve union with the re-established Grand Duchy of Lithuania, Poland could proceed only if the peoples living in that state agreed to it. The Belarusians were still scarcely developed in terms of national consciousness, and Piłsudski found it very easy to sway them toward any of his political plans. Yet their agreement was of virtually no practical value, because the Belarusians did not constitute any real political force. Thus, the key to realising Piłsudski’s grand design ultimately lay in the hands of the Lithuanian nation.

			Piłsudski understood perfectly well that his vast ambition could be fulfilled only if the Lithuanians consented to it. However, the Lithuanians could not support Piłsudski’s goals for two reasons. The primary reason for Lithuanian reluctance to join with the Poles was that the aims of their national revival were entirely opposite to those of a new union: to stop Lithuanians from identifying with the Poles, to rid themselves of Polish cultural and political influence, to halt the Polonisation of Lithuania, and even to re-Lithuanise their compatriots who had already become Polonised.

			Although among the Poles Piłsudski was regarded as the best expert on the Lithuanian national revival, in reality he viewed it through the eyes of Lithuania’s Polonised nobility and did not understand its real essence. To him, the Lithuanian national revival was nothing more than a Russian–German intrigue, while Lithuanian public figures were ‘either fools or careerists’, easily bribed because ‘money played a very important role for them’. Convinced of this, Piłsudski was certain that he would succeed in forcing the Lithuanians into union with Poland through a policy of faits accomplis and bribery. Yet this was precisely the second reason for Lithuanian unwillingness to join Poland. Every new fait accompli by Piłsudski directed against Lithuania – whether carried out or merely attempted – did not bring Lithuanians closer to the Poles; it only embittered them further and encouraged them to perceive the Poles as increasingly hostile and malicious enemies of Lithuania.

			Piłsudski’s most notable actions directed against Lithuania were the following:

			

			
					In the 1918–1919 war, as the Bolsheviks approached the capital of Lithuania, Vilnius, General [Władysław] Wejtko’s troops were fortunate at one point to take control of the city. Piłsudski wanted to send support to Wejtko, but the Germans did not let the Polish army through.

					In April 1919, as the Lithuanian army approached Bolshevik-occupied Vilnius, Piłsudski rushed to take it so that it would not fall to the Lithuanians.2 In connection with this occupation of Vilnius, Piłsudski, in a letter to his confidant [Leon] Wasilewski, rejoiced that he could now speak to the Lithuanians ‘with some dignity, well, with a revolver in his pocket’.

					Piłsudski’s troops were steadily penetrating into the interior of Lithuania, disregarding the demarcation lines set by the Entente.

					Poland had been waging a constant propaganda campaign against the Lithuanian government. With the help of the POW organisation created in July–August 1919, Piłsudski attempted to overthrow the Lithuanian government in Kaunas and forcibly bring about a Lithuanian–Polish union.

					With Piłsudski’s blessing, the POW organisation was active in southern Suvalkija. On 23 August 1919, the POW carried out the Sejny Revolt, which greatly agitated Lithuanian society and turned it against the Poles.

					In September 1920, when Piłsudski had already made up his mind to attack the Bolsheviks through Lithuanian territory, the Poles engaged in negotiations with the Lithuanians in Kalvarija to cover their offensive ambition. The Sejny–Druskininkai operation of 22–23 September incited the whole of Lithuanian society against the Polish aggression.

					Finally, we reach the last and most painful event for Lithuania – the breaking of the Treaty of Suwałki and Piłsudski’s order to General [Lucjan] Żeligowski to stage a ‘mutiny’. Carrying out Piłsudski’s wishes, General Żeligowski attacked and occupied Vilnius, thereby violating the Lithuanian–Polish agreement on the demarcation line, signed only days earlier in Suwałki, and provoking even greater distrust of the Poles among Lithuanians, as well as stronger anti-Polish sentiments that lasted for many years.

			

			Thus, Piłsudski’s greatest aspiration – to draw the Lithuanians into a union – failed completely. Instead of fostering sympathy for Poland and the Poles in Lithuania, Piłsudski only deepened Lithuanian alienation from them. This sharpening of Lithuanian hostility was largely the consequence of the grievances that the Polish Head of State inflicted on Lithuania through his incessant faits accomplis, the most significant and painful of which will be examined in this part of the book.

			The Initiation of Hostilities on the Opposite Bank of the Nemunas 

			Both Piłsudski, Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Army, and his Chief of Staff, General [Tadeusz] Rozwadowski, while planning the offensive against the Bolsheviks after the ‘Miracle of Warsaw’, did not forget to link it with aggression against Lithuania. The only difference between the ambitions of these two senior Polish commanders was that Rozwadowski, in pursuit of the retreating Russians who had become intermixed with the Lithuanian army, was inclined to occupy the whole of Lithuania, whereas Piłsudski sought to seize only part of independent Lithuanian territory, together with its capital, Vilnius. The advance of the Polish flanking group through the territory of independent Lithuania to Lida was the execution of Piłsudski’s operational plan, reminiscent of the beginning of World War I in 1914 when the German army attacked France through the neutral territory of Belgium. Already on 23 September, when the Poles broke through Druskininkai Bridge, the following Polish units crossed over to the right bank of the Nemunas:3

			
					211th Uhlan Regiment,

					The Operational Cavalry Group (Brigades A and B),

					2nd Cavalry Brigade,

					1st Legions Infantry Division.

			

			Later, the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division and other units moved across the bridge. Since the left side of the Nemunas was not in serious danger from the Lithuanians who had lost several battles, only General [Aleksander] Osiński’s Group, consisting of the 17th Infantry Division and the Siberian Brigade, remained on that side.

			When the Poles captured Grodno and Lida at the end of September, the 2nd Army began to vigorously pursue the retreating Bolshevik army. The supreme commander of the Polish army, Piłsudski, appointed an entire army (the 3rd) under General [Władysław] Sikorski to protect the left flank and the rear of the 2nd Army, as well as to reinforce the point of departure for the upcoming occupation of Vilnius. This army consisted of:

			
					General Osiński’s Group (the 17th Infantry Division and Siberian Brigade);

					General Żeligowski’s Group: Lieutenant Colonel [Adam] Koc’s Volunteer Division, the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division, the 3rd Cavalry Brigade (the 211th Uhlan and 11th Border Rifle Regiment);

					The 4th Infantry Division.

					Total: 4 1/2 infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade.

			

			This army, as a separate unit, only became operational on 4 October when the commander of the 3rd Army and his staff arrived in Grodno. Until then, the units that later became part of the 3rd Army had been under the command of the commander of the 2nd Army, who gave the first orders to protect the army’s rear in the areas east of the Nemunas.4

			

			Directed against Lithuanians and consisting of 4 1/2 infantry divisions and one cavalry brigade, the Polish 3rd Army far outnumbered not only the Lithuanian units on the right side of the Nemunas but even the entire Lithuanian army of that time. It should also be borne in mind that the Polish infantry division was considerably larger than the Lithuanian one, as it consisted not of 3 but of 4 regiments, and the regiment itself consisted of 12 combat companies instead of 9, so the Polish division had 48 companies while the Lithuanian one only had 27. Even if we accept that the Lithuanian regiments were not affected by the battles (in fact, they were badly affected), the total number of Lithuanian infantry regiments would have been only 90 companies (10 times 9), while the Polish regiments would have had 216 companies (4 1/2 times 48).

			Therefore, it is not surprising that the Lithuanian troops continued to find it very difficult to resist the vastly superior Polish forces. Our failures were sometimes compounded by the operational ambitions of our military leadership, which disregarded this great disproportion of forces. When the strong Polish forces crossed the Nemunas on 23 September, the Lithuanians only had III Battalion of 2nd Infantry Regiment, and the 7th Infantry Regiment, which had been moved from Vilnius to Parečča on 23 September, on the right side of the Nemunas. To the east of it, the sector was held by the 1st Infantry Regiment. The 4th Infantry Regiment was then in Vilnius, and the 9th Infantry Regiment had occupied the Lithuanian–Russian demarcation line in the east of Lithuania. The other Lithuanian infantry regiments – the 2nd Infantry Regiment’s I and II Battalions were captured by the Poles almost in their entirety, while the 3rd, 5th, 6th, 8th and 10th Regiments were still in Suvalkija.

			On the night of 21–22 September, the commander of the army ordered the commander of the regiment in Vilnius, Lieutenant Colonel Edvardas Adamkavičius together with his regiment and the 1st Battery commanded by Captain Vaclovas Griganavičius, to occupy Grodno.5 Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius himself remained in Varėna and sent his deputy, Major Vladas Rėklaitis, with the 7th Regiment and the 1st Battery to take Grodno.

			On 22 September, at exactly 2:00, the commander of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Captain Vincas Vitkauskas, received an order by telephone to prepare the battalion as quickly as possible and to depart for Grodno on the first train. The specific task would be given at the station. By that same morning, the battalion was fully prepared and brought to the station. While the battalion was being loaded, Vitkauskas received a short operational order: to proceed to Gozha, to occupy the banks of the Nemunas from Grandichi (Polish: Grandzicze) to Czarna Hańcza, to hold the occupied line, and to prevent the Poles from advancing.6

			Although the soldiers carried out the order diligently, the shortage of wagons meant that loading took quite some time, and the train did not depart until midday.7

			The battalion reached Parečča station only on the following day, 23 September, early in the morning, at about 2:00–3:00, having spent fourteen to fifteen hours travelling from Vilnius to Parečča. The train was held up for long periods at several stations, probably because the hastily organised railway service contained many foreign and unreliable elements who were deliberately obstructing the movement of the train. In more serious circumstances, such employees would have dispersed and even caused damage.8

			In some two or three hours, the I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment that departed Vilnius later arrived at the Parečča station with the assistant regimental commander, Major Rėklaitis. As Grodno was still occupied by the Bolsheviks, the I Battalion was ordered to remain in the carriages, and the commander of contingent, Major Rėklaitis, sent Lieutenant [Antanas] Štatas by locomotive to Grodno to acquaint himself with the situation. He departed at 9:00, and, on his return at 11:00, conveyed the Bolshevik leadership’s reply: ‘We agree to hand over the city of Grodno to you, but only after we have driven the Poles back from it.’9

			

			After unloading from the carriages, the III Battalion set off at about 8:00–9:00 to carry out the task assigned to it for Gozha. At about 10:00, another train with the 1st Battery arrived at the Parečča station and likewise remained in the carriages.

			Instead of ‘being grouped together in a farmstead in Grandichi’, as specified in the order No 16 of 1 September for the Marijampolė Group, Captain [Jonas] Petruitis and his III Battalion of 2nd Infantry Regiment had been stationed since 2 September in the village of Gozha on the right bank of the Nemunas, about twelve kilometres north of Grodno. The 8th company of this battalion was commanded by Captain Eduardas Noreika (killed on 15 January 1923 near Klaipėda). That company had only a single junior officer, Lieutenant Vytautas Strazdas. The 9th Company was commanded by Lieutenant [Juozas] Andriūnas, who had two junior officers: Lieutenant Juozas (Vladas) Olšauskas and Lieutenant Alfonsas Tilvikas. The machine-gun company was commanded by Lieutenant Antanas Šova. The battalion had only two companies present, because the 7th Company, under Lieutenant Andrius Butkevičius, and one heavy machine-gun platoon under Lieutenant [Jurgis] Musteikis were guarding the interned Polish soldiers in Aleksotas, a suburb of Kaunas.10

			Two days before the fighting at Druskininkai Bridge, the commander of the battalion, now promoted to Major, Petruitis, sensing that something was amiss, began to worry. He tried to telephone various posts, but was unable to reach anyone. He was eventually informed that the lines had been cut. Only in the early hours of 23 September did Major Petruitis manage to get through by telephone to Major Rėklaitis, who had already arrived in Parečča with the 7th Infantry Regiment.11 After hearing Petruitis’ alarming reports about the situation on the other side of the Nemunas, he replied: ‘That means nothing. I have arrived here with the entire 7th Regiment. You and your battalion also come under my command. I am now sending Captain Vitkauskas with the III Battalion to Gozha to relieve your battalion. He will be with you in the morning. Once you have changed over, proceed at once with your battalion to Druskininkai and prevent the Poles from crossing the Nemunas. Tomorrow I am travelling by train to Grodno. We have been ordered to take Grodno.’12

			Given the situation at the front at that time, it would have been far more sensible to send the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment directly to Druskininkai rather than to Gozha. In that case, only one battalion would have needed to march. Moreover, Druskininkai is easier to reach from Parečča than from Gozha, for Parečča is linked to Druskininkai by a good highway, whereas the roads from Gozha to Druskininkai and from Parečča to Gozha are much poorer. Although Petruitis argued in every possible way that his battalion should remain in Gozha and that the III Battalion of the 7th Regiment should be sent to Druskininkai, Rėklaitis refused to alter his order.13

			On 23 September, Captain Vitkauskas did not arrive in Gozha early in the morning as Major Rėklaitis had promised. Unable to wait any longer for the III Battalion of the 7th Regiment, Major Petruitis ordered the commander of the 9th Company, Lieutenant Andriūnas, to remain in place and, once the relieving unit arrived, to march immediately to Druskininkai, where he would receive further instructions. Petruitis himself, together with the 8th Company, one heavy machine-gun platoon, and the battalion wagons, set off from Gozha towards Druskininkai. The road was unpaved, and in places the wagon wheels sank into the sand up to their axles, but the battalion’s draft-horses were sturdy and the machine-gun carriages were of almost artillery strength. Although the wagons were overloaded, the convoy reached Druskininkai relatively quickly and without difficulty.

			When the company came within four or five kilometres of Druskininkai, it heard unfamiliar sounds of gunfire and explosions coming from across the Nemunas. Polish cavalry units were firing French 37-mm guns. As the firing drew nearer, the pauses between shots shortened and the gunfire grew increasingly intense.

			Upon reaching the Druskininkai–Parečča highway, Major Petruitis ordered Captain Noreika to hurry to the bridge and secure the crossing over the Nemunas. On the road between Druskininkai and Parečča, on the right-hand side, stood relay wagons drawn up in line, heavily laden and waiting for something. Major Petruitis turned to the right, towards the relay column. Captain Noreika, with his company and the heavy machine-gun platoon, moved off to the left, while Lieutenant Šova went to the machine-gun carriages and the supply train and ordered one wagon to drive towards the bridge to support the 8th Company; the others were to remain in place by the Parečča road. When Captain Noreika gave the order to retreat, Lieutenant Šova and a non-commissioned officer loaded a heavy machine-gun onto a wagon and began to fall back.

			Upon reaching the road leading to Gozha, Lieutenant Šova sent Private Širvydas from Rokiškis to warn the advancing 9th Company about the situation. Marching at the head of the company, the company commander, First Lieutenant Andriūnas, noticed Širvydas signalling to him and signalled back that he understood. Having willingly accepted a difficult task, Širvydas carried it out successfully and in good time. The company immediately left the road and dispersed. It changed direction and, fighting its way forward, broke through the surrounding Polish cavalry several times.14

			That same evening, 23 September, before nightfall, the commander of the III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, Major Petruitis, together with several officers, arrived by road at Parečča station from Druskininkai and reported to the commander of the contingent, Major Rėklaitis, that the Poles had attacked Druskininkai Bridge earlier that day, crossed the Nemunas, forced the III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment to withdraw, and were now advancing in strength towards Parečča.15

			The commander of I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Captain [Iliodoras] Gaižauskas, immediately ordered the companies to deploy into formation as quickly as possible taking with them the machine-guns, rifles, grenades, and more cartridges, leaving everything else in the wagons. Half an hour later, the order was carried out, and Captain Gaižauskas led the battalion on the highway from the Parečča station towards Druskininkai to occupy the sector. When the village of Parečča was approached, the following order was given to the battalion:

			

			‘The Poles have forced the III Battalion of the 2nd Regiment to withdraw and, having crossed the Nemunas Bridge, are advancing in strength towards Parečča. The I Battalion – consisting of three infantry companies, two machine-gun companies, and the I Battery – is to take up a sector from the Chernukha homestead, to the left of the highway, and across the highway as far as the Zapurj’e homestead, and to defend it.

			Accordingly, 2nd Company, comprising two platoons with 78 infantrymen, two heavy machine-guns, and one light machine-gun, is ordered to occupy the sector on both sides of the Parečča–Druskininkai highway, from the Chernukha homestead to the village of Parečča along the stream valley. 3rd Company is to defend the sector to the right of 2nd Company at Zapurj’e, while 1st Company and the 1st Machine-gun Company are to form the reserve at Parečča station. The battalion commander, the ammunition supply point, and the dressing station are to be located in the village of Parečča.’16

			Following the battalion commander’s order, the commander of 2nd Company and the only officer in the company, First Lieutenant [Sergiejus] Chamanskis, placed one strong platoon in the village of Chernukha, the other weaker platoon on the right flank to the right of the highway, and all 3 machine-guns on the highway. After the positions were taken, trenches were quickly dug and the battalion commander was contacted by telephone. 

			At about 20:00, Lieutenant Musteikis and several machine-gunners armed with 2 Russian-made machine-guns, but without ammunition, arrived. Although the machine-guns in the 7th Infantry Regiment were German-made, Lieutenant Musteikis was fortunate enough to get some Russian cartridges from some battalions of the regiment. Lieutenant Musteikis stayed in the sector of 2nd Company of the 7th Regiment, so now there were 5 machine-guns and two officers in the sector of 2nd Company.17

			The night of 23–24 September passed quietly, but during the day, the sector was the scene of fierce battles described by both Lithuanian and Polish military historians. According to a Polish source,18 the Polish 2nd Cavalry Brigade, having spent the night in Druskininkai, started its next actions at dawn. Its task was now to take Parečča station.

			‘However, just after crossing the forest near Druskininkai, the brigade encountered strong resistance in the area of Czarnucha [Chernukha]–Zapurze [Zapurj’e]. The enemy, holding prepared positions, repelled the attack by the dismounted squadrons of the 4th Uhlan Regiment for several hours. The fighting lasted the entire day and achieved no result. At that time, elements of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division were approaching Druskininkai, and here the 1st Brigade was tasked with supporting the cavalry in their attack. At 13:00, Colonel [Władysław] Bejnar reported: “The Lithuanian 7th Regiment (1200 bayonets, 4 guns) has arrived in Parečča. (The enemy) is occupying Zapurj’e, 128, the River Kusjenka, and crosses the highway at Podczernucha [Podchernukha]. The Brigade’s advance formation is at the level of Jaśkielewicze [Jaskjelevichi]. Together with the Cavalry Brigade, I will take action. I will direct the Minsk Regiment through the forest to Zapurj’e, to the right flank of the enemy. I will bring the Vilnius Regiment to Zapurj’e. In this area, the artillery cannot operate.”

			However, it took a long time before the troops finally approached and took up points of departure at the edge of the forest, which had been occupied by their own cavalry until then. The III Battalion moved in front of the Vilnius Regiment.

			At 17:00, Colonel Bejnar ordered the regimental commander: “By order of the Divisional Commander, the battalion, directed to relieve the cavalry, will cross the cavalry line and attack the enemy most vigorously in the direction of Parečča”. The main attack was thus entrusted to the III Battalion, which was moving along the highway. It was to be assisted by the II Battalion, which was to attack Parečča from the west, passing through the forest.

			As the sun set, the III Battalion’s formations emerged from the forest and undertook a vigorous attack. The soldiers, although already fatigued from their march, advanced rapidly. Lieutenant [Jan] Daniuszewicz’s machine-guns were mounted in the firing positions. A fierce exchange of fire began, but within only a few minutes the lines had reached the enemy’s positions. Captain [Leon] Rapszewicz, who had taken to heart the order to “attack as vigorously as possible”, went forward in the front line, immediately pressing the pace. He did not wait for the II Battalion to come up either.

			The force of the strike had its effect: the enemy began to waver. The battalion captured Chernukha and Podchernukha and, hot on the heels of the retreating Lithuanians, pushed on towards Parečča. At that moment the cavalry showed exceptional co-operation in both the assault and the pursuit. This attack – indeed a “splendid attack” as the company commanders of the III Battalion recalled – was carried out by three squadrons of Colonel [Walerian] Jachimowicz’s 10th Uhlan Regiment and brought Lithuanian resistance to an end.

			Parečča and the railway station were taken by the III Battalion. The enemy fled in panic towards Novaya Ruda and Grodno...’

			The Poles captured about 300 soldiers, a dozen machine-guns, a train with all supplies, and many other things. As the attack was carried out in a swift and vigorous manner, the battalion’s losses were insignificant; only seven were wounded.

			During this attack, two squadrons of the 10th Uhlan Regiment dismantled the railway tracks on the Grodno–Parečča line towards Padribnytsa.

			Additional information about the course of the fighting and the actions of our units is provided by Lithuanian sources. According to them, around 10:00 on 24 September, Polish scouts appeared on the highway from the direction of Druskininkai. Half an hour later, enemy infantry began to approach. Machine-gun fire was hailed upon them. Chamanskis writes about the further course of the battle as follows:

			‘Around midday, a loud rumbling was heard from the enemy side – it was armoured cars. I immediately reported this to the commander of the contingent, who ordered me to adjust the artillery fire, as the guns had already opened fire. A few rounds were fired and, fortunately, they succeeded in destroying the bridge at the Podchernukha hamlet. The Poles brought up their batteries. At about 16:00 they attempted to attack us, but were repulsed. The machine-guns worked remarkably well.19

			From 16:00 onwards, our situation deteriorated steadily. The battalion commander informed me that the Poles had blown up the Vilnius–Grodno railway bridge on our right. The 3rd Company was ordered to withdraw to Parečča station; we were ordered to hold our ground for the time being and only begin to retreat when the 3rd Company had reached the reserve position. After the Polish attack, only light firing continued, but there was visible movement. Our battery had already abandoned its position and was no longer firing. Shortly afterwards, the battalion commander reported that the 3rd Company had arrived and ordered the withdrawal.

			I ordered the two heavy machine-guns to be pulled back to the rear. As my order was being carried out, Polish cavalry suddenly attacked along the whole front and, despite sustained machine-gun fire, broke through into our rear, where they struck the reserve. Infantry followed the cavalry, attacking from a distance of about 300 metres. As they began their assault, all our machine-guns opened fire, and at that moment Lieutenant Musteikis, who was at one of the guns, was killed. The soldiers could no longer hold their positions and began to run, but there was nowhere to escape to, as the Polish cavalry were already operating in what had been our rear. Thus the company broke apart before an enemy many times stronger...’20

			The commander of the contingent, Major Rėklaitis, had chosen the water tower of Parečča station as his command post. From there, he had an excellent view of the front, but it was difficult for him to observe what was going on to his left and right, as the surrounding area was covered with forests. He therefore sent Major Petruitis and Captain Noreika to scout the area.

			Major Petruitis and Captain Noreika first rode eastward through the Salat’e. When they came out of the forest, they saw a Polish cavalryman riding from Šklėriai across the railway to Kabeliai. A group of Polish soldiers was dismantling the railway tracks near the forest. This was reported to Major Rėklaitis, but even then, he was not upset and gave further orders quite firmly, without any hesitation, even though it was already clear that the contingent would not be able to return on the two trains they had arrived on.

			Major Rėklaitis ordered the same officers to go to Gozha to bring back his III Battalion and the 9th Company of the 2nd Regiment.21 Although they were riding along the same road as Captain Vitkauskas and his III Battalion, they could not reach Gozha. When they reached Verkhpol’e, they almost fell into the Polish hands. All the trails were occupied by Polish cavalry, and there was no way to get through to the III Battalion.

			Having received a reconnaissance report that Verkhpol’e was already occupied by the Poles, Major Rėklaitis grew more cautious. Finally, when the sounds of gunfire and assault subsided, Major Rėklaitis’ contingent began to assemble on the west side of Lake Parečča. Major Rėklaitis descended from the water tower. After dark, he and his contingent marched through Staraja Ruda in the direction of Novaya Ruda. Two of our trains and their supplies were left at the Parečča station. It was on these that the 7th Infantry Regiment and the 1st Battery had arrived the previous night.

			Major Petruitis and the remnants of his soldiers withdrew along the railway towards Grodno through the forest. Hardly had they entered the woods when they heard shouts of ‘hurrah!’ and the sound of an orchestra from the Poles at Parečča station. The Poles attacked the station, but it was already empty.

			Arriving with the remnants of the soldiers at Padribnytsa, about 8 kilometres from the Parečča station on the railway towards Grodno, Major Petruitis learned from the soldiers who had fallen behind that Captain Vitkauskas’ battalion and the 9th company of the 2nd Regiment were in Rybnitsa, about 4 kilometres from Padribnytsa. It turned out that Vitkauskas had approached the station of Parečča when it was already totally dark, but when he heard the Poles attacking Parečča, he turned on the railway line towards Rybnitsa.22

			Petruitis maintains that Major Rėklaitis told him over the telephone that he had arrived in Parečča ‘with the whole regiment’, and that the regiment had arrived at Parečča station on two trains.23 In his memoirs, Šova says that Major Rėklaitis ‘had three infantry battalions at his disposal, minus one company, as well as an artillery battery’.24 Colonel Vitkauskas, in discussing the fighting of the 7th Infantry Regiment at Parečča, writes: ‘...There was a whole series of heavy, determined engagements. The regiment suffered losses. The II Battalion withdrew to the Varėna district.’25 This would suggest that the II Battalion had also arrived at Parečča and taken part in the general operations of the 7th Infantry Regiment.

			And yet, despite these hints that the II Battalion had reached Parečča like the other battalions, it is likely that it never arrived there for the following reasons. First, both Vitkauskas and Chamanskis refer only to the trains carrying the I and III Battalions and the artillery. Secondly, and most importantly, both Chamanskis, who describes in some detail the actions of his company and battalion in the Parečča area, as well as Petruitis and others, do not mention the II Battalion having taken part in any of these engagements. Thus Parečča was defended solely by the I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, while the II Battalion most probably remained in Varėna with regimental headquarters.26

			The ambition to seize Grodno ended with the disaster of Major Rėklaitis’ contingent. Most of the reasons for the failure of this operation were the same as those for the defeats in Suvalkija, so they are not worth mentioning any more.27 It is enough to highlight one further tactical and strategic error made by our leadership that pertains specifically to this operation.

			It is striking that our military leadership was preparing to take Grodno at a time when there was no realistic prospect of success. The Russians had concentrated substantial forces in Grodno and were holding firmly; there was simply no hope of wresting the city from them. Nor could there be any expectation that the Poles would hand Grodno over voluntarily, particularly when the balance of forces clearly favoured them.

			The priority for the high command ought to have been to prevent the Poles from crossing the Nemunas, rather than to march on Grodno. The Polish plan to envelop the Russians via Lithuanian territory was not unknown to our command and should have been taken seriously. Yet on 15 September, the Minister of National Defence, Colonel [Konstantinas] Žukas, stated in the Seimas:

			‘The Poles were to concentrate in the Sejny district and then advance on Grodno from the north, attacking the Russians from the rear. A representative of the Polish delegation had told me that they would respect our neutrality provided we did not cross the Foch demarcation line. In that way, they could strike the Russians from the rear only by one route – across Lithuanian territory... It was perfectly clear that if they were to move, they would move only through Lithuania... The Poles with their infantry were to advance on Grodno from the north, while the Polish cavalry and artillery were to move through Druskininkai, Merkinė, and Alytus... Lithuania was on the verge of becoming a theatre of war, and this could not in any way be permitted. For this reason, from 1 September we launched our operation, so that concentration of forces in the Sejny district would be prevented at all costs.’28

			

			If our military command knew already at the beginning of September that the Poles were going to move through Lithuanian territory to surround the Russians, there was no reason even to suppose that the Poles would give up a little later, on 22–23 September, when their army was still closer to Grodno and unable to take it swiftly. Thus, logically speaking, the first thing to do was to establish a defence against the imminent Polish invasion and only then to think about taking Grodno. It was necessary to block the Poles from crossing the Nemunas, or, failing that, at least to fix them at a very important line of defence on the Nemunas as long as possible. It is simply amazing that at the most important strategic point of this line of defence, in Druskininkai, there was not even a permanent garrison. Druskininkai was only defended by units on the right-hand side of the Nemunas, and only by chance, by Major [Julius] Čaplikas’ prudence, was a weak reserve platoon of the 8th Infantry Regiment sent there.

			The army command sent the 7th Infantry Regiment to Grodno during the night of 22–23 September, at a time when the Poles had already defeated our forces in Suvalkija. Had the leadership of the Marijampolė Group really reported nothing by then about such a major setback to our army?

			The intention to seize Grodno, like any operation, required proper prior preparation. In fact, even the position of the front had not been clearly established. Captain Vitkauskas, commander of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, writes the following about the instructions given to him on the way to Parečča:

			‘The circumstances were very unclear... The task was of doubtful significance, yet haste was required... From the indistinct circumstances of the operational order I tried to reconstruct the real situation and thought through my plan of action, my orders. Of course, no concrete conclusions could be reached from that thinking, because I had far too little information about the situation...’29

			The most appropriate task, given the situation, for Major Rėklaitis’ Contingent would have been to seize the crossings over the Nemunas, with priority given to Druskininkai, as rapidly as possible with the entire Contingent, and to hold them tenaciously. However, arriving too late in Parečča, Major Rėklaitis could scarcely have reached Druskininkai ahead of the Poles, even by taking the most direct and best road from Parečča. Thus only one correct tactical decision remained: to withdraw in time, without allowing himself to be destroyed by a vastly superior enemy. It is true that both soldiers and officers at Parečča fought with determination against markedly superior forces, but the fighting itself was pointless and yielded only unnecessary losses. In this way, the command’s mistaken decision to seize Grodno ended in a painful defeat for a contingent dispatched on a futile mission.

			The Actions of the 7th and 2nd Infantry Regiments behind the Front

			On 23 September after unloading from the trains in Parečča at 9:00, the III Battalion of 7th Infantry Regiment went to Gozha by the most direct route via Verkhpol’e. The road wound through forests and was narrow, waterlogged, and, in some places, barely passable. Because rain had made it entirely unsuitable for wheeled transport, the battalion commander, Captain Vitkauskas, directed the entire supply train to take the bypass route along the Parečča–Ratnyčia (towards Druskininkai)–Gozha Highway.30

			At that time, the battalion had roughly five hundred men but only five officers: the battalion commander, Captain Vitkauskas, Lieutenant [Juozas] Černius, Lieutenant [Vincas] Rauba, Lieutenant [Juozas] Stepelis, and Lieutenant [Mikas] Vaitkevičius.31 Five officers were far too few to command such a large unit, but it was fortunate that the battalion commander, Captain Vitkauskas, was an intelligent and energetic officer.

			The battalion, although sleepless, soaked, and exhausted, was advancing in good order. The battalion commander rode at the front. His chief concern was communications. He had only three mounted scouts and not a single field telephone. Major Rėklaitis had promised to send all communication equipment to Gozha immediately after the battalion. When Vitkauskas and his battalion reached Gozha, both companies of the III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment had already marched on to Druskininkai.

			Only one officer and a handful of soldiers were found to hand over the sector.

			

			This officer knew very little about the situation. He had no communication with the battalion that had gone off to the right towards Druskininkai, nor with the Russian units on the left. All that was known was that the Poles were already close on the opposite bank of the Nemunas. As soon as Vitkauskas arrived, the officer, as ordered, immediately departed to rejoin his unit.

			Lacking any means of communication, the battalion commander dispatched a reconnaissance party across the Nemunas in the boats that had, with great difficulty, been procured during the night, in order to gain at least some clarity about the situation. He also sent scouts towards Druskininkai to establish contact with the III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment. The 7th Company was sent to Polnica, north of Gozha.

			By chance, a Bolshevik telephone operator with a field telephone was present in Gozha, and through him Captain Vitkauskas managed to connect with the Commander of the Defence of Grodno. From this commander he learned that the Poles were concentrating in front of Gozha and had already occupied the surrounding area.

			At 18:30, the 9th Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, retreating from Druskininkai, arrived in Gozha. Its commander, First Lieutenant Andriūnas, reported that Druskininkai had already been taken by the Poles and that their main forces had moved towards Parečča. At the same time, the Vitkauskas Battalion’s supply train and communications equipment also reached Gozha.

			Vitkauskas immediately reoriented the battalion’s front. He pulled the 7th Company back slightly to the east, to the Gozha–Ratnyčia road, to defend both that road and the road from Osjerki; he left the 8th Company in Gozha, while the 9th Company was sent to Verkhpol’e in the hope of re-establishing contact with the I Battalion of his regiment.

			The situation was becoming ever more critical. The night was very dark. Scouts and liaison runners were getting lost, returning late, or failing to return at all. All the scouts who came back from across the Nemunas reported that Polish troops were already present in the villages in front of Gozha and were assembling boats and other means to cross the river. Everyone was exhausted and hungry. Telephone communications existed only with Grodno. At one point, Vitkauskas’ signallers unexpectedly managed to connect to the regimental headquarters in Varėna and even began speaking with the regimental commander, but the line immediately became confused again. Lithuanians, Poles, and Russians were all attempting to connect on the same lines.

			In order to cut through the confusion of the night, the battalion commander made a firm decision: to move to the I Battalion, while the Bolsheviks were to take over his sector so as to cover, at least to some extent, their right flank and our left.

			After talking to the Commander of Defence of Grodno, Vitkauskas found that the latter was lost, could not cope with the situation, and could not do anything clever. When Vitkauskas realised that he could do whatever he wanted with the Russian commander, he no longer asked, but simply demanded two infantry regiments (48th and 49th) and a regiment of Cossacks. The Russian commander agreed.

			On the morning of 24 September, news was received that the Poles were advancing on the road from Ratnyčia to Gozha, while others, about two squadrons of cavalry, had crossed the Nemunas nearby, to the north of Gozha. Opposite Gozha there was about a battalion of infantrymen and about a company of pioneers on the Nemunas. All the roads from the Druskininkai–Parečča–Gozha highway towards Verkhpol’e and the forests were full of Polish mounted reconnaissance.

			In accordance with the plan he had devised during the night, Vitkauskas sent the 7th Company together with the 9th Company of the 2nd Regiment to Verkhpol’e to join his own 9th Company. The 8th Company was to follow these units and proceed to Parečča as quickly as possible, but the regiments promised by the Bolsheviks had still not arrived. Telephone communications from Grodno repeatedly stated that these regiments had left and would arrive shortly.

			In the Druskininkai–Parečča direction, the Poles had already reached the Latežeris–Zapurj’e–Ozery line. Towards Gozha, small Polish flank-guard detachments were approaching the village. Around 10:00, an increasingly large Polish force began to concentrate against the 8th Company, which was stationed in Gozha; by the road from Ratnyčia they had reached the outskirts of the village. Smaller Polish detachments also appeared in several places to the rear. These were probably two squadrons which, according to reports, had already crossed the Nemunas north of Gozha. A group of five or six Polish officers from across the river attempted to negotiate an immediate and friendly Lithuanian withdrawal so they could cross the river unopposed. Vitkauskas ordered the company commander not to engage in negotiations and, if the Poles attempted to cross, to meet them with fire.

			

			Although the 8th Company alone could not seriously defend Gozha, it was necessary to keep the Poles at least somewhat at bay until the Bolsheviks arrived and engaged in combat with them, so that the III Battalion could retreat as intact and united as possible to help the I Battalion. Nevertheless, the Poles did not wait. Unable to negotiate, they immediately set out to cross the Nemunas by force. A Polish plane began to fly over Gozha, and they started to push in several directions at once: their infantry was already pushing into the town from the direction of Ratnyčia, and a small squad-sized unit appeared almost behind, very close to the Gozha–Verkhpol’e road. Thus, Gozha was already surrounded on three sides.

			When the shooting started, Captain Vitkauskas ordered the 8th Company to retreat in two groups: one acting against the Poles attacking from the Ratnyčia side and the other against the Poles who had already crossed the Nemunas at Gozha. The rear Polish formation from the Verkhpol’e side was immediately repulsed by the company reserve.

			The manoeuvre was successful. As the 8th Company formations retreated from the outskirts of Gozha to the Gozha–Verkhpol’e road, sparse Bolshevik formations appeared from the left to help them. Captain Vitkauskas briefed the commander of the Bolshevik battalion on the situation and his plan. Following our commander’s suggestion, the Bolshevik battalion commander immediately started to attack Gozha. Vitkauskas marched with his company to Verkhpol’e.

			As the 8th Company approached Verkhpol’e, machine-gun fire was heard from that direction. Scouts were sent forward and quickly established that the village was held by our own companies. It then emerged that about two squadrons of Polish cavalry had already cut the Verkhpol’e–Parečča road, and that part of them had attempted a sudden mounted attack on our companies in Verkhpol’e. Since a defence against such attacks had been organised in advance, the attacking Poles were quickly scattered into the forest.

			Shortly afterwards, scouts were finally able to confirm that the Verkhpol’e–Parečča road was now in Polish hands and that numerous Polish reconnaissance patrols were operating in the surrounding woods.

			Given this situation, it was no longer possible to lead the battalion through the forest paths towards Parečča, and Vitkauskas, having rapidly reorganised his detachment – now strengthened by the 9th Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment – turned towards Rybnitsa.

			[image: Black-and-white photo of two soldiers standing side-by-side in a shallow trench in an open field. Pine tree branches frame the foreground, and a barren landscape is in the distance. Both soldiers are wearing military caps and trench coats. They are looking at the camera, while the soldier on the left side is pointing at the camera, and the other soldier is resting his arm on his soldier. One of them is holding a rifle. ]

			An Infantry Regiment Outpost on the Polish Front

			At Rybnitsa, along the railway, they found telegraph poles cut down and the road at the railway crossing blocked with [barbed] wire. Local residents reported that roughly fifteen minutes earlier Polish cavalrymen had done this, after which they had ridden towards Parečča and then turned left into the forest.

			After cutting through the wires with axes, the battalion advanced with the supply train towards Parečča. The march was conducted with a strong advance guard and flank guard, as mounted scouts were moving through the forest edge, Poles in some places, Bolsheviks in others.

			Artillery was firing at Parečča. Judging by the direction, it was ours. Machine-guns were also firing heavily from time to time. The battalion moved very fast. A Cossack they met by chance on the road relayed that there was a great panic at the Parečča station and that the Lithuanians were hurriedly gathering their belongings and preparing to retreat.

			When Parečča was about 3 kilometres away, the shooting stopped. A civilian they met said that a few minutes earlier from the Parečča side, shouts of ‘Hurrah!’ had been heard and then the firing had stopped. It was clear that this was a decisive blow and that the Lithuanians were either completely beaten or had retreated. 

			

			As a few shots were heard, Vitkauskas stopped the battalion. At that moment, machine-gun fire was heard around Staraja Ruda, on the right.

			It was urgent to determine what course of action to take. The night was completely dark, though there was some faint light from the stove fire in the nearby cottage. The battalion commander immediately summoned the company commanders to assess the situation.

			At the same time, scouts returning one after another reported that our forces had been defeated and that a strong Polish force – entire regiments, marching in close order, accompanied by military bands – was advancing from Parečča towards Staraja Ruda. Although our side of the road was lined with sentries, mounted Polish reconnaissance patrols were moving along every road and track. From the scouts’ reports it became clear that a large Polish force, roughly two divisions, was advancing against the battalion and that enemy troops were everywhere, even in the rear area around Rybnitsa.

			After consulting the company commanders, the battalion commander resolved to lead his unit back to Rybnitsa and from there to Osjerki. Near Rybnitsa they encountered a Cossack, who explained that his sotnia32 belonged to the regiment that had been sent to Gozha to assist our forces, and that the Bolsheviks had failed to hold their positions in Gozha. However, the Cossack company commander did not know where his troops were now holding out, nor where the enemy was located.

			The battalion had to march to Osjerki through dense forest along narrow, twisting, water-soaked tracks. In the darkness it was difficult to find a reliable route, especially as it was impossible to use a map. With great difficulty a local man was found and persuaded to act as a guide.

			Proper security could not be organised. The men and horses were hungry and barely able to drag themselves forward, but there was no need to urge them on – they did all they could.

			At dawn on 25 September, the battalion reached the halfway point between Rybnitsa and Ozery. There was an even greater need for haste before the battalion was detected by enemy scouts.

			

			Before entering Ozery, scouts learned that half an hour after the battalion had left Rybnitsa, the Bolshevik sotnia that had remained behind was suddenly attacked by the Poles, driven off, and dispersed, after which the enemy set off in pursuit of our battalion. The village of Strievka, just short of Ozery, had been occupied by Polish cavalry, some of whom had followed our battalion, while others had come from Staraja Ruda.

			It was also learned, even before entering Ozery, that the Bolsheviks were preparing to greet our battalion there with an orchestra and speeches. However, when the troops entered the settlement, there was no orchestra playing, nor did anyone address them. Encouraged, the soldiers straightened their ranks and, heads held high, marched in with a firm step, singing in unison. The Bolsheviks looked on in great astonishment at such an unusually orderly formation.

			It was soon learned, quite by chance, why the Bolsheviks had not greeted the battalion as ceremonially as had been reported. They had assumed that a broken and scattered part of the Lithuanian forces was coming to seek refuge with them. When they saw instead that a well-ordered unit, led by its own officers, was approaching, they abandoned the idea.

			The headquarters of a Bolshevik brigade was located in Ozery. Vitkauskas immediately went there to obtain information about the situation. At headquarters, the report that the Poles had indeed occupied the village of Strievka was confirmed, but the Bolsheviks assured him that they had an entire infantry brigade with artillery in the area, and that, because of this, the Poles would not attempt to force their way across the bridge into Ozery.

			Although the battalion commander did not place much confidence in these assurances, he decided to give his men at least a brief rest. Many soldiers, especially those who had been out on reconnaissance, were barely able to walk. A new concern also arose. Until then, the men had managed to keep themselves going on scraps, half-starved though they were, but now the company commanders reported that there was no food left at all.

			After learning at the Bolshevik headquarters which villages were not yet occupied, Vitkauskas led his battalion to the village of Bondari. They reached it at 21:00. Once the men had fallen asleep, the battalion commander and the company commanders discussed the plan for the following day. The most pressing problems were food and the care of the sick.

			

			Lieutenant Stepelis was assigned responsibility for procuring food. As the acting ‘head of the supply section’, he was given a few soldiers and a couple of wagons. He was instructed to collect potatoes, vegetables – indeed anything edible he could find. He was also to attempt to obtain provisions from the villages through the local elders. The company commanders were ordered that, whenever they found a potato field or a vegetable garden, they were to have their soldiers dig systematically, requiring every man to find at least something to eat. Such measures were unavoidable because the region was full of Bolsheviks, who had taken or stolen everything they could lay their hands on.

			It was decided that the very weak sick would be carried in the company wagons, while those who were somewhat stronger would continue on foot, with their weapons and equipment loaded onto the wagons.

			Around midnight, the company commanders and the battalion commander themselves finally went to sleep.

			On the morning of 26 September, the duty officer rushed to the battalion commander and reported that something was wrong at Ozery. Machine-guns and artillery were firing from both sides. All the roads from Grodno were clogged with retreating supply trains.

			The battalion commander immediately ordered the bugler to sound assembly and to prepare the battalion at once. Within fifteen to twenty minutes, the battalion with its security detachments was on the march towards Astryna. Most of the Bolshevik supply train had already passed. From the direction of Ozery, an uneasy silence had fallen: it was clear that the Bolsheviks – either having been beaten or having made only the weakest attempt at resistance – had fled.

			The masses of the Bolsheviks, in their retreat, poured back in chaotic, uncontrollable fashion, like a flood of molten lava that could not be resisted, from which one could only flee. But to join that flight was to be swept up in it, and ultimately to meet the same fate as the whole Bolshevik mass: to fall into Polish captivity.

			The battalion leadership’s main concern was that its unit should not be dissolved in that Bolshevik lava. They were thinking about whether it would be better to be ahead of the Bolsheviks or a little behind them. As the main objective it was chosen to try to get out through Novyj Dvor towards Varėna.

			Near the turning towards Novyj Dvor, a disorderly line deploying across the ground was spotted. Through his binoculars, the battalion commander saw that they were Bolshevik troops facing in the direction of the Lithuanians. A mounted orderly was sent to warn the Bolsheviks that these were not Poles but our own men.

			Seven kilometres from Novyj Dvor, vague reports were received that the settlement had already been occupied by the Poles. Scouts were immediately sent out to clarify the situation. Meanwhile, the soldiers were issued a meal of potatoes without any fat or salt. Exhausted and starving, they ate the potato mash as though it were the finest food.

			An hour later, the scouts returned and reported that Novyj Dvor did indeed appear to be in Polish hands and that the Lithuanians stationed there had been scattered. Not far from the village our artillery had also fallen into Polish hands. These units were probably the I Battalion and the 1st Battery of the 7th Infantry Regiment.

			Vitkauskas tried to persuade the commander of the Bolshevik brigade to break through the Polish front in the direction of Varėna, but the Bolshevik commander refused. Behind them, from the direction of Ozery, firing could be heard at close range. The Bolsheviks were beginning to grow uneasy. On a nearby hill troops were being deployed, though seemingly without any clear objective.

			Since the Bolsheviks were unwilling to support him, the battalion commander, instead of marching north towards Varėna, turned east towards Vasilishki. The Bolshevik ‘brigade’ followed, but when the battalion reached the Ozery–Vasilishki road, it once again became entangled in the mass of disorganised Bolshevik troops.

			There was again a fierce firing heard from the rear and to the left. The further they went, the greater the disorder and the more jammed the roads became. All the commanders were doing their best to keep the battalion from dispersing and falling apart before morning. The soldiers were very weak and overtired, and in the darkness, it was impossible to distinguish the Bolsheviks from Lithuanians.

			Another problem arose. The horses, tired and without fodder, began to fall. A weakened horse would stop, spread its legs as if they were made of wood, and stand stiffly. The roadsides were full of such standing, stiff Bolshevik horses. Attempts were made to harness such standing horses. It turned out to be the only way out. Although a misunderstanding with the Bolsheviks could be expected because of this, there was no other option.

			

			On 27 September, as the day began to dawn, soldiers from the battalion began to group themselves increasingly closer to the battalion commander. The commander led them away from the road, trying to get them some breathing space and a bite to eat, and to gather all the stragglers together.

			After eight or ten spoonfuls of fat-free, salt-free potato mash, the battalion’s soldiers marched towards Lida, caught in the midst of the awful crush of retreating Bolsheviks. Bolshevik morale had collapsed completely. They no longer cared much about political agitation. Only a few days earlier a Bolshevik would walk up to one of our soldiers and immediately ask: ‘Tell me, tovarishch [comrade], why do your officers wear stars? Why is your government bourgeois? And so on.’ Now even the commissar, walking alongside, said nothing about politics and at most asked for bread.

			Nevertheless, the danger posed by the Bolsheviks was growing. The closer they came to Lida, the more often one heard the haranguing speeches of senior commissars declaring that the Lithuanians, in agreement with the Poles, had let the latter strike at the Bolsheviks’ flank. In some places, our soldiers began to be arrested as alleged deserters.

			When Captain Vitkauskas learned that some of our soldiers had been detained in one village, he sent Lieutenant Černius to demand their release. But the Bolsheviks arrested Lieutenant Černius as well, and only after protracted negotiations was he released.33

			The bridge over the Ditva River had been burned. It was impossible to cross near the bridge, as the exposed riverbed had turned into a foul, bottomless mire. After hastily laying logs to make a rough track, the Bolsheviks began passing their wagons across one by one. For some five kilometres before the stream, the roads and fields were packed tight with supply trains. After struggling for five or six hours, we finally managed to push through to the crossing point. In the black, stinking, horribly viscous mud lay about fifteen horses mired fast – most already dead – and several broken carts.

			Working with determination, the whole battalion, together with its supply train, crossed quickly and safely, and continued the march towards Lida.

			

			By late afternoon, the battalion approached Lida. About two kilometres from the town it was met by three Cossacks who introduced themselves as quartermaster personnel. One of them reported that the garrison commander required the battalion commander to come to him at once. He added that there were about 400 Lithuanian soldiers in the town and, as he put it, ‘someone who is either the battalion commander or perhaps the division commander’, and that they were being ‘formed’ into units.

			The Cossack smiled oddly from time to time as he spoke. This only strengthened the suspicion that the Bolsheviks were spreading rumours that the Lithuanians had deliberately allowed the Poles through and that they were preparing to disarm the Lithuanians. Since anything was now possible, Captain Vitkauskas quickly considered his plan of action. He decided to go wherever he was summoned, but to leave the battalion ready for any contingency. Halting briefly in a side street, the battalion commander quietly whispered instructions to his deputy, Lieutenant Černius. He ordered the men to load their rifles discreetly, and told Lieutenant Černius to pick several reliable soldiers to observe everything closely and report immediately if anything suspicious occurred. Then the battalion commander, his orderly, and the three Cossacks proceeded to the house where, according to the Cossacks, the garrison commander and the commandant were located.

			After dark, the Cossacks took the battalion commander to a hotel where there was a ‘special section’. There were all sorts of strange faces sitting behind tables. Captain Vitkauskas was approached by a person with a sadistic expression on his face, like a Jew or someone from Caucasus, who asked him in a tone of angry contempt: ‘And do you remember, comrade, how you disarmed us on your territory?’ ‘Disarmed who? Was it me, or the Lithuanians in general?’ ‘Hhhh ...’ he flashed through his teeth.34

			Suddenly, a Bolshevik commissar arrived and informed that Captain Vitkauskas’ presence was demanded by the army commander.

			In the Bolshevik army headquarters, in the waiting room, Captain Vitkauskas met Major Petruitis. He was the ‘maybe a battalion commander, maybe a division commander’ that the Cossack had referenced. Petruitis hurriedly explained the situation. There was a battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment in Lida and many soldiers from various other units, about 400 people in total. The Bolsheviks were proposing to form a separate unit and were going to keep it to themselves and give it a task. All the companies of the I Battalion, except for the machine-gunners, came without officers. They were under strong Bolshevik influence, in disarray.

			As Captain Vitkauskas entered the office, the army commander told him that his battalion was in disrepair and demoralised. Vitkauskas replied that his battalion was only tired, but not at all disorganised or demoralised, and that it could even engage in a fight without delay. Only the I Battalion that had arrived here earlier had suffered in battle, was without officers, without any supplies, and therefore could not be ready.

			When the Bolshevik army commander suggested that the units should be regrouped and carry out his task, Captain Vitkauskas refused, arguing that because of the dangerous situation there was no more time to regroup, and that he was not yet free from the tasks given to him by his superiors. In reply to a question from the army commander, what would be Captain Vitkauskas’ first objective if he were to be released, he said that his first objective was to take both battalions back to his own section or at least to the area of operation of our army. If the Poles could not be overtaken, he thought it would be possible to break through in some more convenient location.

			Stepping out into the street, Captain Vitkauskas saw crowds everywhere – on foot, on horseback, and in carts – so the army commander had not spoken idly when he said they might have to flee within two hours. An order had been given to clear out within that time. With every street jammed, this would not be easy.

			Vitkauskas immediately returned to the battalion, reported the outcome of his negotiations, and issued the necessary orders. Together with the officers of the I Battalion: Captain [Dimitrijus] Katasonovas [Katasiūnas], Lieutenant [Ipolitas] Nagrodskis, and Lieutenant [Antanas] Štatas, he set about rescuing the I Battalion, which had already been disarmed and deprived of its horses. After great effort and many arguments, they finally succeeded in recovering both the weapons and all the horses of the I Battalion. At the request of two artillerymen (perhaps from the 5th Battery) and at Captain Vitkauskas’ insistence, all the horses taken from the artillerymen were also returned.

			

			From Lida, the I Battalion then continued on together with the III Battalion. Let us now trace the routes by which the I Battalion reached Lida.

			The Fate of the I Battalion and the 1st Battery of the 7th Infantry Regiment after the Battle of Parečča

			When, on the evening of 24 September, after a day’s fighting, the 2nd Company of the 7th Infantry Regiment was scattered, Major Rėklaitis and his contingent moved along the lakes through Staraja Ruda in the direction of Novaya Ruda. The two trains on which the contingent arrived from Vilnius on 23 September remained at the Parečča station.35

			From Novaya Ruda, the contingent marched to Novyj Dvor. Writers give somewhat contradictory accounts of the contingent’s subsequent movements. According to Vitkauskas, as already noted, his scouts reported on 26 September that Novyj Dvor had already been occupied by the Poles and ‘that there had been Lithuanians there (as it later turned out, our I Battalion) who had dispersed; and that our artillery (the 1st Battery) had fallen into enemy hands nearby...’36

			Petruitis writes similarly: ‘...on 26 September, before dawn, we left [from Astryna, A.R.] for Novyj Dvor. In the woods near Novyj Dvor we found soldiers of the 7th Regiment wandering around. They informed us that Novyj Dvor had already been taken by Polish cavalry and that they had disarmed our battery there.’37

			From these accounts, it would appear that both the I Battalion and the 1st Battery were struck near Novyj Dvor, or even in the settlement itself. However, other sources contradict this assumption. At 18:00 on 26 September, the headquarters of the 1st Polish Legions Division reported to the headquarters of the Polish 2nd Army that ‘the Lithuanian battalion, advancing from the south towards Radun, has scattered and is fleeing individually to the north.’38 Thus it seems that the battalion did not disperse in Novyj Dvor, but while moving from Novyj Dvor towards Radun, perhaps even as far as the halfway point of that road, somewhere near Zabolot’.

			

			The most credible version appears to be that of the soldier Antanas Antanaitis, who personally experienced the battalion’s dispersal. He describes the event as follows:

			‘The next morning there was a great panic, because Major Rėklaitis had gone somewhere, and the commander of the I Battalion, Gaižauskas, told us: 

			There is no other option. Throw down your rifles and run wherever you can. 

			We obeyed, but not entirely, because none of us threw down our rifles. We exhausted the horses of the whole battalion as we fled. Then we turned south and ran towards the town of Vasilishki, towards the Bolsheviks, because there were already Poles to the north. Commander Gaižauskas and the commander of the 1st Company, Kuzminas,39 stayed in the town and were later taken prisoner by the Poles. While fleeing from Zabolot’, we were attacked several times by Polish partisans.’40

			We do not know the details of the circumstances that led to the panic, but the situation of this battalion does not seem to have been hopeless. At least it was no worse than that of the III Battalion of the same regiment. Unfortunately, there was no officer who had the courage to command, ‘Battalion, obey my command!’, and would have led the battalion north. It is strange that at the same time, when the officers panicked, the soldiers did not lose their wit.

			When they arrived at Vasilishki, the soldiers found the Bolsheviks there. When the Bolsheviks found out what had happened, they immediately sent three companies of infantry and two squadrons of cavalry towards Zabolot’.

			The three officers Captain Katasonovas, Lieutenant Nagrodskis, and Lieutenant Štatas also arrived in Vasilishki. From there, the battalion left for Lida. It arrived there at about 22:00. The Bolsheviks ordered the rifles to be put down in one of the squares of the city of Lida and forbade the soldiers to walk around the city.41

			The 1st Battery, which went with I Battalion, was captured by the Poles on 25 September in Radun.42

			

			On 28 September...

			...once it was light, marching was far easier than during the night. At night, as the numbers increased, commanders at all levels had to make great efforts to maintain even a minimum of marching order. The I Battalion, after hearing all manner of rumours, was becoming disorderly: some men began to fall behind, others ran ahead, and still others wandered through the villages.

			At a suitable spot along the route, Captain Vitkauskas ordered both battalions and the 9th Company of the 2nd Regiment, together with all stragglers from other units, to form up. Having explained the difficult circumstances and his mission, Captain Vitkauskas announced that he was commander of the composite contingent with dictatorial authority; that his orders were binding on everyone without exception; and that he would, at his discretion, punish: 1) Robbery and incitement against superiors and the State – by death; 2) Disobedience of orders, theft, disruption of order, straggling without leave and without cause, sale of government property, etc. – by flogging.

			One thief was punished on the spot. The commander of the composite contingent appointed Captain Katasonovas as commander of the I Battalion. He placed soldiers from other units into smaller companies and issued instructions regarding rations – a matter now more difficult because there were only three kitchens, which had to feed a much larger number of men.

			The words had their effect: no further punishments were necessary, and the battalions marched in exemplary order.

			The night of 29 September was even more difficult. The Bolsheviks retreated in an even greater disarray. Both the men and horses were barely able to walk. Captain Vitkauskas had only a few hours of sleep in the entire period of eight days. Leaving his deputy to lead the unit, he lay down on a wagon loaded with machine-guns and crates, and after an hour’s sleep woke up to find that the battalions had been separated in the darkness among the Bolshevik masses, some were in the village where he had woken up and the rest were somewhere else unknown.

			On 29 September... 

			...the battalion that had become separated was found. In Lida, the commander of the Bolshevik army indicated that the only possible route of advance was towards Bogdanishki, as the Poles had not yet appeared there. Captain Vitkauskas had originally intended to lead his unit slightly to the left – through Tyaby towards Halshany – but it was learned that this road was no longer open, for Polish scouts had been sighted some five or six kilometres away in the Survilishki–Dieveniškės–Subbotniki area.

			The battalions were so exhausted that they were no longer fit for any fighting. A breakthrough was out of the question, and so the formation turned towards Bogdanishki. On arrival it was established that the Poles were still in the same area and had not yet crossed the Kliava Stream.

			Turning from Bogdanishki northward towards Ashmyany, the decisive moment arrived. They had to get along that road before the Poles seized it. Everyone understood the situation; no urging was required. The battalions covered the eleven-kilometre stretch from Bogdanishki to Ashmyany in less than two hours.

			From local inhabitants it was learned that a Lithuanian guard post was located not far from Ashmyany. Even so, the situation remained unclear. Bolsheviks could be heard claiming that the whole of Suvalkija was already occupied by the Poles, that Kaunas too had been taken, and that Polish forces were now close to Vilnius. The local population knew even less about the state of the front. It was essential to find the units of our own army as quickly as possible.

			On 30 September...

			...Bolsheviks were found in Ashmyany, mainly their rearguard units. From a local resident, a Lithuanian, it was learnt that there were indeed Lithuanian guard posts in the vicinity of Ashmyany in the direction of Vilnius.

			On the march from Ashmyany in the direction of Vilnius, after some 6–7 kilometres, the first Lithuanian soldiers were met. This was a guard post of the 4th Infantry Regiment. The guards were not able to explain the situation in detail, but at least conveyed that neither Kaunas nor Vilnius had been occupied by the Poles.

			The battalions moved to the nearest railway station in Gudogaj. There they spent the night. A telephone message was sent from the station to Vilnius, relaying that the battalions had arrived and requesting a train.

			On 1 October...

			...In the morning, the train arrived. Soon everything – horses, carts – was loaded onto the wagons. All nine companies were drawn up in the finest order. After congratulating those who had endured the arduous march, Captain Vitkauskas wished them the same honour in carrying out the tasks that lay ahead. Then all the companies sang the national anthem in unison and shouted ‘Valio!’43

			At the Vilnius station, they were greeted by the commander of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius and several other officers of the regiment.

			Around 750 soldiers and 10 officers returned home from the front, including Captain Vitkauskas, Lieutenant Černius, First Lieutenant Vaitkevičius, Lieutenant Rauba, Lieutenant Stepelis, First Lieutenant Katasonovas, Lieutenant Nagrodskis, Lieutenant Štatas, First Lieutenant Andriūnas, and Lieutenant Ališauskas of the 9th Company of 2nd Infantry Regiment.

			Over the seven days of the actual march, 310 kilometres were covered, an average of 44 2/7 kilometres per day. The horses were utterly spent, with saddle and bridle sores; the soldiers’ feet were so badly blistered that, for some, the soles were almost one continuous raw blister.

			This march proved that the Lithuanian soldier is resilient and that he can defeat a much stronger enemy, provided he is led by skilful, determined officers who know how to make full use of his strengths. This ‘baptism of battle’ helped its participants later to defend the Vilnius–Širvintos Highway.

			The Fight over the Varėna Railway Junction

			Smoleński complained that the need to guard against a Lithuanian attack had deprived the Poles of almost five divisions that might otherwise have been used against the Russians.44 Yet the purpose of these divisions, discussed above, was not merely to defend against possible Lithuanian attacks. This is clear from the order of 29 September issued by the commander of the Second Army, which was still in force at that time.45 In that order, the ‘protective contingent’ was instructed, among other things, to do the following:

			‘c) After being relieved by the 4th Infantry Division, the Volunteer Division will seize Orany [Varėna] and will assemble in the area Orany [Varėna]–Marcinkańce [Marcinkonys], in readiness to march along the Grodno–Wilno [Vilnius] axis. The zone of operations is bounded on the west by the boundary of the 4th Infantry Division, and on the east by the line Kursze [Kuršiai]–Sienkańce [Senkonys]–Poddębie [Paąžuolė]–Dubicze [Dubičiai]–Zabłoć [Zabalot’] (all inclusive within the Volunteer Division’s sector).’

			Meanwhile, the main objective of the move ‘along the Grodno–Vilnius axis’ was to seize the Varėna railway station to cut off the way for the Lithuanian troops concentrated in Suvalkija to cross over to Vilnius.

			Surrounding the right flank of the Bolshevik army through Druskininkai, Parečča, Radun and Lida, the Poles had left the Lithuanians alone for several days except for those Lithuanian units that got in the way of the Polish 4th Cavalry Brigade in the Druskininkai–Parečča area (units of the 7th and 2nd Infantry Regiments) and the 1st Company of the 1st Infantry Regiment at Nača. On 24 September, Polish cavalry suddenly attacked that company and drove it out of Nača.46

			During the Polish Sejny–Druskininkai operation, the 1st Infantry Regiment was deployed on the Eišiškės–Radun–Vasilishki line, facing east. Having received unfavourable news about the situation of the Suvalkija front, the commander of the 1st Infantry Regiment, Officer [Vladas] Skorupskis, became concerned about the safety of his rear.

			‘[He] telephoned the commander of the 7th Regiment in Varėna to ask what was happening in Druskininkai and received the reply that everything was in order. Two battalions of the 7th Infantry Regiment were supposedly there. However, there was no communication with them, and in fact they were no longer there at all.

			The commander of the 1st Infantry Regiment, Officer Skorupskis, persisted and continued calling army headquarters, requesting permission to withdraw the regiment’s right flank from Vasilishki, but he did not receive permission. He then pulled back on his own initiative and thus saved half of the regiment from Polish encirclement.’47

			On the morning of 27 September, the commander of the 1st Division ordered the 1st Infantry Regiment to occupy the sector against the Poles from Žiūrai in the west, along the Ūla River through Kašėtos, Vėžionys to Kužiai (exclusive). On the right was to be the II Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, and on its left, the 4th Infantry Regiment was to take position. In the evening, the 6th Company took the Žiūrai–Mančiagirė sector; to the left, up to Čepelūnai (excluded) was taken by the 5th Company and a platoon of the 1st Squadron; Čepelūnai–Vydeniai–Vaidagai was taken by the 2nd Company; Vaidagai (excluded)–Vėžionys was taken by the 3rd Company; and Vėžionys–Kužiai was taken by the III Battalion.48

			On 28 September, the Poles captured Lida. Following the order of the 2nd Army of 29 September, the Volunteer Division launched an attack from the Marcinkonys area in the direction of Varėna on the 30 September. At noon, Polish cavalry attacked and drove out the Zervynos outpost. Soon afterwards, they attacked the village of Žiūrai and broke communication lines between the 1st Infantry Regiment and the II Battalion of 7th Infantry Regiment. Our outpost troops defended themselves stubbornly on the line of the Glėbas Lake (exclusive)–Merkys River–Mergežeris–Railway and even enacted some counter-attacks.

			The Poles attacked in two battalions, one in the direction of Perloja and the other in the direction of Varėna. The 4th Company was sent to the right flank of the II Battalion of the 1st Regiment. On 1 October, the Poles were pushed back a little. In the afternoon, the 4th Company and two machine-guns occupied Žiūrai. The 6th Company was guarding the railway in Mergežeris and sent scouts to the Zervynos halt station.49 The 5th Company was in reserve.

			In the event of a Polish attack, the 6th Company was ordered to hold the sector on the left of the Mergežeris, taking the railway under its control. To the right of 8th Company, the sector along the Derėžnyčia River to Perloja (the second defence line) was to be taken by 1st Company. The 4th Company was ordered to temporarily take Žiūrai, Lavysas Lake, and Perloja line and later to withdraw fighting behind the Merkys River. The regimental headquarters moved from the Valkininkai station to the Varėna station on 1 October.

			In the evening, the Poles began to envelop the 4th Company from Mančiagirė. Major [Vincas] Šaudzis arrived in Perloja with a detachment of Hussars and an artillery platoon to help the 4th Company. During the night, the 4th Company withdrew to Perloja, and the 1st and 6th Companies took up the positions indicated to them earlier. The commander of 6th Company, Captain [Juozas] Plenta, took up a position with two machine-guns at a railway hut one-and-a-half kilometres from Varėna station, and one platoon was sent to the Zervynos halt station.50

			At about 11:00 on 2 October, the Poles attacked by rail and dispersed the outpost of the Zervynos halt station. When our armoured train from Varėna approached Zervynos, the Poles ran away.

			Having received Operational Order No 10 of 2 October 1920, the regiment arranged the units slightly differently at night. The 4th Company took the Paūliai (exclusive)–Perloja sector, along the Merkys River; 1st Company took position on the left by the Derėžnyčia River up to Height 118; and further on the left, the 6th Company set up on the Mergežeris–railroad line. The 5th Company platoon was to take position at Palkabalis; from there to Barčiai, a detachment of cavalry was to follow; and from Barčiai (exclusive) via Vydeniai–Žagariai, the 2nd Company was to do the same. Then the III Battalion and an artillery platoon was to go to Pulstokai. One battery platoon was to be positioned in Perloja. Two platoons of the 5th Company guarding the armoured train and the 3rd Company were to be located in Girežeris.

			On 3 October, the Poles attacked in the direction of Perloja and Varėna. Varėna was attacked from the Zervynos area along the railway by the 205th Volunteer Infantry Regiment while Perloja was attacked from Paūliai by the 202nd Volunteer Infantry Regiment.51

			The Poles started attacking at about 6:00 in the sector of the 6th Company. Communication with that company was lost almost immediately. A half-company of the 3rd Company was sent to support the 6th Company at Mergežeris, and mounted scouts were dispatched to re-establish contact. The scouts failed to link up with the 6th Company. Having encountered Polish troops, they galloped back to the station with a message. They were followed by Polish cavalry, and soon infantry also appeared. The Poles opened fire on the armoured train and on the station.52

			The armoured train ‘Gediminas’ left on 2 October from Varėna towards Grodno.53 On the eve of departure, Polish scouts were already sighted in the area. In addition, after five kilometres a cloud of dust was observed in the forest to the right of the railway, suggesting that stronger forces were approaching. Varėna station was surrounded by forest on all sides, making it easy to attack and capture along with all the trains. That evening, the commander of the armoured train, then an officer, later Lieutenant Colonel and Lieutenant General, [Jonas] Kraucevičius54 telephoned the regimental commander to request permission to withdraw the ‘Gediminas’, which was stationed at Varėna, together with its base train of about twelve wagons and two empty freight trains, to Valkininkai. The reply was to remain in place to provide moral support to the infantry.

			

			The Poles prowled the forests throughout the night. The ‘Gediminas’ was ready for action: both the gunners and the machine-gunners sat at their weapons all night. Conditions were ideal for a Polish assault: there were neither trenches nor a continuous front line in front of the station – only isolated sentry posts.

			Distrusting the infantry’s protection, the armoured train established its own guards in the evening on the railway one kilometre short of the station, where the principal telephone connection was located; its soldiers also patrolled the woods around the station.

			The night passed quietly, but before dawn shots rang out. The guards reported that large numbers of Poles were moving through the forest towards the station. The commander ordered the combat detachment to take up positions, and instructed the freight trains and the base train to escape at once to Valkininkai, disregarding the usual railway regulations. He appointed his adjutant, Lieutenant [Kazys] Pašys, as commander of the base.

			Before he could clearly make out that the Poles were attacking (there was still some darkness) Kraucevičius ran to regimental headquarters to learn the situation. There he was informed that the telephone connection with the main guard, three kilometres ahead, had been cut. Mounted scouts reported that Polish forces were advancing through the forest on a broad front.

			As soon as dawn broke, gunfire was heard along the entire front. The train commander ordered the artillery wagon and both machine-gun wagons to follow the enemy’s movements and, if necessary, to open fire. He himself boarded the locomotive with the mechanic. By directing the movements of the locomotive, he could thereby command the entire train. The train had neither telephone communication nor signal lights.

			Soon Polish rifle and machine-gun fire began to concentrate on the train. The ‘Gediminas’, with its gun and machine-guns, returned fire. There were eight machine-guns in the two machine-gun wagons, though not all of them could be brought into action, as the forests on both the right and left restricted their arcs of fire. This greatly facilitated the enemy’s approach to the station.

			There was heavy firing from both sides. Although the ‘Gediminas’ was only lightly armoured, it was able to hold out for a long time thanks to the strength of its fire. The Poles were not only unable to capture the train but were also unable to seize the station. All they could do was surround the station and cut off the train’s line of retreat. They therefore began to carry out this manoeuvre.

			

			To get a better view of his rear, the train commander withdrew toward Valkininkai, stopping a few hundred paces from Varėna station, at the point where the switch area ended. As he approached the end of the switches, he saw that a freight car had been overturned on the railway line. The train commander and an officer ran to inspect the blocked track. In his agitation, he forgot to inform his deputy about this action. When he returned to the locomotive, he saw that the artillery flatcar crew had already left the train, heading in the direction where the enemy had not yet appeared. The crew interpreted the commander’s jump from the train as a signal to abandon it. Fortunately, this misunderstanding had no negative consequences, as there was no other option for the crew but to retreat. During the retreat, Lieutenant [Alfonsas] Vilėniškis fired machine-guns, helping the train crew to withdraw.

			A part of the ‘Gediminas’ was lost in Varėna. However, two flatcars with French guns and howitzers were attached to the base and luckily retreated to Valkininkai. Two machine-gunners were killed, some were missing in action, but the next day some of them turned up. The officers all survived intact.

			The Polish 205th Infantry Regiment operating in the Varėna area received two machine-gun carriages, one semi-armoured locomotive, one artillery flatcar, and one ordinary flatcar with railway tools. The train was left with two guns, 16 heavy machine-guns, seven rifles, 12,000 rounds of live ammunition, four telephones and five kilometres of telephone field cable.55

			The loss of the ‘Gediminas’ was a serious moral and material blow. Fortunately, none of the crew fell into Polish hands, and within a month the crew was fully reorganised and re-equipped. A few days later, the ‘Gediminas’ received a flatcar fitted with two howitzers on rotating mounts, which could fire in all directions.56

			Hearing gunfire from the direction of the station, Major Genys, together with the 1st and 3rd Companies and a platoon of the 4th Battery, moved to provide support, but arrived too late. On the way he encountered Major Šaudzis, who told him that the station had already been taken by the Poles, that the troops had been scattered, and that an armoured train and the regimental commander were still at the station. Major Genys, with the 1st and 3rd Companies, took up a position along the Merkys River and defended the town of Varėna for a long time. 

			[image: Black-and-white photo of several soldiers positioned along a roadside embankment beside a mounted machine-gun. One of the soldiers is crouching in the foreground, while others stand or sit near the weapon. Most of them are wearing trench coats and caps or helmets. The machine-gun is set up near a large tree with rifles laid on the ground nearby. The dirt road with the embankment extends in the background, where two soldiers on the left side are visible in the far back.]

			Machine-gunners at the Front

			The artillery shelled the station. When ammunition ran out (the ammunition cart having gone astray), the troops withdrew towards Babriškės.57

			A little later the Poles attacked Perloja. Only Captain [Povilas] Dundulis’ 4th Company and the partisans of Perloja were in the town. These forces defended tenaciously, but were not able to withstand onslaught of a more numerous enemy. Captain Dundulis wrote in his report:

			‘I report that, together with my company, I attacked the Poles with bayonets in the town of Perloja and drove them completely out of Perloja. The Poles then counter-attacked me with bayonets. I accepted the attack; there are dead and wounded. At 14:00 I left Perloja because the Poles had fully enveloped my right.’58

			

			The 4th Company withdrew to Daugai. The Poles did not attack the sectors held by the 2nd Company and the III Battalion. Owing to the general situation, these units also had to fall back to the Valkininkai station area. Polish troops advancing along the railway towards Valkininkai station were checked by a rescued element of the ‘Gediminas’ train, which opened fire from a platform mounting two guns.

			In accordance with the order of the commander of the 1st Division (Phonogram No. 901), the regiment in the evening occupied the Babriškės–Vazgirdonys–Jakėnai–Pamerkys sector. The Babriškės–Vazgirdonys sector was probably held by the 5th and 6th Companies, while the 7th Company held the Jakėnai–Pamerkys sector. The 9th Company and the III Battalion headquarters were stationed in Vaitakarčmis, the 8th Company in Pūčkornės village, and the 2nd Company in Degsnės village. The other elements of the regiment concentrated in the Babriškės area.59

			On 4 October...

			...the 3rd and 6th Infantry Regiments of the 3rd Division were already involved in the battles on the Perloja–Varėna front. They came from Suvalkija to help the 1st Infantry Regiment and the II Battalion of 7th Infantry Regiment.60

			The 6th Infantry Regiment arrived in Laičiai on 3 October at about 15:00. After familiarising himself with the situation, the regimental commander ordered the regiment to prepare for the attack. The regiment had been assigned the task of attacking along the Sapiegiškė–Nedzingė–Brokaraistis–Lavysas Lake line, all points inclusive. On the left, the attack was to run from Pavardaunis–Glėbas Lake–Mergežeris, all points exclusive. Their neighbours were the 7th Infantry Regiment on the right and the 3rd and 1st Infantry Regiments on the left, which were simultaneously to advance towards the town of Varėna in order to seize the Varėna railway station. The objective of the 6th Infantry Regiment was to capture Nedzingė and the town of Perloja and to push the Poles back behind the Ūla River. The offensive was scheduled to begin at 05:00 on 4 October, with the line of departure for the 6th Infantry Regiment located at Laičiai.61

			The regimental commander assigned the 7th Company to the right flank and ordered it to attack in the direction of Nedzingė–Burokaraistis–Milioniškės. The I Battalion and the 4th Company of the II Battalion were to attack Nedzingė from the direction of Laičiai and then continue towards Vartavalakis–Perloja. All other elements of the regiment were to remain in reserve in the Laičiai area. The attacking force was to be formed into a single contingent under the command of the I Battalion commander, Captain [Kazys] Mackevičius, under the supervision of the assistant regimental commander, Major [Antanas] Stapulionis.

			The attack began at the appointed time, but the companies found no Poles in Nedzingė. Captain Mackevičius therefore reorganised the attacking units: the 7th Company was to maintain its original direction, while the 4th and 1st Companies were ordered to advance towards Vartavalakis, with the 2nd and 3rd Companies remaining in reserve in Nedzingė. 

			The Poles offered serious resistance to the 7th Company on the western edge of the village of Karužai and temporarily halted its advance. However, the company commander, using his reserve platoon, began an outflanking manoeuvre against the Polish left flank. Noticing this movement, the Poles withdrew towards Burokaraistis. The 7th Company pressed the pursuit vigorously and prevented them from making a stand at Burokaraistis, which was a favourable defensive position. The scattered Polish detachments turned eastwards from Burokaraistis towards Perloja. Continuing to carry out its assigned task, the 7th Company advanced towards Milioniškės. At 16:00 the company captured the village of Milioniškės and halted on the northern bank of the River Merkys. The company commander requested further instructions from the battalion commander via a liaison officer.

			When the 4th Company and the 1st Company following it approached Vartavalakis, local inhabitants warned that the Poles were advancing towards the village from the direction of Perloja. The battalion commander immediately ordered the commander of the 4th Company to dispatch a platoon with a heavy machine-gun to the southern end of the village and to establish a suitable position there for the whole company. The platoon attacked the cemetery on the outskirts of the village, where a Polish patrol was positioned, and seized it. In the distance a Polish skirmish line appeared. Their heavy machine-guns opened fire on the 4th Company platoon holding the cemetery. At that moment the whole company reached the cemetery and joined the engagement.

			The battalion commander sent the 1st Company to the left of the 4th Company in the direction of Perloja. As the terrain there was open, the attack made little progress. The 4th Company captured the village cemetery and the watermill on the Nedzingė Stream, but was unable to advance further. The attack stalled and the soldiers dug in.

			Movement by Polish forces was observed on the regiment’s left flank. To secure that flank, the regimental commander ordered the 6th Company to move to the village of Vartavalakis and wait there for further orders. He instructed the 8th Company to take up a position east of Vartavalakis on Height 137, and the 9th Company to take up a position behind the 8th Company to protect the regiment’s rear. Each company was reinforced with one platoon of heavy machine-guns.

			[image: ]

			At about 14:00, men in civilian clothing carrying rifles were seen to the east of the left flank of the 9th Company’s trenches. These were partisans from the town of Perloja who had volunteered their assistance to the Lithuanians. The company commander informed them that the Poles were firing machine-guns from the windmill into the trenches of the 8th Company. The partisans offered to drive the Poles out of the mill, and half an hour later they had succeeded.

			Noticing movement by Polish forces on the left flank, the commander of the 1st Company sent two squads with one heavy machine-gun to that side to prevent the company from being outflanked. The detachment was commanded by First Sergeant [Antanas] Šukys, who was experienced and skilful. Moving his men to the left and slightly forward, he saw Polish troops approaching in attack formation from a distance towards the village of Vartavalakis. A mounted soldier rode ahead of them. Šukys sent a junior non-commissioned officer, Liaudanskis, with one soldier towards the positions of the 8th and 9th Companies to warn them of the approaching Poles.

			Shortly afterwards, in a small clearing among the fir trees, Šukys noticed a group of Polish soldiers standing in a semicircle around an officer, apparently their commander, who was giving instructions from a map. The advancing Polish troops halted about 100 metres short of this group, and the mounted man joined them. The soldiers began to rest calmly, having no idea that Lithuanian troops were so close.

			First Sergeant Šukys ordered his machine-gunner to fire on the resting Polish detachment, and instructed the other men to fire at the group of what were likely officers in the clearing. When he threw a grenade into the Polish group, the machine-gun and riflemen opened fire simultaneously. Panic broke out among the Poles. They ran in disorder, each man fleeing in the direction he thought safest. The officers did not run towards their soldiers but instead into the forest and thickets where they could hide. One officer lay wounded, several soldiers were killed or wounded, and several surrendered. Thus the Polish flanking manoeuvre failed. The officers withdrew towards Perloja to gather the scattered troops, and the Poles made no further attempt to outflank the Lithuanian position.

			Heavy fighting took place in front of the village of Vartavalakis, in the sector of the 4th Company. The 4th Company could make no further progress, but held the watermill and the cemetery firmly. The battery also joined the action, but the battalion commander had to designate the targets by telephone. The battery had no observers in the forward line and therefore could not see for itself where its fire needed to be concentrated.

			The Poles launched several concentrated attacks on the watermill but were each time repulsed with losses. When their final assault failed, they withdrew to the east of Perloja, exhausted and demoralised, and happened to pass by the wood where Šukys and his men were positioned. There were about two companies of Poles. Šukys let them pass and only opened fire once they had gone by his detachment. Chaos broke out, as the Poles had no expectation of encountering an enemy there. Everyone broke and fled towards Perloja, offering no resistance, for they were utterly worn out and demoralised.

			After a few quiet hours, towards the afternoon, two Polish guns rained down heavy fire from the left, diagonally from the trenches of the Lithuanian 1st Company. The artillery fire was so heavy that dust covered the trenches. After firing heavily for 15 minutes, the artillery fell silent. A dense Polish formation boldly approached from the forest in front of the left flank towards the destroyed trenches. The commander of the 1st Machine-gun Company, Captain [Jonas] Ignatavičius, emerged from the trenches and walked along them to the left flank. It seemed that he was the only one alive in the trenches, as there was no movement. Captain Ignatavičius himself was so affected by the artillery fire that he lost his bearings and, instead of running to the right, went to the left, towards the Poles. When he reached the left flank, he jumped into the trenches and hid. As the Poles approached the trenches to within about 300 metres, a whistle was blown and the heavy machine-guns, with belts already loaded, rose from the trenches; rifles and the camouflaged helmets of the soldiers appeared as well. The heavy machine-guns and rifles opened fire. This came as a complete surprise to the Poles, who believed all the defenders had been killed and did not expect any resistance. The bewildered Poles threw themselves back. Many were killed or wounded as they fled towards the woods.

			The Polish artillerymen had made an error. Their observation of fall-of-shot was poor: the shells exploded and threw up so much dust that the target was completely obscured, preventing any fire correction. The intense artillery bombardment thus failed to destroy the trenches or their defenders, on the contrary, the dust clouds concealed them.

			This marked the end of the fighting in the sector of the 6th Infantry Regiment on 4 October. The Poles withdrew into the woods and did not reappear. That same evening, the regimental commander ordered a relief of the front-line units and the withdrawal of the 7th Company from the village of Milioniškės. The 8th Company took over the sector south of Burokaraistis; the 5th Company held Height 109 and the west bank of the Nedzingė Stream; the 6th Company occupied the stretch south of the village of Vartavalakis from the Nedzingė Stream to the village cemetery; and the 9th Company took the sector to the east of the 6th Company. The commander of the III Battalion, First Lieutenant [Alfonsas Dzidorius] Sinkevičius, commanded this contingent.

			The I Battalion spent the night in Nedzingė, while the 4th and 7th Companies bivouacked in the villages of Sukarepka and Panedzingė. After occupying the first line, the companies dug trenches until midnight and then, until dawn, camouflaged their positions.62

			On 4 October, the task of the 6th Infantry Regiment was to seize Perloja and assist the 3rd Infantry Regiment in encircling Varėna. For the 3rd and 1st Infantry Regiments, the attack on Varėna was already their primary objective. The assault battalion of the 3rd Infantry Regiment assembled in the area of the village of Ežeriekai. The reserve elements of that regiment conducted a feint in the Daugai–Varėna railway sector, while at the same time the assault battalion, supported by artillery firing from the direction of Lake Glėbas, attacked Varėna. The active units of the 1st Infantry Regiment advanced on Varėna from the Babriškės area, moving along the Varėnė River valley from the north. The 3rd Infantry Regiment succeeded in taking the town of Varėna, but the Poles, with the support of an armoured train, counterattacked and forced them to withdraw. During the assault, the commander of the II Battalion of the 3rd Infantry Regiment, First Lieutenant [Teodoras] Šostakas, and the commander of the 1st Machine-gun Company, Lieutenant [Vaclovas] Adomonis, were killed.63

			The 6th Company of the 1st Infantry Regiment was advancing towards Varėna along the edge of the Varėnė River. The 1st and 3rd Companies followed behind it, though they were apparently delayed. At 08:30, the 6th Company was near the railway, with its left flank anchored on the stream. The Poles were holding the railway bridge and attempted to outflank the 6th Company from the direction of the Varėnė River. By 08:50, the 3rd Infantry Regiment had already reached the town of Varėna. The commander of the 3rd Infantry Regiment urged the commander of the 1st Infantry Regiment to press the Poles more vigorously in his sector and to prepare additional troops to seize the town. Elements of the 3rd Infantry Regiment were already moving to capture Varėna station.

			The Poles also withdrew in the sector of the 6th Company. After assembling at the junction of the railway and the highway, the 6th Company marched along the highway towards Varėna. At that moment, however, the Poles counterattacked and retook the town of Varėna. The commander of the 6th Company was unaware of this. Only when nearing the town did he see two machine-guns set up on the highway facing his direction, with roughly a company of troops digging trenches and another company drawn up in formation. When the Poles saw the 6th Company, they attempted to envelop it, but the company withdrew along the Varėnė River.

			The regiment was informed that the Poles had recaptured Varėna, and it fell back to Babriškės. The 6th Company occupied a sector along the railway, and along the Varėnė River and the highway. In the evening it withdrew to Babriškės.

			On the same day, the Poles fought in Giraitė and Matuizos against a part of the 7th Company, supported by artillery and later by a platoon of the 9th Company. The Poles also penetrated along the road from Varėna to Valkininkai station. A platoon of 9th Company and one machine-gun was sent to prevent this incursion. The 5th Company was in Paručiai area. The right flank of the III Battalion also failed to advance that day.64

			On 5 October...

			...the Poles attacked only the sector of the 6th Infantry Regiment with any significant force. Fortunately, we received reliable intelligence regarding Polish preparations for an offensive. On 4 October, Junior Non-commissioned Officer Liaudanskis – who had been sent by First Sergeant Šukys of the 1st Company of the 6th Infantry Regiment to warn the 9th Company of the approaching Poles – was captured. Placed in the telephone room, Liaudanskis could hear clearly what was being discussed on the other side of the wooden partition at the regimental headquarters. He learned that at dawn the Poles intended to attack along the main axis Vartavalakis–the watermill. Their assault would be preceded by an artillery preparation. Two battalions were to attack while a third remained in reserve. When the telephonists and the sentry fell asleep, Liaudanskis managed to escape and reported everything he had heard to the company commander, [Vosylius] Gelgermanas. The company commander informed the regimental commander of the Polish intentions.

			The commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment decided to prepare for the attack. He ordered the I Battalion to move to Vartavalakis, seize the watermill, and entrench on the heights there, keeping a strong reserve concentrated in Vartavalakis. The regimental commander instructed the 4th and 7th Companies to march at dawn from their bivouac to Nedzingė and remain in regimental reserve. The I Battalion left Nedzingė before dawn towards Vartavalakis and from there turned southwest. The 2nd Company and one platoon of the 1st Company went to the watermill and relieved a platoon of the 6th Company stationed there. Two platoons of the 1st Company took up position on the height west of the watermill, while the 3rd Company remained in reserve in the village of Vartavalakis.

			On 5 October, at around 6:00, the Poles began to attack. The defenders of the trenches were first confronted by Polish patrols, but after exchanging a shower of shots, the latter retreated.

			

			The ground in front of the sector was well suited both for concealment and for withdrawal. The whole area was covered with scattered bushes and young pines, and about 600 metres farther on the forest began, allowing forces to concentrate invisibly and providing an excellent line of departure. The defenders’ trenches, however, enjoyed the same advantages; they were well camouflaged among the bushes and fir trees. This made it extremely difficult for the Poles to observe the accuracy and effect of their artillery fire. Only on the left portion of the sector, east of the Vartavalakis–Perloja road, was the terrain more open and the field of fire broader. But even there it was hard to track shell bursts across the sector, for the ground was sandy and the exploding shells raised such clouds of dust that the target was completely obscured, making it impossible to determine where the round had landed. Only a very experienced artillery observer could judge whether a shell had struck the target or burst elsewhere.

			Soon after the clash with the patrols, Polish guns opened fire and the bombardment grew steadily heavier. Both artillery and heavy machine-gun fire were concentrated on Vartavalakis and the watermill, as this was the main axis of their attack. Although the fire was intense, it was not particularly effective, because the trenches were so well camouflaged.

			The Lithuanian battery also responded, firing well that day and pinning the advancing Polish formations to the ground. The artillery fire was adjusted, and the targets were indicated by the battalion commander. Fortunately, the telephone connection worked perfectly. The Poles were able to move only very slowly, hesitantly, as they had suffered losses, and this affected the mood of the other soldiers. However, on the west bank of the Nedzingė Stream, the Poles had forced two platoons of the 5th Company and one platoon of the 6th Company to retreat, but when they came under fire from the 2nd Company, which had occupied the heights of the watermill, they had to withdraw.

			As 10:00 approached, the Polish fire began to wane. Individual groups of soldiers began to flee back into the forest. They were accompanied by machine-gun and rifle fire from the defenders. The Lithuanian battery now began to shell the edge of the forest, preventing the Poles from stopping there for a longer respite. The Poles failed in pushing the Lithuanians out of their positions and taking Nedzingė. They did not try to attack any more. At about noon, the I Battalion returned to Nedzingė.

			On 4 October, the Control Commission of the League of Nations arrived in Suwałki and demanded a halt to hostilities in the Varėna area. It was decided to declare a ceasefire and to start enforcing it on 6 October at 10:00.65

			The 6th Infantry Regiment, together with the 3rd and 1st Infantry Regiments, were assigned with intercepting the Polish advance into Lithuanian territory and driving the enemy back beyond the Ūla River, where they were on 29 September. The first task was accomplished but repulsing the enemy beyond the Ūla River was not achieved.

			From 4 October onwards, the indecisiveness and excessive caution of the 6th Regiment became apparent. On that day, the regiment attacked the enemy without having properly grouped its units. It operated company by company, without regard for the battalion as the basic tactical formation. The regiment’s first assault line consisted of the I Battalion, the 4th Company of the II Battalion, and the 7th Company of the III Battalion. In this way, all three battalions of the regiment were broken up and partially removed from the control of their immediate commanders.

			The regimental commander kept as many as four companies in reserve: the 5th and 6th Companies of the II Battalion, and the 8th and 9th Companies of the III Battalion. He formed such a strong reserve because he feared the enemy might outflank him from the rear, especially as the front was not continuous and contained many weakly held or completely undefended gaps. Moreover, the 1st Infantry Regiment, the regiment-neighbour on the left, had fallen back to the Babriškės–Vazgirdonys line after its setback at Varėna and was therefore already positioned behind the sector of the 6th Infantry Regiment. Owing to his excessive caution, the regimental commander failed to employ all the forces available to him and thus shifted, in part, from the offensive to the defensive.

			A good opportunity to push the Poles back beyond the Ūla River was missed when the 7th Company broke through to Milioniškės and reached the rear of the Polish force in Perloja. Had the regimental commander sent a reinforcement of two companies to the 7th Company, ordering it to envelop Perloja from the southwest, and launched a vigorous assault from the direction of Vartavalakis with his remaining forces, the Poles would have been compelled to retreat from Perloja, for they had no reserves in that area. Instead of receiving reinforcements and carrying out an outflanking manoeuvre, the 7th Company was withdrawn from its position after dark.

			As reserves were not used, the attack was not effective, and the initiative of attack passed to the Poles. So, all that was left was to defend. The defence was well organised and carried out with determination and success.

			The weakest unit tactically was the 3rd Battery, which was attached to the 6th Infantry Regiment. On 4 October, it was of very little use, as the battery commander insisted that the infantry should adjust the artillery fire. On 5 October, it performed better, but the infantrymen were still required to adjust the artillery fire.

			The 6th Infantry Regiment also failed to push the Poles behind the Ūla River because of the uncoordinated actions of the neighbouring 3rd and 1st Infantry Regiments on the left. At 8:50, the 3rd Infantry Regiment had already taken the town of Varėna and was going to take the Varėna railway station, but the 1st Infantry Regiment was late in joining the battle and the Poles took back the town of Varėna through counter-attacks. As the 1st Infantry Regiment did not attempt to attack and retreated to Babriškės, the 3rd Infantry Regiment had to retreat as well.

			Superiority in numbers of the Polish forces contributed to the failure of Lithuanian units to fulfill their tasks.

			The defeat of the Lithuanians in these operations was also due to the fact that the 3rd and 6th Infantry Regiments were moved too late to the Varėna Front. The result of the delay was the loss of the strategically important Varėna station, as well as of the towns of Varėna and Perloja.

			The Polish Volunteer Division, which fought against the Lithuanians, made several tactical mistakes. This division was much weaker than the Polish Legions Divisions. Its cadres were weak, and its soldiers were untrained and inexperienced.

			On 4 October, the Poles attacked Nedzingė along the Perloja–Vartavalakis road with one battalion (4 companies) and sent two companies to outflank the left flank of the Lithuanian 6th Infantry Regiment from the east on the Height 118. The envelopment was well planned, but the plan was badly executed. There was no caution and no assessment of either the situation or the terrain. Suddenly coming under machine-gun fire from First Sergeant Šukys’ detachment, those companies, being without their officers, fell back and scattered. Their officers, who had gathered in a small wood to receive orders from the battalion commander, were also fired upon by the same Lithuanian detachment and fled separately from their soldiers. The envelopment failed because the manoeuvre had been poorly organised and carried out carelessly.

			Another instance of carelessness was the Polish retreat along the front after the failed attack at Vartavalakis, even though the area was covered with bushes. The withdrawing Polish units came under unexpected fire and were dispersed. Although the firing caused little actual loss, it demoralised the soldiers, for it seemed to them that the enemy was everywhere, even in their rear.

			Yet another mistake, reducing the confidence of the Polish soldiers in their commanders, was the unsuccessful firing of two guns diagonally into the trenches of the Lithuanian 1st Company. Unable to adjust the fire of these guns, the Polish artillerymen misled their infantrymen by claiming that the defenders of the trenches were destroyed. By doing so, they indirectly led the infantry into unexpected Lithuanian machine-gun fire, which caused them a lot of damage.

			Although the Polish regimental commander prepared the attack of 5 October with heavy artillery and machine-gun fire, it was not enough to break through the Lithuanian front. After occupying some gaps in the front line, the Poles, because of the depth of the Lithuanian front, came under heavy fire from other units and were forced to retreat. This was the case on the banks of the Nedzingė Stream, where two platoons of the 5th Company and one platoon of the 6th Company had withdrawn from the front line of the trenches, and yet the defence had not suffered.66

			The Polish Volunteer Division suffered significant losses in the fighting of 3–4 October. A dozen men were killed and around one hundred wounded, forty of them seriously.67

			Our own units engaged in those actions also incurred considerable losses. In the 1st Infantry Regiment alone, in addition to the wounded, missing, and captured, there were seven men killed. A further serious material and moral loss was the destruction of the principal part of the armoured train ‘Gediminas’.

			II. The Suwałki Agreement and the Preparation of Żeligowski’s Mutiny

			Lithuania’s diplomatic struggle with Poland did not cease when hostilities began. Polish diplomacy needed to mask its aggression against Lithuania with ostensibly justifiable arguments. Continuing its series of unsubstantiated accusations against Lithuania, on 22 September, when the Polish army had already begun its offensive in Suvalkija, the Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs sent a telegram to Minister [Juozas] Purickis. The telegram claimed that the Lithuanian army, in defiance of the League of Nations’ resolution, continued to occupy Polish territory and to fire on Polish units. On this basis, the Polish military leadership decided to take ‘effective measures’, reserving for itself complete freedom of action. Another telegram, sent through [Ignacy] Paderewski to the League of Nations, likewise announced the decision to undertake immediate military action.68

			Recognising the growing danger, Lithuanian diplomacy took energetic steps. Already on 24 September, Count [Alfredas Jonas] Tiškevičius, the Lithuanian representative in London, wrote to the Secretariat of the League of Nations that the Polish telegram of 22 September ‘must be regarded as a declaration of war’. He appealed to the League of Nations as the only body capable of preventing such a war. In a note sent later that same evening, Tiškevičius urged the League ‘to intervene at once in order to restrain the further aggressive action of Poland’.

			On 25 September, [Augustinas] Voldemaras informed Léon Bourgeois that he had received news from his government that the Poles had attacked Lithuanian troops along the entire front and had crossed the 8 December line, occupying areas where they had never been before. In view of this, Voldemaras also requested that the League of Nations intervene and send a Control Commission to the scene of events as quickly as possible.

			Influenced by the Lithuanians, the President of the League of Nations, Léon Bourgeois, sent a note to the Polish government on 25 September expressing his astonishment at the ultimatum-like tone of its latest communication. Bourgeois reminded the Poles that the League of Nations’ resolution of 20 September referred not only to the withdrawal of the Lithuanian army from southern Suvalkija, but also contained several conditions attached to that withdrawal. These included, among other things, a guarantee of the neutrality of Lithuanian territory.

			On 27 September, Tiškevičius delivered another note to the Secretary-General of the League of Nations, requesting that he immediately convene a meeting of the Council of the League ‘to consider the situation arising from the invasion by Polish troops’. On that occasion, Tiškevičius also expressed to Sir Eric Drummond his fear that the Polish Government might seek to create faits accomplis and occupy Vilnius before new negotiations could be opened. The Lithuanian representative insisted firmly that the League of Nations must act without delay.69

			The Suwałki Negotiations

			On 26 September, the Polish government telegraphed the Lithuanian government proposing the resumption of direct negotiations, this time in Suwałki, ‘with a view to trying once again to resolve the difficulties without resorting to arms’. Proposing a meeting on 29 September, the Polish Foreign Minister, [Eustachy] Sapieha, linked the negotiations to the dispute over Suvalkija and to the League of Nations’ resolution of 20 September.

			When the Polish government proposed those negotiations, it already knew that the Polish army would take Vilnius by force, so the question arises as to why it resorted to such blatant diplomatic deception. The offer to negotiate is likely to have had a threefold purpose. Firstly, Sapieha, the Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs, wanted to alleviate the bad impression created abroad by the aggression of the Polish army marching through Lithuanian territory.70 Secondly, [Józef] Piłsudski agreed to negotiate in Suwałki because he had not yet resolved matters with the Russians and needed to buy time.71 Thirdly, Piłsudski probably hoped to divert Lithuanian attention from Vilnius through negotiations.72

			The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs immediately informed the League of Nations about its proposal.

			The Lithuanian government, affected by the serious losses it had suffered during the fighting with the Poles and seeing no vigorous action on the part of the Council of the League of Nations, had no alternative but to accept the Polish proposal to negotiate in Suwałki. Already on 27 September the Polish government was informed that the negotiations had been agreed upon and that the Lithuanian delegation would arrive in Suwałki on the evening of 29 September. A note from the Lithuanian Government confirmed that the line of 8 December would be respected and suggested that both sides suspend hostilities at 12:00 on 29 September. The Poles, however, refused to do so and agreed to suspend hostilities for two hours only in the area of the Kalvarija Highway to give the Lithuanian delegation a free passage to Suwałki. The Lithuanian government’s reminder that, according to the League of Nations resolution of 20 September, both sides were required to cease hostilities entirely, was of no avail.

			The Lithuanian delegation arrived in Suwałki on the evening of 29 September, as promised. The Polish delegation had already arrived there a little earlier.

			The Lithuanian delegation consisted of Lieutenant General Maksimas Katche and Major Aleksandras Šumskis on behalf of the army command. The government was represented by the Director of the Department of Foreign Affairs, Bronius Kazys Balutis, Mykolas Biržiška, and the diplomat Voldemaras Vytautas Čarneckis. The Polish delegation included Colonel Mieczysław Mackiewicz, Juliusz Łukasiewicz, Rotmeister Adam Romer, and Wacław Przesmycki.

			After the Kalvarija Negotiations, Balutis advised that the Lithuanian government would no longer negotiate with the Poles without the representatives of the Entente as observers, thus observers were arranged.73 Of the Entente, only the French did not send their observer.

			Negotiations started on 30 September. During the first day of negotiations, the parties only agreed on armistice along the Foch line in Suvalkija.74 Already during the discussion of this first issue, two opposing tendencies emerged. The Lithuanian side wanted more concrete agreements that would guarantee for Lithuania its controlled territory in Vilnius region. The Polish representatives, on the other hand, tried to widen the discussion with new accusations against the Lithuanians for the events of the previous month, delaying the negotiations and avoiding final decisions.

			On 1 October, the second day of the negotiations, the Poles went even further with the same strategy. In a broad declaration, they reiterated their objections to the Lithuanians for allegedly breaking their neutrality. The Poles declared that they did not accept the Lithuanian–Russian Treaty of 12 July and its conclusions. It was stated that the Polish government was defending the interests of the population that had been annexed to Lithuania without asking them whether they consented to this. The Polish delegation warned the Lithuanians that the Polish army on the right bank of the Nemunas was going to occupy the Merkinė–Varėna–Bastuny line ‘for strategic reasons’ and demanded that the Suwałki–Simnas–Alytus–Varėna railway line be transferred to the Polish government.75

			The Lithuanian delegation accused the Poles of not observing the agreed truce in some places, that is, in Suvalkija in the past days, and of the fact that on the right bank of the Nemunas, in the direction of Varėna, their troops had begun to take more extensive action.76

			

			The conference discussions thus diverged from the original topic. In response to the Lithuanian accusations, the Polish delegates in turn blamed the Lithuanians for the events on the demarcation line. The Polish offensive in the direction of Varėna was explained by the Polish delegate Mackiewicz on the grounds that it was only a local action, where Lithuanian troops were being pushed out of the area of military operations ‘in a purely mechanical way’.

			There was no meeting on 2 October because some members of the Lithuanian delegation left to communicate with their government. In this respect, the Poles were in a much better position, as they could simply telephone their government from Suwałki.

			The third meeting was held on 3 October. The Lithuanian delegation first stated that there was no point in repeating the reproaches against the Lithuanian government, as the whole matter had been entrusted to the League of Nations. The Lithuanian delegation, in refuting the Polish reproaches, insisted that Lithuania had the right to conclude treaties with whomsoever it wished, that the citizens of Lithuania had full rights, and that they did not require protection from abroad. Finally, the Lithuanian delegation proposed the following demarcation line: the line of 8 December on the left bank of the Nemunas and the line from the Ucieka Estate77–the Ūla River railway bridge–Bastuny station–Dieveniškės–Gravzhishki–Ashmyany–Zhuprany–Daniushevo–Izha on the right bank.

			Compared with the territorial line of the Treaty of 12 July, this line meant the loss of a strip 40–60 kilometres wide. Even so, by leaving Varėna and Vilnius on the Lithuanian side, it placed the border, from the south and east, at a distance of roughly 50–80 kilometres from the Lithuanian capital.

			At the meeting that day, the Lithuanians again proposed an armistice along the entire Lithuanian–Polish front.

			The Polish delegation was determined to delay the negotiations. It declared that it had to await further instructions and proposed postponing the talks until noon the following day. The Lithuanians did not wish to accept this and insisted that the demarcation line be fixed immediately, at least as far as Bastuny. With neither side willing to make concessions, the meeting was adjourned.

			

			After the meeting, Łukasiewicz and Rotmeister Romer immediately went to the Białystok to report to Piłsudski on the progress of the meetings and to receive instructions. Piłsudski instructed the delegation to insist firmly on having Varėna on the Polish side as well as the road from Varėna through Mantviliškės to Bastuny but agreed to an armistice up to the Mantviliškės area exclusively. He did not agree to negotiate east of the Bastuny station ‘in view of the fact that he needed to retain the freedom of action’.

			In his report from Suwałki, Tadeusz Katelbach, head of the II Department of the Polish Borderland Guard (Straż Kresowa78), wrote the following about the Łukasiewicz’s visit to Białystok:

			‘During the night of 3–4 [October], Łukasiewicz was in Białystok with the Commandant. From what he said, and especially from the Commandant’s instructions to delay the negotiations until the 9th of this month and to distract the Commission of the League of Nations from “going out” to the territory of our operations in the Vilnius region, it appears that preparatory work on Vilnius must be completed by then.’79

			On 4 October, Łukasiewicz spoke at length during the meeting, accusing the Lithuanians of violating neutrality. He focused his remarks on demonstrating that, since Poland was not assured of Lithuania’s neutrality, it considered itself free to take whatever measures were required by its state of war with Russia. The seizure of the Varėna station, he argued, was one such measure. As an exceptional concession, he suggested that civilian Lithuanian trains might be allowed to pass through the station. Łukasiewicz then proposed extending the administrative line as far as Bastuny. The Polish delegation no longer insisted on the use of the Suwałki–Alytus line.

			In response, General Katche pointed out that the Lithuanian delegation was avoiding discussion of these renewed Polish accusations not because it lacked arguments to refute them, but because it was essential to bring the ongoing hostilities to an end. He emphasised that the fighting had recently intensified and that blood was being shed in great quantity. Katche then agreed to extend the demarcation line only as far as Bastuny, but noted that the Varėna railway junction would be neutralised and administered by the Lithuanians.

			

			Both sides remained intransigent over Varėna station, and the Suwałki negotiations were in danger of collapsing.

			The Lithuanian army leadership clearly understood that Vilnius was in grave danger once the Polish army had crossed the Nemunas and was advancing further towards Lida. This danger appeared even more acute because the bulk of the Lithuanian army was still in Suvalkija. For this reason, two regiments of the 3rd Division (the 3rd and 6th), previously stationed on the left bank of the Nemunas, were transferred through Šeštokai to the Varėna area. Both sides recognised the importance of controlling the Varėna railway junction, through which Lithuanian troops could be transported by rail from Suvalkija to Vilnius. It was therefore entirely natural that several days of bitter fighting had taken place over Varėna station and that neither side was now willing to yield on this matter: for the Poles it was crucial to facilitate the occupation of Vilnius, while for the Lithuanians it was essential to strengthen its defence.80

			The Suwałki Conference was only saved from deadlock by the Control Commission of the League of Nations that arrived in Suwałki on 4 October in the evening. This occurred despite Piłsudski’s clear reluctance. In his report to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on 6 October 1920, the Polish delegate Łukasiewicz wrote:

			‘In spite of the measures taken by the Commander-in-Chief, it was no longer possible to keep the Commission in Białystok any longer and already on 4 October in the evening the commission arrived in Suwałki. At the moment of the Commission’s arrival, our negotiations with the Lithuanians were stuck precisely on the question of the unconditional allocation of the Varėna station to our military authorities.’81

			On 5 October, the Lithuanian and Polish delegations did not negotiate directly. Now the Commission of the League of Nations took over the initiative of the negotiations. First, it spoke twice with the Lithuanian delegation, then it met on its own, and finally it summoned the Polish delegation, and addressed it with the final decisions.82 According to these decisions, a neutral zone was to be established along the demarcation line, 6 kilometres on either side, and hostilities were to be suspended immediately in the area of Varėna.83

			

			On the same day, Polish army command issued an order ‘to refrain from hostilities with the Lithuanian army in the stretch from the Prussian border to the village of Paturtis...’ The ceasefire in Suvalkija that was already obligatory as of 1 October, on the right bank of the Nemunas, came into force at 11:00 on 6 October.

			Since the Poles had actually occupied the Varėna station and the League of Nations Commission, seeing that it could not force them to cede it to the Lithuanians, had also recognised it as belonging to the Poles, the Lithuanians had no choice but to accept the decision of the Commission of the League of Nations.

			On 6 October, Lithuanian–Polish negotiations were resumed. The League of Nations Commission was no longer directly involved in the negotiations, but its influence was felt. As the most difficult issue, the fate of Varėna, had already been settled, the talks proceeded in the direction of an agreement, despite Polish efforts to stall the negotiations. There was continued dispute about the further extension of the demarcation line. The Poles avoided discussing the issue, arguing that hostilities with the Russians were still going on there. Finally, the Poles proposed that the issue be discussed at the mutual Lithuanian–Polish talks in Riga.

			On that day, an editorial board was appointed to write the draft of the treaty.

			On 7 October, the League of Nations Commission went to Varėna to investigate the situation on site. Negotiations in Suwałki were continuing and a treaty was finally concluded and signed on the same 7 October, at 24:00.

			The Suwałki Agreement

			The Agreement of Suwałki entered into force on 10 October 1920 and was registered as Agreement No. 221 on 19 January 1922.84

			On 8 October, The League of Nations Commission returned from Varėna to Suwałki. The Commission verified the situation in Varėna, talked to Lithuanian and Polish officers, and met with representatives of the Lithuanian authorities in Alytus. The impressions of the Commission in their journey were not favourable for the Poles. This was already noted by Łukasiewicz in his telegram to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs at 15:00 on 8 October.85

			On the same day, at 18:00, the Commission of the League of Nations handed over to Łukasiewicz the resolution prepared by the Commission. It stated that the Polish–Russian war did not appear to be an obstacle to the continuation of the line of demarcation east of Bastuny. No intermingling of Soviet and Lithuanian troops was found. Small Lithuanian forces there do not pose a threat to the Polish left flank. In connection with that, the Commission therefore appealed to the Polish delegation to start negotiations with the Lithuanians as soon as possible on the extension of the demarcation line.

			Łukasiewicz tried to oppose this, saying that the Commission had based its decision on unilateral Lithuanian information, but the Commission’s chairman, [Pierre] Chardigny, replied firmly that he fully believed it and did not see the need to go into the discussion of the past at this time.86

			General Katche also handed Łukasiewicz a proclamation that Polish troops had attacked the Lithuanian positions north of the Eišiškės–Bastuny line and had taken the Gerviškės–Byenyakoni area. The proclamation claimed that there were no Soviet troops in the area and called on the Poles to withdraw their troops behind the demarcation line. In addition, Katche suggested that the demarcation line should be extended to the east of Bastuny. Similarly, on 7 October, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Lithuania lodged a protest with Sapieha, the Polish Minister of Foreign Affairs, about the attack on Varėna and the movement of Polish troops north of Lida.87

			Formally speaking, the Suwałki talks were military rather than political in character. They did not set national frontiers but only a dividing line that would allow the Poles to conduct their military operation against Russia without hindrance, while shielding Lithuania from Polish incursions into Lithuanian territory. It goes without saying, however, that the key subject of the talks was political, namely, the fate of Vilnius, even if Vilnius itself was not mentioned. Accordingly, the official chairmen of the delegations were officers: on the Lithuanian side, General Katche; on the Polish side, Colonel Mackiewicz. They presided over the negotiations. In practice, however, the decisive role was played by the representatives of the Foreign Ministries: ours – Balutis and Polish – Łukasiewicz. Not only were they the most active participants, but they were also the only ones maintaining direct contact with their respective governments. Balutis travelled to Kalvarija to telephone Petras Klimas, while Łukasiewicz went to Białystok to receive instructions from Piłsudski himself, who was living there in a special railway coach.88

			Polish historical literature is unable to give a clear answer as to why the Poles concluded the Suwałki Agreement. The treaty-breaker himself, General Żeligowski, wrote the following in his unpublished notes on 30 May 1929:89

			‘The Suwałki Agreement. The most harmful, pointless, and incomprehensible move of Foreign Minister Eustachy Sapieha, of the government of [Wincenty] Witos. It was drawn up by the most inappropriate officer for the purpose, Colonel Mackiewicz... And that Colonel signed the agreement which has been weighing on Poland like a burden, compromising it... To this day, no one has ever been able to find out what it was for, what was intended with it...’

			It can be assumed that Piłsudski expected the Polish ‘mutineers’ to start attacking Vilnius before the Agreement was signed. This is seemingly confirmed by the fact that the Polish delegation tried to delay the negotiations until 9 October. Here, the Poles were hindered by the presence of the Commission of the League of Nations.

			When the first option of the delegation’s tactics failed, i.e., the signing of Suwałki Agreement could not be avoided, efforts were made to conclude it in such a way that it would hinder the march to Vilnius as little as possible. Therefore, efforts were made to establish as short as possible demarcation line so that it would not have to be crossed. Moreover, it was apparently hoped that the Vilnius action, under the guise of a supposed ‘mutiny’, would not burden the Polish authorities, which would continue to demonstrate peaceful intentions towards Lithuania.

			If these were the expected consequences of the signing of the Suwałki Agreement, it was a painful disappointment. The League of Nations, the Entente and public opinion in general condemned Żeligowski’s moves, and there was no difference whether the ‘mutineers’ had crossed or bypassed the demarcation line. Żeligowski’s offensive was regarded by all as a violation of the Agreement.

			In the eyes of the Lithuanians, the treachery of the Suwałki Agreement was compounded by the fact that during the negotiations the Poles, in private conversations, made every effort to appear exceptionally sincere and friendly towards them. They not only claimed to have no intention of seizing Vilnius, but, in the event of a fraternal alliance, even promised Lithuania Klaipėda, Liepaja, a joint partition of East Prussia,90 and even the incorporation of Daugavpils into Lithuania.91

			By attacking Lithuania on 22 September, the Poles flouted the Council of the League of Nations’ resolution of 20 September. Through the Suwałki Agreement they sought, in effect, to bring to a ‘legal’ conclusion the procedure initiated by the League by substituting a new bilateral arrangement between the parties. This consideration may be seen as another reason why the Poles needed the Suwałki Agreement.

			In any case, the Suwałki Agreement was not the product of a settlement between equals. Even as the negotiations were under way, the Polish army was pushing further into Lithuanian territory. By signing, the Lithuanians hoped to deprive the Poles of any pretext for advancing deeper into Lithuania, although there was already a sense that the Poles were preparing some fresh stratagem.

			By breaking the Suwałki Agreement and occupying Vilnius through a treacherous ‘mutiny’, Piłsudski achieved the very opposite of what he intended. Instead of bringing the Lithuanians closer to Poland and to the union he sought, his actions deepened Lithuanian distrust of the Poles and entrenched strong anti-Polish sentiments that marked relations between the two states throughout the two decades of independence.

			The Preparation of Żeligowski’s Mutiny 

			The direct, immediate cause of Żeligowski’s ‘mutiny’ was Piłsudski’s order to General Żeligowski to ‘rebel’; its true, deeper causes, however, are to be sought in the past. The fate of the Lithuanian nation – its national decline and revival, its relations with Poland (including their armed conflicts and the character of those conflicts) – as well as the very emergence of Żeligowski’s ‘mutiny’, were shaped by the Lithuanian–Polish union, which had acted upon the Lithuanian nation for more than half a millennium. Both Piłsudski’s cast of mind, as the man who ordered the ‘rebellion’, and the circumstances that proved more or less favourable to that ‘rebellion’, were products of this centuries-long union.

			Although the common saying that history repeats itself is usually dismissed by historians as unfounded, it is remarkable that one extremely important political phenomenon in the history of Polish–Lithuanian relations did indeed repeat itself. When, at the end of the 14th century, Lithuanian Grand Duke Jogaila united Lithuania with Poland, he laid the foundations for the Polish state to grow stronger and more prosperous. He gave Poland the Jagiellonian dynasty of rulers, whose reign is still proudly regarded by Poles today as the most glorious period in the life of their state. More than five centuries later, Piłsudski, another eminent Lithuanian, through his tireless work in building the Polish state, and as its Head of State, First Marshal, and Commander-in-Chief, drove Poland’s frontiers far to the east, beyond the country’s ethnographic limits, and is perhaps the chief architect of the reborn Polish state. The bitter paradox, however, is that these two distinguished Lithuanian statesmen, who laid the foundations of Poland’s power and subsequent prosperity, whether knowingly or not, did great harm to their native Lithuania.

			The conditions for Polish claims to Lithuania, or at least to its capital Vilnius, were mainly because Jogaila chose Kraków over Vilnius as his capital. The royal court and its surroundings were not Lithuanian but Polish. The greater nobility followed the king’s court, the lesser nobility followed the great nobility, the townspeople followed the lesser nobility, and so on. Polonisation flowed from the top down, beginning with the royal palace. In this way Lithuanians, who created the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, instead of spreading their mother tongue among other peoples, began to assimilate to the culture and language of their subjects, increasingly using foreign languages in their daily lives. The national identity was swept away not only in the higher strata of the population, the nobility, but also the larger cultural centres. Since Vilnius was the most famous cultural centre of Lithuania, it was here that the Polonisation was manifested most acutely. Thus, Vilnius became the most famous island of the de-Lithuanised Lithuanian people. Having adopted the Polish language, the inhabitants of Vilnius, influenced by the agitation of the Poles, gradually began to forget their Lithuanian identity and often even feel like Poles. This part of the population of the city of Vilnius thus provided Piłsudski with an excuse to separate Vilnius and its mixed-speaking surroundings from the purely Lithuanian ethnographic Lithuania and to establish a Lithuanian canton of federal Poland.

			Furthermore, the share of the Polonised Lithuanian population provided Piłsudski with not only this excuse to occupy Vilnius but also a means of action. The so-called Lithuanian–Belarusian division, made up of the Polonised sections of the Lithuanian and Belarusian populations, especially the nobility and the townspeople, not only constituted a military force but also an important political instrument for Piłsudski. It was announced that the army units originating from the Vilnius region had allegedly rebelled against the Polish government, which had concluded the Suwałki Agreement, and were going to ‘liberate’ Vilnius and their countrymen.

			However, the result of the union was not only the growth of the Polish population in Lithuania, which became a pretext for the separation of its old capital from Lithuania, but also the very intellect and soul of this ambition, Piłsudski, his political ideals, and his unwavering will to seek any means necessary to ensure that Vilnius does not become a part of the state created by the revived Lithuanian nation.

			Piłsudski was a true believer in the political attitude of gente Lituanus, natione Polonus, that is, Lithuanian by origin, Polish by nationality. Piłsudski’s supporter, the politician Katelbach, describes Piłsudski thus:92

			‘Piłsudski, like Mickiewicz, was a Lithuanian in the historical sense. After all, it was not Poland that gave birth to him, but Lithuania, the land that has been bound to Poland by union for ages... In his youth, the words Poland and Lithuania meant one thing to Piłsudski. When he thought of Poland, he thought of Lithuania, when he thought of Lithuania, he thought of Poland. In that Lithuania, in the Vilnius region, in his native Zułowo [Zalavas], he spent his youth, which Mickiewicz himself called “idyllic, angelic”. Within the old walls of the historic Lithuanian capital of Vilnius, he learned to hate the Muscovite occupation, which sought to suppress the national pride of the young Pole. There, in the land of Lithuania, for the first time was born in him the youthful rebellion against the political reality of the nation, which determined Piłsudski’s entire future as a conspirator, fighter, Commander of the Legions, Head of State, and the First Polish Marshal.

			

			Hence Piłsudski’s natural attachment to Vilnius, which he sometimes referred to as “dear, beloved Vilnius”, sometimes as “a dear city”, also to the land of Lithuania, with which he was connected by the Piłsudski and Billewicz family ties...’

			As a member of the Polonised Lithuanian nobility, Piłsudski did not join the Lithuanian national movement. However, his approach to the Lithuanian national revival was somewhat more progressive than that of the majority of the Lithuanian nobility. For most of the Lithuanian nobility, the Lithuanian national revival was just a ‘Litvomania’, a kind of mental abnormality, a fruit of foreign intrigue. The Lithuanian nobility, its ruling class for centuries, were convinced only they could lead the nation and the state, not the Lithuanian intellectuals who came from the people, the former serfs. On 18 July 1904, Piłsudski wrote the following to the Japanese Foreign Office:

			‘However, the Lithuanians, the Belarusians, and the Latvians, in their struggle against the empire, are unable to form an independent force, and, in fact, either succumb to the influence of the Poles or else resolve to remain in a silent opposition, dreaming of certain national liberties in the bosom of the Russian empire, with no desire to separate themselves from the state and to have an autonomous existence.’93

			In Piłsudski’s opinion at that time, the Lithuanian nation existed, but it was still a ‘non-historical’ nation, i.e., it had no historical tradition of independent life or connection to the former state. 

			At the end of 1918, Piłsudski thought of Lithuania somewhat differently. On 18 December 1918, Piłsudski responded to an appeal by the Lithuanian delegation that he was ‘a friend of the Lithuanians, a friend who wants to help them’. However, he conditioned his help to ‘sister Lithuania’ on ‘Lithuanians limiting their claims to ethnographic Lithuania, because historical Lithuania contains undeniably Polish areas’. Finally, he stated, ‘Poland is not in the least opposed to the creation of an independent Lithuanian state’, although he immediately added, ‘but it seems that Lithuania as a state will be united with Poland’.94

			What Piłsudski meant by ‘ethnographic Lithuania’ is clear from his letter of 4 May 1919 to Ignacy Paderewski. In that letter, Piłsudski made the following demands:

			‘(a) that the Germans abandon the districts of Suwałki, Augustów, and Sejny. This will ensure me a railway from Białystok to Grodno and put the counties with Polish inhabitants into Polish hands; b) in addition, I want to have a demarcation line which will give me Alytus, from Alytus northwards through Stakliškės, Žiežmariai, Rečionys (between Kaišiadorys and Žasliai train stations), Juknionys, Bagaslaviškis, and Vileja (in fact Vileikiai, a village near Krikštėnai Manor, A.R.), (halfway between Širvintos and Ukmergė). All these places should be included in our list... Moreover, the demarcation line runs roughly along the ethnographic and linguistic Lithuanian border.’95

			Thus, in Piłsudski’s conception, Vilnius was outside the boundaries of ethnographic Lithuania, but it was also the most important instrument for the solution of his greatest political desire – the union of Poland and Lithuania. With Vilnius in his hands, Piłsudski hoped to force the Lithuanians to conclude a union with the Poles by ‘giving’ them their old capital Vilnius. However, this ‘surrender’ was to be limited by two conditions: by joining the state of Lithuania, Vilnius and its region had to form a separate, Polish canton alongside the Lithuanian canton of Kaunas (the Minsk canton had already been dismissed, as Minsk remained on the side of the Soviet Russians); and the Lithuanian state of both cantons had to enter into a union with Poland. That is why Piłsudski, far more than any other Polish politician, was interested in having Vilnius in his hands as a trump card in his most important political game. If Lithuania did not agree to enter a union with Poland, Vilnius would have to go to Poland. Piłsudski was strongly opposed to Vilnius becoming part of a national Lithuanian state and for Lithuanian culture to start dominating there.

			Żeligowski’s ‘mutiny’ was not, in fact, an especially exceptional or unforeseen event; it was the continuation of Piłsudski’s consistent policy, true to his habitual method of creating faits accomplis and acting by clandestine means. From his youth, in his struggle against Tsarist oppression, Piłsudski engaged in conspiratorial activity. When the Polish Vilnius University conferred on him an honorary doctorate of law, he quipped that it was an irony of fate: a doctorate in law had been awarded to a man who had spent his life fighting the law.

			As early as 1918, the secret Polish Military Organisation (Polska Organizacja Wojskowa, POW), founded by Piłsudski, began to operate in independent Lithuania and in the former lands of the Duchy of Lithuania. The uprisings of this organisation were carried out in Kaunas and Sejny under Piłsudski’s orders. Additionally, the conclusion of the Suwałki Agreement to coax the enemy to sleep and divert its attention from his real ambitions in the struggle for Vilnius was nothing new. On 7 April 1919, while preparing to take Vilnius from the Bolsheviks, Piłsudski wrote the following letter to the commander of the Polish army in Lithuania and Belarus, General [Stanisław] Szeptycki:96

			‘...Could we not, through Nieniewski97 in Grodno, ascertain whether the Germans and the Taryba have any plans to move on Vilnius; and would it not also be useful to let it be “leaked” to the Germans, as if by someone unable to keep a secret, that Warsaw considers any operations at present impossible, owing to the state of the roads and to the fact that [General Józef] Haller’s long-awaited army has not yet arrived?’

			Piłsudski knew that Vilnius had been the capital of Lithuania since the first half of the fourteenth century and that it had never been detached from Lithuanian territory; together with the rest of Lithuania, it had simply been annexed to Poland. Moreover, the Entente, especially Great Britain, was opposed to Poland incorporating lands that were ethnographically alien to it. It did not really matter whether they did this in order to leave these lands to the future ‘White’ Russia or to any other newly created states. With this in mind and foreseeing the diplomatic difficulties of taking Vilnius, Piłsudski came up with the idea of supporting his aggressive ventures with the supposed will of the population. To prove this alleged will of the inhabitants of the Polish ‘borderlands’ (kresy, in Polish)98, he prepared in advance by establishing the so-called Lithuanian–Belarusian division. The main objective of this division was to fight against Lithuania and, in particular, to capture Vilnius. Even Piłsudski himself did not hide the fact that this was the aim of the division. In a lecture in Vilnius in 1923, he said:99

			‘...Unable to divert my forces from Lviv (where there were already clashes with Ukrainians, A.R.), I set about organising an army of emigrants, because I wanted to create a kind of fighting unit for the Vilnius tasks’ (my emphasis, A.R.).

			

			In the last days of December 1918, Piłsudski appointed General [Wacław] Iwaszkiewicz-Rudoszański commander of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division and ordered him to organise that division. According to the original plan, the division was to consist of nine infantry regiments under the following names: Vilnius, Minsk, Grodno, Navahrudak, Kaunas, Suwałki, Białystok, Lida, and Slutsk. The division was to include four regiments of cavalry: the Zaniemenski, the Grodno, the Vilnius, and the Lithuanian. In addition, the division was to be equipped with artillery, pioneers, auxiliary weapons, and services.

			When Piłsudski took Vilnius in April 1919, he had not yet used the Lithuanian–Belarusian division. For this purpose, he chose the well tested 1st Legions Division, as he did not yet trust the fighting ability of his newly formed unit.100

			In the summer of 1919, while preparing the POW coup in Kaunas, Piłsudski had already clearly decided to use the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division for this action. In his letter of 22 July to General Szeptycki, he ordered the Suwałki Regiment to be withdrawn from the front to Grodno and the Vilnius Regiment to Trakai. The purpose of this regrouping was to carry out the planned tasks, about which Major [Tadeusz Adam] Kasprzycki would inform General Szeptycki personally.101

			In a letter of 21 August 1919 to General Szeptycki, Piłsudski demanded that additional elements of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division be transferred to Vilnius. The units moved to Vilnius, Grodno, and Trakai partly occupied the demarcation line and were partly held in reserve, ready to assist the POW (Polska Organizacja Wojskowa) in the event of an uprising in Kaunas.102

			On 10 July 1920 at the Spa Conference, Polish Prime Minister [Władysław] Grabski attempted a clever diplomatic manoeuvre to bring the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division into Vilnius. When Lord Curzon suggested not to settle the Vilnius question definitively but only to give temporarily to Lithuania as a ‘pledge’ of the Supreme Council, Grabski was trying to convince him of Lithuanian–Polish co-operation and to keep the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division in Vilnius until the Peace Conference had finally settled the Vilnius question. This suggestion was refuted.103

			Piłsudski pulled the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division back from the Lithuanian border only when compelled by urgent necessity. Once the crisis had passed, he immediately sent the division closer to Lithuania again. Already on 18 August 1920 – just two days after the threat to Warsaw had subsided – he withdrew the 41st Suwałki Infantry Regiment and the 19th Infantry Division (the former Lithuanian–Belarusian Division) from the outskirts of Warsaw and directed those units towards Lithuania.104

			This time the purpose of sending the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was more pronounced. While planning the Battle of the Nieman105, Piłsudski was also planning the occupation of Vilnius.106

			In preparing to seize Vilnius and to establish a fait accompli, Piłsudski undertook further reorganisations. A few days after the fighting in Warsaw, he restored the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division to its original name.107 More important still – because it was applied directly to the occupation of Vilnius, was the division of forces into ‘regular’ and ‘irregular’ units. The latter category included the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division.108

			Final Preparations for the ‘Mutiny’ 

			Around mid-September, Piłsudski finally resolved to seize Vilnius using units of Vilnius-region origin presented as ‘rebellious’. In this way he hoped to divest the Polish government and army command of responsibility for the raid and to provide a pretext vis-à-vis the Entente and the League of Nations. Piłsudski himself explained this decision in a lecture delivered in Vilnius on 25 August 1923:109

			

			‘In the course of its campaigns, Poland undertook certain commitments. These included Mr. Grabski’s well-known moves at Spa, where Vilnius was explicitly mentioned. This was also why the matter was entrusted to debate in the Forum of the League of Nations. At that time the fortune of war smiled on me, and I decided to seize Vilnius at once by force of arms. I chose Żeligowski for this purpose, because I, as Head of the Polish State and Commander-in-Chief of the army, could not break my commitments.’

			It might have seemed natural to appoint the commander of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division, General [Jan] Rządkowski, to lead the ‘mutiny’ operation, but he was not a native of Vilnius. Piłsudski chose Żeligowski because he was from the Vilnius region and because Piłsudski trusted him.110

			On 20 September, a telegram was sent summoning Żeligowski to supreme headquarters, but at that time the 10th Infantry Division’s radio station was on the move and was not receiving telegrams. Piłsudski ordered an inquiry into this inexplicable delay. Two further telegrams were dispatched, one of which was delivered by a special courier. At the same time, Lieutenant Colonel [Leon] Bobicki of the General Staff was also called to headquarters.111

			On 29 September, after receiving the order, Żeligowski, together with his adjutant Lieutenant [Stanisław] Łepkowski, arrived in Białystok, where Piłsudski’s train was stationed. The Marshal was not in the supreme headquarters that day, and Żeligowski spoke to Piłsudski for the first time the next day. This is what Żeligowski himself writes about that conversation in his report:

			‘I presented myself at the railway coach in which the Marshal was living. The conversation was easy – we were both thinking in terms of Vilnius.

			The Marshal assessed the situation. The Bolsheviks had handed Vilnius over to the Kaunas government. Poland could no longer do anything about it, for the Coalition powers [i.e. the Entente, A.M.] would not allow it, and, moreover, in Spa the Polish government had given Vilnius to Lithuania. “If we do not save Vilnius now, history will not forgive us. We must rebuild Lithuania. And this can be done only by the people of Lithuania – by its sons from the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division. Someone must take the whole matter upon himself.”

			

			The Marshal believed that only I could do it. “But we must realise,” he said, “that we shall have everyone against us – even Polish society, which does not understand the Lithuanian question.

			“The time may come,” the Marshal said, “when you will have not only world opinion against you, but that of Poland as well. The time may come when even I will be forced to stand against you. One must always take such a thing upon oneself. I cannot order it. Things of this kind cannot be commanded.”

			After a moment’s thought, I said: “I shall take the whole matter upon myself...”

			We discussed all the details. The Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was stationed at Voranava. A provisional government had to be formed from people known in Vilnius. Moreover, we had to hurry, for the League of Nations’ Commission was expected shortly and might have made the whole undertaking very difficult.

			Captain [Aleksander] Prystor was assigned to me as liaison officer...’112

			On 1 and 2 October, the plan for the Vilnius action was discussed in Grodno and Lida by a larger group of officers also on Piłsudski’s train. The meetings were attended by Piłsudski, Generals [Edward] Rydz-Śmigły, [Leon] Berbecki, Żeligowski, Rządkowski,113 Colonel [Adam] Koc, Captain Buczyński, Lieutenant [Edmund Gegendorf-] Grodzki, and others.114 The final plan for the occupation of Vilnius was prepared by the commander of the Volunteer Division, Colonel Koc. The command of the operations was finally entrusted to General Żeligowski, instead of the previously envisaged General Rządkowski.115

			However, agreeing to carry out the Vilnius action was not an easy decision for Żeligowski. The question of moral responsibility and the possible consequences of refusing to obey one’s superiors did not concern him.116 He was more concerned about the lack of capacity to deliver on the ambition. Piłsudski initially promised to give him only 1,500 volunteers. He did not want to give more ‘in view of the foreign policy’. Żeligowski declared that this was not enough for him. However, at meetings in Grodno and Lida, it was decided to assign a serious military force to carry out and support the ‘mutiny’. In addition to Major [Marian] Kościałkowski’s volunteer unit, the entire Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was to advance on Vilnius. The other units were to cover Żeligowski’s advance. Later, Piłsudski himself said the following: ‘...In order to support and maintain the weak forces of General Żeligowski, I have moved the army in the direction of Vilnius so as to surround Vilnius and enclose it...’117

			The western arc of this ‘encirclement’, from the East Prussian border to Varėna, consisted of the newly formed 3rd Army under General [Władysław] Sikorski, directed against three-quarters of all Lithuanian military forces. The 2nd Army was to support Żeligowski from the east. The first task of that army, in support of Żeligowski’s operation, was assigned to the 3rd Legions Division: it was to move into the Švenčionys district and secure the right flank of Żeligowski’s Army.118

			According to a Polish source,119 Żeligowski had at his disposal about 14,000 soldiers. The 3rd Army covering him fielded more than 50,000 bayonets and sabres, and the 2nd Army 15,000. In total, these forces amounted to roughly 80,000 men – almost four times the size of the entire Lithuanian army. It could already be foreseen that the Lithuanian army – battered by unsuccessful battles, severely depleted, and in part demoralised – would scarcely be able to withstand such a force of ‘mutineers’ and the other troops supporting them.

			Smoleński writes about the purpose of the Polish 3rd Army, the largest unit of the arc surrounding Vilnius as follows:120

			‘At the end of September, after taking Grodno and Lida, the 2nd Army began vigorously pursuing the retreating Red Army. Lithuania’s uncertain posture (despite the Suwałki talks then under way) made it necessary to provide strong protection for the 2nd Army’s flanks and rear as it continued its advance. For this purpose, General [Aleksander] Osiński’s Northern Group was assigned, with a mission limited to covering the 2nd Army within the territory of Suvalkija. This sufficed while the fighting remained in the Grodno area; but as the Polish offensive broadened towards Lida and further east, the length of the 2nd Army’s rear increased and required cover against the Lithuanian army east of the Nemunas as well.

			To establish this screen, the Commander-in-Chief assigned the entire 3rd Army under General Sikorski.’

			That the task of the 3rd Army was purely defensive is also evident from the first order issued to it on 4 October:121

			‘It must ensure the security of the Polish army’s left flank; accordingly, it is to observe the Lithuanian border while keeping to the Foch line, and later – should the Lithuanians in due course break neutrality – to provide appropriate cover from the north for the further operations of the 2nd and 4th Armies.’

			However, as can be seen from the memoirs of Colonel, later General, Władysław Bortnowski, then Chief of Staff of the Third Army, written down by Leon Mitkewicz, as he appointed General Sikorski commander of the 3rd Army (at the Białystok Station), Piłsudski told the General:

			‘Yet, if the Lithuanians, while defending Vilnius, begin to act against us, then you, General Sikorski, will begin to take offensive action; namely, you will strike with all your army’s forces from Suwałki, Grodno, and Druskininkai through Marijampolė to Kaunas.’122

			As to why Piłsudski appointed Sikorski commander of the army covering Żeligowski’s action and Bortnowski as chief of staff of that army, Mitkiewicz writes:

			‘The Marshal was well aware that our seizure of Vilnius by means of a coup militaire would provoke strong opposition, first of all in the victorious Entente Powers, but also in Poland itself. Taking into account public opinion, the Marshal chose just the right man, Sikorski. He had, after all, long been known for holding political views opposed to those of Piłsudski. Colonel Bortnowski himself, as Chief of the Army Staff, the Marshal must have installed as his trusted man, as his “eyes” to see that the whole campaign to Vilnius goes ahead properly, exactly as planned.’123

			In Białystok, Piłsudski ordered Bortnowski to use the word ‘Byenyakoni’ everywhere in place of ‘Vilnius’. All foreigners arriving at army headquarters in Grodno, military attachés and members of military missions, who wished to travel to ‘Byenyakoni’ to see General Żeligowski were to be provided with cars in such a way that they never actually reached the destination. Żeligowski was to carry out his task entirely on his own.124

			The core of Żeligowski’s attacking contingent was the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division. The contingent included, or was at least to include subsequently, detachments drawn from the Volunteer Division, the 3rd Cavalry Brigade, and the 211th and 13th Uhlan Regiments. The last two were to be added somewhat later, after the capture of Vilnius.

			On 6 October, the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was already in the vicinity of Voranava, Butrimonys, and Byenyakoni. On the left, the division was in contact with the 3rd Cavalry Brigade near Eišiškės, and on the right with the 3rd Legions Division near Tabariškės.

			

			On the same day, General Żeligowski, was at a meeting held in the presence of General Rządkowski, the commander of the 2nd Brigade, Colonel [Kazimierz Jarosław] Rybicki, and officers of the divisional headquarters and the headquarters of the 2nd Army Command. This meeting marked the beginning of General Żeligowski’s clashes with the unit commanders.

			It should be noted here that the willingness to ‘mutiny’ – both among the soldiers and, even more so, among the officers – was far from uniform. Attitudes ranged from extraordinary enthusiasm to march on Vilnius to outright refusal to take part in the operation. These differences in mood were shaped by both general and individual reasons.

			The Polish population had already begun to long for peace. Soldiers, after a war with Soviet Russia that seemed to be ending favourably, hoped to return home soon. The majority of Polish society was clearly opposed to Żeligowski’s march. The more militant circles, especially those close to the Endecja, 125 believed that it was necessary not only to march on Vilnius, but to occupy the whole of Lithuania. The more left-wing currents inclined towards negotiation rather than war with Lithuania. Finally, almost everyone held the view that if there were to be an advance on Vilnius at all, it should be through open warfare and not through a staged revolt.

			Public opinion had some influence on the army, though the mood within the army was shaped more strongly by other factors. The outlook of the enlisted men differed markedly from that of the officers, and this was true both of those originating from ‘real’ Poland and those from the ‘kresy’. The soldiers, especially at first, did not trouble themselves with the ‘rebellious’ nature of the action. When the operation began, they did not even realise that they were ‘mutineers’ and that the entire march was being carried out without any official order from the Polish government. Doubts about participating in the action were found more often among the officers, particularly among the senior ranks.

			The most ardent supporters of the march to Vilnius were those from the ‘kresy’, especially from Lithuania proper.126 This is understandable. For one thing, these ‘Litvins’, having separated themselves from the Lithuanians they called ‘Lietuvisai’ or even regarding themselves as true Poles, were a kind of neophyte: they had changed their political convictions and became very zealous adherents of their new creed, impatient with those from whom they had parted. The other reason for the ‘Litvins’’ Polish patriotism was social: most of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division consisted of Kresy nobles, who expected nothing good for themselves from a democratic Lithuanian state. Thus, not only Marshal Piłsudski and his close associates among the Lithuanian nobility, but also those eastern Polish army units composed of noble volunteers, were enthusiastic about wresting Vilnius from Lithuania.

			Official documents show nothing of the mood of Żeligowski’s army in those days. Based mainly on the memoirs of the participants, Captain Waligóra describes their sentiments in some detail.127 

			During the meeting in Voranava on 6 October, Żeligowski proposed Colonel Rybicki to take Vilnius with the Vilnius Regiment. The latter agreed, but only on the condition that the entire Lithuanian–Belarusian Division would come along. Although it was possible to take Vilnius with one regiment, at least one division of infantrymen was needed to hold the occupied area.

			On 7 October, Żeligowski held consultations in Eišiškės with the officers of the arriving units. The meeting was attended by the commander of the 3rd Cavalry Brigade, Colonel [Feliks] Dziewicki, the commander of the 11th Frontier Rifle Regiment, Colonel [Aleksander] Kunicki, Major [Zygmund] Kuczyński, Major [Marian] Kościałkowski, commander of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division General [Jan] Rządkowski, commander of the Vilnius Regiment, Major [Stanisław] Bobiatyński and many others. Żeligowski, after explaining the purpose of the Vilnius action, stated that the present relations with the command would be broken off and that it was now up to the people to decide whether they wanted to go through with the action or not. Three officers of 216th Field Artillery Regiment refused to participate. Another first declared that such an act ‘would be disloyal to Poland’, but later took part in the mutiny, thus was probably convinced otherwise.

			Even the division commander himself, General Rządkowski hesitated for a long time whether to return to Poland or remain with his division. Only his deep attachment to the division compelled him to stay, though he did not take part in the operation itself and remained at the division’s quarters.128

			The commanders of the 3rd Rifle Brigade, which at that time had only one regiment (the 11th Frontier Rifle Regiment), did not agree to go to Vilnius or assign their soldiers for the operation.

			After the meeting in Eišiškės, General Żeligowski ordered Major Kościałkowski to command the units of the Volunteer Division. The officers returned to their units. There, they had to acquaint their subordinates with the purpose and nature of the action. General Żeligowski went to Voranava, where the headquarters of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was located.

			The hesitation of the participants in the ‘mutiny’ at that time is shown by Major Bobiatyński’s account of his conversation with General Rządkowski while driving from Eišiškės to Voranava:

			‘On the road, General Rządkowski was complaining about the “mutiny” all the time, saying, “I’ve served for 30 years and now I have to mutiny. I have nothing to do with your Vilnius, I come from the ‘Kongresowka’”, etc. Then, he asked me a question: “Will your regiment agree to go to Vilnius?” I was very surprised that the General should ask me such a question, and I told him that I did not understand why he would raise such a question, because there had not even been any talk of such questions before the other operations. Then, General Rządkowski asked me if I was going to investigate the mood of the soldiers, whether I was going to do it through their representatives, and whether I was going to investigate properly whether the officers would want to join in the “mutiny”. At this, all irritated, I replied to Rządkowski, “Why, General, did you not ask me whether I wanted to go to take Radzymin, and now you are suggesting that I should hold a plebiscite? I am going from Voranava to the regiment, and I do not intend to ask any of the officers or soldiers about their consent. Tomorrow I shall issue an operational order in accordance with the instructions I have received, and I should like to see who among my men will dare to refuse the action”. I was moved by the whole conversation.’

			In all units of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division, the issue of the operation was conveyed, but not in the same way as it had been done in Eišiškės. So, there was no opportunity for anyone to refuse. The soldiers were told that they were going to beat the Lithuanians – in other words, to take Vilnius from them. Moreover, the soldiers were not told the action was a ‘mutiny’.

			

			The Vilnius Rifle Regiment was the most eager to take part in the Vilnius action. The commander of that regiment, Major Bobiatyński, had been a leading figure in the ‘Vilnius Self-Defence’, and many of the regiment’s officers were themselves Vilnius men who, like the regiment’s older soldiers, greeted the news of the march on Vilnius with enthusiasm. The spirit of the Vilnius Regiment’s volunteer soldiers quickly spread to the other troops.

			The commander of 1st Brigade, Colonel [Władysław] Bejnar, could also rely on the leadership of the Minsk Regiment.

			The mood was somewhat different in the 2nd Brigade, commanded by Colonel Rybicki. There were many soldiers and officers in that brigade who were not from the ‘kresy’. Describing the spirit of his brigade’s units Colonel Rybicki writes:

			‘Among the junior officers and NCOs there was even a certain enthusiasm – whereas among the senior officers one could observe and feel nervousness and a lack of composure... The 81st (Grodno) Infantry Regiment was in good order; the 80th (Novogrudok) Infantry Regiment was holding meetings and arguing.’

			Nevertheless, in the firm hands of its commander, Colonel Rybicki, the 2nd Brigade also formed a reliable fighting unit.

			Far worse was the mood among the senior officers assembled in Voranava with General Żeligowski and General Rządkowski. Some of these officers remained determined not to take part in the Vilnius action. Others declared that they would participate only if they had even the slightest indication of a higher-level order. All of them, with such attitudes, had an effect on General Żeligowski.

			The mood of the senior officers was likely influenced as well by the arrival of officers of foreign missions from Vilnius. The operational diary of the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division describes this event as follows:

			‘At 10:30, a delegation of French, English, and Lithuanian officers arrived from Vilnius to find out why our division was advancing despite the truce signed between Lithuania and Poland. The Chief of Staff ordered by telephone to detain the delegation. When General Rządkowski arrived at 14:00, the delegation was still being held, however, on Żeligowski’s orders, it was allowed to return to Vilnius.’

			At 20:00 on 7 October General Żeligowski signed an order to advance on Vilnius, but at that very moment a crisis arose, which led to the postponement of the hour set for executing the order. As some officers hesitated and even refused to take part in the operation, Żeligowski contacted the 2nd Army headquarters in Lida, asking that his difficulties be reported to Piłsudski.129 Major [Kazimierz] Stamirowski at once informed Lieutenant Colonel [Kordian Józef] Zamorski of the unexpected obstacle and suggested that the Army Commander himself, General Sikorski, go to Żeligowski and settle the matter on the spot.

			On the night of 7 to 8 October, Zamorski telegraphed Belweder [Piłsudski’s residence], requesting that the matter be laid before the Commander-in-Chief. The report came back bearing Piłsudski’s instruction: ‘Let Sikorski go.’ Although it is not known whether Sikorski and Żeligowski actually met, the crisis was averted, and an official communiqué was issued which, within a few hours, spread not only throughout Poland but also abroad. Its content was as follows:

			‘The Polish High Command has received from the Army Commander, General Sikorski, the following message:

			All attempts to establish contact with General Żeligowski’s group failed. Only in the afternoon, by chance, did the group’s headquarters answer at the telephone exchange, and the Chief of Staff of that group, Colonel Bobicki, personally provided Major Stamirowski with the following two messages, which we publish here verbatim:

			To the Army Command. Secret. Very Urgent.

			Having considered that, under the lines of the armistice concluded with the Kaunas government, we, the inhabitants of the lands of Wilno [Vilnius], Grodno, and Lida, our homeland, together with the Polish town of Wilno, are assigned, from the outset and to our disadvantage, to the Lithuanians, I have resolved, with weapon in hand, to defend the right of self-determination of the inhabitants of my Fatherland, and I have assumed supreme command over the soldiers drawn from those lands.

			Unable to act against my conscience and civic feelings, I therefore resign, with regret, from my service and from the command of the group.

			The commanders and troops under me, trained in discipline and loyal to the idea of the Fatherland, will obey my orders; for all remaining units I request that direct orders be issued.

			General Żeligowski, 8 October.’130

			

			In the operational order issued by General Żeligowski on 7 October at 20:00, it was stated that the attack was to be launched at 6:00 on 8 October, but the order was supplemented by the following note: ‘The time will be notified separately. At 6:00 everything must be ready and waiting for the order’. The order mentions the location of the two Lithuanian 4th Infantry Regiment companies, the nucleus of the regiment, and announces a fantastic rumour: ‘According to unverified information, three regiments of German volunteers were due to arrive in Vilnius’.

			On the night of 7–8 October, the commanders also issued their orders, no longer bearing the introduction of Żeligowski’s order. The commander of the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Brigade, Colonel Bejnar, issued his order at 22:30, which was received by the Minsk Regiment at 24:00 on the same day and by the Vilnius Regiment on 8 October at 0:05. After repeating General Żeligowski’s order in detail, Colonel Bejnar himself ordered:

			The 1st Squadron of the 3rd Mounted Rifles Regiment to leave at 6:00 and move along the Lida Road to Smolana Inn. From there, a part of the squadron was to go in the direction of Papiškės–Rūdninkai in order to make contact with Major Kościałkowski. The rest of the squadron was to go in the direction of Varčiškės (Wruczyszki)131 in order to approach the railway-highway junction, to damage the railway, and thus prevent any passage of an armoured train.

			The vanguard of the Minsk Regiment was due to leave by road at 6:30. The rest of the regiment and the battery was to leave at 7:00 at the rear of the Minsk Regiment. The I Battalion of the Vilnius Regiment with the remaining batteries of the I Divizion of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Regiment was to leave as well, and at 7:30 minutes the rest of the brigade was to follow.

			The commander of the 2nd Brigade, Colonel Rybicki, issued his order at 23:30 on 7 October:

			At 6:00, the 2nd Squadron of the 3rd Mounted Rifles Regiment was to leave along the road from Bol’shie Lepi, Petroškos, and Jankūnai to Turgeliai, protecting the Brigade’s right flank and maintaining contact with the 3rd Legions Infantry Division.

			

			The Novogrudok Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel [Bolesław] Waśkie­wicz, as the right formation of the brigade, was to leave Byenyakoni at 6:00 with the 7th Battery assigned to it and was to move to Šalčininkai, Šalčininkėliai, and Jašiūnai, reaching the Vaitiešiūnai area.

			The Grodno Regiment and its attached battery, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel [Bronisław] Bohaterewicz, was to move at 6:00 from Posol’ch’ to Skubėtai, that is, to the manor of Jašiūnai, and was to reach the Keidžiai area by ‘vigorous movement’.

			Major Kościałkowski, together with General Żeligowski’s order to the command the Contingent, also received the task of reaching the Rūdninkai–Žagarinė–Papiškės area on 8 October. To this end, he was to leave the currently occupied area at 6:00 on 8 October.

			On 7 October at 21:00, Major Kościałkowski, as commander of the ‘Zyndram Group’132, issued his first operational order, which first of all reorganised his units. The “Kresy” battalion commanded by Captain [Władysław] Kaufer-Wiśniewski was attached to the 2nd Vilnius Regiment (formerly the 201st Infantry Regiment) as its III Battalion. Rotmeister [Stanisław] Królikowski’s cavalry platoon was attached to Rotmeister [Konrad] Łoziński’s cavalry divizion as the 2nd Squadron, and from the remaining cavalry (without horses) a headquarters team was formed under the command of Second Lieutenant [Tadeusz] Kruk-Strzelecki.

			The vanguard was to consist of Rotmeister Łoziński’s divizion, which was to seize the crossings over the Visinčia River and then over the Merkys river, and to hold them until the arrival of the infantry. By 17:00 the vanguard was to reach the Papiškės–Mikašiūnai area.

			From 5 to 8 October, the headquarters of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division gathered additional intelligence about the Lithuanian army and thoroughly investigated the deployment of our forces in the front of the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division. On 7 October, using the intelligence obtained, the deployment line of a company of the I Battalion of the Lithuanian 4th Infantry Regiment was identified. It was also established that on the same day the II Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment had arrived from Vilnius and had taken up a reserve position in Jašiūnai, where its headquarters was likewise located. The regimental headquarters remained in Vilnius. The 1st Squadron of Hussars was operating in the vicinity of Rūdninkai. 133

			In Vilnius, there were also the 7th Infantry Regiment, two battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment, the III Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment, the 2nd and 4th Squadrons of the 1st Hussars Regiment, and two artillery batteries. In the Valkininkai area, the 3rd Infantry Regiment was active. In the environs of Smorgon, Švenčioniai, and Svir, there were also several smaller Lithuanian detachments maintaining contact with Bolshevik units.

			III. The Fight against Żeligowski’s Army in October134

			The State of the Lithuanian Army at the Outbreak of Battles with Żeligowski’s Army

			After the Poles broke through to the right side of the Nemunas on 23 September and the Lithuanian army suffered heavy losses, the Polish army was free to march on Vilnius and push deeper into Lithuania. The impending danger was felt by the entire land, and its representatives in the Constituent Seimas held an extraordinary meeting to discuss the serious situation on 25 September. 

			Subsequent events showed that the Poles were really going to invade Lithuania. To prevent the Lithuanians from moving troops from Suvalkija to defend Vilnius, they fought for and occupied the important railway junction, the Varėna station. As the Polish–Russian war came to an end, the Poles were able to turn more of their military strength against Lithuania and began to concentrate their army south of Vilnius. All this indicated that the Poles would be moving against Lithuania despite the negotiations that had begun in Suwałki.

			The condition of the Lithuanian Armed Forces at that time is evident from the following words that the Minister of National Defence and the Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces, Colonel [Konstantinas] Žukas, said to [Bronius Kazys] Balutis, Director of the Policy Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs:135

			

			‘... ...the situation is bad, and I want to speak with you frankly. I can no longer bear this responsibility. We have scarcely any army left – there is not even a front. After several unsuccessful battles with the Poles, the army has, one might say, fallen apart. At least, I cannot maintain order. I simply cannot. We must urgently appoint another Minister of National Defence or a Commander-in-Chief. Otherwise, we are finished. I am ready to accept any position – officer, even ordinary soldier. Today I am going to report this to the Cabinet of Ministers and ask them for help.’

			As usually happens after failures, there followed changes in the leadership and a search for better solutions. Nevertheless, Colonel Žukas remained both Minister of National Defence and Commander-in-Chief of the army. Only Colonel [Kazys] Ladiga was replaced by General [Silvestras] Žukauskas. The latter was reluctant to accept command of the army, arguing that he was being accused of favouring the Poles,136 and that his authority had suffered as a result. It is not clear on which day General Žukauskas formally assumed the post of army commander, but it is known that by 6 October he was already in command.137

			Until then, the Commander-in-Chief of the army, Colonel Žukas, sometimes disagreed with the army commander Colonel Ladiga regarding operational matters. This had an extremely negative effect on the Lithuanian Army’s operations. After taking over the post of the army commander, General Žukauskas acted independently. Moreover, most of the officers believed him to be a qualified army commander, although a certain group of them expressed dissatisfaction with the General’s sympathy for the Poles.

			In place of dismissed Colonel [Vincas] Grigaliūnas-Glovackis, then representative of the Seimas, General Jonas Galvydis-Bykauskas, was appointed the commander of the 2nd Division. The divisional headquarters was moved from Simnas to Kaunas.

			All 2nd Division commanders were also changed. When the commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment was captured by the Poles, the regiment was temporarily commanded by Major [Kostas] Valeiša. At the beginning of October, the regiment was taken over by Major [Jonas] Petruitis. The commander of the 5th Infantry Regiment, Captain [Kazys] Škirpa, was replaced by Major [Antanas] Zubrys, and Major [Albertas] Liutermoza was appointed the commander of the 8th Infantry Regiment. The Chief of the General Staff, General staff Colonel [Konstantas] Kleščinskis, stayed in his position.

			

			On 6 October, the Lithuanian army was positioned as follows:

			
					The 10th Infantry Regiment guarded the sector from the East Prussian border to the highway from Kalvarija to Suwałki. The regiment’s headquarters were in Kalvarija. The 5th Infantry Regiment was stationed in the sector on both sides of Lake Gaładuś. The regimental headquarters were in Lazdijai. The 8th Infantry Regiment guarded the sector from Šlavantai to the Nemunas. The regimental headquarters were in Seirijai. The remnants of the 2nd Infantry Regiment were in reserve. They were transferred from Alytus to Krosna. The commander of this whole sector was General Katche, holding Simnas as his headquarters.

					To the east of the Nemunas were the following troops: the 6th Infantry Regiment was in Nedzingė; the 3rd Infantry Regiment was near Varėna; and the 1st Infantry Regiment was to the north of Varėna, thus to the left of the 3rd Infantry Regiment. This front was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Ignas Musteikis, commander of the 3rd Division. His command post was in Alytus, having moved there from Kalvarija in the first days of October.

					Vilnius was the headquarters of the 1st Division. The division was commanded by General Stasys Nastopka. Under his command were the 4th, 7th, and 9th Regiments. The I Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment, with one company of the III Battalion, had taken up a position against Żeligowski’s army in the Jašiūnai district. The II Battalion and two companies of the III Battalion were stationed in Vilnius. The III Battalion consisted of new recruits. The I and III Battalions of the 7th Infantry Regiment were stationed in Vilnius. They had arrived there on 1 October after a long march from behind the front. The II Battalion was under the commander of the 3rd Division. The I and II Battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment had recently arrived in Vilnius from the Narach Lake–Daugavpils border sector. The III Battalion was stationed in the Švenčionys district.

					The only cavalry regiment at that time consisted of four squadrons, of which three were concentrated in Vilnius or its surroundings in October. The regiment operated in individual squadrons. Artillery was scarce in the Lithuanian army then. Of about 10 organised batteries (about 40 guns), two and a half were lost in the hostilities of 22 September 1920, one battery was lost on 25 September at Rodun, that is, three-and-a-half batteries, meaning that 14 guns in all were missing. In Vilnius, there were two batteries (6 and 10) at the beginning of October. Batteries were usually divided and assigned to regiments in platoons.138

			

			

			GEN. ŻELIGOWSKI’S OFFENSIVE

			8–9 OCTOBER 1920

			[image: [Caption]: General Żeligowski’s Offensive 8–9 October 1920



[Alt-text]: General Żeligowski’s troop movements in October of 1920 



[Long description]: The map centres on troop movements around Vilnius, which is on the upper middle part of the map. There are several labelled towns nearby, such as Trakai, Lentvaris, Valkininkai and Rūdninkai. Also, two major rivers are indicated, such as the Neris and Merkys. 



There are two different styles of arrows indicating troop movements: dashed arrows show Lithuanian forces, while solid arrows represent the Polish forces. Lithuanian defensive positions are shown from Varėna through Valkininkai, Rūdininkai towards Turgeliai. Polish forces are depicted advancing northward from the south of the Merkys River. The arrows are mainly converging towards Vilnius. There is an additional arrow labelled Regular Polish Army Units, which show supporting advances from the south. 
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]

			At that time, there was still a Vilnius Kommandantur battalion in Vilnius and the Lithuanian Military School (third edition), which was moved from Kaunas on 26 August 1920.

			

			Military action on 8 October

			Already before 8 October, south of Vilnius, Polish troops had advanced in some places and taken points of departure for the offensive. On the morning of 8 October, parts of the Lithuanian–Belarusian division were on the Gerviškės–Kaniūkai–Byenyakoni line, on both sides of the Lida–Vilnius railway line. To the left of the Lithuanian–Belarusian division was concentrated Major Kościałkowski’s contingent in the vicinity of Pulstakai–Dainava.

			On 8 October, at 6:00, the two brigades of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division started their advance northwards. The first brigade moved along the Lida Road past Sližiūnai in the direction of Parudaminys. The Minsk Regiment was the first to advance. Its vanguard was the 1st Squadron. The Minsk Regiment, the I Battalion of the Vilnius Regiment and the 1st Divizion of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Artillery Regiment, but without one battery, which moved with the vanguard, followed at a distance of 2 kilometres. At 6:45, the entire Vilnius Regiment and Major [Wiktor] Matczyński’s battalion followed.

			The second brigade moved in two waves towards Jašiūnai: the Grodno Regiment through Skubėtai and Novogrudok Regiment through Šalčininkai and Šalčinin­kėliai. The second battalions of both regiments were advancing in the vanguard. The 2nd Squadron of the 3rd Mounted Rifles Regiment moved with the 2nd Brigade. Both formations of 2nd Brigade received one battery each for direct support.

			At 7:30, the vanguard of Major Kościałkowski’s Group advanced in the direction of Rūdninkai. Rotmeister [Konrad] Łoziński’s Divizion marched in the vanguard.

			At first, the Polish units advanced without any obstacles, just as planned, since the Lithuanian observation line lay several kilometres away from the Polish points of departure. Later, they encountered small Lithuanian detachments which, after exchanging fire, withdrew northwards.

			At 10:30, the Poles overheard a conversation between Lithuanian officers, allowing them to understand the situation on the Lithuanian side:139

			‘Lieutenant [Jokūbas] Goldbergas (commander of 1st Company, 4th Infantry Regiment) went with his company in an unknown direction. Polish artillery is shelling the village of Stasylos.

			

			The Poles, along with their artillery and a large infantry force, are enveloping our right flank. We retreat to the Rūdninkai–Jašiūnai line.’

			From a further conversation between the commander of the 3rd Company of the Lithuanian 4th Infantry Regiment and the commander of the battalion, the Poles learnt that the 1st Company had to retreat to Stasylos, but it already encountered the Poles there. After receiving these reports, the commander of the I Battalion, at 10:00, speaking to the divisional (regimental?) command, reported:

			‘The fighting has begun. The Poles are enveloping our right flank in large formations. Polish artillery is shelling the Stasylos station. There is no communication with the 1st Infantry Regiment. The left flank is quiet.’

			The divisional command responded to this at 10:40:

			‘The reserve is to occupy the Rūdninkai–Jašiūnai line. The headquarters of I Battalion are to move to the village of Parudaminys. A train has left Vilnius for Jašiūnai.’

			Meanwhile, the Grodno Regiment clashed with the Lithuanians at the Visinčia River near Skubėtai, pushed them back, and advanced towards Jašiūnai. At 10:30, the Novogrudok Regiment clashed with the Lithuanians at Šalčininkėliai, but this did not stop its advance.

			Because Major Kościałkowski’s Group had a longer route than the rest of the force, its movement was somewhat delayed. At 11:30, the main formation of the contingent halted at the Visinčia River for a meal break. Its rear was covered from the west by the 11th Frontier Rifle Regiment (2nd Cavalry Brigade).

			The most serious engagement with Lithuanian forces occurred at the Merkys River. The Minsk Regiment was the first to reach the river, arriving in the vicinity of Sližiūnai at 11:30. Although the 1st Brigade had not yet established contact on its left with Major Kościałkowski, nor on its right with the 2nd Brigade, the commander of the 1st Brigade, Colonel [Władysław] Bejnar, had at that moment dispatched the III Battalion of the Minsk Regiment to outflank the Lithuanian right. After crossing the Merkys, this battalion was to advance and attack in the direction of Jašiūnai Station.

			One squadron of Polish cavalry was unable for several hours to establish contact with Major Kościałkowski. Blocking its way at Rūdninkai was a Lithuanian detachment numbering about 40 bayonets with two machine-guns. It was only at 15:00 that the Polish cavalry succeeded in taking Rūdninkai.

			

			At 13:40, Colonel Bejnar informed the commander of the 2nd Brigade that the Minsk Regiment had crossed the river and was advancing. At around 14:00, the 2nd Brigade engaged the enemy on the Merkys. The vanguard of the Novogrudok Regiment, the II Battalion, which had emerged from the forest near Jašiūnai, came under rifle and machine-gun fire from Lithuanian positions on the north bank of the Merkys River. The battalion commander directed two companies toward the Jašiūnai Bridge and one in the direction of the village of Keturiai.

			At 14:30, after taking up firing positions in the woodland on the outskirts of Jašiūnai, the Polish 7th Battery opened fire on the area of Jašiūnai and the village of Keturiai. Having failed to dislodge the Lithuanian troops from their positions, one company of the III Battalion of the Novogrudok Regiment was sent to the east of Keturiai to outflank the Lithuanian left.

			The III Battalion, serving as the vanguard of the Grodno Regiment, also approached the Jašiūnai area and engaged the Lithuanians. At 15:20, the commander of the 2nd Brigade reported to the commander of the 1st Brigade that his regiment was fighting near Jašiūnai, and requested that, if possible, a small detachment be sent to Keidžiai to cut off the Lithuanian line of retreat and threaten their rear. After crossing the Merkys, he intended to pursue the withdrawing enemy.

			Before long, the Poles had driven the Lithuanians back along the entire sector. Two battalions of the Lithuanian 4th Infantry Regiment withdrew northwards, having lost a number of prisoners and some military equipment. The captured Lithuanian officers and soldiers were sent to the rear, back toward Vilnius.

			Żeligowski refused to speak to the Lithuanian parliamentarians who had arrived under a flag of truce and ordered them to be sent back across the lines, saying only: ‘We are not here to fight you – we are simply returning home.’ He likewise ignored the protests issued by the French.140

			Meanwhile, the infantry of Kościałkowski’s Group did not take part in the fighting: at that time they were only approaching Rūdninkai, and were exhausted by the march through the forest. Thus, Major Kościałkowski reported that his unit would be able to resume the advance only after six hours of rest.

			At 17:20 Żeligowski sent this report to the command of 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian division:

			

			‘8 October 1920, 17:20

			No. 1.

			To the command of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division

			
					Crossing of the Merkys accomplished at 16:30.

			

			In Jašiūnai the enemy offered resistance. At present, it still holds the height 10 kilometres east of Jašiūnai. A battalion has been sent to eliminate this position. Our own units are occupying the designated area. After a short rest, I order the advance to continue so that we may seize Vilnius and secure the crossings over the Vokė already today.

			
					The Divisional Headquarters will, of course, relocate to Jašiūnai tomorrow.

					Immediately dispatch, at rapid march, the armoured cars with their commander and full crews to my command. Route: the road Šalčininkai–Šalčininkėliai, Jašiūnai, then to the village of Keidžiai. The vehicles will be placed at the disposal of Colonel Rybicki.

			

			General Żeligowski’

			On the evening of 8 October, Żeligowski summoned the two brigade commanders and the divisional chief of staff, Captain [Edward] Perkowicz, to confer. An order was prepared, and Żeligowski himself outlined by hand the concept for the following day’s attack. The most important task was assigned to the commander of the 2nd Brigade, Colonel Rybicki, whose proposed plan of action was approved personally by Żeligowski.

			The following order was issued for the occupation of Vilnius:141 

			‘No 3/op.

			8 October 1920, afternoon

			Operational Order

			(German map 1:300000)

			

			
					The enemy, having been knocked out of the Mereczanki [Merkys] line, has retreated to Vilnius and is occupying the nearest city district and, probably, the Ponarskie [Paneriai] Hills.

					Our units are spending night on the Kiejdzie [Keidžiai]–Porudomino [Parudaminys]–Popiszki [Papiškės] line.

					My task is to take and defend Vilnius within tomorrow.

					I order:	I place Major Kościałkowski’s group under the command of the commander of the 1st Brigade, Colonel Bejnar. Leaving security detachments in the Żegaryno [Žagarinė] area, it will move through Sorok–Tatary [Keturiasdešimt Totorių] and will defend the road junctions on the Skorbuciany [Skurbutėnai]–Chazbiejewicze [Kazbėjai] line (exclusively); entrench immediately. The cavalry will advance toward Waka [Vokė] and Landwarowo [Lentvaris] in order to cut off the enemy’s retreat. To support the 1st Brigade in its assault on Wilno [Vilnius], the group will open artillery and machine-gun fire on the tunnel, the railway line, and the road junctions leading westwards from Wilno [Vilnius]. They are to begin movement at 05:00 so as to engage the designated targets at 08:00.

	The headquarters of the group will be at Sorok–Tatary [Keturiasdešimt Totorių], where it will likely remain for several days.
	The task of the 1st Brigade is to concentrate all its artillery and all its machine-guns positioned in the area of the Lida Highway and the railway line, and with this concentrated fire support the 2nd Brigade’s attack from the southeast. When the 2nd Brigade reaches Wilno [Vilnius], the Wilno [Vilnius] Regiment will break into the city and seize it; the Minsk Regiment will take the Paneriai Hills and the sector along the Waka [Vokė] River from the Wilja [Neris] to Chazbiejewicz [Kazbėjai].
	The 2nd Brigade, advancing by the roads through Rudomino [Rudamina]–Niemież [Nemėžis]–(illegible), will make contact with the enemy and attack its positions, enveloping them from the southeast. Upon reaching Wilno [Vilnius], one regiment will pass through the city, seize the bridges over the Wilja [Neris], and occupy the Szyszkini [Šeškinė] Hill, closing the roads leading north and northwest. The 2nd Regiment will remain in the Niemież [Nemėžis] area until the Wilno [Vilnius] Regiment enters the city; it will then cross over and halt in the Porubanek [Kirtimai] district. It will be directly subordinate to me through the headquarters of the 1st Brigade. The 2nd Brigade’s place of stationing will be Wilno [Vilnius].



					All units leave at 5:00.

					Communications: The liaison chief of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division will rapidly establish mounted-courier communications with the units through the headquarters of the 1st Brigade. The brigades shall send timed reports every two hours. Once Wilno [Vilnius] is taken, telephone lines are to be connected to my headquarters in the city.

					I will be at the headquarters of 1st Brigade. After the capture of Wilno [Vilnius], my location will be Podzamcze Palace.

					All supply trains, except those strictly required for combat, are to remain at their bivouac positions.

					No one is to leave the ranks, even if passing close to their own homes. All personnel must be prepared at any moment to repel a possible enemy counterattack.

					The commanders of all units are responsible for maintaining exemplary order in the units that enter the city. Nothing would damage our honour more than misconduct by our soldiers.

					During a cavalry attack, each company is to rally on its commander and meet the charge with volleys, on the command: “Cavalry! Assemble!”

					The wounded are to be sent to Jaszuny [Jašiūnai].

			

			

			Żeligowski

			General and commander.’

			On the night of 8–9 October, the brigade commanders and Major Kościałkowski issued their own orders.

			Having familiarised ourselves with Żeligowski’s offensive operations of 8 October from Polish sources, let us now look at what Lithuanian sources say about the defence of the Lithuanian army that day.

			When the Poles began their advance toward Vilnius, the Commander of the Army, General Žukauskas, issued the following order (No. 1290):

			‘This morning, the Poles launched an attack on the Jašiūnai station and on the area to the west and east of that railway line. I have decided to defend Vilnius. I therefore order you (General Nastopka) to occupy and defend the sector extending from the railway bridge over the Vokė River, along the course of the Vokė, through Barkiškės, Daržininkai, and Grigaičiai. Maintain a strong reserve.’142

			On the same day, at around 14:00, the Commander of the Army – also in Vilnius – issued a new order, No. 1291, with the following content:

			‘The Poles continue their assault on Vilnius. I assign to General Nastopka the 4th, 7th, and 9th Regiments, the 6th and 10th Batteries, and 3 squadrons. In accordance with my specific order, you are to withdraw across the Neris [Vilija] River and occupy the following line: the confluence of the Vaka [Vokė] River, Papiški [Papiškės], Raskazy [Antežeriai], Bujiški [Bukiškis], Vielka Rieša [Didžioji Riešė].

			Major Musteikis is to have the 1st, 3rd, and 6th Regiments; the I Battalion of the 7th Regiment; an armoured train; the 2nd and 3rd Batteries; the 2nd Howitzer Battery; and one platoon of the 9th Battery.

			He is to take the line extending through: the confluence of the Vaka [Vokė] River, Vaka–Metropolitain [Metropolinė Vokė/Metropolis], Ligoinia [Lygainiai], Meduvis [Meduvys] Lake, Jurgielany [Jurgelionys], Ozierancy [Žėronys], and Olkieniki [Valkininkai] (inclusive).

			If the enemy continues its attack and the position cannot be held, General Nastopka is to withdraw along the Meišegola [Maišiagala]–Širvinty [Širvintos] road, while Major Musteikis is to retreat between the Vilnius–Kaunas and Varėna–Alytus railway lines. The General Staff is to relocate to Kaunas. The dividing line between the 1st and 3rd Divisions will be the Vilija [Neris] River.

			The 3rd Squadron is to be sent to Landvarava [Lentvaris], and the remaining cavalry is to stay under General Nastopka’s command.

			General Žukauskas.’143

			As Order 1290 shows, General Žukauskas was initially determined to defend Vilnius, but the later order shows that he decided to withdraw from Vilnius. The line of defence was intended to be almost at Vilnius.

			In front of General Žukauskas’ planned line of defence, the Rūdninkai–Jašiūnai–Turgeliai line was defended by the I Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment, commanded by Captain Juozas Vidugiris. On 8 October, Polish forces of the two brigades of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division, Kościałkowski’s group, and the cavalry attacked this short front line.144 The I Battalion had taken a good position on the right bank of the Merkys River and held firm until the II Battalion arrived. This battalion was quickly sent by train to the front by the commander of the 4th Infantry Regiment, Captain [Jonas] Variakojis, as soon as the Poles began to attack on 8 October.145

			

			After arriving at the front with II Battalion, the battalion commander, Captain [Jonas] Andrašūnas, immediately sent a reinforced reconnaissance force of 30 men commanded by Lieutenant [Kostas] Dulksnys towards Šalčininkai. An hour and a half later, he was brought some wounded soldiers and was told that we were not dealing with partisans but with the regular Polish army.

			Lieutenant [Vladas] Songaila with two squads was sent by the battalion commander to Rūdninkai. Together with them went the regimental chaplain, Father Vilius Balandis, who wanted to see the battle up close.

			Two platoons of the 6th Company were sent to the railway between Rūdninkai and Jašiūnai.

			Captain Andrašūnas had at his disposal the II Battalion, one company (7th or 8th) of the III Battalion, and the machine-gun companies of all three Battalions. The 6th Company was on the right flank, the 4th and 5th Companies in the middle, and the 7th or 8th on the left. The machine-guns of the III Battalion were distributed among the companies. To the left (east) of Jašiūnai was the I Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment. The neighbouring company of that battalion was the 1st Company.146 According to [Jonas] Variakojis, the position on the right was held by one battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment. It was difficult for the 4th Infantry Regiment to keep contact with this battalion.147 However, the battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment arrived at the front on 8 October in the afternoon. Moreover, they had not taken the front but the second position indicated by General Žukauskas’ earlier order, so it is understandable why it might have been difficult to keep in touch with that regiment.

			Captain Andrašūnas, two companies, and a machine-gun company had taken up positions behind the marshy Merkys River. He had aimed his machine-guns at the bridge over that river. He ordered his men not to fire at the Polish scouts who had come out of the woods behind the Merkys, crossed the bridge, and signalled for the unit to move. Only when a larger number of Poles approached the bridge did the battalion open fire with three machine-guns and rifles. There was a yell – all the Poles had retreated, and all went quiet. Then the Polish artillery started to work. Quite by accident, an artillery shell smashed one of our machine-guns and killed several soldiers but did not injure anyone else. Then the Polish infantry started firing along a wide front. The battalion commander decided to retreat into the woods, as there were no troops on our right or left.

			When the Poles attacked in Jašiūnai, their left flank (Major Kościałkowski’s group) went on the road from Rūdninkai to Vilnius. Lieutenant Songaila’s outpost fired on this formation and ordered a withdrawal. Prior to this, Lieutenant Songaila had received Captain Andrašūnas’ report to the regimental commander stating that he was prepared to fight at Jašiūnai and that the force advancing against them was not partisans, but the regular Polish army. Lieutenant Songaila ordered that this report be transmitted to the telephone operators, who were in contact with the regimental headquarters through the telegraph line.

			As Father Balandis was dictating the message, the Poles opened fire on our troops. The telephone operators urged the chaplain to retreat, but he continued dictating until the entire report had been sent. While withdrawing, Father Balandis fell into Polish captivity.148

			When the II Battalion of the 4th Infantry Regiment formed up to retreat and the 5th Company commanded by First Lieutenant [Mikas] Elisiejevas began moving through the forest, a sizable Polish detachment blocked the route of withdrawal. First Lieutenant Elisiejevas bravely attacked the Poles with his company and scattered them.149

			The retreat began along a small road running parallel to the main one and later, during the night, continued along the Šalčininkai–Jašiūnai–Vilnius road. The II Battalion withdrew through Nemenčinė to Sudervė (and later from Sudervė along the road to Musninkai). The I Battalion withdrew to Vilnius (and later from Vilnius to Sudervė).150

			On 8 October, two battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment also went to the front to take part in the defence of Vilnius. At the end of September 1920, the I Battalion under Captain Vladas Girštautas had been sent to Vilnius by order of the regimental commander, Major [Antanas] Paškovičius, and placed under the command of the commander of the 1st Division.

			From Vilnius, this battalion was soon dispatched to the 1st Infantry Regiment under its commander near Valkininkai. From there, on 7 October around noon, the battalion returned to Vilnius. Later that same day, in the evening, the regimental commander and the II Battalion arrived from Švenčionys.151

			On the morning of 8 October, after being summoned to the divisional headquarters, Captain Girštautas learned that the supposedly ‘mutinous’ Żeligowski’s army was attacking and that our troops were retreating toward Vilnius. Captain Girštautas received orders to move with his battalion as quickly as possible to a position south of Vilnius and to take up defensive positions astride the Vilnius–Lida railway and road.

			Having prepared in haste and set out, the battalion took up a position 4–5 kilometres south of Vilnius on the evening of 8 October. During the night, trenches were dug while kneeling. These positions were occupied as follows: the Vilnius–Lida railway and the adjacent road were held by the 1st Company; on its left, almost as far as the town of Rudamina, was the 2nd Company. Light machine-guns were brought forward into the trenches, while heavy machine-guns were placed in elevated positions to the rear.

			The 3rd Company remained in reserve with the battalion commander between the railway and the highway. A short distance farther back, beyond the hill, the battery was deployed, while the regimental headquarters was located by the railway in the Kirtimai area. To the right of the 1st Company, the II Battalion occupied its positions. Telephone lines were connected to all units, and close-range reconnaissance was sent out.152 

			As can be seen from the following article of Reserve Major Girštautas, the I Battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment held the central sector of the defensive line ordered by General Žukauskas. To the right of this battalion was the II Battalion of the same regiment, but the left flank remained exposed. Here, as Captain Girštautas himself admits, one could only hope that the 4th Infantry Regiment, somewhere ahead, might still provide assistance. The 9th Infantry Regiment had not yet taken part in the fighting on 8 October.

			On the evening of 8 October, when the 4th Infantry Regiment was withdrawing and the 9th Infantry Regiment was consolidating its defensive position, the commander of the 1st Division issued orders for his units to retreat. An example of such orders is the following Operational Order No. 943 addressed to the commander of the 7th Infantry Regiment. In it, he briefly informed the regimental commander that ‘the Poles continue their assault on Vilnius’ and that it was anticipated that Vilnius would have to be abandoned. The order assigned the following task:

			‘To the Commander of the 7th Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel [Edvardas] Adamkavičius. Upon receiving a separate instruction, withdraw from Vilnius and occupy the sector from Raskazy [Antežeriai] inclusive to Bajory [Bajorai] inclusive. On your right will be the 4th Regiment, on your left the 9th Regiment. Send all supply trains, recruits, and non-combat personnel out of Vilnius in the direction of Maišiagala and Ukmergė. All units must be fully prepared to depart within five minutes of receiving the order. Divisional Headquarters will withdraw along the Vilnius–Ukmergė road. Ammunition depot: Landvaravas [Lentvaris]. Food depot: Ukmergė.’153

			9 October

			The Actions of the Polish Army

			At midnight on 8 October, the Commander of the 1st Brigade of Lithuanian–Belarusian Division, Colonel Bejnar, ordered the Minsk Regiment to leave at 5:00 along the railway line and the Lida Road. Along these roads, one company was to form the vanguard, followed by all the machine-gun companies, and behind them the remainder of the regiment with four batteries. Only the II Battalion was to remain in Terešiškės to guard the supply train.

			Upon encountering the enemy, the Minsk Regiment was to take up positions between the railway line and the Lida highway – precisely the sector of the front that had already been occupied on the evening of 8 October by our I Battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment. The Minsk Regiment was also ordered to support the attack of the 2nd Brigade with the fire of all its machine-guns and batteries.

			The Vilnius Regiment was to leave the vicinity of the village of Marijampolis at 07:00 and advance along the Lida Road.154

			

			The commander of the 2nd Brigade, Colonel Rybicki, in his order issued in Jašiūnai at 3:00 on 9 October, instructed two squadrons of the 3rd Regiment of Mounted Rifles to proceed at rapid march from Turgeliai via Rudamina, Nemėžis, and Grigaičiai and to take Naujoji Vilnia in order to protect the Brigade from the east. The Grodno Regiment and one battery – in a ‘brigade attack formation’ – had at 5:30 to start from the Keidžiai area in a ‘vigorous’ move advance through Vilkiškės, Rudamina, Nemėžis, and Grigaičiai to the area of Guriai and prepare an attack on Vilnius from the southeast. The 5th Battery was to move 3/4 kilometre from the Grodno Regiment’s formation and in the vicinity of Guriai–Nemėžis to prepare to assist the infantry with their fire. The Novogrudok Regiment was to stay and move 3/4 kilometre behind the artillery.

			Major Kościałkowski was put under the command of Bejnar. He issued his order on 9 October at 3:00 in Rūdninkai. His cavalry, the 2nd Vilnius Regiment, and the 1st Battery were to carry out the tasks ordered by Żeligowski on the left flank of Żeligowski’s contingent: to destroy the railway line and the tunnel, to cut off the Lithuanians’ retreat, and to protect the contingent’s movement from the west.155

			As both battalions of the 4th Infantry Regiment had already withdrawn by the evening of 8 October, the Polish 2nd Brigade, which was marching to the east from the I Battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment, did not encounter any obstacles on the way. The main force of the Grodno Regiment marched through Vilkiškės, and Colonel Rybicki informed the commander of the 1st Brigade about that development. 

			Only the Minsk Regiment, advancing along two separate routes, had serious engagements with the I Battalion of the Lithuanian 9th Infantry Regiment. The formation of the Minsk Regiment moving along the railway came into contact with the Lithuanians at around 08:00 near the railway line at the village of Dusinėnai, where the Lithuanians had already prepared defensive positions the previous evening. Another formation of the Minsk Regiment engaged the Lithuanians on the road near the village of Puikiai, but there the enemy was pushed back without much difficulty.

			The advance of the Minsk Regiment was halted. Colonel Bejnar informed the commander of the 2nd Brigade that he would ‘drive the enemy out’ of those positions. Unable, for the moment, to ‘drive out’ the enemy, Colonel Bejnar brought up the Vilnius Regiment to the Naudžiai156 village line as well. In fact, a considerable amount of time passed before the Lithuanians were finally forced from their positions.

			The 1st Divizion of the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Field Artillery Regiment took up positions in the vicinity of Parudaminys and fired a dozen rounds from there. Later, the 1st Battery moved northwest to the railway line, the 2nd Battery stopped at the village of Puikiai, and the 3rd Battery remained in the vicinity of Parudaminis. These batteries supported the actions of the Minsk Regiment and fired a total of 164 rounds.157

			At 10:30, the commander of the 2nd Brigade informed Colonel Bejnar that his units had engaged the enemy near Katiliškės. Around 11:00 the firing ceased. The Lithuanians withdrew along the railway line, with the Minsk Regiment and the 1st Squadron of the 3rd Mounted Rifles Regiment following behind, pushing back small Lithuanian patrols along the way.

			Meanwhile, at 09:30, the II Battalion of the 2nd Vilnius Regiment, belonging to Kościałkowski’s group, crossed the Vokė River via the intact bridge at Pagiriai. The commander of the contingent sent an artillery platoon in support of the battalion. By 10:30, they had advanced to the Baltoji Vokė–Slabada line, and at 11:00 the cavalry destroyed the railway line in the vicinity of the tunnel. At that time, the battalion held the Skurbutėnai–Baltoji Vokė sector.

			On the afternoon of 9 October, parts of the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division and some of Major Kościałkowski’s units began to move towards Vilnius. At 14:00, French Colonel [Constantin] Reboul’s adjutant arrived on the Lida Road and wanted to talk to Colonel Bejnar. As no one in the brigade headquarters could speak French, they were using sign language. Colonel Bejnar understood that the French officer had come to surrender Vilnius to the Poles and informed General Żeligowski accordingly. However, it was actually proposed that Żeligowski should refrain from advancing and that Vilnius should become an open city. Żeligowski did not agree to this proposal.

			

			At the time of the Lida Talks, Piłsudski wanted the Vilnius Rifle Regiment to be the first to enter Vilnius, but now, in the absence of resistance, parts of Żeligowski’s army were advancing unchallenged on three sides of the city. At 14:15, the 1st Company of the Minsk Regiment, as well as the 1st Squadron of the 3rd Mounted Rifles Regiment, followed by the 12th Company, entered the city, passed through the streets to the Žaliasis Bridge, and there encountered an armoured car covering the retreat of the Lithuanian army. 

			The Grodno Regiment followed the Minsk Regiment into the city. The Vilnius Rifle Regiment entered the city at nightfall.

			The Divisional Chief of Staff reported:

			‘To the command of the 3rd Army, from the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division – 9 October, 15:00. General Żeligowski’s troops took Vilnius.

			Captain Perkowicz, Chief of Staff.’158

			Lithuanian Defence

			9 October at 7:00, 1st Division headquarters reported:

			‘Battles with the Poles are taking place in front of Totorinė. The 9th Regiment is still temporarily holding yesterday’s positions. When there are indications that the 9th Regiment is retreating, we will withdraw as well. The General Staff has departed. The first planned point for the Divisional Headquarters is Bukiszki [Bukiškės].’159

			On the morning of 9 October, when our army headquarters had already given up, and when both battalions of the 4th Infantry Regiment and both battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment had carried out the command’s order to retreat, the I Battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment, commanded by Captain Girštautas, after digging in the occupied position, was ready to repel the enemy attack. The ammunition was sufficient, the rifles were in order, and the machine-guns ready.

			It was a sunny day. From his observation point, the battalion commander had a clear view of the entire battalion sector, except for one platoon of the 1st Company, which had dug in along the railway line behind some bushes. Captain Girštautas rode down the road to the 1st Company, which occupied the centre of the sector. More machine-guns had been concentrated there.

			

			No new information about the enemy was available. Individual shots fired from the enemy’s side drew no response: there was no reason to open fire at long range, as it had been agreed to let the enemy approach as close as possible, pin them to the ground with machine-gun fire, and then destroy them, especially since the fields of fire from our positions, particularly on the left side of the road, were excellent. Along this road, as we know from Polish sources, advanced first the Minsk Regiment, followed by the Vilnius Regiment. An armoured car appeared on the road from the forward screen, but there was no fear of it, since a small bridge over a stream had been destroyed about 100 metres in front of the trenches.

			The enemy’s troops quickly deployed into skirmish lines and came closer. Then the 1st Company, together with a couple of machine-guns positioned by the road, opened fire, pinning the enemy to the ground. From that moment, the armoured car did not move forward either. At that time, a cavalry squadron under Major [Henrikas] Goštautas was riding along the Vilnius road. Captain Girštautas asked the squadron commander to cover his exposed left flank, but Goštautas replied that he was under the authority of the army commander, had certain tasks to fulfil, and rode back toward Vilnius.160

			Around 8:00–9:00, a fierce battle broke out all over the sector: rifles, machine-guns, and artillery started firing. The commander of the 2nd Company called to say that his sector was being heavily shelled by artillery and that he had moved the telephone to a safer place. Our artillery directed its fire to the area of the highway and towards Rudamina.

			Around 11:00, the regimental adjutant Lieutenant [Petras] Gužas reported that the 5th Company of the right flank of the II Battalion had not been able to hold and had withdrawn but added that a reserve company had been sent to help, and the situation was expected to be restored. However, restoring the situation was not easy, and the danger was now coming not only from the left but also from the right. In the sector of the I Battalion, all enemy skirmish lines that had advanced one after another had been cut down, and the enemy suffered heavy losses: approximately half a million rounds had been fired into that area.

			Realising that he would win nothing with a frontal attack, the enemy began to outflank the position from the direction of Rudamina. Captain Girštautas saw this clearly from his observation post, and the 2nd Company also reported it. The battalion commander sent two platoons of the 3rd Company to reinforce the left flank and asked the battery commander to direct artillery fire toward the Rudamina area to impede the enemy’s advance.

			At last, the left flank of the 2nd Company fell back; the battalion commander then sent one platoon of the 3rd Company there, but he himself now had no reserves left.

			Around 13:00–14:00, the situation deteriorated completely: only scattered shots were heard in the sector of the II Battalion. This indicated that the battalion was already retreating. The platoon of Lieutenant [Leonas] Jonaitis from the 1st Company had also pulled back. Communication with regimental headquarters was lost. Rumours spread that the enemy had already reached the outskirts of Vilnius. The 2nd Company began to withdraw, and contact with it was broken as well. No further reports came from the 3rd Company. The battery had ceased firing, apparently having already been withdrawn. The battalion commander could communicate only with the 1st Company on the road. Along the highway, our infantry units were already retreating toward Vilnius. Captain Girštautas instructed Lieutenant [Pranas] Pučekas, commander of the 1st Company, to withdraw as well.

			The battalion commander stopped the 3rd Company and parts of the 2nd Company at the crossroads very close to the town, where the road from Rudamina crosses the road from Lida. A platoon of hussars was stationed in the suburb. Lieutenant Jonaitis soon arrived, but they had to wait for Lieutenant Pučekas. On the left, about ten steps away from the Rudamina road, there was a nice little hill where the battalion commander ordered the commander of the 3rd company, Lieutenant [Jonas] Muceniekas, to put a light machine-gun. As soon as the machine-gunners climbed that hill, the enemy cavalrymen who had left their horses in the undergrowth started to run away from it. They were fired upon with rifles and later with machine-guns.

			A French officer arrived from the city with a white flag on his car. He explained in French that he was going to the Poles to demand that they stop the attack and bloodshed. He said that Vilnius would be ours and asked not to interfere in his mission.161

			Lieutenant Pučekas arrived shortly afterward, and once the battalion entered the suburb near the railway bridge, it formed up and reorganised itself.

			

			The regimental commander, who rode up to the troops, said that we were abandoning our capital that day in order to avoid further bloodshed and to prevent the destruction of the city. He added that the League of Nations had already intervened in the Vilnius question and that we would soon return, and that our Kommandantur and militia would remain in Vilnius.

			It was decided to withdraw through the Gate of Dawn, Cathedral Square, and the Green Bridge, and then take the Maišiagala–Širvintos road. In the city, the shutters of shops and the gates of courtyards were closed everywhere. In every part of the town, isolated gunshots could be heard, from rifles or perhaps pistols.

			As the battalion began to march out, and the 1st Company had only just passed under the railway bridge, some miscreants opened fire and threw grenades from the second floor of the brick corner building next to the bridge. The street was narrow, and the danger was considerable, but the 1st Company immediately returned fire: windows shattered, clouds of dust rose, and suddenly everything went quiet.

			One platoon of the 2nd Company, together with its company commander, turned down another street and became separated from the battalion, and the machine-gun company’s horses panicked and broke one of the carts, which caused some disruption to the march.

			As the battalion approached the Gate of Dawn, it met the car of our representative [Ignas] Jonynas. He repeated the same information that the regimental commander had relayed. As they passed by the Cathedral Square, shots could be heard from Gediminas Hill – even from the ruins of the old Gediminas Castle; some traitors did not shy away from shooting at the Lithuanian army.

			The most difficult part was crossing Žaliasis Bridge, as someone was firing a machine-gun along the bridge from the second floor of a brick building on St. George’s Avenue,162 it was very dangerous to walk from Kranto Avenue163 to the bridge, but it was necessary to go. Those on foot moved across while taking cover behind the iron pillars of the bridge, while the mounted men and vehicles advanced along the centre. From the direction of Šnipiškės, our armoured car (or a machine-gun) position left there specifically to protect the bridge – suppressed the enemy machine-gun fire. As a result, the enemy’s fire was very inaccurate, and the battalion crossed the bridge with relative ease. Two soldiers of the 3rd Company were lightly wounded in the neck while on the bridge.

			The battalion left Vilnius on 9 October at about 17:00, and after marching approximately five kilometres along the Ukmergė road, halted and established guard posts.

			The withdrawal of our forces from Vilnius, as well as the crossings over the Neris, was covered by two of our armoured cars – ‘Perkūnas’ and ‘Pragaras’. The commander of the latter, Lieutenant Stepas Gerdvilis, describes the actions of this armoured car on that day as follows:

			‘On 9 October, at around 10:00, “Pragaras” received orders to guard Žvėrynas Bridge over the Neris River until the last of our troops had passed over it and to retreat out of the town with them on the highway towards Maišiagala. An hour later, the “Pragaras” was already at the Žvėrynas Bridge. It seemed that units of the 4th Infantry Regiment were retreating. Already at about 13:30, a few soldiers of that regiment passed by who did not know for sure whether any more of our troops remained in Vilnius.

			As the “Pragaras” approached the bridge, individual shots were fired in different parts of the city at around 14:00. No human being was seen in the streets. I saw a civilian further down Žvėrynas Street draw a short carbine from under his coat, shoot upwards, and then, again hiding the carbine under the coat, slipped into the courtyard. I realised that it could have been a Polish partisan.

			It was getting dark, and it was impossible to stay like that any longer. To make sure that our units had not stayed in Vilnius, I decided to go back with the “Pragaras” to St. George’s Avenue. I did not see any of our troops as I drove there; only a little further ahead of us were some disparate groups and individuals running across the streets and into the yards. I had no doubt that they were Polish partisans or perhaps even Polish vanguard units. In such circumstances, “Pragaras” fired about half a belt of ammunition at them, and they fled toward the Maišiagala highway. After climbing uphill, “Pragaras” caught up with our own troops on the very outskirts of the town, where they were engaged in fighting Polish partisans darting through the courtyards. Along the roadside, two of our soldiers were escorting four disarmed civilian partisans.

			The retreat had to be carried out in complete darkness and at a slow pace, as the highway was constantly filled with our own troops... Late in the evening, we also found “Perkūnas” on the highway.’164

			[image: Black-and-white photo of a group of soldiers standing beside an armoured car marked Šarūnas. The vehicle has a box-shaped metal body with gun ports and large wheels. The soldiers are wearing trench coats, caps and boots, while posing in a line next to the vehicle. In the background, there is a hillside with scattered trees and a wooden building on the left in the far back. ]

			Lithuanian Armoured Car with its Crew

			On 9 October, the Lithuanian units stationed in Vilnius also withdrew. At 06:00, the Military School marched out of the schoolyard, preceded and followed by patrols (then referred to as security squads). At the head rode the school’s commandant, Colonel [Pranas] Tvaronas, on a dappled horse. The Military School was retreating northward along the highway toward Maišiagala. It withdrew alone, unaccompanied by any other units.

			After marching about 12 kilometres, the Military School’s company was overtaken by the entire battalion of the Vilnius Kommandantur, travelling by truck.165

			At 09:00, the Garrison Commander ordered all garrison guards to be withdrawn. At 11:00, the divisional headquarters reported that it was leaving Vilnius and ordered the execution of Operational Order No 943.

			After assembling all the guards, the 7th Infantry Regiment left Vilnius in the direction of Maišiagala at about 13:00. Along the way, the 10th Battery joined the regiment. By order of the commander of the 1st Division, the regiment encamped at the Bukiškis Manor. There, the regimental commander instructed Captain Vitkauskas to occupy the designated sector. At 15:15, the sector was secured from Antežeriai [Razkazy] to Bajorai. The 9th Company was held in reserve at Užubaliai, where the battalion headquarters was also located. The I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment was quartered in Aukštieji Rusokai–Žemieji Rusokai. The regimental headquarters were established at the Kančiai (Magazinėlis) Manor, and the divisional headquarters at the Galinė (Chalin) Manor.

			The first priority was to dig in and establish communications with the neighbouring units. Thanks to vigorous work, the trenches were properly prepared and order established, but establishing communications proved difficult. Only at 20:10 was contact made with the 9th Infantry Regiment, which had only then managed to take full control of the sector assigned to it. Communication with the 4th Infantry Regiment was established only at 10:00 the following day. 166

			On 17 October 1920, the representative of the Government of Lithuania in Vilnius, [Ignas] Jonynas, issued the following press statement describing how Vilnius had been seized by the Polish forces under General Żeligowski:

			‘On Friday evening, 8 October, it was clear that we could no longer hold Vilnius, as the awaited reinforcements could not arrive in time to defend Vilnius.

			There were no battles or major events during the night because of the darkness; the fighting started at 5:00 the next day. It was in the direction of the railway line. Apparently, their aim was to cut off communication. At 7:30, the General Staff left Vilnius by train and only the Divisional Staff with General Nastopka remained. On Saturday at 11:00, General Nastopka told me that our troops were abandoning the fight and that he was leaving Vilnius. Then, following my orders, the liaison officer at the [Foreign] Missions, Colonel [Raimundas] Liormonas went to the Italian representative, Captain [Umberto] Sala, to summon the French to the Mission, to which I was preparing, as the Government had ordered me, to delegate the powers of the Provisional Government of Lithuania in Vilnius. At the same time, I ordered the militia to immediately put up the already prepared dispatch to the people of Vilnius about the delegation of power to the representatives of the Entente and about the fact that the missions had appointed Colonel Reboul as provisional governor of Vilnius. Our troops,167 which remained in Vilnius, and our militia, according to that proclamation, came under the direct authority of the Entente and were regarded as the armed militia of the Entente for the maintenance of order. The proclamation was signed by me as High Representative of the Government. At the bottom of our dispatch was placed Order No 1 of the Provisional Governor of Vilnius, Colonel Reboul, imposing a state of siege in Vilnius, prohibiting meetings and demonstrations in the streets and squares of Vilnius.

			When I went to the French Mission, I found only Colonel [Richard Barrington] Ward, Colonel Reboul, and Captain [Gabrielle?168] Padovani. Captain Sala, who lived on the same street, but far away, had not come. In the name of the Lithuanian Government, I handed to Colonel Reboul, as Provisional Governor-designate, a letter of deputation of power, asking him to protect the lives and property of the Lithuanian citizens and to take care of the institutions which still remained. I also declared that the government was delegated without the right to subdelegate (transfer) it to another, without the knowledge and consent of the Lithuanian government, i.e. that any government which took Vilnius by force could not be regarded as the legitimate government of the land.

			Colonel Reboul, as governor, had already prepared rules for the soldiers and militiamen to follow. It is interesting to note that in the rules, it was ordered not to shoot at the Lithuanian–Belarusian army marching into Vilnius, in order to avoid bloodshed in the streets of the city. When I asked for an explanation as to why such strange terms had been used in the instructions, when it was well-known to everyone that the real Polish army was marching on Vilnius, the reply was received that the Polish government had repeatedly told the Entente governments that it would not send its troops to Vilnius, that in Suwałki a treaty had been signed between Lithuania and the Poles, and that, on the basis of these facts, he could not treat the attacking army as the genuine Polish army.

			The order to my militia to take out leaflets was not carried everywhere. There were differences of nationalities. In Vilnius, as we were guided by the principles of equality of nations, we tried to include in the work of building the state all eligible citizens without distinction of religion or nationality, and unfortunately, it turned out that this principle, due to the realities of life, yielded as much as the biblical grain thrown on stony ground. The Polish policemen, as I have noted, were the first to abandon us and to hide the notices they had been given to post. The Lithuanians and the Jews, who did their duty until the last hour, held firm.

			In the city, when the announcements appeared, there was a special sense of anticipation that always precedes a storm. The streets were full of people, all walking nervously, excitedly, expecting something extraordinary; our soldiers, walking on guard in groups of three, were keeping order.

			Around 13:00, our troops began to retreat through Vilnius. The supply trains went in front, followed by the companies. They marched in rows, in order. There was a feeling of exhaustion. Not a single soldier had moved out of line and not a single soldier had done the slightest harm to the population.

			To get a better idea of the city, I asked Colonel Ward to lend me his car. The President of the English Mission accepted my request very kindly, and I set off for the station at about 14:30. Everywhere there was apparently the same kind of excitement as there was in St. George’s Street. As I approached the famous Vilnius Halės Market, shots rang out. The people, mostly Jews, started to look around and then started to run. Our car turned in the direction from which the shots were fired and started to drive along Arklių Street, where there are many beautiful tall houses. The firing became dense: from above, from both sides, in unison, and aimed at the car. Shots were also heard from all sides, on Gate of Dawn Street and in the squares surrounding it. As I approached the Gate of Dawn, I saw companies of our troops marching.

			Some of our soldiers started shooting as well. When I noticed Major N. in the group, I asked him to order them not to shoot. Our units halted and lined up. The firing ceased, and our troops calmly went through the town. No more Lithuanian troops passed through the town.

			An hour and a half later, a Polish rider appeared at the intersection of Vilnius and St. George Streets, near our Kommandantur. A whistle was blown from our Kommandantur, telling our soldiers and militiamen to assemble there. The appearance of the streets changed at once. The Jews went into hiding; in their place, Poles appeared in the streets and surrounded the soldier, shouting “Long live Poland!” Some brought flowers and gave them to the soldier. Immediately afterwards, shabby looking Polish partisans began to creep along the sidewalks, with rifles in their hands, in groups of seven–ten people. Among them were many Polish-speaking militiamen who were in Lithuanian service. Some had hand grenades. All of them were aimed towards our Kommandantur. 

			One of them, approaching the door of the Kommandantur and seeing our chief standing in the doorway, fired at him with a revolver but did not hit him. This acted as a signal. Immediately afterwards, shots rang out at various points in the town. A group of 30–40 partisans surrounded the hotels St. George and Bristol as if they were looking for something, but when they found nothing, they dispersed. Sometime later, from the windows of the St. George Hotel, shots were fired at the Mission apartment on the opposite side of the street. When the shooting started, all the members of the missions went out into the street, and a couple of French officers stood guard at the Kommandantur. Suddenly, machine-gun fire was loosed on the Mission members standing in the middle of the street from the direction of Lukiškės Square, but the bullets whistled over their heads. The machine-guns were apparently hidden in the houses, as they were not visible on the streets.

			Soon afterwards, a detachment of cavalry came down St. George Street and stopped at the Kommandantur. Colonel Reboul, on behalf of the Entente missions, told their commander that the soldiers and militiamen present in the Kommandantur were at the disposal and under the protection of the Entente missions and asked them to refrain from any excesses. This was promised, but the final answer was to be given only by the Commander of the Polish Army. By this time, the crowd at the intersection of St. George and Vilnius Streets had already reached several hundred people. When the talks between Colonel Reboul and the Polish officer were finished, the crowd began shouting, “Long live Poland!,” “Long live France!” An old man, poorly dressed, shouted, “Long live England!” The crowd fell silent, as if paralysed, and the old man’s shout went unanswered. As if to dispel this unpleasant impression, the leaders of the crowd, one gentleman, aged about 40 or 50, full-figured, red in the face, and dressed in black (as if he were a doctor) and the other, in a grey coat, and seemingly in good clothes surrounded Colonel Reboul and lifted him about 30 times into the air. The missions to began return to their headquarters. When the commanders noticed this, they repeatedly raised Colonel Ward and Captain Sala without any enthusiasm as if obeying an unpleasant order. At the same time, the crowd seemed to stir: several carried a badly wounded soldier of the Kommandantur, who had remained as a guard, to the Lithuanian hospital.

			At dusk, in various Jewish populated areas, screams were heard. The robberies began. Soldiers and partisans alike were looting. Complaints began to arrive at the missions. Jews were coming. No Christians were to be seen. Colonel Reboul made contact with the Polish team, reported the complaints, and asked them to stop the looting.

			In the evening, at 22:00, mission representatives spoke with General Żeligowski’s headquarters. On behalf of the Lithuanian Government, the representatives of the Entente issued to General Żeligowski a protest against the invasion of Vilnius, which was undertaken despite the promises and agreements made by the Polish leadership. Since the Entente representatives did not have enough strength in their hands, they were forced to bow to pressure and leave Vilnius. The representatives demanded that the soldiers and militiamen of the Kommandantur, with their arms, the representatives of the government and the ministries, together with their families and property, be allowed to leave together with the missions. To this it was replied that General Żeligowski’s government agrees to release the soldiers and militiamen tomorrow at 10:00 but demands that government and ministerial representatives and officials leave Vilnius no later than noon on the same day. On Sunday morning, Colonel Reboul sent a note to Żeligowski that his demand could not be fulfilled because there were no means of communication and because of the lack of addresses there was no possibility of even informing the officials.

			In his reply note, Żeligowski demanded that the government officials and senior officials, 12 in number, leave Vilnius on Sunday, 10 October at 14:00. If they refused to do so, they would be interned. Regarding the Lithuanian officials and their families who decided to remain in Vilnius, their question would be settled according to circumstances, but the Żeligowski government reserved the right to intern them in any circumstance.

			On Sunday, 10 October at 10:00, the soldiers and militiamen of our Kommandantur and a French soldier in the front went out with arms in their hands. At 14:00, the High Commissioner of the Government and the senior officials of Lithuania assembled at the Missions, as had been commanded. A crowd of people from all nations gathered to see them off. The promised heavy car was half an hour late. While waiting for it, I had to listen to various speeches. It is interesting to note that no reproaches were made against the Lithuanian Government, apart from the one that the Lithuanian Government was admitting Jews and Poles into service on equal grounds, and that many Poles remained without positions as a result. At 14:30, a heavy car was brought in and we, the twelve people, accompanied by French and Polish officers, left Vilnius under the French flag. We were taken to the Polish front lines, at the Vokė River. From there, we walked ourselves.

			Ignas Jonynas

			High Representative of the Government in Vilnius 

			and in the lands liberated from occupation’169

			Comments on the Defence of Vilnius

			To strengthen their claim to Vilnius, the Poles usually claimed that in October 1920 the Lithuanians ceded Vilnius to the Poles without spilling any blood. Already on 12 October 1920, a Polish author claimed:

			‘Contrary to the Lithuanian communiqué, the Lithuanians did not resist. There was only one Lithuanian battalion in Vilnius, which immediately withdrew from the city as soon as it received the news that the stronger patrols of the Lithuanian–Belarusian army were approaching Vilnius.’170

			

			The fact that the Lithuanians did not defend Vilnius has often been used to support the frequent Polish propaganda claim that only a small group of Lithuanian intellectuals wanted Vilnius, whereas the majority of the nation, the ‘common people,’ had no interest in the city at all. On the other hand, Lithuanians traditionally asserted that they had defended their capital with great bravery and that only the overwhelming superiority of the enemy forces determined the city’s fate. Here we must agree with the Polish historian [Piotr] Łossowski, who has already examined this issue, when he writes that:

			‘The truth, as so often, lay somewhere in the middle. The exaggerated descriptions of stubborn Lithuanian defence were not accurate, but neither was it true that the Lithuanians supposedly offered no resistance at all... fighting took place at the Mer­kys and in the immediate approaches to the city. Each side lost several dozen killed and over a hundred wounded in those engagements.’171

			However, the customary Polish claim that the so-called Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was greeted with extraordinary enthusiasm by the inhabitants of Vilnius is also highly one-sided. It is true that the Polonised portion of the city’s population welcomed the Polish army with great joy. It is also an indisputable fact – confirmed by Lithuanian sources – that there were Polish partisans in Vilnius. Moreover, they were active in the surrounding districts as well, as attested by Colonel Andrašūnas, former battalion commander of the 4th Infantry Regiment. When retreating toward Vilnius from the south, he had to take precautions because of the hostility of the local population, and even north of the city, in the Sudervė area, he was forced to deal with partisan activity.172 Nevertheless, other ethnic groups in Vilnius – Jews, Lithuanians, and Belarusians – looked upon Żeligowski’s forces ‘with evident reluctance and even hostility,’ as some Polish sources also admit.173 And these nationalities constituted at least half of the city’s population at the time.

			That the Lithuanian army defended Vilnius and that it prevented Żeligowski’s contingent from advancing for several hours in one place or another is beyond doubt. The question of whether the Lithuanian army command seriously explored the question of defence of Vilnius is much more complex. Our military writers are not unanimous: some blame the army commander, General Žukauskas for surrendering Vilnius to the Poles ‘too easily’ while others defend the actions of the army commander.

			One of the first to criticise our military leadership for the defence of Vilnius was the then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Dr. Juozas Purickis. In his words,

			‘The Lithuanian army, scattered along a long front from the Prussian border, was unable to show serious resistance. It was a grave mistake on the part of the military command (my emphasis, A.R.) that it did not take care to cover Vilnius properly. Although it may not have been possible to defend Vilnius, it was a very bad look in the eyes of the world that Lithuania surrendered its capital almost without resistance’.174

			Perhaps the harshest critic of the actions of the military leadership is Colonel Petruitis. First of all, he condemns both General Žukauskas’ Orders (No 1290 and No 1291):

			‘If not for these orders, it seems that Vilnius could have been defended – if not held completely, then at least for a long time... Of course, neither the 4th nor the 9th Regiments are to blame here, because they defended themselves with great heroism to the very end, fulfilling their duty. Had it not been for such orders, they would certainly have continued to defend Vilnius, and perhaps they might even have held it, if only they had been given support. On the night of 9 October, at nightfall, everyone hurriedly carried out Order No 1291 and surrendered Vilnius without a single shot being fired, without offering any resistance whatsoever. Both divisions then took up a position that was unjustifiable from either a tactical or a topographical point of view.’

			Our General Staff, it appears, panicked and no longer knew what to do. Here Petruitis compares our General Staff with [Vladimir] Grigoriev, the Russian commandant of the Kaunas Fortress, who surrendered the fortress to the Germans with ease. Although Vilnius is not a fortress, for us it is something more than a fortress. No one gives up their capital so easily. The loss of the capital had an extremely harmful effect on the morale of both the army and the entire nation.

			Although Order No 1290 states, ‘I have decided to defend Vilnius,’ no proper defensive measures were taken. In response to the argument that the forces were too weak and that there were no reserves, Petruitis writes:

			

			‘Real commanders do not make such excuses. Commanders create reserves for themselves in time, so that at the decisive moment and in the place of need they can commit them. In this case, for example, it would have been possible to take at least one regiment, a couple of batteries, and an armoured train from the 3rd Division. And here an armoured train would have done particularly fine work.’

			‘It is difficult to understand,’ Petruitis continues, ‘why the Neris River was not used as a natural barrier, nor the commanding hills in front of Vilnius. After all, to force a river such as the Neris is no small task; one must be very well prepared for such an operation. Here, Żeligowski’s divisions could have been delayed for a long time. It would have been far better for the decisive engagement with the Poles to have taken place at Vilnius, not at Giedraičiai or Širvintos, where our positions were much worse. By abandoning Vilnius without a fight, we handed the Poles a tactically advantageous base while gaining nothing ourselves. After all, even if it would have been very difficult to hold the line directly in front of Vilnius, that is, on the left bank of the Neris, on the right bank Major Musteikis, with a division of reasonable strength, could have manoeuvred somewhat forward or to the flank, and shown that we were capable of active defence. If we knew how to act more aggressively at Širvintos and Giedraičiai, then all the more should we have demonstrated this at Vilnius.”175

			A critical assessment of the defence of Vilnius was also offered by Colonel Vaclovas Šliogeris, who at the time was a cadet of the Lithuanian Military School:

			‘...The question arises whether Vilnius might not have been defended if our high command had shown greater resolve and had committed all the forces at its disposal to the defence of our capital. From the course of events that followed, it seems that it was necessary to hold out for another day or two, until more of our units could arrive. After Vilnius was surrendered almost without a fight, only a couple of days later the Poles were halted some 30 kilometres to the north and west of the city.

			The size of Żeligowski’s forces was greatly exaggerated. As later became clear from Polish sources, his force amounted to only about 15,000 men – hardly a large formation, even by the standards of the time.

			All of our later explanations and excuses in the literature as to why we lost Vilnius on 9 October 1920 seem to me insufficiently grounded. In my view, we were at fault because we failed to show determination and made too little effort to defend Vilnius. Our capital had to be defended, and defended to the last.’176

			

			The then Minister of National Defence, Colonel Žukas, justified the actions of the military leadership in the following terms:

			‘I advised the institutions in Vilnius to evacuate immediately to Kaunas, because it was perfectly clear that, with two weak divisions scattered over a wide area and only the Military School and the Vilnius Kommandantur as reserves, defending Vilnius was hopeless and pointless. It would only have resulted in many more casualties.

			Later reproaches directed at General Žukauskas – and at me as well – that Vilnius was surrendered ‘too easily’ have little foundation...

			Now, with thirty-eight years of distance, we can calmly consider whether we could have defended Vilnius at that time. Were all the possibilities for doing so exhausted?

			With only a single, weak 1st Division near Vilnius, it would have been impossible to fight a “decisive battle” to defend our capital. Such resistance would have been a desperate and hopeless undertaking.

			Nor was it possible to hold up Żeligowski’s advance long enough for the 3rd Division to arrive. Our forces – and therefore also the 3rd Division, stationed in southern Lithuania – had been severely demoralised by the disaster in the Augustów forests and near Sejny.

			Moreover, attempting to stop Żeligowski south of Vilnius would have been extremely risky, for the two cavalry brigades at his disposal could have enveloped our forces either from the right or from the left and cut off our line of retreat. And how could we have countered such cavalry, when we ourselves had virtually none at  the time?

			We did everything according to our conscience and judgement.’177

			Colonel Žukas’ arguments are shared by our well-known military historian Colonel Ališauskas not only in his review of Žukas’ work178 but also in many articles in the press and elsewhere.179 Perhaps the most detailed of his views on the October 1920 defence of Vilnius are outlined in a long article published in the daily ‘Draugas’.180 Here, our historian writes as follows:

			‘The defence of Vilnius, the subsequent retreat, and Żeligowski’s attack came as a great surprise to the Lithuanians. General Žukauskas, upon assuming command, found the Lithuanian army deployed in such a way that it was impossible, in a short time, to concentrate stronger forces for the defence of the city...

			General Žukauskas did not expect that the Poles could be stopped at the Merkys, and therefore he established a second defensive line along the Vokė River... This position lay 10–12 kilometres from Vilnius. He ordered the commander of the 1st Division, General Nastopka, to occupy it immediately...

			At midday on the same day – 8 October – General Žukauskas received additional information from the front regarding the enemy’s strength and the directions of their advance. He immediately realised that the Poles were undertaking a major offensive and that their objectives were ambitious, extending beyond the city of Vilnius alone. He therefore partially modified his decision to defend Vilnius; he did not repeat the mistake of 22 September, did not tie units to fixed positions, and did not restrict the initiative of his commanders. Instead, he allowed unit commanders to assess the situation and act independently. At 14:00 that day, he issued an order...

			With this second operational order, General Žukauskas correctly anticipated the enemy’s objectives and the likely course of events, and from that point on there were no further major surprises.’

			Let us now examine which of these opposing views assessed the situation more realistically and which more accurately judged the chances of successfully defending the capital. First, let us compare the military strength of the two sides. For this purpose, we shall use the number of companies, whose size should have been roughly comparable.181

			The Lithuanian–Belarusian Division had four regiments; Polish regiments were composed of twelve combat companies, so the division comprised 38 infantry companies. Major Kościałkowski’s Group included the 2nd Vilnius Regiment with 12 companies, and the ‘Kresy’ Battalion (the 203rd Infantry Regiment), which had at least four (and perhaps more) companies. Thus, General Żeligowski’s force consisted of no fewer than 64 companies (48 + 12 + 4).

			Meanwhile, Żeligowski’s Group did not have particularly large cavalry numbers. The Lithuanian–Belarusian Division had 309 cavalrymen, whereas General Żeligowski’s entire force had 936 horses.

			The Lithuanian garrison of Vilnius, together with the units sent to defend the city, consisted of the following: three battalions of the 4th Infantry Regiment – one of them composed of new recruits – amounting to 9 companies; the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment with 3 companies; the I Battalion with 1½ companies (this reflects the usual assessment of the strength of this battalion, which had suffered losses in battle); two battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment with 6 companies; the 1st Company of the Military School; and the Vilnius Kommandantur with 3 companies. In total, 23½ companies, of which at least three consisted of new recruits.

			Since General Żeligowski had more than 64 infantry companies, and the Lithuanians in Vilnius had 23½, at least three of which were composed of recruits, the ratio of Żeligowski’s infantry to the defenders of Vilnius must be estimated at roughly three to one.

			A similar proportion held in the cavalry. The three Lithuanian squadrons together could muster about 300 sabres, whereas the Polish cavalry numbered roughly 900 (936 horses). Additional Polish cavalry arrived only later.

			Now let us compare firepower. According to the same Polish source, the 1st Lithuanian–Belarusian Division had 116 machine-guns, 28 field guns, and 8 heavy guns. Major Kościałkowski’s Group had 23 machine-guns and 8 guns. Thus, Żeligowski’s entire force possessed 139 machine-guns and 44 artillery guns.

			A Lithuanian Infantry Regiment had to have three machine-gun companies with nine heavy machine-guns per company, numbering 27 machine-guns in total. The average number of heavy machine-guns per infantry company was three. In this calculation, the 23 Lithuanian companies should have had 69 machine-guns, but a small correction is needed here. The I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment had lost its machine-guns in the battle and may have not received additional ones, so let us exclude three machine-guns. However, the Military School Company had 16 heavy machine-guns,182 so another 12 machine-guns must be added to the standard, adding another nine machine-guns (12–3), meaning that we had 78 machine-guns against the Polish 139. 

			The Polish artillery had a much greater advantage. They had 44 guns, and the Lithuanians only eight, 5½ times less. The Poles’ superiority in machine-guns was 1½ times.

			We are not, I believe, mistaken when we say that the military forces of the Lithuanians at Vilnius were three times weaker than the Polish forces. If other circumstances had been equally favourable to both sides, it would undoubtedly have been necessary to defend ourselves by taking good positions, consolidating them and, above all, manoeuvring. In this way, it would probably have been possible to hold off the enemy until a greater reinforcement had arrived, since Żeligowski’s condition was not enviable either, as he himself admits when he says of the situation of his troops on the morning of 9 October:183 ‘I had a weak force everywhere. A good regiment hitting any point on my front would have been very unpleasant...’

			And yet, the command of our army (General Žukauskas) decided not to defend Vilnius, or rather, to hold the Poles back just enough to facilitate the evacuation of the city. This decision of the army commander could hardly be condemned, as the successful defence of Vilnius was hampered by other circumstances:

			
					Our intelligence was poor. The Poles knew quite accurately about our forces in Vilnius and the positions of our troops, but ours had to rely on unsubstantiated rumours. The information about the enemy was greatly exaggerated.

					The entire army could not be withdrawn from Vilnius – not only because guard posts needed to be maintained in the city, but also because of a secret Polish organisation operating there, whose strength was apparently not fully known. This organisation was the Związek Obrońców Ojczyzny (ZOW, Union of Defenders of the Homeland), a branch of an organisation of the same name tasked with conducting diversionary and intelligence operations in the rear of the Red Army. In Vilnius, however, the ZOW did not have enough men or weapons to organise an uprising on any significant scale. Nevertheless, on 9 October, its members appeared in the streets and, by opening fire from several locations, hindered the withdrawal of our units through the city.184

					The greatest obstacle to a more effective defence of Vilnius was our army’s continued adherence to the outdated tactics of positional warfare. As is already evident from the descriptions of our engagements with the Poles, our troops repeatedly tried to establish themselves along a fixed defensive line and hoped to halt the enemy’s advance with strong, and often accurate, fire. The enemy, however, almost invariably attacked our flank, forcing us to abandon our positions and withdraw. Under such traditional tactics, even a numerically stronger force cannot stop an attacking opponent who can easily bypass a thinly held front line or break through it. It is therefore entirely understandable that General Žukauskas abandoned his initial plan to defend Vilnius ‘by forming an arc of Lithuanian troops around the city with a radius of 15–20 kilometres, with both ends of the arc resting on the Neris River.’185

					Colonel Petruitis raised a justified criticism that General Žukauskas failed to make use of an important natural obstacle and did not take up a defensive line on the right bank of the Neris. However, one must bear in mind that the Neris flows directly through the city of Vilnius. Defending along this line would inevitably have caused damage to the city – especially given that Żeligowski’s army possessed as many guns as the entire Lithuanian artillery combined. It may therefore be assumed that our leadership refrained from using the Neris as a defensive line either because it wished to avoid destruction within the city, or perhaps also because it feared the activity of Polish partisans.

			

			Colonel Variakojis – followed by Colonel Ališauskas and others – claimed that Żeligowski’s attack on Lithuania came as a complete surprise. Yet already in September there were fears of a Polish offensive: the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had informed Lithuanian representatives abroad that Poland sought to seize Vilnius and urged them to ensure that the Western powers would block such an attempt.186

			

			The telegram of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 6 October already clearly shows that the Lithuanian Government was aware not only of the aggression being prepared by Żeligowski but even of some of the details of that preparation. In that telegram, the following was reported:

			‘About 20,000 Polish soldiers, the so-called Lithuanian–Belarusian regiments, will concentrate east of the Nemunas, separate themselves from the Polish command, seize Vilnius, and proclaim their own authority there. In this way, it is hoped they will free themselves from the constraints imposed by the League of Nations and the demarcation agreement.’187

			Even the Lithuanian press was reporting that the Poles might attack Vilnius. This is according to Šliogeris, a cadet who was attending the Military School in Vilnius at the time:

			‘...we have learned from the newspapers that the Russians, under heavy pressure from the Poles, are retreating towards Lida and further east. There were also rumours in the newspapers that the Poles would attack Vilnius. We cadets were very surprised that, as it seemed to us, our military command was doing nothing to repel a possible Polish attack. So, for example, on the afternoon of 8 October we, artillerymen, went to the 10th Battery for training as if nothing was happening...’188

			Thus, Żeligowski’s attack did not come as a surprise; rather, the failure to concentrate more troops to counter it, and the failure to employ all possible defensive measures, resulted partly from insufficient energy and care, and partly from a tendency toward panic or apathy.

			To what extent such a reproach should be directed at General Žukauskas, and to what extent at his predecessor, is difficult to determine, especially since we do not know the exact date on which General Žukauskas assumed command of the army. One clear tactical error, however, can be justifiably attributed to General Žukauskas: he sent two battalions of the 4th Infantry Regiment to the first defensive line on the Merkys River, and later dispatched two battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment to the second defensive line, which had no connection with the first. As a result, the two regiments had to withstand the blows of Żeligowski’s main forces separately, one after the other, without supporting each other.

			Nevertheless, Żeligowski captured Vilnius with relative ease and proceeded to establish the so-called ‘Central Lithuania,’189 which was intended to encompass the territory of Lithuania up to the demarcation line that had existed prior to the advance on Kyiv.

			The immediate reason for the seizure of Vilnius was Piłsudski’s order to Żeligowski to ‘rebel’, to occupy the capital of Lithuania, and to create a ‘Central Lithuania’. However, the most fundamental reason for both the armed clashes with the Poles and, in particular, the struggle for Vilnius, was the impact of the ages long Lithuanian–Polish Union. The fact that the Lithuanian–Belarusian Division was, at least in part, composed of soldiers from lands once ruled by Lithuania, that even in Vilnius itself, the capital of Lithuania, and the surrounding area, it was not Lithuanian riflemen who were active, but Polish partisans who had been agitating against the Lithuanians, that the leaders of the ‘rebellion’ (many of the military men, General Żeligowski and the mastermind of the march on Vilnius himself, Marshal Józef Piłsudski) although Lithuanians by origin, they persistently fought against their country of origin – all this was the fruit of the long process of Polonisation of Lithuania, which was determined by the Union.

			The Battles of the 1st Division against Żeligowski

			As soon as Vilnius was captured, Polish radio relayed this report:

			‘General Żeligowski, who stood at the head of the army composed of citizens of “Central Lithuania” – a territory which, by the treaty between the Kaunas Government and the Soviets of 12 July 1920, had been assigned to the Lithuanian State – announced that, after consulting the organisations and political parties of the region, he had appointed a Provisional Commission of Executive Power for the territory of Central Lithuania. This Commission did not recognise the authority of the Kaunas Government, which, it declared, had been formed without the participation of the citizens of Central Lithuania, among whom Lithuanians constituted only a small minority. The Provisional Commission guaranteed its inhabitants the right of self-determination and would, in the near future, convene a Seimas in Vilnius, composed of representatives of the region elected by universal suffrage. To fulfil this mandate, it stated, it was necessary for the military and civil authorities of Kaunas to withdraw immediately from the territory they occupied – territory from which the Poles, under pressure from the Bolsheviks, had previously been obliged to retreat.’

			This proclamation was signed by Żeligowski as Commander-in-Chief, followed by Witold Abramowicz, Leon Bobicki, Teofil Szopa, Aleksander Zasztowt and others.190

			On the same day, the Polish General Staff in Warsaw issued the following radio communiqué:

			‘General Żeligowski, disregarding the Polish–Lithuanian demarcation agreement, has taken Vilnius on his own responsibility.’191

			Soon afterwards, Żeligowski sent an ultimatum to Kaunas, demanding negotiations and threatening to take Kaunas if the ultimatum was rejected. After some hesitation, the Lithuanian government rejected the ultimatum.192

			After taking Vilnius, Żeligowski tried to expand the territory of ‘Central Lithuania’. Soon, his army was reinforced by the 211th Uhlan Regiment and the 13th Vilnius Uhlan Regiment. These regiments were sent to the flanks of Żeligowski’s army: the 13th Regiment was in communication with the 2nd Legions Division, stationed in the Švenčionys district, while the 211th Regiment was operating in the vicinity of Valkininkai. Other new units soon arrived from the interior of Poland under the name of ‘Kresy’ volunteer units.193

			Two Lithuanian–Polish front lines were formed: one to the north of the Neris, on the right bank of the river, the other to the south of the Neris, on the left bank of the river. The northern sector was commanded by the commander of the 1st Division, General Nastopka. His command post, after the retreat of our army, was on the Vilnius–Maišiagala–Širvintos–Ukmergė road. The southern sector was commanded by the commander of the 3rd Division, Major Musteikis. His command post moved from Alytus to Kaišiadorys. The dividing line between these sectors was the Neris River.

			

			The sector of the 1st Division ran from Neris to the Latvian border in the Zarasai area, that of the 3rd Division – from the Neris to the south, through Valkininkai, Varėna, and along the Merkys River to the Nemunas.

			There was an established 12-kilometre neutral zone on the other side of Nemunas, so this sector was quiet. The troops of the 2nd Division, which were stationed there, were being moved to an active front. On 5–7 October, the 5th Infantry Regiment was transferred, and on 12–15 October, the 10th Infantry Regiment was transferred to the east bank of the Nemunas. Both regiments came under the command of the 3rd Division Commander. The 2nd Infantry Regiment was transferred on 24–29 October, and the 8th Infantry Regiment was transferred to the command of 1st Division Commander to Ukmergė sector on 17–20 November.

			Thus, in November, the 1st Division consisted of the 2nd, 4th, 7th, 8th and 9th Infantry Regiments, and 3rd Division consisted of 1st, 3rd, 5th, 6th and 10th Infantry Regiments. The reserve consisted of the 11th, 12th, and 13th Infantry Regiments that were being established and the 2nd and 3rd Cavalry Regiments. The reserve was combined into 4th Division. Its commander was appointed Lieutenant Colonel [Kazys] Ladiga. The division was stationed in Kaunas.194

			Before moving north of Vilnius, Żeligowski took care of protecting his flanks. To this end, he captured Rūdiškės on 10 October and the Nemenčinė Bridge on 11 October.

			On 10 October, the Polish army captured Švenčionys. A Polish armoured train went up to Pabradė on that day but could not go any further across the damaged bridge.195

			Taking advantage of Lithuania’s difficult situation, the Latvians captured Ilūkste on 12 October. They ‘captured the Eglaine Station with one battalion and prevented the removal of our property. Everywhere the Latvians approached the border of the former Curonian Governorate’. On 12 and 13 October, Latvian scouts were quite close to Zarasai.196 However, the Latvians did not advance any further, and there was no serious danger to Lithuania from that side.

			[image: Black-and-white photo of a soldier sitting at the entrance of a trench shelter or a dugout. It is reinforced with logs, forming a small covered shelter built into the ground. He is wearing a military cap, uniform coat, and tall boots, while holding a rifle upright beside him. ]

			A sergeant in the Polish Front

			As already noted, after withdrawing north of Vilnius, the 7th Infantry Regiment had, by about 15:00 on 10 October, occupied the sector assigned to it, from Antežeriai to Bajorai. On its right, the 4th Infantry Regiment held the line Zujūnai–Papiškės–Šilėnai, with regimental headquarters located in Sudervė. To the left of the 7th Regiment, the 9th Infantry Regiment had taken its positions: the regimental commander, staff, and the II Battalion were encamped near Riešė, while the I Battalion had bivouacked west of Riešė. It was there that the order to halt and defend was received.197

			Already on 10 October, our reconnaissance had observed Polish troops concentrating in the vicinity of Fabijoniškės and moving toward the village of Avižieniai. Having learned that the Poles intended to use armoured cars in their attack, the commander of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Captain Vitkaus­kas, ordered the highway to be dug up and the trench properly camouflaged. On 11 October at 07:00, an Anglo-French mission was travelling along the highway from Vilnius toward Kaunas. Its vehicle fell into the ditch prepared against the armoured cars and sustained minor damage.

			Reports arriving on 11 and 12 October indicated that the Poles were massing, advancing, and would soon launch their attack. On 13 October at around 08:00, a Polish formation (about 1–1½ companies) appeared, and firing began. Polish artillery also opened fire sporadically on our sector, especially around Užubaliai, where the battalion headquarters was located. Two Polish armoured cars advanced along the highway. Captain Vitkauskas appealed to the regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius, to order artillery fire on the armoured cars. It turned out, however, that the guns could not be brought forward: there was a danger that the Poles would break through the right flank of the 9th Regiment and cut off the artillery’s retreat.

			Without artillery, defending against armoured cars was difficult – especially since we had no armour-piercing ammunition. Nevertheless, the armoured cars were held up for some time at the point where the highway had been dug up and where, in addition, a tree had been felled across the road.

			The most difficult situation was that of Lieutenant [Teodoras] Balnas’ 8th Company. The right flank of that company was particularly endangered, with armoured cars operating against it.

			With short interruptions, heavy fire was exchanged from both sides. This continued for about four hours. The armoured cars were still unable to find a way through the barricades. However, around noon, fire from the Polish infantry and armoured cars intensified. Three fresh companies emerged from the old Russian trenches. A battery followed them right up to those trenches and, firing over open sights, immediately began shelling the sector held by the 8th and 9th Companies. At once, the straw stacks at Bukiškis Manor caught fire, followed by the buildings. Communications with the 8th Company became difficult, as the battalion commander could now reach it only through the manor.

			On the right, the entire area was under heavy machine-gun fire, although our troops still returned fire. When the Polish artillery shifted its fire onto our reserve – and after a few shells landed further to the rear toward Bendoriai – their infantry attacked the 8th Company in dense formations. Overcoming the barricades, the armoured cars advanced: one moved to the flank of the 8th Company, the other toward the village of Užubaliai, and both opened fire with all their machine-guns on the 9th Company, attempting to strike its flank.

			There was a real danger that the entire battalion would be completely destroyed. Telephone communication with the 7th Company was still functioning, and at the last moment the battalion commander managed to pass a few words to the commander of the 7th Company, whose position was also under heavy Polish attack. Captain Vitkauskas ordered that company to withdraw to the Aukštieji Rusokai–Žemieji Rusokai position, in the direction of the Kančiai (Magazinėlis) Manor.

			Even before this, the battalion commander had ordered the commanders of the 8th and 9th Companies to retreat. Both companies, as they withdrew, were pursued by the armoured cars and followed closely by Polish infantry. Before the village of Bendoriai, the Polish armoured cars stopped. The Polish infantry also fell behind. Under fire from Polish infantry from the rear and armoured cars from the flank, the 8th and 9th companies withdrew at about 13:30 to the position Aukštieji Rusokai – Žemieji Rusokai. The companies suffered heavy losses.

			The battalion commander immediately ordered the companies to reorganise and take up positions along the embankments on both sides of the highway. It was clear that the Poles would continue their attack. Only about seventy men from the 1st and 3rd Companies arrived to reinforce the line. The 7th Company, which had withdrawn to Kančiai (Magazinėlis) Manor, was held in reserve.

			As soon as the troops had managed to settle into their positions, the Poles launched another attack – first with armoured cars, then with infantry. When our men increased their fire, the Polish forward line fell back, and the armoured cars were stopped as well. At that moment, the battalion commander thought there was an opportunity to recover some ground. After strengthening the fire on the front, he planned to launch an infantry attack on the Polish flank from the right side of Bendoriai village. This manoeuvre, he hoped, would reduce casualties from the armoured cars and draw them back, allowing another part of the infantry to dismantle the bridge over the Riešė River on the highway, preventing the armoured cars from resuming their advance.

			The results were bitterly disappointing. Instead of increased fire, only a trickle of shots came from our line: about half of the rifles jammed because of faulty ammunition – the so-called ‘red’ cartridges. When the moment for the counterattack passed, one Polish armoured car immediately moved forward to attack, while the other, positioned near Bendoriai, opened heavy fire on our embankment positions. Polish infantry on both flanks attacked again. It was no longer possible to halt their advance.

			After two hours of defence, the battalion was forced to abandon its position at Aukštieji Rusokai–Žemieji Rusokai. Around 17:00, it took up the new position assigned to it: the Skauduliškės–Pavydokiai Manor–Lauryniškės line.

			By order of the regimental commander, the commander of the I Battalion, Captain [Juozas] Žilinskas, and his battalion were placed under the authority of Captain Vitkauskas. The I Battalion occupied the sector Lauryniškės–Vabaliai, both villages inclusive; the III Battalion held the sector Vabaliai (exclusive) to Skauduliškės (inclusive). The regimental headquarters was established in Maišiagala, and the divisional headquarters in the village of Juodeliai near Širvintos.

			Meanwhile, the Poles did not advance further. The evening and night passed quietly. During the night, the companies were reorganised and their ammunition stocks replenished. In the 8th Company, after the day’s fighting, only 22 bayonets remained out of 75.

			The situation was worrying. The companies were dwindling, and there were no substantial reserves available. The companies composed of recently recruited conscripts were still completely raw and untrained. The ‘red’ cartridges dampened the morale even of the best marksmen. The battalion commander was encouraged, however, to learn that two armoured cars had arrived, which the division commander ordered to be sent to regimental headquarters. One of them came under Captain Vitkauskas’ command.198

			On 14 October, First Lieutenant [Gustavas Albertas] Šmidtas’ battery and the 6th Company of the 4th Infantry Regiment came under command of Captain Vitkauskas. On that day, from the very morning, both sides were intensively scouting and tracking the enemy. At 13:00, the Poles began to attack the right flank of the I Battalion. A squadron of the 13th Uhlan Regiment broke through the gap between the 7th and 4th Regiments. Captain Vitkauskas immediately sent 30 men of the 6th Company of the 4th Infantry Regiment to help.

			

			When the 1st Company and, finally, the 3rd Company could no longer withstand the pressure of the attack, the Poles broke through at Lauryniškės. There was a real danger that the enemy would reach the rear. On the instructions of the regimental commander, Captain Vitkauskas withdrew his forces and took up new positions along the Saugūniškės–Karvys line, both localities inclusive. At the same time, the Poles occupied the area Pavydokiai–Masionys–Vabaliai–Lauryniškės.

			In his account of the fighting with the Poles from 13 to 16 October, Captain Vitkauskas published a number of ‘more interesting documents.’ A selection of these is presented here.

			‘14 October 1920, 07:30

			No 100 – To the Commander of I Battalion

			Kabaczek [Smukliškės]. Map 1:100,000

			4th Regiment has withdrawn too far on its left flank. It may soon become clear whether they are to move forward, or whether our right flank (your battalion) will have to fall back.

			As soon as I receive clarification, I will inform you. We have maintained communication with the 9th Regiment since 22:00 yesterday, and together we form a good continuous line.

			By midday, around 09:00–11:00, I will order the artillery to fire on the following points: Magazynek [Kančiai] Manor – Gudele [Gudeliai] – Karčiama199 at the bend in the highway – and then up to the Rusaki Dalne [Aukštieji Rusokai] position inclusive.

			Once you have sent out reliable scouts, determine what is happening on the enemy’s side, and in general try to establish where the enemy is positioned and in what numbers.

			Approximately how many rounds do you require?

			Password for the 14th: ‘Apkasas’. Countersign: ‘Anykščiai’.

			Commander of III Battalion

			Captain Vitkauskas

			

			14 October 1920, 13:00

			No 104 – To the Commander of I Battalion

			Kabaczek [Smukliškės]. Map 1:100,000

			I have just spoken with the regimental commander about our right flank, and the reply is that elements of the 4th Regiment will soon have to move forward a little in order to straighten the line and secure both our flanks and theirs.

			For now, make sure that your right flank is well protected, so that those cavalrymen do not attempt anything.

			In the evening, when it will be possible to approach less conspicuously, reconnoitre the area in front of the right flank to verify information about that cavalry and to establish more generally the enemy’s strength.

			Commander of III Battalion

			Captain Vitkauskas

			[image: ]

			14 October 1920, 12:00 noon

			No 989 – To the Commander of the 9th Regiment

			from Divisional Headquarters

			The 4th and 7th Regiments have taken up the sector as indicated in Order No 958. According to information from Captain Variakojis, significant Polish forces are concentrating in the Sudervė district. Orders have been issued to deliver ammunition to Širvintos...

			The divisional headquarters is currently located at the Jawniuny [Jauniūnai] folwark.

			Lieutenant General Nastopka

			[image: ]

			14 October 1920, 17:00

			No 991 – To the Commander of the 9th Regiment

			from Divisional Headquarters

			The Poles have repeated their attacks on the 7th Regiment today. It appears that the regiment will be forced to withdraw. Maintain communication with Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius’ left flank and, when he retreats, adjust your right flank in accordance with the 7th Regiment. If necessary, withdraw to the line indicated in Order No. 987.

			Under no circumstances are you to lose contact with the 7th Regiment. The forces attacking it are not large; the only reason the regiment cannot hold is that it has been greatly reduced by previous fighting.

			Lieutenant General Nastopka’

			

			After the defeats we suffered, the mood of our troops was low. In order to lift the fallen spirit of our troops, Captain Vitkauskas decided to ask the regimental commander to allow him to attack. Although no great results were expected, we wanted to show that we know how to fight. On the phone, the regimental commander promised to take appropriate steps to make an attack happen. Captain Vitkauskas’ subordinate commanders agreed with the proposal to attack, and all of them admitted that it was necessary to do so to raise morale. 

			On the morning of 15 October, an order was received to attack and take the Skau­du­liškės–Pavydokiai–Ežeraičiai–Glatkiškės–Tintiniškės–Staikiškės–Babrukiškės line.

			Captain Vitkauskas had the following forces at his disposal: I Battalion: 1st Company – as many as 40 bayonets, 2nd – 23 bayonets, 3rd – 30 bayonets; III Battalion: 7th Company – 67 bayonets, 8th Company – 22 bayonets, 9th Company – 40 bayonets, 6th Company of 4th Regiment – 60 bayonets. This numbered 282 bayonets in total. In addition, there were five machine-guns, the 6th Battery, and one armoured car.

			The main direction of attack was the Vilnius–Maišiagala highway. Here, the 7th Company was launched with Lieutenant [Steponas] Gerdvilis’ armoured car ‘Pragaras’. The company was given the task of taking Pavydokiai Manor. Captain Žilinskas and the I Battalion was ordered to attack and take the position Glatkiškės–Staikiškės–Babrukiškės. Lieutenant [Juozas] Balčiūnas, with the 9th Company, was ordered to attack and capture Skauduliškės and to be prepared, if necessary, to turn right at the agreed signal and, enveloping it, to attack Pavydokiai.

			Before launching the assault, Captain Vitkauskas instructed the commander of the 6th Battery to shell the area around Kryžinė–Vabaliai, as a stronger Polish force had been detected there.

			When the attack began, stronger enemy forces were encountered in the village of Masionys, but a rapid assault drove them back toward Pavydokiai. The Poles had prepared thoroughly for the defence in front of Pavydokiai Manor, where they had dug solid trenches. Just before the manor, the highway was blocked by a large felled tree. Two Polish machine-guns were firing from the manor itself, and a third from about twenty-five paces away on the opposite side of the road. The Pavydokiai–Ežeraičiai line was held by a dense skirmish chain.

			

			Our armoured car was forced to halt briefly in front of the fallen tree. The battalion commander had earlier assigned sixteen soldiers to clear it. As our machine-guns and the armoured car intensified their fire, the sixteen men suddenly rushed forward and together shifted the tree slightly aside. As it later emerged, four of them were severely wounded.

			As the armoured car advanced, all shouted ‘Valio!’ and attacked the manor. The armoured car was already firing at the manor from the side, and one heavy machine-gun was firing from the high ground over the heads of its attacking infantry. Some infantrymen seemed to have started to go back, but a second ‘Valio!’ was heard and both the Polish and our machine-guns fell silent. The manor was taken. The Poles under fire scattered into the nearby woods, while others withdrew to defend the villages of Kmyninė and Laidagaliai.

			At that moment the Polish artillery began firing with great accuracy – first near the armoured car, then directly at our line. Since many of the shells failed to explode at all, and those that did explode caused no casualties because our men were able to drop flat to the ground in time. Thus, the soldiers’ morale remained very high.

			The villages of Kmyninė and Laidagaliai were taken with a vigorous attack and ‘Valio!’ as well. The Poles, panic-stricken, accompanied by our machine-gun and rifle fire, dispersed towards Magazinėlis [Kančiai]. On the heights on the highway north of Magazinėlis [Kančiai], the Poles had still tried to hold and defend themselves with machine-gun fire, but, after being fired upon a little more heavily by us, they did not wait for our attack and moved towards Bendoriai. As the intelligence later found out and the locals also informed, the Polish artillery had retreated almost as far as Vilnius (beyond Fabijoniškės), and the infantry likewise in places went beyond the old Russian trenches (Bukiškis–Bajorai).

			After capturing the villages of Kmyninė and Laidagaliai, Captain Vitkauskas ordered his troops to fortify positions on the forward edge of these villages. For the night, he instructed the units to establish themselves along the Skauduliškės–Pavydokiai–Staikiškės–Babrukiškės line.

			After questioning prisoners, Captain Vitkauskas learned that facing his sector were the Polish Grodno Regiment, elements of the 13th Uhlan Regiment, and two batteries. Initially, a single Polish battalion operated in the Glatkiškės–Smukliškės–Pavydokiai area. When this battalion was routed and fled, another battalion attempted to support it from the direction of Magazinėlis [Kančiai]. Coming under our fire and infected by the panic of the fleeing battalion, this second battalion also failed to hold and retreated in disorder.

			The Polish battalions were large. According to the records of the company stationed at Pavydokiai Manor – and confirmed by the captured quartermaster of that company – its roster listed 180 bayonets, though in practice it fielded about 140. Thus, a full battalion of four companies numbered roughly 600–700 soldiers.

			When interrogating the prisoners, Captain Vitkauskas first asked where they came from. Of the four Polish prisoners brought before him, one said he was from the former Warsaw Governorate, one from Piotrków, and two from the Kalisz Governorate. The Poles looked in poor condition: ragged and dirty. Only two wore grimy shirts; the others had none at all. They complained of hunger, and their pale faces confirmed it.200

			On the evening of 15 October, Captain Vitkauskas proposed to the regimental commander that the attack be continued, but this time together with the 4th and 9th Regiments. The regimental commander agreed with the idea but complained about the lack of reliable communications, especially between divisional headquarters and the 9th Infantry Regiment. At times communication improved somewhat, only to break down again. This posed a major obstacle to coordinated action. Nevertheless, the regimental commander promised to speak to the divisional commander about the issue and stated that, in his opinion, a coordinated attack should be possible.

			Although our reconnaissance had been active throughout the night of 15–16 October, it became clear only after noon that the Poles had established a foothold along the Galinė–Lauryniškės line.

			At around 15:30, Captain Vitkauskas received an order to attack and seize the position along Aukštieji Rusokai – Žemieji Rusokai. He ordered the 6th Battery to shell both Rusokai, Bendoriai, and the heights on the right, and then, following our attacking infantry as closely as possible, to fire on the highway up to Fabijoniškės and beyond, thus misleading the Poles and demoralising their rear.

			Captain Žilinskas, the I Battalion, and the 6th Company of the 4th Infantry Regiment were ordered to take the Putiniškės–Izabelinė line and fortify it. The commander of the 8th Company was instructed to envelop Galinė Manor from the right and attack Galinė from the rear; if the envelopment could not be completed in time, then at least to strike from the flank and afterwards seize Būda. The commander of the 7th Company, with his company and an armoured car, was to advance along the highway and attack first Galinė, then Kančiai, and finally take up a defensive position at Aukštieji Rusokai. The 9th Company was dispatched to occupy Height 186 at Žemieji Rusokai. The 1st Company was kept in reserve.

			First Lieutenant Šmidtas moved his 6th Battery rapidly from one firing position to another, platoon by platoon, generating such a weight of fire that it created the impression that not one, but two batteries were engaged. As later became evident, this quick shifting of fire progressively farther afield confused the Poles and undermined morale in their rear areas. Both of their batteries eventually withdrew to Vilnius – one to Lukiškės, the other to the Kalvarija area.

			When the 7th Company approached Galinė Manor, the Poles opened fire from there, first with rifles and later with machine-guns. The company advanced in short rushes along the right side of the highway. The armoured car moved backwards along the road: because of its size, it could not turn around on the highway and, once detected by enemy artillery, it would have been unable to withdraw from fire.

			As the Poles intensified their fire, the 7th Company paused briefly and went to ground, while the armoured car reversed some 10–20 metres. The commander of the armoured car, still a relatively inexperienced officer, believed that he had advanced too far ahead of the infantry line. A few of the more timid soldiers misunderstood the movement. Some had already begun to crawl backwards. The company commander, First Lieutenant [Juozas] Černius – a courageous officer – tried to hold his company together, at one point even forcing a few men back into position with the butt of his rifle.

			The situation became critical. There was only one officer left in the company – the commander himself. It was an open question whether he would be able to keep the company from breaking, especially since the armoured car, having reversed, now stood motionless, unsure of what to do. Captain Vitkauskas noticed this, urged his horse forward at a gallop, and with emphatic gestures signalled to the armoured car what action it was to take. The armoured car commander understood, moved forward again, and immediately opened heavy fire on the manor.

			At that moment, Captain Vitkauskas leapt from his horse, ran along the roadside ditch toward the 7th Company, and climbed onto the high bank so that the men could see him. With sweeping arm motions he signalled the company to advance and shouted, ‘Valio!’ First Lieutenant Černius also shouted ‘Valio!’ The company surged forward.

			Already seriously wounded, Captain Vitkauskas reached First Lieutenant Černius and called out: ‘Forward! Take command – and then hand over to First Lieutenant Balnas!’

			Our men pressed the attack with great determination. Never before had the machine-guns and rifles sounded so loudly. Very close to the highway on the left, the artillery began firing again once the guns had been brought up. The manor of Galinė was taken.

			Later, it was learned from the escaped Vilnius gymnasium students that on 15 and 16 October there was a great panic in Vilnius. Institutions had already begun to evacuate.

			The diary of the 7th Infantry Regiment about the end of the operation on 16 October says this:

			‘Thus, the regiment, with the help of an armoured car and an artillery battery, occupied the following line: Izabelin [Izabelinė], Puciniszki [Putiniškės], Rusaki Górne [Aukštieji Rusakai], Dolne [Žemieji Rusakai], Bondary [Bendoriai]. As the 4th Regiment did not hold on the Suderwa [Sudervė] line, the regiment was withdrawn to its previous sector’.

			The text of one of the ‘more interesting documents’201:

			’16 October 1920

			From 7th Regiment

			Phone Dispatch

			No. 195 

			16 October at 20:00 to the Commander of 1st Division

			With the support of an armoured car and artillery, the regiment, after heavy fighting, took the following line: Izabelin [Izabelinė], Puciniszki [Putiniškės], Rusaki Górne [Aukš­­tieji Rusakai], Dolne [Žemieji Rusakai], Bondary [Bendoriai]. Since the 4th Regiment did not hold its old positions (here, it seems, a sentence is missing: “therefore we withdrew to yesterday’s position”).

			

			Our losses are not yet fully known; approximately 30 men are wounded. On the Polish side, there were many wounded and killed. The Poles were scattered and fled in disorder. The Poles are now shelling the Rusakai area with artillery...

			Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius.’

			The counter-attacks of the 7th Infantry Regiment on 15 and 16 October showed that with a vigorous and well-prepared attack it is sometimes possible not only to hold back but also to drive back the stronger Polish forces.202

			In the Lithuanian 1st Division’s sector, the main direction of the Polish attack was always the Vilnius–Širvintos–Ukmergė highway. This highway was part of the sector occupied by the 7th Infantry Regiment, thus, in October, this regiment had to withstand the greatest pressure from Żeligowski’s army.

			On 15 October, the 4th Infantry Regiment, which was defending the right flank of the 1st Division, formed a small detachment consisting of two platoons from the 8th Company and one platoon from the 4th Company. This detachment, commanded by Lieutenant [Juozas] Bausys, was ordered to attack and seize the villages of Dambriškės and Rastinėnai, west of Sudervė. When the assault began, the Poles counterattacked with a much stronger force (about a battalion). In this fighting, Lieutenant Bausys was seriously wounded and taken prisoner; he later died in captivity. About twenty of our men were wounded and a dozen captured. The exact number of fallen is unclear.203

			The left sector of the Lithuanian 1st Division extended through Švenčionys far to the east, up to the Russian border. This large area was guarded by only a single battalion – namely, the III Battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment. In preparing for the occupation of Vilnius, Piłsudski was already planning to push through to the Latvian border in order to create a corridor between Lithuanian and Russian territory – one that would also include the eastern lands recognised by Soviet Russia as part of Lithuania. Already on 1 October, by order of the Commander-in-Chief of the Polish Army, Piłsudski, arranged for the concentration of 2nd Army forces for the forthcoming battles at Maladzyechna and for the occupation of Švenčionys.204

			

			Piłsudski was in a great hurry to occupy eastern Lithuania. This is evident from his order to the 2nd Army of 7 October: 

			‘...The High Headquarters assumes that if the armistice with the Bolsheviks is signed on 8 October, it will probably begin to be implemented on 10 October. This, together with the Lithuanian question and with the armistice being negotiated with the Lithuanians, in a certain sense predetermines the future state affiliation of the Vilnius region.

			It is therefore necessary to dispatch the 3rd Legions Division at once to the S’vir Lake area, without waiting for the 2nd Legions Division to relieve it, and to send strong patrol units to occupy Švenčionys and Lyntupy, thereby cutting the Lithuanians off from the Bolsheviks.

			The 13th Uhlan Regiment is to be attached to the 3rd Legions Division...’205

			The 3rd Legions Division decided to send one infantry regiment to Švenčionys and Lyntupy, to hold one infantry regiment in the Mikailiškės [Smolzavod] district as a reserve, and to deploy an entire brigade in the Rymdiuny–Gervyaty area as a divisional reserve, capable of operating in both the eastern and northern directions.

			The division began its march on 8 October, encountering only weak Lithuanian patrols. On 10 October, the advance group – consisting of the 23rd Infantry Regiment with artillery – reached the Lyntupy–Švenčionys area, completely cutting off Bolshevik access to Vilnius. There was no fighting; the Lithuanian army retreated rapidly westwards.206

			After the withdrawal of the I and II Battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment, which had been guarding the demarcation line with the Russians to defend Vilnius, only the III Battalion remained. Scattered across large areas, it was far too weak to offer any serious resistance to the strong, many-times larger, well-armed, and battle-hardened Polish 3rd Legions Division.

			According to the reports of our General Staff,207 Švenčionys was captured by the Polish army on 10 October and Švenčionėliai on 17 October. In this way, large stretches of Lithuanian territory east of Vilnius had to be surrendered to the Poles without a fight.208

			

			Fighting with Żeligowski on the Left Bank of the Neris

			Exhausted by the battles at the Ūla River and at Varėna, the 1st Infantry Regiment occupied a sector about 32 kilometres long: Valkininkai–Rūdiškės–Luka Lake. Naturally, the regiment could not defend such an extended line. After Żeligowski captured Vilnius on 9 October, Polish activity in the Valkininkai–Trakai sector intensified. On 10 October, the Poles attacked and captured Rūdiškės railway station and the town itself. It was expected that the Poles would attempt to seize the entire Vilnius–Varėna railway line.

			On 13 October, in the left sector, the Poles captured the Lentvaris railway station. Lithuanian units withdrew to the Raudonė–Luka Lake–Valkininkai line. The Lentvaris–Rūdiškės railway section fell into Polish hands.

			The Poles attacked along the whole front, while the Lithuanians defended themselves and checked the Polish assaults with counterattacks. During the fighting of 15–16 October, the Poles forced our units in the Trakai–Valkininkai sector to withdraw to the Monaitis and Margis Lakes–Panošiškės–Lieponys–Valkininkai railway station line. The village of Rykantai, together with the railway station and the town of Valkininkai, was occupied by the Poles. Reports indicated that Polish forces were concentrating in the Rykantai area, making it likely that they would attack along the railway toward Vievis.

			Intelligence established that stronger Polish forces were concentrated along the Rūdiškės–Aluona–Strakiškės–Senieji Trakai line. In the north-western sector, from the Rūdiškės–Lentvaris railway, Polish security detachments had been reinforced. In the Valkininkai area, the Tatarska Yazda (Tatar Cavalry)209 regiment was active.

			In order to stop the Polish advance in the direction of Aukštadvaris–Semeliškės–Vievis, a deep front had to be created. To this end, the 6th Infantry Regiment was moved from the relatively calm Merkinė–Valkininkai front northwards to Aukštadvaris.210

			

			When it became clear that the Poles were truly preparing to attack in the direction of Vievis and that they were concentrating their troops there, the Lithuanian military leaders decided to neutralise the Polish pressure and attack Rūdiškės, Trakai, and Rykantai.

			On the evening of 16 October, the 6th Infantry Regiment was ordered to attack the Poles at the Rūdiškės–Trakai sector and to drive their forces behind the Varėna–Trakai railway. The final objective of the attack was to take the Rūdiškės–Senieji Trakai–Luka Lake line. The right flank of the regiment was to be guarded by the 3rd Squadron of the Hussars at Rūdiškės; at the sector between Rūdiškės and Šklėriai in the Bajambaliai village area one squadron of the Hussars would operate and keep communications; on the left, in the direction of the Semeliškės–Trakai road, the I Battalion of 10th Infantry Regiment consisting of four infantry companies would attack. The 6th Infantry Regiment had to take the Obeliai–Šklėriai–Karažiškės–Barčiai–Stanislaviškės line of departure under the cover of darkness. The attack was to start from the line of departure at 6:00 on 18 October.

			On receiving this order, the commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment, Colonel [Jurgis] Butkus, decided to advance his units closer to the line of departure in order that the regiment is not exhausted for the attack on 18 October. In the evening, he ordered the regiment to prepare to leave Aukštadvaris at 10:00 on 17 October.

			The regimental commander divided the offensive sectors as follows: for the I Battalion, to attack Ąžuolijai (inclusive) – Bajambaliai (exclusive) in order to capture the town of Rūdiškės and the railway station; for the III Battalion, to attack the Šklėriai–Barčiai sector (inclusive) in the direction of Senieji Trakai, with the objective of taking Senieji Trakai; for the II Battalion, to attack Barčiai (exclusive) along the Aukštadvaris–Trakai road, advancing toward the southern corner of Luka Lake. Communication with the left flank of II Battalion was to be maintained by the 10th Infantry Regiment.

			On 17 October at 10:00, the regiment moved out from Aukštadvaris along the Trakai road via Mackantiškės–Modestava–Stanislaviškės. The formations on the march were spaced two kilometres apart. The III Battalion led the advance; from Strėva, it turned right and reached Dambrava via Dergionys, where it spent the night. Its 7th Company bivouacked in Puponys.

			Next came the II Battalion, which spent the night in Stanislaviškės. The I Battalion, marching last, turned right from Strėva toward Aleksandriškės–Visgirdai. The 1st and 3rd Companies spent the night in Visgirdai, while the 2nd Company stayed in Pribonys. After nightfall, the 1st Company moved out of Visgirdai, crossed the forest, and occupied the village of Obeliai. On 18 October, before dawn, the entire regiment set out and, before 06:00, silently occupied its designated line of departure. 

			The commander of the I Battalion issued the following orders to his units: the 2nd Company was to advance along the Ąžuolijai–Markūnai–Sangailiškė road, enveloping Rūdiškės from the south; the 3rd Company was to attack Rūdiškės frontally, and with its left flank advance through the village of Ulkiškės;211 the 1st Company was to move further to the left and 300 metres behind the left flank of the 3rd Company in order to protect the battalion’s left flank and maintain contact with the cavalry detachment. Each company was assigned a platoon of heavy machine-guns. The battalion’s right flank was to be secured by the 3rd Squadron of the Hussars.

			At 06:00 on 18 October, the attack began. The 2nd Company, meeting no significant resistance, captured Ąžuolijai at around 10:00 without losses. Continuing toward Height 166.8 before the village of Markūnai, the company came under intense enemy rifle and machine-gun fire. It had to halt and dig in. Entrenching took a long time, as the ground was frozen. The forward platoons entrenched and opened fire on Height 166.8 and Markūnai. Seeing that a frontal attack would not succeed, the company commander sent his reserve platoon to envelop the height from the south. 

			Conditions for the manoeuvre were favourable, since a small forest immediately behind Ąžuolijai completely screened the platoon’s movement from the enemy. The manoeuvre succeeded: affected by flanking fire from the reserve platoon, the Poles quickly withdrew from the height. The 2nd Company pushed forward and, after heavy fighting, captured Markūnai at about 16:00. After taking the village, it again came under heavy machine-gun fire, and on reaching the Onuškis–Rūdiškės–Ulkiškės crossroads, it had to halt and dig in.
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[Alt-text]: Troop movements on the Vilnius Front in southeastern Lithuania in autumn 1920.
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			In the evening, as the shots thinned out, on the right flank of the company from the side of Jankiškės,212 where the 3rd Hussars Squadron was supposed to be, a Polish formation appeared and fired machine-guns at the right flank of the 2nd Company. The company had to quickly retreat from the position it had taken, as the Poles could have ascended the height. The company retreated towards the village of Ąžuolijai and, on reaching it, halted and dug in at its original position. It remained there until the night of 19–20 October. No one knew where the 3rd Hussars Squadron had disappeared.

			To the left of 2nd Company, the 3rd Company attacked. One platoon on the left flank, under the command of Lieutenant [Jonas] Levinas, reached the village of Ulkiškės. The Poles did not expect the attack, and Lieutenant Levinas’ platoon took the village quite easily on 18 October at around 11:00. The other platoons were near the Ulkiškės–Markūnai road, but they could not go any further, as ahead was a flat field which was heavily shelled from Rūdiškės and Height 157.5 with machine-guns and rifles. The company had to stop and dig in.

			Polish artillery shells began to fall behind the village of Ulkiškės, mainly in the area of the 1st Company, which was then moving to the left behind the left flank of the 3rd Company. The Polish artillery also fired on the Lieutenant Levinas’ platoon trenches in front of the village of Ulkiškės but did not cause any damage.

			The 3rd Company was made up entirely of new recruits, not yet fully trained, and this was their first attack. At first, they tried to show that they could perform as well as the old soldiers. Their mood was even better when the Poles fled from the village of Ulkiškės and the platoon captured the village. But when they left the village and came under heavy Polish machine-gun fire, which wounded several soldiers, the soldiers began to get anxious, especially when artillery shells fell near the trenches, although they did not cause any casualties.

			The battalion commander sent one platoon of the 1st Company to take the railway crossing at the village of Bajambaliai. At 13:00, the platoon captured the crossing without hindrance and linked up with the 7th platoon, which had been in Bajambaliai. The Hussars were not there, although this was the area assigned to them. The second platoon of the 2nd Company was sent by the battalion commander to occupy Height 100.4 near the forest northeast of Ulkiškės and to take the village if the platoon of 3rd Company did not hold out and began to retreat.

			On 18 October at about 16:00, Polish artillery and machine-guns began to fire more heavily on the 3rd Company platoon positioned east of Ulkiškės. From Height 157.5, a Polish formation began to creep towards the village. The platoon fell back in that direction and, after passing through it, continued its retreat toward Obeliai, where the battalion command post was located.

			There was the battalion command post there. A platoon of the 1st Company was descending from Height 100.4 toward the village, and the Poles, having spotted it, directed their fire at that point. The platoon, without returning fire, rushed to take cover among the houses and soon occupied the northern part of the village. The southern half of the village had already been reached and occupied by the Polish skirmish line. At the same time, the Poles forced another platoon of the 1st Company to fall back from the railway crossing.

			Towards evening, two platoons of the 3rd Company near Rūdiškės suddenly came under machine-gun and rifle fire along the trenches from the right, from the direction of Markūnai – from the very place where the 2nd Company was supposed to be. One platoon sergeant was killed and several soldiers wounded. Caught unexpectedly on the flank, the commander of the 3rd Company ordered the company to withdraw.

			The company left its trenches and retreated in the direction of Height 168.3. After retreating half a kilometre, it stopped and sent a reconnaissance party to Height 166.8 in front of the village of Ąžuolijai to clarify the situation. At Height 166.8, the reconnaissance found a field guard of the 2nd Company, which explained that the 2nd Company had to withdraw from Markūnai to Ąžuolijai because the Poles had attacked it from the rear and flank and could have cut off its retreat completely. The 3rd Squadron of Hussars, which was supposed to guard the flank, was not there, and the Poles had bypassed the 2nd Company without any difficulty. After dark, the I Battalion’s sector was positioned on the Ąžuolijai–Obeliai–northern part of Ulkiškės line. After dark, a platoon of the 1st Company withdrew from the village of Ulkiškės and took up a position in the undergrowth in front of the village.213

			

			The Attack of the III Battalion

			On 18 October at 6:00, the III Battalion took the line of departure: on the right, the 7th Company at Šklėriai was to attack the Slabada–Miškiniai railway station; the 8th Company at Karažiškės was to attack Height 166.8; the 9th Company in Barčiai was to attack the villages of Vazničionys–Peleniškės–Babriškės. The gap between the II and I Battalions was to be guarded by a platoon of the 1st Squadron of the Hussar Regiment, but it did not arrive. Thus, in order to maintain communication with the I Battalion, the commander of the III Battalion assigned a single platoon of the 7th Company. It was to attack through the village of Bajambaliai and across Heights 159.2 and 157.7, coordinating its advance with the I Battalion.

			The attack began at 06:00. The 7th Company encountered heavy fire and was unable to cross the marsh. Only after machine-gun fire had suppressed the Polish resistance did the company manage to cross the marsh at about 15:00 and occupy the village of Slabada. The 8th and 9th Companies also came under heavy shelling during the attack and suffered significant casualties. The commander of the 9th Company, First Lieutenant [Juozas] Kartanas, the commander of the 3rd Machine-gun Company, Lieutenant Rumša, and several non-commissioned officers and privates were wounded.

			The attack stalled, and the Poles, noticing this, counterattacked. Left without its company commander and having sustained heavy losses, the 9th Company began to fall back. Only the experienced marksmen among the older soldiers slowed the enemy advance with their accurate rifle fire. The 8th Company, whose own attack had also failed, withdrew together with the 9th Company.

			The battalion commander halted the retreating companies near the village of Barčiai and Height 168.1, appointed the lightly wounded commander of the 3rd Machine-gun Company, Lieutenant [Zigmas] Rumša, to take command of the 9th Company, and ordered the companies to renew the attack through the marsh in the direction of Vazničionys–Peleniškės.

			The skilled riflemen of the 8th and 9th Companies prevented the Poles from crossing the marsh at the village of Vazničionys; they suffered significant losses and stopped their counterattack. At that time, the III Battalion started to attack again and the Poles began to retreat. The 9th and 8th Companies, pursuing the retreating enemy, reached the villages of Žerebėnai and Peleniškės but were intercepted by Polish machine-gun fire. The firing was particularly heavy from the village of Žukiškės, where the Poles had apparently concentrated more of their forces. The strength of the artillery and machine-gun fire suggested that they had received reinforcements and were preparing for a counter-attack. Soon, before nightfall, the enemy pressure on the left flank of the II Battalion’s sector increased. The Poles brought in fresh units by train from Lentvaris, which advanced on the flank of the II Battalion’s 8th Company from the direction of the village of Žukiškės. The II Battalion was ordered to retreat, and the III Battalion had to withdraw at the same time.

			Under heavy enemy fire from the Trakai–Rūdiškės Highway, the III Battalion fell back through the village of Slabada. After nightfall, having evacuated all the wounded, the battalion withdrew across the marsh to the Šklėriai–Karažiškės–Barčiai line.214

			The Attack of the II Battalion

			The II Battalion left the point of departure at the village of Stanislaviškės at 6:00 and reached Markūnai at 8:00 unhindered. Outside Markūnai, it came under rifle fire from the village of Penkininkai. The 6th Company spread out and drove out the Polish guards from the village of Penkininkai, captured the village, and attacked further towards Skersabalė. The battalion met more serious resistance in the village of Skersabalė and along the Height 169.2 line and had to regroup there.

			The battalion commander ordered the 6th Company to attack along the Aukštadvaris–Trakai road and reach the southern corner of Lake Luka; the 5th Company was to attack the northern side of the highway through Height 169.2–Paežerėliai village, coordinating its attack with 6th Company; 4th Company was left in reserve and slowly advanced behind the 6th Company.

			The attack went well, and 6th Company, supported by artillery, captured the village of Skersabalė at 12:00 noon; the 5th Company took Height 169.2 and was approaching Paežerėliai. To the north of Paežerėliai, the 2nd Company of the 10th Infantry Regiment could be seen, whose task was to maintain contact with the 6th Infantry Regiment.

			At around 16:00, the 6th Company was near the village of Žaizdriai when a number of bayonets were spotted on the railway side near Žukiškės. It was a substantial Polish force advancing northwest toward the villages of Maušiškės–Skynimai. The Polish formation was in a position to get behind the 6th Company.

			

			At the same time, the 4th Company – then positioned at Maušiškės – had concentrated all its attention and fire on the III Battalion’s sector, where new Polish units had also appeared. These formations were attacking from the Aukštadvaris–Trakai highway in the direction of Peleniškės. Contact with the 2nd Company of the 10th Infantry Regiment was lost because the 10th Regiment’s battalion had shifted farther north toward Trakai.

			Assistant Regimental Commander Lieutenant Colonel [Antanas] Stapulionis, from his command post on the Aukštadvaris-Trakai highway, spotted the Polish troops attacking in the direction of Maušiškės–Skynimai and sent one rider from the reconnaissance team to the 6th Company, which was then near the village of Žaizdriai, ordering the company to quickly retreat through the sector of the 10th Infantry Regiment towards the village of Markininkai, as the road between Žaizdriai and Markūnai was under heavy shelling. The 6th Company retreated. At the same time, the 5th and 4th companies also retreated. At nightfall, the battalion retreated to Markūnai. There they dug in. The III Battalion was also forced to retreat with the II Battalion. The Poles took up their earlier position, except for in the villages of Ąžuolijai and Ulkiškės.

			The 6th Infantry Regiment suffered significant losses in the battles of 18–19 October. There were several killed and about 40 wounded.215

			3rd Infantry Regiment Battles in the Rykantai Area 

			At dawn on 15 October, the Poles attacked Height 126 with a considerable force and knocked out our guard. A little later, they began to attack along the Padvariškės–Semeniukai216–Rykantai front. The fighting lasted until late in the evening. Parts of the regiment were forced to retreat from Rykantai and take the Daubos–Alksna–Senoji Būda–Čiukiškės–Būda–Totoriškės line.217 

			On 17 October, around noon, in the Rykantai section the Polish Novogrudok Regiment was replaced by the 85th Vilnius Rifle Regiment. The II and III Battalions occupied the stretch, while the I Battalion remained in Vilnius.
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[Alt-text]: Troop movements during the Battle of the 3rd Infantry Regiment in southeastern Lithuania 



[Long description]: The map centres on Rykantai, which is located in the middle of the map. There is a railway line running diagonally through the area. Various settlements are located nearby, such as Lazdėnai, Joteliūnai and Sidaronys. The Neris River curves along the upper part of the map. 



Different style of arrows indicate military movements and defensive positions. Outlined arrows represent Lithuanian forces, while solid arrows show Polish forces. Lithuanian forces are mainly along the railway north of Rykantai, with several defensive units facing south. Polish forces are shown advancing towards Rykantai with flanking manoeuvres around the settlement. 



Forested areas are represented by dotted shading, while lakes and marshy terrain appears as shaded shapes. 



A scale bar at the bottom indicates distances from 0–3 kilometres. 



]

			The II Battalion and two companies occupied the stretch from the road of Raudonė–Rykantai– the Heights to the west of Rykantai–Balčiūnai village to the bank of the Neris. Two companies remained in Rykantai as the battalion reserve. The companies received two machine-guns each.

			This stretch of about 5 kilometres was occupied by the 7th and 6th Companies, which were using trenches left over from the First World War.

			The approach area of the stretch was slightly undulating. 100–300 metres away was a dense, coniferous forest with many ravines, which made it easy for the Lithuanians to get close and concentrate their forces for an attack.

			

			The Polish stretch in the rear was also very undulating. The village of Rykantai from north to south covered the Polish reserves from Lithuanian reconnaissance. The road and the Lentvaris–Kaišiadorys railway line ran through the sector.

			The III Battalion took the Raudonė–Šulininkai stretch with two companies and left the rest in the village of Padvariškės.

			On 17 October, the front was calm. There were only minor clashes between small units of scouts. On the night of 17–18 October, the commander of the III Battalion of the Polish Regiment ordered the 9th Company to occupy the village of Totoriškės. As soon as a Polish formation appeared from the direction of Galvė Lake, the Lithuanian 3rd Infantry Regiment unit fired heavily at it with machine-guns. The Polish platoons had already approached the Lithuanian positions at a distance of almost 300–400 metres but were forced to hold back and dig in the taken positions. With no hope of victory, the Polish battalion commander ordered the company to return.218

			On 16 October, Major Ignas Musteikis, Commander of the 3rd Division, ordered the 3rd Infantry Regiment by Telephone Order 1523 to attack and take back the lost positions. At 6:30, the regiment started its attack. This attack by the 3rd Infantry Regiment is to be regarded as a part of a joint operation by the 3rd Infantry Division of 18 October.

			At 07:00, heavy machine-gun fire from the edge of the woods in front of Rykantai village forced the Polish companies to sound the alarm. Soon afterwards, the retreating sentries and scouts reported that Lithuanian troops were approaching. The resistance of the Polish outposts forced the Lithuanians to deploy already inside the forest and bring their machine-guns into line. Shortly thereafter, the Lithuanian 3rd Company emerged at the forest’s edge, ready to attack the Polish 6th Company positioned in the village of Balčiūnai, south of Rykantai. At the same time, a Lithuanian battery located in the village of Joteliūnai also opened fire. This artillery fire, though intense, was poorly directed and caused little damage to the Polish positions.

			The Lithuanians held back in the undergrowth and did not dare to launch the attack, although a determined assault could have driven the Polish 6th Company out of its trenches.

			

			As soon as the Lithuanians began their attack, the Polish battalion commander reinforced the sector by sending half of the 8th Company to support the 7th Company and the other half to the 6th Company. When the Lithuanian pressure increased, the 5th Company was dispatched to protect the left flank of the 7th Company. The Lithuanians still hesitated to attack, waiting for the Polish fire to diminish, but the two Polish machine-guns positioned at Balčiūnai kept firing without pause, even though some members of the gun crews had been wounded.

			The Polish battery stationed near the village of Semeniukai helped the defence, especially in the 7th Company’s section, at the highway and railway line. The Polish artillery could not support the defence at Balčiūnai because the positions of both sides were close together and it was difficult to observe. The firing lasted several hours.

			A fire fight also broke out in the area of the 7th Company on the height near the church and on the outskirts of the Rykantai village. Through dense bushes, the Lithuanians crept up to within a few dozen paces of the Polish left flank positions. The platoon of the 7th Company, which was holding the height near the church, was in great danger. If the Lithuanians had dared to attack and had taken that height, they would have constituted a serious threat to the entire Polish section.

			Receiving reports that the flanks were relatively quiet, the Polish battalion commander concluded that the Lithuanians were not attacking Rykantai and Balčiūnai frontally. He requested one company from the Novogrudok Regiment battalion, which was still in Semeniukai, to launch a counterattack. At 09:00, the requested company arrived and, together with the 8th Company, set out to counterattack. The 6th and 7th Companies, positioned in the defensive line, opened heavy fire, while the manoeuvring companies advanced through the forest near the Neris River toward the Lithuanian flank. Taken by surprise, the Lithuanians offered only brief resistance before withdrawing to the Alksna and Daubos line. By 16:00, the fighting had ended.219

			On 18–19 October, the Lithuanian 3rd Infantry Division’s offensive did not achieve its goal. It was not possible to push the Polish troops behind the Trakai–Varėna railroad. However, that attack had other positive consequences for the Lithuanian army. In those days, the Poles were preparing for a major offensive in the direction of the Vilnius–Kaišiadorys railroad. For this purpose, they were concentrating their troops in the area of Rykantai, and on 18 October, they sent fresh troops from Vilnius to Rykantai by rail to reinforce the offensive.

			The attack of regiments of the 3rd Division forced the Polish command to divert the units intended for the Rykantai–Kaišiadorys offensive to Senieji Trakai and to use them in the Trakai–Rūdiškės section.

			When the attack ended, the Poles did not pursue the retreating units of the 3rd Division. They apparently did not feel strong enough to take advantage of their victory, as the Division’s attack was vigorously supported by our artillery.

			Increasing the Size of the Army

			However late, the size of our army was nevertheless increased. As early as August 1920, some men were conscripted into the army. In September, more were called up.

			The military build-up has been spurred on by the defeats of our army, particularly the Sejny catastrophe. The failures on the front made a very depressing impression on the public. As Major [Petras] Ruseckas writes,

			‘In society, and even in the halls of government, people began to appear who raised the question of how we could surrender to the Poles and dissolve our independence under the best conditions, because, according to them, as long as Lithuania still had some military power, it would be possible to negotiate something from the Poles, but later it would be too late.’220

			On 25 September, the Constituent Seimas expressed the determination to fight for independence after an extraordinary session and issued a call for the public to join the desperate struggle for Lithuania’s independence. This proclamation stirred the whole country. The Supreme Committee for the Defence of Lithuania soon spread the proclamations of the Constituent Seimas and the Committee throughout Lithuania, and immediately many Committees for the Defence of Lithuania were formed, which created a militant mood in the society. New volunteers joined the army, a large amount of clothes, food and other items were collected, and millions of donations in money and jewels were received, which were used to buy ammunition and other military supplies. American Lithuanians contributed heavily to the defence of Lithuania. The formation of riflemen and partisan units, which effectively supported the fighting army, became livelier.221

			On 1 October, the 3rd Dragoons Iron Wolf Regiment was established. It was formed from the volunteers on the initiative of a member of the Constituent Seimas, Captain Ladas Natkevičius. Captain Natkevičius was appointed commander of one of the regiment’s units. On 30 October, the 2nd Uhlan Regiment of the Lithuanian Duchess Birutė was established and Colonel Pranas Jackevičius was appointed its commander. This was the beginning of filling a major gap in our army – the lack of cavalry. 

			An entire division was being established for the infantry, the main branch of our army. On 14 October, the 11th Infantry Vilnius Regiment was formed, and on 12 October, the 12th Infantry Kaunas Regiment and the 13th Volunteer Infantry Regiment were established. Major [Juozas] Skorulis was appointed the commander of the 11th Infantry Regiment, Major [Vincas] Šaudzis was appointed commander of the 12th Infantry Regiment, and Captain [Kazys] Škirpa was given command of 13th Infantry Regiment.

			At the same time, the amount of artillery was also increased, with the creation of new batteries and reinforcing military technical units, both in means and men. All these units were organised in Kaunas, with only the 12th Infantry Regiment soon being transferred to Vilkaviškis and the 13th Infantry Regiment to Raudondvaris near Kaunas.

			The newly established units formed the reserve of our army. They were merged into 4th Division, whose commander was Lieutenant Colonel [Kazys] Ladiga. His headquarters were in Kaunas. 

			All of this was done far too late. Public opinion supported strengthening the armed forces only after the Sejny catastrophe, and the government reacted even later, only when Vilnius had already been lost and Kaunas itself was under threat. The organisation and training of these new units could not be completed before the end of the fighting with the Poles. Nevertheless, the creation of these units boosted the morale of the troops at the front. There was now a reserve force, even if not fully ready for combat. Much greater benefit would have been gained from these new units had they begun to be formed several months earlier.

			Bearing in mind the financial difficulties faced by the treasury in 1919, the government did not dare to increase military expenditure. The state saved money, but lost a considerable amount of territory. In the end, a significant portion of those savings was wasted because the introduction of our own currency came too late.222

			The First Polish Cavalry Raid

			On 17 October, the Poles not only captured Švenčionėliai, but also launched a strong offensive along the entire sector held by the Lithuanian 1st Division. Their main axes of attack followed the Vilnius–Širvintos and Vilnius–Giedraičiai roads. The fiercest fighting took place in the Sudervė–Pikeliškės sector. The advancing Polish infantry was supported by substantial artillery and armoured units.

			The units of our 1st Division, conducting delaying actions and forced at times to retreat, repeatedly fell back a few kilometres, took up new positions, and again offered determined resistance. On this front, our infantry was now defending itself not only passively but also actively, increasingly relying on manoeuvre and counterattacks. Although our units had been considerably weakened by earlier defeats and the subsequent fighting, the army’s resilience and morale continued to grow.

			Żeligowski and his staff became convinced that a direct assault would no longer allow the Poles to break through our lines. Moreover, Żeligowski feared that the Lithuanians on the Polish right flank might concentrate additional forces and launch a broader offensive. To hinder Lithuanian force concentration and to create a threat to the Lithuanian left flank, the Polish command ordered the 13th Uhlan Regiment to begin offensive operations against that sector.223

			The 13th Uhlan Regiment was commanded by the Lithuanian nobleman Lieutenant Colonel [Mścisław] Butkiewicz. Lieutenant [Stanisław] Czuczełowicz’s Squadron was also assigned to his command for the offensive. The regimental commander decided to move his unit to the right side of the Neris at Santaka, northeast of Nemenčinė. There was a railway bridge, laid with thick cobblestones there, over which not only horses but also artillery and supply train could cross. The regiment then had one more gun. Near Santaka, in the village of Druželiai, there was a convenient ford across the Žeimena River.

			At that time, one platoon of Lithuanian hussars was stationed in Nemenčinė. South of Nemenčinė was likely the squadron commanded by Czuczełowicz. The regimental commander ordered Lieutenant [Stanisław] Aleksandrowicz to proceed with a cavalry detachment toward the Nemenčinė area, locate Czuczełowicz’s squadron and direct it toward the Santaka trail, pretend to be searching for a ford near Nemenčinė in order to mislead the Lithuanians, and to determine the size of the Lithuanian garrison in Nemenčinė. To attract Lithuanian attention, the Polish detachment fired a burst of shots into Nemenčinė and lit several bonfires in the woods that evening, imitating a night camp. The next morning, the regiment marched west toward Riešė.

			The left flank of the formation was covered by Aleksandrowicz’s unit, which on the way attacked the Lithuanian hussar platoon stationed in Nemenčinė. Taken by surprise from the rear, the Lithuanian platoon withdrew from Nemenčinė.

			Throughout that day’s advance, the regiment encountered only Lithuanian outposts, whom it managed to surprise and remove. At nightfall, the regiment halted for a short rest in the Riešė–Raudondvaris area. After resting, it intended to break through the Lithuanian front, which had been reconnoitred in advance, by launching a surprise attack on the sector near the village and manor of Pikeliškės.

			The two squadrons enveloping the Vilnius–Paberžė Road were met by heavy Lithuanian infantry fire from deep, densely occupied trenches. At dawn, the Poles, supported by a single gun, tried to break through the front again, but were unable to do so. ‘We met’, says a participant in the attack, ‘a well-trained and battle-hardened enemy’.224 In these two attacks, the Polish regiment suffered five killed and seven wounded.

			After this setback, the commander of the Polish regiment decided to continue to envelop the Lithuanian left flank. The flank was guarded by hussars and the infantry of a size of a platoon. The hussars were easy to disperse. Here, as in many other cases, the Poles were helped by the consequences of the union, disastrous for Lithuania. This is acknowledged by the participant of this raid himself, who described the aide given by the local population in the following way:

			‘The proximity of Vilnius, the large number of Polish landlords and the Polish administration in these estates, polonised the rural population. They were not very sensitive to the Litvomanic movement (here the author used the already outdated term, A.R.), and welcomed us. It was from those inhabitants, who went to the market in Širvintos due to the capture of Vilnius, that we received a lot of valuable information about the positions of the Lithuanian army, especially the important information that there were prominent headquarters in the villages of Kieliai and Juodeliai.’225

			The regiment thus advanced towards Širvintos. A part of the Uhlan Regiment attacked the village of Kieliai and captured the commander of the artillery divizion, Major [Vytautas] Kapciukas. In his files, maps were found that showed the deployment of the units of the artillery divizion and other valuable information.

			An even more important treasure fell to the Poles in the village of Juodeliai, where the headquarters of the 1st Infantry Division was located. The headquarters were caught unaware, yet the soldiers and officers resisted, and several Lithuanian soldiers were killed there.226

			The division’s commander General [Stasys] Nastopka was hiding in the attic of a house, but his general’s uniform hanging on a chair betrayed him. Some of the staff officers and soldiers were also taken prisoner, while others were lucky enough to escape. According to Polish sources, the Chief of Staff of the Division was also taken prisoner, but this is not true. The chief of staff, First Lieutenant [Juozas] Lanskoronskis, managed to escape capture. According to the Poles, the booty consisted of the divisional staff office with files and maps, one general, four staff officers and three captains, 80 non-commissioned officers and privates, a radio station, a car, carts, a supply train, food supplies, three English motorcycles, and over 50 riding horses with harnesses. However, many privates, non-commissioned officers and officers, following General Nastopka’s example, managed to hide in the houses and other buildings of a large village, especially as the population was favourable to them. According to the Polish Major Aleksandrowicz,

			‘The inhabitants of both villages, the “Lithuanian” ones, were on the side of their own. Here, the movement of “Litvomania” has sown and reaped its fruits.’227

			After capturing the Lithuanian headquarters at nightfall on 21 October, the Polish regiment with all its loot camped for the night 6–7 kilometres away in two villages by the forest. On 22 October, both commanders of the headquarters were taken to Vilnius. The regiment moved back to the Riešė–Verkiai area and then south of Paberžė.228

			The breakthrough of the Polish cavalry to the rear, the breakdown of communication with Kaunas, and the threat from the open left flank of the army forced the Lithuanian command to regroup the front, especially the 1st Infantry Division. Not knowing the real situation and having exaggerated knowledge of the number of Polish cavalry, some units retreated on their own initiative. Parts of the 1st Division retreated to the Kernavė–Skėteriai (east of Musninkai)–Puoriai–Kant­ramiškis–Avižonys–Ramaškonys (all these villages a little south of Širvintos)–Giedraičiai–Dubingiai line.229

			The front on the right side of the Neris River, occupied by the 1st Infantry Division, continued to be quite busy. The 3rd Division’s front also saw a number of clashes with the Poles, but it was much quieter in comparison.

			The Second Breakthrough of the Polish Cavalry

			With their first breakthrough into the rear of the Lithuanian army, the Poles caused considerable anxiety in our units and achieved certain territorial gains largely for that reason alone. However, this operation ordered by General Żeligowski failed to seize the key strategic points in the region and therefore did not solidify the Polish defensive line. Żeligowski’s forces still felt insecure and feared a real or perceived concentration of Lithuanian troops in the Širvintos–Musninkai–Želva triangle. A strike from this area against the thin Polish cordon front would once again have placed Vilnius in immediate danger.

			Żeligowski kept his reserves close to Vilnius so that he could repel an attack should the city itself come under direct threat. For political reasons, Piłsudski was unwilling to send Żeligowski additional ‘rebellious’ units, even though some had already been freed from the Bolshevik front.

			Since the frontline units were still occupied with organising defences in the newly seized territory, General Żeligowski decided to send a reinforced 13th Uhlan Regiment to the Želva area in order to pre-empt the alleged Lithuanian troop concentration. At that time, the regiment was resting in villages south of Paberžė.230

			On 26 October, the regiment started its advance and it enveloped the left flank of the 1st Division, forced our troops to withdraw from Giedraičiai, and captured Videniškiai and Želva the next day. Polish cavalry broke through the front between Širvintos and Dubingiai. On 28 October, the Commander of the 1st Division ordered the commander of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, First Lieutenant Balnas, to capture Želva as his main priority and push the Poles towards Giedraičiai. The battalion, formed from the 8th and 9th Companies, was withdrawn from its sector, as the division had no reserves. After marching through the entire night of 28–29 October, the battalion reached the town of Želva at dawn, but found no Polish troops there. They spent the night in villages north of Želva.

			Turning onto the road toward Giedraičiai, the battalion surprised a sleeping Polish squadron in the village of Bikoniai. The alarm was sounded only when the battalion had approached to within 100–150 metres of the village. The battalion assaulted the village and captured 86 saddled Polish horses and 12 prisoners. The squadron quickly withdrew and immediately set up a heavy machine-gun on a bush-covered rise near the village. Two other squadrons, which had been bivouacked nearby, heard the firing and hurried at once to assist their comrades. The battalion withdrew and halted in the village of Paškonys.231

			The III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, under the command of Captain [Edvardas] Noreika, was hastily directed to the Želva area. It should be noted that the 2nd Infantry Regiment was the one that suffered the most in the Sejny Disaster. On 22 September, only 290 soldiers remained in the regiment. At the beginning of September, the regiment had received another 300 recruits, who were divided into companies. Only 20 seasoned soldiers were left in the I and II Battalions. On 1 October 1920, the 2nd Infantry Regiment had 22 officers, three auxiliary officers, one doctor, 590 soldiers, 14 machine-guns, 87 horses, 33 carts, and five field kitchens. The regiment was reorganised into only two battalions. The I Battalion consisted of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Combat Companies with 60 new recruits in each. The 7th Company of the III Battalion had 90 seasoned soldiers. This company, which guarded Polish prisoners, was replaced by the 4th Company on the night of 24–25 October. The 8th and 9th Companies each had 60 soldiers, half of them seasoned and half of them new. The regiment had a non-commissioned officers’ school. It was enlarged to 130 with new recruits. In October, the 1st and 3rd Machine-gun Companies were reconstituted. The soldiers for them were taken from the combat companies. The I Battalion was commanded by Captain [Augustas] Kynas, while the III was commanded by Captain Noreika.

			The regiment was regarded as unfit for combat in every respect: it lacked proper equipment and clothing. Deficiencies existed in every area. For example, the regiment had enough rifles, but many soldiers had no bayonets. As for uniforms, the recruits had received only caps. The soldiers wore their own civilian clothing, and some were very poorly dressed – even barefoot.

			On 24 October, the 2nd Infantry Regiment, which had been holding the demarcation line in the Vištytis–Kalvarija sector, was relieved by the 8th Infantry Regiment. The 2nd Infantry Regiment was transferred to Jonava, where it remained from 26 to 28 October.

			On 28 October between 17:00 and 18:00, the regiment received an order from the General Staff to move to Ukmergė as quickly as possible. Both battalions arrived there on 29 October between 14:00 and 15:00.

			In Ukmergė, preparations for withdrawal were already underway. The front from Širvintos to Dubingiai had been broken. At divisional headquarters, the regimental and battalion commanders were briefed on the situation. The headquarters had no information about the enemy – nor did it know much about its own units.232

			The following order was given to the regiment:

			

			‘1920-X-29, 14:00

			Div. HQ

			Telephone Order No 32

			To the Commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment,

			The Poles, pushing our left flank with considerable force from Giedraičiai in a northerly direction, reached the area of Paželviai and Videniškiai. A battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment is operating against them from Paželviai. From Molėtai, three companies of the 9th Infantry Regiment are operating against the Poles in the direction of Giedraičiai. You are to send one battalion, through Pašešuolė towards Paželviai, to link up with the units of the 7th Infantry Regiment operating there and jointly drive the enemy in the direction of Giedraičiai. Additionally, you are to link up with parts of the 9th Infantry Regiment and the 7th Infantry Regiment, whose left flank is at Šešuoliai.

			Maintain tight contact with Divisional HQ.

			Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius’233

			The divisional commander verbally ordered the regimental commander to stay in Ukmergė. On 29 October at 16:00, the III Battalion was sent towards Želva. The battalion had three combat companies, one machine-gun company, eight officers, 200 bayonets, and seven machine-guns. The commander was Captain Noreika.

			At 15:45, the regimental commander received an order from the divisional commander to place one battalion in reserve in the Vidiškiai district. Based on the order given to him, the regimental commander wrote this order:

			‘Captain Noreika and four companies of the III Battalion are to leave Vilkmergė [Ukmergė] no later than 16:00 on 29 October for Poszeszolka [Pašešuolė] towards Poželva [Paželviai]. They are to meet up with the units of 7th Infantry Regiment’s operating there and report on the situation immediately, after which further orders will be given at once ...’

			‘Captain Kynas and four companies of the I Battalion and the non-commissioned officers’ school are to leave Vilkmergė for the area of Vidiškiai, where, after stopping, are to establish outpost at Gut Radischewka [Radiškis Manor] and Gut Nidoki [Lyduokiai Manor] and send a signal to the III Battalion towards Poželva [Paželviai]’.234

			

			The I Battalion and the NCO school left Ukmergė at 17:00 and reached Vidiškiai three hours later. The battalion consisted of 220 bayonets, five officers, and six machine-guns.

			The III Battalion left Ukmergė at 16:00 as ordered. Marching with an advance guard, it reached the village of Butkūnai at midnight, where it halted and sent out a reconnaissance patrol. The battalion commander had no information about the enemy or about the battalions of the 7th and 9th Infantry Regiments.

			29 October was quite cold and windy; toward evening it began to snow and the temperature dropped sharply. The soldiers of the battalion and of the non-commissioned officers’ school were poorly clothed. Only half of the III Battalion’s men had uniforms. The battalion had completed a 44-kilometre march, having already been on foot since Jonava. The soldiers did not complain of fatigue, but they did complain about the cold.

			Captain Noreika’s scouts made contact with the guard detachments of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment. From these troops and from local residents, information was obtained about the enemy and about the units of the 9th Infantry Regiment. Having received this intelligence, Captain Noreika immediately sent out a strong reconnaissance toward Želva at 01:00 on 30 October and dispatched the following message to the commander of the III Battalion, 7th Infantry Regiment: 

			‘To the Commander in Paszkance [Paškonys]

			30 October 1920 at 1:00

			I billeted with the battalion in Butkuny [Butkūnai] and sent a reconnaissance party to Pozelva [Paželviai].

			Please inform me of the situation on the front and which locations you are in. Do the same for where the enemy is and which locations he is in.

			Commander of III Battalion, 2nd Infantry Regiment

			Cap. Noreika’

			Having found out that the battalion of 2nd Infantry Regiment had arrived in Butkūnai village, the commander of the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant Balnas, sent Captain Noreika this message:

			‘To the Commander of the III Battalion, 2nd Infantry Regiment

			1920 X-30-1:00

			With this, I ask you to come to me in the village of Paškance [Paškonys] together with my two riders, where I will be able to give you proper orientation, as I have been conducting operations in this sector. I now have the task of advancing in coordination with you. Once you arrive, we will agree on joint action. I await you.

			Commander, III Battalion 7th Infantry Regiment

			First Lieutenant Balnas’

			Because the orderlies passed each other on the road, and after a further exchange of messages, the meeting did not take place until dawn on 30 October. The two battalion commanders then agreed to act together. The axis of attack was to be toward Giedraičiai. Captain Noreika was to attack from Butkūnai village through Mateikiškiai and Karališkiai toward the village of Pusnė, while First Lieutenant Balnas was to advance from Paškonys via Želva, Bikoniai, and Bastūnai, also toward Pusnė. The two battalions were to link up in Pusnė, where the battalion commanders would decide on the further course of action. The attack was to be supported by a unit of the 9th Infantry Regiment. The assault was scheduled to begin at 20:00 on 30 October.

			In the Želva area, the Polish 13th Uhlan Regiment was operating, while a battalion of the 201st Infantry Regiment was positioned in the Mateikiškiai–Dvareliškiai sector. Observing the movement of our troops and anticipating an attack, the Poles regrouped their forces on 30 October: they withdrew part of the 201st Infantry Regiment to the Dūdėnai area and the 13th Uhlan Regiment to the Pusnė area. On the night of 30 October, Captain Noreika seized the village of Mateikiškiai and sent scouts to Karališkiai, Dvareliškiai, and nearby villages, but he did not advance further and remained in Mateikiškiai.

			
				
					

					manoeuvre of Captain Noreika and Senior Lieutenant Balnas
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[Alt-text]: Manoeuvre movements of Lithuanian units of Captain Noreika and Senior Lieutenant Balnas 

[Long description]: The map depicts battalion movements during operation in the area west of Giedraičiai. There are several settlements connected by local roads, such as Paškonys, Šešuoliai and Želva. Small lakes and wooded areas are shown as shaded shapes. 

Arrows indicate troop movements and manoeuvre directions. The map shows several labelled Lithuanian infantry formations. These units move from positions around Paškonys, Šešuoliai and Želva, advancing southeastward and southward through villages, such as Mateikiškiai, Kiroliškės, and Rubikonys. The manoeuvres show coordinated movements approaching Giedraičiai. 

A scale bar at the bottom indicates distances from 0–6 kilometres. 
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			At that time Lieutenant Balnas, as agreed, on 30 October at 20:00, left the village of Paškoniai. At about 23:00 he crossed Želva and, not finding any Poles there, moved in the direction of Giedraičiai. When he found out that Polish cavalry were camped in the village of Bastūnai, he attacked the village. Caught by surprise, the Poles ran away but quickly regained their composure and began to attack Lieutenant Balnas battalion’s flanks. Lieutenant Balnas, without communication with Captain Noreika and not knowing what the latter was doing, retreated towards Želva and stopped in the village of Bikoniai. Meanwhile, Captain Noreika left Mateikiškiai at 4:00 on 31 October via Dvareliškiai and Karališkiai towards Pusnė. In Pusnė, the battalion met Polish cavalry, about 2–3 squadrons, who were retreating from Bastūnai along the road to Giedraičiai.

			Captain Noreika ordered the 7th Company to attack the village of Pusnė from the left, the 9th Company to attack it from the right from the front, and the 8th Company was left in the battalion reserve. The Poles followed the movements of the 7th Company closely. Both sides were in a hurry to seize Height 153, which was located to the north of the village of Pusnė, and made a dash for that height. The platoon of the 7th Company was the first to arrive, but the Poles came right after. A bayonet fight was expected, but the Poles withdrew. The 7th Company pursued the Poles. On the right, the village was attacked by the 9th Company of 2nd Infantry Regiment, led by First Lieutenant [Juozas] Andriūnas. With that company went the 3rd Machine-gun Company, commanded by Lieutenant [Antanas] Šova. Without waiting for orders, he moved with a detachment of the machine-gun company to the Polish flank and opened fire. At the same time, Lieutenant Andriūnas attacked the village from the front. The engagement took place right beside the village of Pusnė. The Poles began to retreat. Lieutenant Šova was wounded while assaulting the village. The fighting occurred at sunrise and lasted about an hour. The Poles withdrew, and Noreika pursued them.

			Around 12:00, two companies of the 9th Infantry Regiment arrived from Šešuoliai to Dūdėnai and linked up with the battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment. These companies then attacked and captured the village of Dūdėnai. Captain Noreika gave the following attack orders: the 9th Company was to advance along the road toward Seirūnai Manor, Height 154, Bekupė Manor, and Giedraičiai; the 7th Company was to advance on the left of the 9th Company, to Kalnai, Juozapava Manor, and Martiniškės Manor.

			The Poles fired guns at the attacking Lithuanians. Since the Lithuanians had few machine-guns, few trained machine-gunners, and no artillery at all, it was only by a sudden attack and rapid movement that they could win. The commanders of the 7th and 9th Companies were well aware of this.

			Between 12:00 and 13:00, Captain Noreika’s battalion started to attack in the direction of Giedraičiai. Lieutenant Andriūnas and the 9th Company advanced, and the 9th Infantry Regiment battalion on the right began to advance as well. Soon, the border of the Seirūnai Manor and the Kalnai Homestead was reached. The village of Padvariai, as well as the manors of Juozapava and Bekupė, were taken. Being squeezed from both sides, the Poles retreated towards Giedraičiai.

			Captain Noreika expected to hold that line overnight and did not anticipate a Polish counterattack. However, Polish forces concentrated in the town of Giedraičiai launched an assault. The 13th Uhlan Regiment attacked Bekupė Manor from the right out of the forest, while the 201st Infantry Kaunas Regiment attacked from the left from the direction of Jaurai.

			To support the threatened left flank, Captain Noreika sent First Lieutenant Andriūnas’ 9th Company, which quickly left Bekupė Manor toward Karklynė and Jaurai, moving in dense formation behind the 7th Company’s sector. Ignoring warnings, First Lieutenant Andriūnas led the company in close order to the small wood near Juozapava Manor. A few volleys were fired at the company from there, and several soldiers were killed or wounded. As usual undaunted, Andriūnas restored order with a firm voice. The company wheeled right toward the enemy and began to attack. The Poles fired nervously and to little effect; some had already started to run when they saw the Lithuanian bayonets gleaming.

			

			A Polish bullet mortally wounded First Lieutenant Andriūnas. The company fell into confusion. With no one to rally them, the men began to run. A little later, Senior NCO Kasperaitis gathered the company and, on Captain Noreika’s orders, took up the designated positions.

			The commander of the 7th Company, First Lieutenant [Andrius] Butkevičius, had occupied the height to the left of Bekupė Manor. He assigned Lieutenant [Martynas] Jakobsonas with a platoon to guard his left flank. Jakobsonas had a light machine-gun under Senior NCO [Albertas] Stankevičius. Pressed by stronger Polish forces from the front and from the flank, Lieutenant Jakobsonas fell back past the 7th Company, whose commander supported the withdrawal with fire. When the Poles drove a company of the 9th Infantry Regiment out of Bekupė Manor, the 7th Company came under pressure from both sides and began to be cut up. Captain Noreika, however, managed to organise support in time, emplacing heavy machine-guns on Height 154 near the Kalnai Homestead; their fire enabled the troops under attack on both flanks to withdraw safely.

			Upon receiving the order to retreat, Stankevičius replied that he would hold the Poles and would not fall back. He allowed the attacking Poles to come close and, firing his light machine-gun in bursts of 10–15 rounds, pinned them to the ground. When he ran out of ammunition, Stankevičius picked up his gun and walked calmly back toward his own lines – where he was struck down by Polish bullets.

			The battalion had a high number of fallen and wounded. Most of the wounded remained on the battlefield. The Poles also suffered heavy casualties. The battalion retreated to the Seirūnai Manor–Kalnai Homestead line. Soon after, around 16:00–17:00, the 7th Infantry Regiment Battalion, i.e., the 8th and 9th Companies, arrived on the battlefield. After familiarising himself with the situation, the commander of this battalion, First Lieutenant Balnas, vigorously attacked the Poles from the left flank of the 2nd Regiment in the direction of Jaurai–Padvaroniai. The Poles retreated, but soon the attack halted, and it was getting dark. After moving slightly forward, Lieutenant Balnas’ battalion retreated and camped near the village of Čivyliai, on the left flank of our units, at 19:00.

			The III Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment retreated to a position at Šiupieniai Manor. The 7th and 9th Companies were taken to Okraspolė Manor for rest. The battalion of 9th Infantry Regiment took the sector to the right of the 2nd Infantry Regiment Battalion on the Želva Road–Giedraičiai and Dūdoniai villages line.

			

			After the fighting, Captain Noreika reported the following to the regimental commander:

			‘31/X-20 at 18:00.

			To the Commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment

			I report that after a heavy engagement the enemy counterattacked, and I was forced to fall back with heavy losses. I am now positioned to the rear of the village of Seiriūnai on Height 184. The men are utterly exhausted, and I do not know whether I can hold this sector. Our neighbours are in complete disorder; worst of all, there are too many commanders – no one knows who is subordinate to whom, and where there are many commanders, there will always be difficulties.

			Please send the field kitchens to the village of Pusnė. In the fighting, during the enemy assault near Bekupė Manor, the commander of the 9th Company, Lieutenant Andriūnas, was killed. I am now at the Kraspole [Okraspolė] Manor with the remnants of the 7th and 9th Companies.

			Commander, III Battalion, Captain Noreika’

			During the night, those soldiers who were lightly wounded returned from the battlefield to Šiupieniai Manor. Among them was Sergeant Petkevičius, a senior NCO of the 7th Company, of 2nd Infantry Regiment. He reported to the commander of the 8th Company Lieutenant [Vladas] Olšauskas that the Poles had retreated and reminded him to send men to collect the wounded and dead. Lieutenant Olšauskas sent soldiers to the battlefield but did not pay attention to the report about the Polish withdrawal and did not inform the battalion commander.

			The Poles, apparently influenced by the counterattack of a battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, withdrew hastily from Giedraičiai and bivouacked in the Grinciškės area. In their night withdrawal, they left behind many wounded in Giedraičiai, most of them Lithuanians. After the Poles departed, the head of the Giedraičiai school, Mrs. [Malvina] Valeikienė, took all the wounded into her care. She also located and brought in those who were lying wounded on the battlefield.

			On 1 November, the battalion commanders had agreed to continue the offensive against the Poles, but since the enemy withdrew from Giedraičiai during the night, the town was taken without a fight. After occupying Giedraičiai, our units halted. On 2 November, a battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment moved to the Molėtai–Dubingiai sector, while a battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment had already gone on 1 November to the Širvintos sector, under its regimental commander. During the night of 2 November, the I Battalion of the 2nd Infantry Regiment and the 5th Battery also arrived in Giedraičiai from Vidiškiai. Major Petruitis, commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, arrived and, as regimental commander, assumed command of this front.235

			In the Želva–Giedraičiai operation, eight Lithuanian companies, the Polish 13th Uhlan Regiment, and one battalion of the 201st Infantry Regiment took part, including one light battery. The artillery was not available to us in these operations. The Poles outnumbered Lithuanians. They had a large number of killed and wounded.236

			The actions of the Polish 13th Uhlan Regiment, which broke into the rear of our army for the second time, give rise to the following observations:

			
					Major Aleksandrowicz, a participant in the second raid of the Polish 13th Uhlan Regiment, writes in the previously cited article that the main aim of the raid was to eliminate the danger to Żeligowski’s army from the Lithuanian forces allegedly concentrated in the Želva area. In fact, before the Uhlan Regiment began its raid, no such concentration of Lithuanian troops had taken place in the Želva area. Our forces were gathered there only after the Uhlan Regiment had already broken through the demarcation line.

					The same author claims that the Polish Uhlan Regiment applied a tactic of attrition – its individual squadrons penetrating between Lithuanian groupings, withdrawing when they met infantry resistance, and then harassing the next unit they encountered. A review of the actions of our battalions suggests, however, that the Polish cavalry had few opportunities to apply such a tactic of demoralisation: our units had seized the initiative and were pressing both Polish cavalry and infantry back toward Giedraičiai.

					This second Uhlan raid made even clearer that the farther north one went, the less the Lithuanian population was influenced by the centuries-old Unionist spirit, and the more difficult conditions became for the Poles – and correspondingly easier for our own forces. The same Polish major asserts that the population showed ‘passive resistance’.

			

			‘They tolerated our presence with their behaviour,’ says the same Major, ‘but we felt that we were unwelcome guests. By their very nature and their loyalty to their priestly policy, we were invaders. Although the older generation knew both Polish and Russian, when asked in those languages, they laconically replied “Nesuprantu” [I do not understand]. When asked in Lithuanian, laconic or banal answers were given. They did not want to charge money and take receipts for food and feed but simply removed the locks from the doors of the barns. Ignoring us, they let us have our own way, only observing closely that no fires be started.’

			
					The Poles had to suffer even more from the Lithuanian partisans.

			

			‘We had losses due to their partisan franc-tireurs,’ says the same author, ‘They followed us from behind cover, firing on us from the edges of the forests or from behind the swamps. Captured with a gun in their hands and sentenced to be shot, they would not allow themselves to be blindfolded. They died bravely and with dignity, giving their lives to the cause of separation and independence.’

			Influenced by this experience, this author came to the following conclusion:

			‘This raid has made it abundantly clear that our policy is either so poor or so overdue that no amount of military action can fix it. Poland may have been a multinational state, but it could not afford to allow “national” chauvinism.’

			A few observations concerning the actions of our battalions:

			

			
					The main weakness in the battalions’ actions was the absence of a common commander. In the operation against the Polish 13th Uhlan Regiment and an infantry battalion, our battalion commanders had to reach agreements among themselves.

					The battalions’ actions were not always coordinated. At times, even when agreements had been made, the battalion commanders did not adhere strictly to them.

					This operation again revealed chronic shortcomings in our army: lack of coordination, poor intelligence, and weak communications.

					Despite these shortcomings – and despite the enemy’s markedly superior strength237 – our battalions fulfilled their mission: the Polish units were pushed back beyond Giedraičiai.

					The reasons for this local success, achieved only with difficulty and at considerable cost to both sides, are likely twofold: manoeuvre and determination to win. Confronted with Żeligowski’s numerically superior forces, our units were increasingly reluctant to limit themselves to passive defence; instead, they manoeuvred more boldly and sought to seize the initiative. This operation may be regarded as one link in the chain of our army’s steadily growing combativeness. Another positive factor in the strengthening of our army’s fighting capacity was the rising determination to prevail. The wave of ardent patriotism sweeping the country also influenced the army. In Żeligowski’s forces, meanwhile, the opposite tendency was evident – a steadily increasing reluctance to fight.

					There was a growing tendency, both in our army and in Żeligowski’s, to be satisfied with local gains alone without expanding them into a larger operation. This shows that there was a developing balance of forces: the Poles outnumbered the Lithuanians in manpower and weapons while the Lithuanians were superior to the Poles in fighting spirit and determination to win.

			

			The Response of the League of Nations to Żeligowski’s Adventurism

			Żeligowski’s ‘mutiny’ and the capture of Vilnius provoked a lively response both in Poland itself, in the Entente countries, and in the League of Nations. The Polish government denied having any involvement in Żeligowski’s actions. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs maintained that it would continue to pursue the same policy toward Lithuania as before, as if nothing had changed in relations between the two countries. On the very day Żeligowski captured Vilnius, Foreign Minister [Eustachy] Sapieha telegraphed Kaunas that he was willing to continue negotiations on extending the demarcation line agreed upon in Suwałki. In conversations with the foreign diplomats accredited in Warsaw, he hypocritically expressed deep indignation at Żeligowski’s actions. Soon, however, within official Polish circles, more and more justifications for Żeligowski began to appear, even as they continued to deny any connection with him.

			The Polish press and public were generally pleased that Żeligowski had taken Vilnius, though critical voices were not lacking. The Endecja and circles close to it were dissatisfied that Vilnius had not been simply annexed to Poland.

			Of the major Entente powers, only the United States showed no interest in Żeligowski’s march. France displayed its habitual tolerance of Poland’s imperial ambitions, although it indicated that such actions by the Polish government placed France itself in an awkward position. That is because England did not support Poland’s imperialist policy, and France, needing England for the implementation of the Treaty of Versailles, had to take England’s views into account.

			Britain opposed Żeligowski’s action. At British initiative, on 12 October the British and French representatives in Warsaw delivered to Piłsudski, on behalf of their governments, a declaration which stated, among other things: ‘It is a matter both of loyalty and of political wisdom for the French and British Governments to guarantee Lithuania the possession of Vilnius, its capital, regardless of any demands for restitution (revindication) that may be made by the Polish nation or by Marshal Piłsudski.’

			The declaration recalled the assurances Poland had given to the Entente and to the League of Nations, and expressed the hope that the League’s arbitration would be able to resolve the matter justly. Poland was also warned to refrain from pursuing such a reckless policy.238

			Nevertheless, the Western powers were poorly informed about events in Eastern Europe. The diplomatic note of 12 October illustrates this: drafted in Paris on 7 October, it was already outdated by the time it was delivered.239

			Piłsudski was not intimidated by the Entente’s warnings. He told the French and British representatives that it was his will and duty to ensure that the inhabitants of the Vilnius region had the freedom to determine their own fate – referring here to Żeligowski’s actions. Piłsudski even threatened that he would resign from his post and personally go to defend the freedom of Vilnius by other means.

			On 14 October, the Polish government replied to the 12 October Note referring to the right of the inhabitants of the Vilnius region to freely decide their fate and even threatened the Entente that its attempt to resolve the Vilnius question would only cause disturbances such as those caused by Żeligowski’s troops. The note, finally, implored the English and French governments not to create any new obstacles for the reconstruction of a reunited Poland.240

			The British were extremely angry at Żeligowski’s aggression, but they did not know what to do. According to Lord Curzon’s remark, ‘We are just idly waving our hands and trying to hide our impotence’.241

			On 15 October, a mission of the League of Nations Control Commission arrived in Warsaw. The Chairman of the Commission, Colonel [Pierre] Chardigny, energetically demanded that Żeligowski be blockaded from the Polish side. Had this demand – apparently suggested by the Lithuanians – been carried out, Żeligowski would not have been able to hold out even for a couple of weeks, for it was mainly Poland that supplied him with food, ammunition, and even additional troops. This demand was firmly rejected by the Poles.242

			During these days, the Entente’s attitude began to soften. The Polish government’s uncompromising position forced the Entente to adopt a more conciliatory stance. The French government began to support the Polish approach. The French were evidently concerned that, through negotiations with the Russians, the Poles might tie down their forces along the demarcation line and thus help [Pyotr Nikolayevich] Wrangel to hold out in Crimea. France had a strong interest in a White victory in Russia and in Russia repaying its debts to France. In order to secure Polish assistance on this matter, the French began openly supporting Poland on the Vilnius question. Within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Polishness of Vilnius and France’s desire that the city belong to Poland were being discussed with increasing frankness.243

			When the British asked them to withdraw diplomatic representatives from Warsaw, the French said they would not do so. Paris even questioned the effectiveness of the protests to the Polish Foreign Minister, as Sapieha had not been involved in Żeligowski’s actions. Both France and England agreed that it might even be dangerous if Sapieha or Piłsudski were to resign. Paris and London were satisfied with a new note to Warsaw on 18 October244 that called on the Polish government to renounce Żeligowski. Such a renunciation would be considered satisfactory to the League of Nations. In reply, the Polish Foreign Ministry declared that it would support any effort to settle the Vilnius question ‘in accordance with the principles of justice and complete impartiality’. The French were extremely pleased with these Polish declarations and assurances, and the English, not wishing to face a severe rebuff, agreed to entrust the whole matter to the League of Nations.245

			[Ignacy] Paderewski, Poland’s representative to the League of Nations, was never inclined to support Piłsudski’s bold opposition; he much preferred to work in harmony with the great Western powers. So, Piłsudski also appointed Professor [Szymon] Askenazy as an additional representative to the League of Nations.

			On 25 October, the Lithuanian–Polish case was opened by the League of Nations in Brussels. At that meeting, Leon Bourgeois, President of the League of Nations, gave a broad outline of the progress of the case since 4 September 1920, the date when the Polish government addressed the League of Nations. Bourgeois stressed that the solemn promises made in the presence of the League of Nations should be fulfilled and that the authority of the League should not be compromised.

			At the meeting of 26 October, [Paul] Hymans, at the head of the Belgian Presidency, asked the parties to explain the events since the last resolution of the League of Nations on 20 September. Professor Askenazy argued that the events which had led the Polish government to appeal to the League of Nations on 4 September were now a matter of the past, and that the request for League mediation was therefore no longer relevant. The preliminary Polish–Russian peace had meanwhile been signed in Riga. The Russians had ceded to Poland the same territory they had previously ceded to Lithuania, thereby nullifying the provisions of the Treaty of Moscow. Although Żeligowski had acted on his own responsibility, the Warsaw government regarded the State of Central Lithuania as an expression of the will of the inhabitants of Vilnius. Peace between Warsaw and Kaunas, Askenazy maintained, had been established by the Treaty of Suwałki, and the League of Nations now had nothing further to do.

			Professor [Augustinas] Voldemaras, the Lithuanian representative, took the diametrically opposite position. He sought to demonstrate that the Polish government was directly supporting Żeligowski. Voldemaras stressed that Żeligowski, encouraged by the Polish government, was preparing a march on Kaunas. On this basis he vigorously requested the Council of the League of Nations to convene a plenary session of the League in order to impose on Poland the sanctions provided for in Article 16 of the League Covenant.

			

			Responding to the evasions of the Polish representative, [Arthur James] Balfour stated that Poland was attempting to avoid the intervention of the very League of Nations whose assistance it had itself sought. He was not persuaded by the arguments advanced by Askenazy. Balfour was supported by [Léon] Bourgeois, who declared that it was unacceptable for one of the two states that had entrusted their dispute to the League to withdraw unilaterally.

			Although the members of the Council of the League of Nations rejected Voldemaras’s request to impose sanctions on Poland, they nevertheless felt compelled to act. Since both sides referred to the will of the people, the Council seized upon that concept. On 27 October, Hymans submitted a draft resolution declaring that ‘we protest’ against the use of force in Vilnius and calling for the evacuation of Żeligowski’s army. The draft further proposed that the inhabitants of the disputed territory should be consulted within an area determined by the League Council, under the supervision of the League of Nations. The Council adopted this resolution on 28 October.

			Although both sides, in principle, did not want a plebiscite, they formally accepted the Council’s proposal. The Poles pressed for the issue to be resolved as quickly as possible. They objected to the withdrawal of Żeligowski’s forces and proposed instead that his troops be transformed into a militia to assist the League of Nations in conducting the plebiscite. They also demanded that the plebiscite area be extended to include the environs of Kaunas, where the proportion of Polish inhabitants was higher.

			The Lithuanians were opposed to any plebiscite at all. Voldemaras agreed to accept the Council’s resolution – almost certainly without consulting his government. Although the plebiscite was viewed unfavourably in Kaunas, the cabinet of ministers agreed on 1 November to accept the plebiscite plan, not wishing to offend the Council, but only under two conditions: first, that Żeligowski withdraw from Vilnius; and second, that Lithuania be granted de jure recognition before the population could be consulted.

			Besides these principal conditions, the Lithuanians advanced additional demands. Since the Poles had occupied Vilnius for a full year, the Lithuanians would need time to counteract the effects of Polish propaganda. Moreover, as Vilnius was the historic capital of Lithuania, it was inappropriate, they argued, to include it within the territory designated for the plebiscite. The Lithuanians therefore proposed that only the population in the areas south of the line established by the Treaty of Suwałki should be consulted. Thus, the Lithuanians too were determined not to acknowledge any connection between Żeligowski’s actions and the proposal to conduct a plebiscite.246

			On 7 November 1920, the two Polish representatives, Paderewski and Askenazy, handed a note to the President of the Council of the League of Nations stating that Poland had agreed to the plebiscite and setting the conditions for the plebiscite.

			On 6 November, Voldemaras also had handed in a short note to the President of the Council Bourgeois, agreeing to accept the Council’s proposal. Soon afterwards, Count [Alfredas] Tiškevičius delivered a letter to the Secretary-General of the League of Nations, [Sir Eric] Drummond, explaining in more detail the conditions demanded by the Lithuanians.247

			The League of Nations, believing or pretending to believe, that both sides wanted a plebiscite, began to prepare for it. This task fell to the Control Commission of the League of Nations, whose chairman, [Pierre] Chardigny, sent letters from Warsaw on 10 November to the Lithuanian and Polish governments. He demanded that both the Lithuanians and Żeligowski refrain from offensive operations and from the use of aircraft. The suspension of offensive action was to serve as the precondition for a ceasefire. The Control Commission regarded a ceasefire as establishing the conditions necessary for preparing the plebiscite.

			On 17 November, Chardigny reported from Kaunas to the Polish government that the Lithuanians were prepared to accept his proposal, provided that General Żeligowski also agreed. Since the forces of Central Lithuania continued their offensive actions, Chardigny pressed the Polish government to take more vigorous measures to compel Żeligowski’s compliance.248

			The Collapse of Żeligowski’s Army 

			Since the hostilities lasted longer than expected and no decisive superiority had been achieved, on 1 November Żeligowski issued a decree calling up eight annual classes of conscripts – those born in 1893–1900. Implementing this decree, however, proved far from easy. The Central Lithuanian Army already suffered acute shortages, especially in clothing and rations. In its 28 October situation report, the Central Lithuania High Command wrote: ‘The severe shortage of clothing greatly hampers service. Footwear, greatcoats, and warm underclothes must be replenished urgently.’ Forage was also lacking – horses began to die in large numbers.

			The Vilnius region was economically backward and, still suffering from wartime privation, could not furnish the necessary supplies. The only hope was assistance from Warsaw. The Polish authorities – while publicly denying involvement – supported Central Lithuania as far as they could with food, ammunition, and troops. So-called ‘control points’ were indeed established, but efforts were made to circumvent them. The previously mentioned Lieutenant Grodzki, who defected to our side, testified that ammunition was hauled through Vilnius at night while officers of the Control Commission were being lavishly entertained at the Hotel George; rail consignments arriving from Poland were off-loaded before Lida onto relay wagons and lorries, which then proceeded toward Vilnius by secondary roads.249

			Żeligowski received from Poland new army formations which also had to play the role of ‘mutineers’. For example, a squadron of six planes was sent to Vilnius, which was reported as follows by 2nd Army Command:

			‘...the reconnaissance squadron which left for Maladzyechna on 27.X.1920 has not arrived to this day. It is probable that this squadron, composed of “Kresovtsy”, having learned that the Lithuanians were bombing Vilnius, defected to General Żeligowski’s rebel army.’

			The commander of one of the railway companies sent to Żeligowski, Lieutenant [Bolesław] Polkowski, writes as follows:

			‘At noon on 17 October, I was summoned to Lida; I was met at the railway station by a captain from Warsaw... who, on the platform, told me between ourselves that I had to stage a mutiny with my company and leave for Vilnius the same day...’250

			Although supported by Warsaw, Central Lithuania was feeling the pressure of the growing crisis.251

			

			Even more than material shortcomings, the situation was exacerbated by the disarray and demoralisation. The army was constantly looting, and there was no order and no strong government; as the head of the Section II in Vilnius, Major [Marian] Kościałkowski wrote in his report, ‘Administration in the provinces often does not exist at all’.

			The greatest problem was the demoralisation of the army. In his notes, Żeligowski himself writes: 

			‘Poland had ended the war in victory; the long-awaited time of rest had come. And then suddenly one was expected to die over some “Żeligowski’s mutiny.” There weren’t many volunteers for that... The army fell into disarray. Along with the true believers, every sort of riff-raff streamed into Vilnius. A saying took hold: “I’m off to mutiny...” – and a serious, weighty matter was turned into a joke. Vilnius filled up with thieves, louts, and cowards, who caroused in the restaurants from morning till night...’252

			A new problem has emerged. Soldiers from Galicia and the Congress Poland who against their wish had been included in Żeligowski’s march began to desert en masse. The slogan ‘march to Vilnius’ was replaced by ‘march to Lida’ because of the route of the Central Lithuanian soldiers fleeing there.

			Major [Aleksander] Kulczyński of Vilnius Rifle Regiment, writes in his report:

			‘The soldiers of the older conscription years, who came from Mała Polska253 said nothing until they realised that they were going under the leadership of Żeligowski, that they would fight as soldiers of Central Lithuania, and that the war would be prolonged as a result. But as soon as Vilnius was occupied, they were quite open that they did not care about Central Lithuania and that their only thought was to go home.’254

			Mass desertions began. 25–30 percent of the Minsk Rifle Regiment, for example, defected. Soldiers used to flee in groups of a dozen, sometimes even in several dozens. In a letter, a deserter of the Minsk Rifle Regiment, [Władysław] Gabryś, taught his colleagues how to follow in his footsteps:

			‘The best way is to walk along the railway tracks and go around the station a bit sideways. This worked because we walked freely, because we weren’t afraid of anything, and because we were a good company, numbering 76 people. On the way, we came across the guards; they wanted to disarm us, but we didn’t give in because there were 12 of them and 76 of us... You need to cross Lithuania, come to Lida, get on the train, go to Vawkavysk, and report at the military station... there you have nothing to fear, just to say what happened. You will be issued with a travel document for whichever regiment you wish.’255

			Mass fraternisation with Lithuanian soldiers began. The Lithuanian soldiers would invite the Poles to their homes, treat them to lunches and dinners, usually with vodka. On such occasions, agitation was carried out and propaganda leaflets distributed. One of these leaflets read: ‘Polish soldiers, go to your homes, you will not be held responsible, because the Polish government has solemnly, in the presence of the whole world, declared you insubordinate.’256 Another leaflet emphasised: ‘Remember that you have sworn to obey not to any adventurous generals but only to your fatherland, so don’t listen to Żeligowski’.257 Their alleged mutiny and disobedience to their government and the soldiers’ reluctance to prolong the war was used in these proclamations.

			It became clear that the artificial state of Central Lithuania would not be able to fight the war much longer, and Żeligowski himself, the Provisional Governing Commission, and the Polish government believed that other ways had to be found to solve the issue. However, here there was a real difference of opinion between Vilnius and Warsaw on how the war should be ended.

			IV. The Final Stage of the Campaign against Żeligowski’s Army

			Żeligowski‘s Preparation for the Offensive

			Żeligowski made urgent preparations for an offensive against Lithuania, since he needed to carry out the operation quickly – before his army, already strained by desertions and demoralisation, fell apart altogether and before the League of Nations could impose an armistice.

			The aim of the operation was to deliver a decisive blow to the Lithuanian army. Even so, the drafters of the operational plan also took political objectives into account, especially the expansion of occupied territory.

			When Piłsudski first instructed Żeligowski to ‘mutiny,’ he himself outlined the main objective: to create the state of ‘Central Lithuania’ and to push the Lithuanian army back behind the June 1920 demarcation line. At the same time, the Marshal allowed Żeligowski to adapt to circumstances and act on his own initiative without waiting for orders from Warsaw. As Żeligowski was a soldier rather than a politician, his political outlook was shaped to a large extent by his immediate environment – by Polish political currents in the Vilnius region and by the cadre of officers under his command. It is therefore useful to introduce the more influential Polish political groupings in Vilnius at the time.

			The most pro-Lithuanian among Vilnius’s Polish circles were the so-called krajowcy (‘compatriots’), centred on the newspaper Gazeta Krajowa, who cared more for local affairs than for broader Polish politics. They favoured peace with Lithuania and wanted the Vilnius region to remain part of Lithuania, with cultural autonomy for the Polish population. They did not even categorically insist on any union with Poland. This group, led by Ludwik Abramowicz-Niepokój­czycki and Czesław Jankowski, was relatively small and wielded little influence in the region.

			The political centre was occupied by the Polski Związek Ludowy ‘Odrodzenie’ (English: Polish Popular Association ‘Rebirth’). This group was in favour of reunification with Poland, but it wanted Vilnius to have some autonomy. This current proclaimed itself to be a party of peace with Lithuania.

			The so-called Democrats [Endecja] were also federalists, as was the PPS (Polska Partia Socjalistyczna Litwy i Białorus – Polish socialist party of Lithuania and Belarus). They desired a cantonal system: the merger of Vilnius’ Lithuania with Kaunas’ Lithuania258 and the merger of this united Lithuania with Poland. Knowing full well that the Lithuanians would not accept this merger, they were determined to pursue their political ambitions by force.

			The supporters of incorporation were represented by the parties Związek Narodowy (National Union) and Chrzescijanska Demokracja (Christian Democracy). These two currents had a strong influence on the Polish urbanites of Vilnius. They desired that the disputed areas be annexed to Poland as soon as possible and unconditionally. While agreeing in principle to an armistice with Lithuania, they wanted the Lithuanian–Polish border to be pushed further to the west of Vilnius.

			The influential Tymczasowy Komitet Polityczny Ziemi Kowieńskiej (English: Temporary Political Committee of Kaunas Lands – TKPZK) was the faction most hostile to Lithuania. The Committee’s political aim was not so much a federation with Lithuania as its subjugation to Poland by force. This committee was made up of people from independent Lithuania, mainly landlords. The committee was chaired by Ignacy Sokołowski. In 1919, he became the chairman of the Polish Committee in Kaunas and was vigorously opposing the independent state of Lithuania. Because of his anti-state activities, he was exiled first from Kaunas city and county and then from independent Lithuania.

			The TKPZK began operating in Vilnius immediately after Żeligowski seized the city. The impetus came from representatives of the Polish Information Bureau in Kaunas who, upon arriving in Vilnius, urged the Central Lithuanian authorities to demand that the Lithuanian government release prisoners in the POW case, moderate the tone of statements by the Lithuanian Seimas and press toward the Polish minority, dissolve the Riflemen’s Union, and more. These Information Bureau representatives also declared that Żeligowski’s action ought to encompass the whole of Lithuania.

			The TKPZK spread its propaganda at public meetings and through the Vilnius press. By then the committee had many sympathisers – both among advocates of federalisation and among supporters of outright incorporation. Its slogans resonated strongly within the Central Lithuanian army, especially among cavalry officers.

			On 28 October 1920, the TKPZK handed General Żeligowski and the Provisional Governing Commission an official declaration, in which they stated that ‘any attempts to reach an agreement on the present situation between Vilnius and Kaunas would be hopeless and futile and would lead only to unstable compromises’. Based on these premises, the TKPZK called upon the responsible authorities of Central Lithuania ‘to liberate from the authority of the Kaunas Government those areas of Lithuania inhabited by compact masses of Polish population, which are still under that authority, and to defeat the Kaunas government unconditionally.’259

			A concrete plan for implementing this programme emerged at the headquarters of the Vilnius Cavalry Brigade led by Colonel [Mścisław] Butkiewicz.260 This is hardly surprising: a significant share of Żeligowski’s cavalry – especially the officer corps – came from the Lithuanian nobility; many had been landowners in independent Lithuania. The cavalry was the most combative arm of Żeligowski’s forces. Butkiewicz and a core of his officers were unequivocal advocates of an offensive. They wished to come to terms with Lithuania only after taking Kaunas. This offensive outlook had a strong influence on Żeligowski himself.

			In early November, Colonel Butkiewicz presented Żeligowski with a memorandum proposing a large-scale offensive against Lithuania. In this operation the principal role was to fall to the cavalry, which, by striking deep into the Lithuanian rear, was to disrupt the enemy army and pose an immediate threat to Kaunas.

			In his account, Lieutenant [Czesław] Kadenacy writes that only after lengthy debate and study did Żeligowski accept Butkiewicz’s plan. According to Kadenacy, Butkiewicz remarked: ‘Well then, we shall soon be in Kaunas, since the General has accepted the plan of action.’

			General Żeligowski himself recorded his deliberations on the matter in his notes as follows:

			‘Could Kaunas have been taken? I think so. Was it necessary? I think so ... But this required a policy. And that policy could only be the creation of a Lithuania united with Poland... The biggest problem was forming a government. I think that taking Kaunas, forming a government, and then creating a Greater Lithuania would not have been so difficult, but it would have been more difficult to govern there.’261

			Elsewhere in his notes, Żeligowski seems to contradict this reflection, writing, ‘I did not want to take Kaunas, I did not have the strength to stay there, and most of all, I did not have a policy’. And yet, Żeligowski accepted Butkiewicz’s plan and carried it out. After all, this was the only decision that could be expected from General Żeligowski, a soldier and not a diplomat.262 

			Already on 16 November, on the eve of the offensive, the head of the Department of National Defence of the Provisional Governing Commission, Colonel Leon Bobicki spoke with Major [Kazimierz] Switałski representing the position of Warsaw. The latter believed it was still necessary, through the mediation of Colonel Chardigny, to pressure the Lithuanians to withdraw without a fight. Bobicki was not convinced. He argued that the offensive could not be called off, that it had to be a fait accompli. Negotiations would not advance the cause, and the offensive could not be postponed. ‘The offensive cannot be launched later in view of the desertion... The shortage of clothing, shoes and coats makes the situation so difficult that General Żeligowski is considering resigning.’263

			What the offensive plan approved by Żeligowski actually entailed – and on what considerations its authors based this particular operational design rather than any other – is revealed in an article by Rotmeister Mikołaj Michniewicz-Hetman. He served as Chief of Staff of the very cavalry brigade commanded by Colonel Butkiewicz, the unit from which the idea for the operation originated and which was meant to play the leading role in its execution.264 

			Hetman-Michniewicz describes the purpose of the planned operation as follows. In connection with the League of Nations’ intervention in early November 1920, it was anticipated that an armistice would soon be concluded. It was to be expected that during this period the Lithuanian authorities would attempt to settle the Vilnius question by force of arms. The Poles therefore needed to forestall this danger and, in addition, to expand the territory they had occupied, thereby creating grounds for demanding that the expected plebiscite be held over a wider area – ‘all the more so because a significant ethnographically Polish region along the right bank of the Neris River and the lower course of the Nevėžis River was still occupied by the Lithuanians.’265

			Some sectors of the continuous frontline that had been established were incapable of withstanding a serious enemy action. The frontline absorbed nearly all available forces, leaving only a few battalions in reserve with which the military command could influence the situation. This resulted in a restriction of freedom of manoeuvre and in most forces remaining unused in the event of a determined enemy attack. Owing to this posture – on both the Polish and the Lithuanian sides – a passive equilibrium emerged along the front. Attacks launched at individual points of the opposing cordons did not alter the overall situation, as they were carried out with small forces and limited objectives.

			Abandoning the cordon system by either side and concentrating forces in a single direction dangerous to the opponent could, thanks to strategic surprise, have had decisive consequences. The only way to both forestall the anticipated Lithuanian offensive and to achieve their own aims was to seize the initiative and maintain it until the armistice.

			

			PLAN OF ATTACK OF GEN. ŻELIGOWSKI

			17 NOVEMBER, 1920

			[image: [Caption]: Plan of attack of General Żeligowski 17 November 1920



[Alt-text]: Troop movements of a planned offensive action of General Żeligowski in November 1920



[Long description]: The map covers the central and eastern parts of Lithuania, showing several towns, such as Ukmergė, Jonava and Širvintos. Two major rivers – Neris River and Šventoji River – are also shown on the map. 

 

Different style of arrows and curved lines indicate planned troop movements and defensive lines. Dashed arrows represent Lithuanian forces, while solid curves arrows show Polish forces. Polish formations are advancing outward from Vilnius under the command of General Żeligowski, with arrows pointing westward and northwestward toward Ukmergė and Kavarskas and from there Kėdainiai and Jonava. 



Formations and military units are labelled with abbreviations. 
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			The principal strategic idea behind the planned offensive was described by Michniewicz as follows: ‘Concentrating the entirety of our forces in the direction of Kaunas, while reducing to a minimum the force diverted to ensure freedom of action and to cover Vilnius, would give us a significant advantage over an opponent dispersed along the line.’

			In the first days of November, the command of the Vilnius Cavalry Brigade was instructed to draw up a plan for the employment of the cavalry in the event of such an operation. Proceeding from the assumption that independent cavalry action had to be coordinated with the operation as a whole, the brigade command prepared a general plan of action for the front.

			The first part of the plan addressed how the existing frontline was to be transformed into a system of forces whose main body would be concentrated north of Vilnius. The frontline itself was to be held by units that, though perhaps of minimal strength, would nevertheless be capable – by making appropriate use of local means – of ensuring that the main forces could be deployed at any place and at any time.

			The second part of the plan concerned the operational direction and the coordination of actions with the cavalry brigade.

			The reasoning behind the abandonment of the idea of attacking Kaunas along the Vilnius–Kaišiadorys–Kaunas axis was as follows. The Neris River, a serious natural obstacle at that time of year, divides the area around Vilnius into two sectors that differ militarily. South of the river, two natural defensive lines protect the city from an attack from the west. Defence in that area was further facilitated by the relatively large number of roads leading toward the enemy and by three railway branches. These conditions allowed the employment of armoured cars and armoured trains – three of the latter were available. However, the area was unsuitable for an attack on Kaunas. Any advance there could proceed only slowly, and it was not expected that surprise could be achieved. An attack in this direction could also be checked, and in that case the success of the entire operation would most likely depend on action in the northern sector of the Neris, where the enemy could easily gain the upper hand, given that most Polish forces would have been committed toward the Kaišiadorys–Kaunas direction.

			The undulating terrain of the northern area, partially forested, was tactically favourable for an attack. Moreover, as operations approached the right bank of the Neris, the terrain would hinder any further enemy advance and would secure the north-western approaches to Vilnius. If an attack through this northern area were to be chosen, the axis of operational action would run along the Maišiagala–Musninkai–Jonava–Kaunas line.

			
				
					

					LITHUANIAN POSITIONS DURING ŠIRVINTOS–GIEDRAIČIAI BATTLES

					19–21 NOVEMBER 1920

					[image: [Caption]: Lithuanian positions during Širvintos-Giedraičiai Battles 19–21 November 1920



[Alt-text]: Lithuanian troop movements during the Širvintos-Giedraičiai Battles in November 1920



[Long description]: The map shows a wide area of Lithuania, including Kaunas, Ukmergė, Vilnius, and smaller settlements, such as, Musninkai, Želva and Vievis. Three major river are shown on the map Neris, Šventoji and Nemunas. 



Different style of arrows indicate troop movements. Solid arrows represent Lithuanian troop movements, while Polish forces are shown with dashed arrows. Lithuanian troops form a defensive arc stretching from the Ukmergė–Širvintos–Giedraičiai area continuing southeastward. Polish forces are associated with General Lucjan Żeligowski’s troops, which are advancing westward from Vilnius towards Lithuanian positions around Širvintos and Giedraičiai. 



There is a note in the upper left corner, which states that the 5th Infantry Regiment moved from Žasliai–Kaišiadorys thorugh the Širvintos–Giedraičiai area toward Utena, which means a redeployment of Lithuanian forces during the battles. 



Military units are labelled with abbreviations. 



A scale at the bottom indicates distance 1:700 000. 
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			The defence of Vilnius required three battalions and two squadrons (an independent divizion) in the vicinity of Lentvaris, up to three battalions in the area of Širvintos–Paberžė, and one battalion and auxiliary units in Vilnius. Therefore, 15 infantry battalions, almost all the artillery, one cavalry regiment in the role of divisional cavalry, and one cavalry brigade were available to participate directly in the operations [emphasis author’s]. These forces could be concentrated at any point between the Vilnius–Širvintos Road and the Neris River within a day. This would enable them to apprehend the enemy, which had only five battalions and two batteries along that stretch between the Neris and Širvintos, unaware. These units, scattered along a 15-kilometre-long line, would have been easy to defeat, since the nearest reserve, the 4th Infantry Regiment, was at Ukmergė and could come to the rescue only on the first day after the start of the attack.

			

			It should be noted here that Michniewicz did not know the exact positioning of our units. For example, he moved the 4th Regiment, which was stationed in the Musninkai area, to Ukmergė, the 5th Infantry Regiment from the left bank of the Neris to the Musninkai–Širvintos sector, etc. However, our frontline capability was conveyed realistically.

			Michniewicz considers three possible directions for a Lithuanian counter-offensive. The Lithuanians could strike toward Vilnius, or in the Paberžė–Širvintos area, or in the vicinity of Lentvaris, or they could concentrate their efforts against the Polish assault group.

			It would have been difficult and time-consuming for the enemy to assemble sufficient forces for a counter-operation aimed at Vilnius, since the main Polish forces advancing along the Musninkai–Jonava axis would cut the Lithuanian frontline into two parts, thereby severing the connection between them. A more effective countermove for the Lithuanians would therefore have been to attempt to achieve a tactical success directly against the Polish attacking forces. To do so, they would need to concentrate their units in a location that satisfied three conditions: first, it had to cover the direction toward Kaunas; second, it had to allow the concentration of the greatest possible combat strength; and third, it had to ensure the security of such a concentration.

			The Jonava area best fulfilled these conditions. Positioned in front of Kaunas in such a way as to allow movement in any direction, centrally located in relation to all Lithuanian forces, serving as a junction of railways and roads, and protected by the Šventoji River, it offered the most advantageous point for assembling a counter-attacking force. Michniewicz identifies the specific parts of the Jonava district where the Lithuanians could have concentrated and concludes that, despite a vigorous Lithuanian build-up, Polish superiority would still have been assured.266

			Since the Lithuanians could assemble their units in an orderly manner only when they felt fully secure, the Poles had to complicate and disrupt this concentration process. For that reason, Michniewicz states that ‘the task of our Cavalry Brigade was to maintain and reinforce the dispersion of the enemy forces by operating in the enemy’s rear.’ By threatening strategic points in enemy-held territory, the cavalry’s actions would force the Lithuanians to detach units to guard those locations.267

			

			The decisive combat actions of the offensive were planned for the Jonava area. The cavalry brigade was to provide tactical support there, and therefore its area of operation had to be no farther than a day’s ride away.

			‘The vicinity of Kėdainiai’, says Michniewicz, ‘met those requirements, especially as it was necessary to cut the Šiauliai–Kaišiadorys railway in order to prevent the movement of units by rail... The appearance of our cavalry brigade near Kėdainiai would also have the positive effect of enabling the Central Lithuanian units to occupy the territory up to the Nevėžis River, which formed the western boundary of the larger concentrations of the Polish population. This is not without significance when one discusses the area in which a plebiscite might be held’ (author’s emphasis throughout, A.R.).268

			On 16 November, by Operational Order L.139, the command of the Army of Central Lithuania ordered the infantry to attack the Širvintos–Paberžė sector. The forces along this 16-kilometre stretch were reinforced with two battalions of the Minsk Regiment, bringing the total number of battalions in this area to twelve.269

			The Offensive of Żeligowski’s Army on 17 November

			After the second breakthrough by Polish cavalry and the ensuing fighting at Giedraičiai, the sector held by our 1st Division ran through Musninkai, Širvintos, and Giedraičiai; all of these points were in our hands. The sector remained relatively quiet, apart from minor attacks on outposts by both sides, intended to harass and confuse the enemy so that he could not determine whether he was facing only a local action or a broader offensive.

			There were, however, some larger clashes. For example, at dawn on 9 November, one Polish battalion attacked the villages of Pustilta and Papiškės,270 south of Giedraičiai, where the outposts of the 3rd Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment were stationed. The attack was supported by artillery. The assault was swift, and the Pustilta outpost was surrounded and captured. On the right, in the village of Magūnai, the commander of the 2nd Company, Lieutenant [Kazys] Ališauskas, upon hearing the gunfire, went to Santaka and found our outpost there already dispersed. He immediately dispatched Lieutenant [Kazys] Matulaitis with a detachment of soldiers to the village of Paraisčiai. Using the cover of bushes, Lieutenant Matulaitis outflanked the Polish position. Meanwhile, a company from the III Battalion, sent from Giedraičiai, arrived in the sector of the 3rd Company and began a counterattack. The 5th Battery also provided support against the Poles. Unable to hold out, the Poles began to retreat, leaving behind several prisoners.

			From these prisoners it was learned that the Poles had attacked in order to ascertain the size and deployment of our forces. It was also discovered that the Kaunas Regiment had been reinforced to 150 bayonets per company, and that it was a newly arrived battalion of the Lida Regiment that had carried out the attack in this sector.271

			Our troops learned from prisoners and the local population that the Poles were preparing an attack. In the Paberžė area, the Poles had assembled a strong force. Since Żeligowski’s army was several times superior to the Lithuanian force holding the front against him – both in manpower and armaments – there was little hope that a passive defence could withstand a serious Polish assault. By contrast, conditions for launching an attack of our own were favourable. Vilnius was less than 40 kilometres away, and the Neris triangle narrows steadily toward the city.

			If the 2nd Infantry Regiment were to attack toward Vilnius through Paberžė and Riešė; the 9th Infantry Regiment from Dubingiai via Sužionys, taking Nemenčinė; the 7th Infantry Regiment from Širvintos via Maišiagala; and the 4th Infantry Regiment via Musninkai and Kernavė and further along the Neris, then our forces near Vilnius would become so concentrated that Żeligowski would be compelled to shift his troops rapidly to the left bank of the Neris. And if the 3rd Division were also to press on the left bank, Żeligowski would likely be forced to withdraw from Vilnius altogether. In short, the closer we approached Vilnius, the more favourable the conditions for our offensive would become; conversely, the farther we moved from the city, the worse our defensive and offensive conditions would be.

			This is the reasoning Colonel [Jonas] Petruitis presents in his memoir.272 These thoughts coincide to a large extent with those of the Polish Rotmeister Michniewicz. Colonel Butkiewicz’s staff likewise believed that the farther the Lithuanians were pushed north of Vilnius, the wider the front would grow and the more difficult it would become for them to defend it.

			Colonel Petruitis states that he even rode from Giedraičiai to the 1st Division headquarters in Ukmergė to propose his plan for an attack, but was unable to convince anyone there.273

			On 15 November, the headquarters of the 2nd Infantry Regiment received reliable information that the Poles were massing significant forces against Giedraičiai. On 16 November, two Polish battalions attacked our outposts in the villages of Santaka, Pustilta, and Papiškės and captured those villages. The commander of the battalion, Captain [Augustas] Kynas, ordered the company commanders to expel the Poles from those villages. The regimental commander, Major Petruitis sent Captain [Edvardas] Noreika, the I Battalion, and one artillery gun to carry out the counterattack. This gun supported the attack from a position between Kraujaleidžiai and Pustilta. On the right, Lieutenant Matulaitis went to the flank of the Poles. The Poles were immediately repulsed from the villages and retreated to the heights near the village of Burkila. Captain Noreika tried to drive them out from there, fought until nightfall, but the Poles did not retreat. After dark, Captain Noreika returned to Giedraičiai with his battalion and the gun.274

			With a considerable force of infantry, cavalry, artillery, and even armoured cars, Żeligowski launched his great and final offensive at dawn on 17 November. He attacked the sector occupied by the Lithuanian 1st Division, i.e., from the Neris River to Dubingiai, along the Musninkai–Širvintos–Giedraičiai–Dubingiai line. This line was defended by our 4th, 7th, and 2nd Infantry Regiments. The situation of our army was critical, as the Poles had concentrated a force several times larger than ours for this offensive, and with their attack took the initiative into their own hands and could easily have broken through our thinly occupied line at any point on the front, encircled our troops, and obliterated them.

			Our military literature provides the most detailed account of that day’s events in the sector of the frontline held by the 2nd Infantry Regiment. These actions were described by our military historian, Colonel Kazys Ališauskas, then a lieutenant, who took part in all the fighting at Giedraičiai and commanded the 2nd Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment.275 It is his account that we must rely on the most here.

			During the night of 17 November, especially in the hours before dawn, the commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, Major Petruitis, conferred with the battalion commanders in Giedraičiai and then telephoned the company commanders, asking about the likelihood of a Polish attack and about the soldiers’ morale. Thus the company commanders were warned of a possible assault, although no precise information about the Polish operational plan was available.

			At dawn, the Poles began attacking the left flank of the sector, where a Belarusian company under the authority of the 2nd Infantry Regiment commander was stationed in the village of Gižiai, southeast of Giedraičiai. This company was suddenly and violently struck by a battalion of Polish infantry and a cavalry brigade. The Belarusian company fought bravely and stubbornly, but after an hour the company commander telephoned the regimental commander to report that he could no longer hold out, as very strong Polish cavalry and infantry forces were pressing the attack. Major Petruitis then ordered the battalion commander, Captain Kynas, to send the reserve 3rd Company, commanded by Lieutenant Juozapavičius, to reinforce the Belarusians.

			Advancing toward Gižiai, the 3rd Company encountered the Poles near the Kupriškiai homestead and the village of Mūravanka. Shortly thereafter, the 8th Company, commanded by Lieutenant [Vladas] Olšauskas, was also sent in this direction to support the 3rd Company. Unable to withstand the pressure, the Belarusian company retreated toward Molėtai. After driving it back, the Polish infantry battalion turned toward Giedraičiai, while the cavalry brigade rode toward Videniškiai. Major Petruitis immediately dispatched the cavalry squadron under his authority to monitor the movements of the Polish cavalry and report back to him.

			At dawn, the Poles also attacked the 1st Company, which was positioned on the regiment’s right flank in the village and manor of Alionys, as well as the flank company of the 7th Infantry Regiment in the village of Ramaškonys, 3–4 kilometres west of Alionys. The left side of the company’s sector was marshy and therefore difficult for manoeuvre. The Poles approached the company from the right, where the terrain was hilly and wooded, offering good cover and making observation difficult. At 9:30, the company withdrew from Alionys to the village of Pajuodžiai.

			At the same time, the 2nd Company, stationed in the villages of Magūnai, Santaka, and Magazinai, 276 was also attacked. Its commander, then-Lieutenant Ališauskas, writes:

			‘The company commander strengthened the guard at the Santaka homestead in time. He sent a detachment of soldiers, led by First Sergeant Labutis, to the right to outflank the Poles. Company First Sergeant Labutis completed the task: he moved behind the Polish flank and, on the road near the village of Paraisčiai, encountered a Polish battery and two light vehicles. Under fire, the battery and the vehicles quickly fled. It is presumed that General Żeligowski himself was in one of the cars.

			The Alionys forest lay on the flank of the attacking Poles, and by using it several times we were able to outflank them and restrict their advance. To avoid exposing their attacking units to danger, the Poles, using one battalion, occupied the Paraisčiai villages (Paraisčiai I and Paraisčiai II) and monitored the exits from the forest. Repeated attempts on 17 November to reach the rear of the Poles at Akmena Manor (Gut Okmiany) in the direction of Mamakalnis did not yield positive results. The company held its positions at Magazinai and Santaka until 13:00 and, after the withdrawal of the training company from the village of Kraujaleidžiai, withdrew to the village of Dudoniai.’277

			Lieutenant [Mečislovas] Kareiva’s training company defended the central section of the regimental sector along the main axis, the Giedraičiai–Vilnius road. Its first line of outposts was positioned at Burkilai, the second at Akmena Manor and the village of Juodonys, and the third at Krivalaidžiai, where the company had prepared good trenches.

			It appears that, as part of their manoeuvre to encircle Giedraičiai from both sides, the Poles began attacking the training company shortly after dawn. They quickly captured the first two defensive lines, but were unable to break through the third, as Lieutenant Kareiva had organised the company’s fire exceptionally well. He demanded that his soldiers waste not a single round, telling them: ‘If you shoot, then shoot to hit.’ Thus he held firm – like a rock. It was critical that the Poles not break this final position, for if they had, chaos would have ensued and there would have been no time to withdraw.

			Around 10:00, the situation became extremely critical. The Poles were assaulting the entire regimental sector and had already broken through on both flanks, moving toward the rear. In Giedraičiai, the III Battalion under Captain Noreika was still held in reserve, numbering 180 riflemen. Hoping, as on previous days, to paralyse the Polish attack with a counterattack, the regimental commander ordered Captain Noreika to take the 7th Company and one battery’s detachment and strike the Poles frontally along the Giedraičiai–Vilnius road in Lieutenant Kareiva’s sector. The 9th Company was kept in reserve in case the Poles attacked from the rear.

			At that moment the regimental commander managed to contact the 7th Regiment in Širvintos. The 7th Regiment reported that the Poles were encircling them from the left flank – that is, from the direction of the 2nd Infantry Regiment. Major Petruitis could no longer reach the divisional commander, as the telephone line had been cut somewhere in the rear. He could still speak with the company commanders, but he no longer knew what the commander of the 3rd Company, Lieutenant Juozapavičius, was doing.

			As Captain Noreika advanced with Lieutenant [Andrius] Butkevičius’ 7th Company toward Kraujaleidžiai, it immediately became clear that Polish infantry was moving around Lake Giedraičiai from the north, attempting to outflank the position and potentially attack First Lieutenant [Vladas] Matulevičius’ 5th Battery. The regimental commander ordered Lieutenant Matulevičius to fire grapeshot at the attacking Poles and sent his last reserve – Lieutenant [Martynas] Jakobsonas’ 9th Company – to take up a position on the height between Martyniškiai Manor and the village of Daujočiai. Their task was to prevent the Poles from entering the rear.

			In Giedraičiai, only the regimental commander and the I Battalion commanders – Captain Kynas and Lieutenant [Emilis] Gincas – remained. There were no reserves left. It was clear to the regimental commander that Giedraičiai would have to be abandoned. He issued the necessary orders to Captain Kynas. As they prepared to withdraw, Captain Kynas and Lieutenant Gincas sent the supply train out of Giedraičiai.

			

			When Captain Noreika and Lieutenant Butkevičius reached the village of Kraujaleidžiai, they found that the training company’s outposts had already withdrawn. The Poles had reached the training company’s trench line. Fire from the 5th Battery prevented the Poles from launching an assault. The Polish battery was no longer operating, as it had been prevented from taking position. Captain Noreika, Lieutenant Butkevičius, and the 7th Company crossed the training company’s trenches and attacked the Poles in the direction of Pustilta.

			Near Pustilta, the 7th Company engaged fiercely with Polish infantry, which was accompanied by two armoured cars. The Polish ranks advancing behind the armoured cars suffered casualties from the accurate fire of the 7th Company’s riflemen and began to flee. Captain Noreika and a platoon of soldiers suddenly approached the armoured cars. The crew of the leading vehicle, failing to recognise them as enemy, opened the door and asked, ‘What is it, gentlemen?’ At that moment one of our soldiers shot the armoured car’s commander, and another threw a hand grenade inside, which detonated and killed the crew. The second armoured car, seeing the fate of the first, fled and did not return. Demoralised by the loss of the armoured car, the forward Polish companies began to retreat.

			The 7th Company’s counterattack was then halted by Polish reserve forces, which met them with rifle and machine-gun fire. The company withdrew to the training company’s trenches. The disabled armoured car remained where it was, as the bridge on the Kraujaleidžiai–Pustilta road had previously been damaged and it could not be removed.

			From Giedraičiai, the 3rd and 8th Companies were sent toward Kupriškiai to halt the Polish advance on Giedraičiai, but they were unable to withstand the pressure. The Poles approached the town. Even after the 3rd and 8th Companies had withdrawn, Lieutenant [Jonas] Mačiukas and a machine-gun team crossed the road to the west side, south of the village of Pašilė, and with machine-gun fire blocked the Poles from reaching the rear of the training company and the 7th Company.

			Lieutenant Jakobsonas’ 9th Company, sent to the north of Lake Giedraičiai, clashed with a Polish battalion near Martyniškiai Manor. Colonel Ališauskas describes the last actions of the 2nd Infantry Regiment on 17 November thus:

			‘At 12:00, the situation was as follows: the 1st, 3rd, and 8th Companies had already withdrawn. The 9th Company was defending the regiment’s left flank at Martyniškės Manor. The 7th, 2nd, and Training Companies were still holding their positions in the centre of the sector. The regiment was threatened from both sides. By noon, the Poles had captured the following points: Pajuodžiai, Alionys, Akmenka, Pustilta, Radvoniškiai, Kupriškiai, Piliakiemiai, and Zanėnai; meanwhile, the Polish cavalry brigade advanced unopposed in the direction of Videniškiai.

			At 13:00, Captain Kynas ordered a retreat. First Lieutenant Gincas was still organising the rear and gathering information about the enemy. Communications had ceased to function. No sooner had Captain Kynas issued the retreat order than Lieutenant Jakobsonas reported that the Poles were about to seize the Giedraičiai–Želva Road. Shortly thereafter, Captain Kynas and First Lieutenant Gincas left Giedraičiai on horseback. The town was abandoned, although the Training, 7th, and 2nd Companies were still positioned toward the Vilnius side, that is, beyond Giedraičiai.

			Captain Kynas halted at Okraspolė Manor, where the regimental headquarters had previously been located. The supply train and the medical station (not a hospital, but a dressing station – the regimental hospital was in Vidiškiai, A.R.) were in Želva.

			After receiving the retreat order, the commander of the Training Company, Lieutenant Kareiva, informed the commander of the 7th Company and Captain Noreika. Captain Noreika withdrew together with the 7th Company.

			Retreating toward Giedraičiai was impossible – the road was under Polish fire and in places already occupied. Therefore, the 7th Company and the Training Company withdrew from Kraujaleidžiai through Pašilė to Rudžionys, that is, west of Giedraičiai. During the retreat, the commander of the III Battalion, Captain Noreika, was wounded. Private Kučauskas, who had lifted Captain Noreika to carry him, was also wounded. Both were evacuated by soldiers of the 7th Company. On the way, near the village of Pašilė, Lieutenant Mačiukas was warned about the regiment’s withdrawal, but while rescuing a wounded soldier and his machine-guns, he was himself wounded and consequently taken prisoner. As later became known, Lieutenant Mačiukas was transported by the Poles to a military hospital in Vilnius; however, as the wound was life-threatening and the care insufficient, he died and was buried in Vilnius.

			The 7th Company and the Training Company were forced to retreat through marshy, shrub-covered terrain. A muddy stream flows westward from Lake Kiementas,278 causing many soldiers to become soaked while crossing. The Polish artillery began firing only at noon, but caused no casualties among our troops.

			

			The 2nd Company, still operating in Santaka and Magazinai, received the order to withdraw somewhat later than the 7th Company and the Training Company.

			After the 7th Company and the Training Company withdrew, rifle fire in Kraujaleidžiai ceased, although artillery on both sides continued. Occasional shots were heard to the rear, and the company commander concluded that our troops had already retreated; he therefore withdrew from the Santaka homestead. On the way to the village of Magūnai, he received a message from the battalion commander stating that an order had been given to retreat to Giedraičiai. After passing Magūnai, he ordered the remnants of the 1st Company to leave Juodiškiai Manor and proceed together with the 2nd Company. Followers reported seeing two signal flares fired in Giedraičiai, and soldiers said they had seen the Training Company withdraw toward the village of Rudžionys. Believing the situation had changed, the company commander, while on the way toward Giedraičiai, also turned toward Rudžionys, from where he continued with his company to the Kasparava279 estate. The Poles advanced parallel to the 2nd Company through the village of Maišeliai and Joniai Manor, tracking its movements.

			Acting on the regimental commander’s instructions, Captain Kynas ordered the regiment to take up positions along the line Kriaunos homestead–Rubikonys–Kasparava–Dūdoniai–Šiupieniai Manor–Čivyliai. After Captain Noreika was wounded, command of the III Battalion passed to First Lieutenant Butkevičius. First Lieutenant [Sergejus] Musatovas was appointed commander of the 7th Company. The already small number of officers shrank further – each company now had only one officer.

			First Lieutenant Butkevičius and the III Battalion occupied the Čivyliai and Šiupieniai Manor sector near Lake Dūdoniai. The 1st Company of Captain Kynas’ battalion had taken the village of Dūdoniai, while the Training Company secured the villages of Kriaunos and Rubikonys. The 3rd Company was sent to the town of Balninkai by order of the regimental commander. No task had been assigned to the 2nd Company, and the battalion commander initially had no information about its whereabouts. Upon learning that the 2nd Company was in the Kasparava estate, he ordered it to remain there and informed its commander of the overall situation. By 20:00, the regiment was deployed along the designated line.

			The fighting on 17 November ended with the 2nd Infantry Regiment withdrawing from the Giedraičiai district. The Poles, using superior numbers, succeeded in breaking through the regiment’s flanks. In the centre, the Training Company under Lieutenant Kareiva defended its position with determination. Captain Noreika’s counterattack also played an important role. The Poles suffered casualties in killed and wounded. The growing danger on the flanks made withdrawal unavoidable. Thanks to the Poles’ behaviour – showing great vigour at the beginning of the battle but increasing sluggishness toward its end – the regiment succeeded in withdrawing safely.

			After the regiment left the Giedraičiai district, the regimental headquarters was established in Želva. Serving with the regimental commander was Lieutenant [Povilas] Kaladė, the intelligence officer. Although ill and offered evacuation to the hospital, he refused. The unity among the officers, their devotion to the fatherland, and their zealous fulfilment of duty during this period reached the highest level.’280

			The commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, Petruitis, says the following about the 9th Infantry Regiment, which was to the left of the 2nd Infantry Regiment at that time:

			‘We had no contact with the 9th Regiment, which had been stationed in the Molėtai area for a long time without any clear purpose or activity. If it had been closer and had provided even minimal support on our left flank, the Poles would not have driven us out of Giedraičiai. The 9th Regiment behaved very unfairly toward us. Some shed their blood, while others are simply pleased that no one is pressing on their necks.’281

			Upon learning from the Hussars that the Polish cavalry was marching in the Videniškiai–Balninkai direction, Major Petruitis immediately sent Lieutenant Juozapavičius with the 3rd Company to Balninkai to provide at least some protection for the 2nd Infantry Regiment’s flank. He also ordered the battalion commanders to reconnoitre the Videniškiai area. Lieutenant [Alfonsas] Tilvikas, sent to carry out that reconnaissance, reported that the cavalry was indeed moving toward Balninkai. It became necessary to retreat even farther because, if masses of cavalry attacked from the rear while infantry assaulted from the front, the 2nd Infantry Regiment would be completely destroyed. Therefore, Major Petruitis ordered Captain Kynas to withdraw with the I Battalion to the Rasališkiai–Mateikiškiai–Šešuoliai line, and instructed First Lieutenant Butkevičius to withdraw with the III Battalion to Želva and take up a position in the regimental reserve. That same night, before dawn, the regiment occupied the assigned positions.282

			[image: Black-and-white photo of a makeshift first-aid station in a rural village during wartime. Several soldiers are wearing trench coats and military caps gathering around a stretcher placed a wooden cart filled with straw while two men are tending to a wounded person covered with a blanket. It is attached to a horse-drawn wagon and additional soldiers are standing nearby. There is a small wooden building marked with a medial cross flag in the background. Leafless trees are in the far-right. ]

			First Aid Station in the Polish Front

			Also on the morning of 17 November, another Polish force attacked the sector at Širvintos held by the 7th Infantry Regiment. Our infantry held their ground firmly in this sector as well. Volunteer Antanas Antanaitis, who served in the I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, wrote the following about the Polish attack on 17 November:

			‘That day, at around 10:00, the Poles began to attack us fiercely: as soon as one line deployed, another emerged from the forest. But we successfully thinned the Polish ranks until evening. In the evening, we withdrew beyond Širvintos, about 3 kilometres toward Ukmergė, and took up positions there.’283

			After seven hours of heavy fighting, the Poles broke through the regiment’s left flank between the Šešuolėliai and Alionys forests. The 8th and 9th Companies of the 7th Infantry Regiment counterattacked but, having suffered losses, were forced to retreat to Širvintos. During the counterattack, Lieutenant Zigmas Tiška, acting commander of the 8th Company, fell heroically in unequal combat. Even after nightfall, the III Battalion fought stubbornly in the streets of Širvintos, until they were gradually pushed back by the stronger enemy.284 With the Poles enveloping the regimental flanks, the 7th Infantry Regiment withdrew from Širvintos toward Ukmergė and established a defensive line along the Viesos–Liūnai–Degučiai285 villages near the Širvinta River. The retreat was orderly and incurred relatively few losses.286

			The commander of the 6th Company of the 7th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant [Zigmas] Šalkauskas, describes the II Battalion’s fighting on that day as follows:

			‘The morning dawned misty, but with breaks of clear sky – no sun, no rain, no wind.

			At around 7:30, several Polish artillery shells suddenly fell on and around the village of Kieliai. Later, one landed five paces from me but did not explode; it smouldered and began to burn. I ran to the battalion headquarters. First Lieutenant [Vytautas] Statkus (who was serving as acting battalion commander, A.R.) was still in bed. We concluded that ‘something is going to happen today’. I ordered Company First Sergeant Švagždžis of the 6th Company to form the company’s platoons – effectively two, as one was already in position – although we had trenches prepared on all four sides of Kieliai village.

			At about 8:00, heavy rifle fire was heard from the direction of Puoriai village. First Lieutenant [Antanas] Kemėžis had engaged the enemy. Soon after, he phoned to report that the Poles were encircling his left flank. First Lieutenant Statkus ordered us to go “to Kemėžis.”

			At around 8:30–9:00, two platoons of the 6th Company opened fire from positions north of Puoriai. The Poles held the high ground, slightly above us, at a distance of 600–700 metres.

			Three times I made my way – half crawling, half walking – to Kemėžis and to the telephone.

			At 11:00, a platoon – apparently from the 7th Company – arrived from Širvintos to support the 7/III (i.e., the III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, A.R.). The situation seemed to have stabilised; the platoon was left on the southwestern edge of Puoriai. At 12:00, Lieutenant [Kazys] Rudminas repositioned the machine-guns from the 6th Company’s sector back toward Kieliai. Artillery fire continued intermittently on the heights. At 13:00, Polish formations appeared to be thickening. At 13:30, using the 5th Company’s telephone, I requested artillery fire on the heights in front of the 6th Company and Puoriai. First Lieutenant Statkus replied that there would be no further artillery fire, offering no explanation.

			At 16:00, a report came from Kieliai that the 7/I had withdrawn from its positions on the Giedraičiai road. At dusk, First Lieutenant Statkus arrived in Puoriai with the remaining platoons that had stayed in Kieliai–Avižonys, and the entire 7/II withdrew through the 4th Infantry Regiment’s sector west of Širvintos. Around 17:00, a white flare rose on the Polish side, and all fell silent.

			At 17:00, 7/II began its retreat. The evening was exceptionally dark. The roads were muddy. Civilian guides were used to move from one village to another. Because of the darkness, the column split into two parts, but without harmful consequences. We spoke with the commander of the 1st Company of the 4th Infantry Regiment. In 14 hours, 12 kilometres were covered.

			The 6th Company fired steadily, often by designated platoons and at individual targets suspected of being machine-gun nests. When the Polish formations advanced, fire intensified. Around 12:00, an ammunition transport was brought forward by Company Sergeant Švagždys – he deserved the Cross of Vytis.287

			17.11.1920. The fighting of 7/II took the form of continuous fire engagements. At times, the rate of fire reached the intensity of the 1917 fighting near Riga: rifle, machine-gun, and artillery fire flared – even when the sun broke through. But everyone had grown well adapted to the terrain. Two machine-gunners were killed. Two signalmen who reconnected telephone lines under heavy fire received the Cross of Vytis.’288

			On 17 November at Širvintos, the actions of one platoon of the 6th Battery – already noted earlier for its performance – were described by its commander, Captain Pranas Povilaitis:

			

			‘We were ordered to retreat toward Širvintos. As we were passing through, a few mounted Polish soldiers appeared on the right, emerging from a nearby forest, but they quickly hid when they were met by fire from our covering party and the retreating infantry.

			Along the way, we received orders to open fire immediately on Motiejūnai village and other locations. There was no time to choose a position – we halted in an open spot near Širvintos and fired wherever ordered. Meanwhile, the Poles were pressing forward. They captured the Paširvintis Manor. Our forces continued to fall back.

			Close by, directly in front of the battery, a formation of infantry appeared. At first, I mistook them for our own retreating troops. When I realised they were Poles, I opened direct fire on them.

			I was then ordered to shell Paširvintis and other more distant points. One gun fired on the infantry formation, while the other targeted the more distant objectives. Rifle fire rained down on the platoon, bullets clattering against the gun shields. The soldiers stood firm, working like automatons. The telephone operator, though flinching as bullets whistled past, held the receiver steady.

			Then came the order to retreat. We hauled the guns by hand to the highway – it was too risky to bring the limbers close – and, once attached, raced out of the town. We halted in Pabaiskas parish, in the village of Vileikiai, where we linked up with the 2nd Platoon.’289

			The offensive launched by Żeligowski on 17 November did not proceed as planned. Širvintos and Giedraičiai were taken, and an advance of only a few kilometres between them was achieved by evening. Only the cavalry brigade broke through early and continued forward.

			The most dangerous situation for our 1st Division developed in the gap between the left flank of the 7th Infantry Regiment and the right flank of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, where the Poles had broken through the front. Communication between the two regiments was severed.

			On the same day, the Poles also attacked the Musninkai sector held by the 4th Infantry Regiment, but there our forces repelled the assault and did not yield their positions.

			

			The Miracle at Širvintos 

			On 18 November, the Poles did not attack. The frontline changed only slightly, and only in the sector of the 2nd Infantry Regiment. At 16:00 that day, the commander of the 3rd Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant [Viktoras] Juozapavičius, reported that the main force of the Polish cavalry was near the village of Perkaliai, on the Vidiškiai–Alanta road. In the afternoon, the 3rd Company withdrew from Balninkai to Žemaitkiemis.

			At around 22:00, the regimental commander ordered the commander of the I Battalion, Captain Kynas, to pull back further with his battalion and take up positions along the Pašešuolė–Rimeisiai–Lyduokiai line. At the same time, following the regimental commander’s orders, the commander of the III Battalion, First Lieutenant Butkevičius, withdrew from Želva to Lyduokiai and established blocking positions at Skačiūnai Manor and on the approaches to Žemaitkiemis.

			The regimental doctor stationed with the field hospital in Vidiškiai, Lieutenant Segalis,290 learned that a Polish brigade was in the Kurkliai and Didžiakaimis area. He telephoned the regimental commander to request permission to move the hospital to Ukmergė. The regimental commander informed Doctor Segalis that a battalion of the 8th Infantry Regiment was arriving in the Vidiškiai district and, for the time being, ordered him to organise an armed detachment from the orderlies, transport personnel, and any other available men, and send them to guard the bridge over the Šventoji River.

			Doctor Segalis gathered 30 soldiers, added one machine-gun to the detachment, and sent them to defend the bridge at Radiškis Manor. Polish cavalry scouts found the bridge ‘heavily’ guarded and therefore did not attempt to cross it.291

			On 18 November, reconnaissance and reports of local inhabitants indicated that the Poles were preparing to attack Širvintos on 20 November, march to Ukmergė, and from there continue to Kaunas. The 7th Infantry Regiment, which had been defending the Širvintos sector, had been catastrophically reduced after the previous battles. The exact number of the regiment’s fighters on that day is unknown. The former commander of 6th Company of the 7th Infantry Regiment at that time, First Lieutenant [Zigmas] Šalkauskas, claims that there could have been 200–220 bayonets in the II Battalion and 500–600 bayonets in the whole regiment, although in the pre-war journal ‘Kardas’, he stated that there were only 400 bayonets in the regiment.292

			Other aggravating circumstances must also be taken into account. Not only the regiment but the entire division lacked reserves. It is true that the regiment’s training company was stationed in Ukmergė, but it can scarcely be regarded as a divisional reserve; rather, it functioned as protection for the divisional headquarters – especially considering that the headquarters, previously insufficiently guarded, had once already suffered serious losses.

			Of the 12 battalions taking part in Żeligowski’s operation, at least three were deployed at Širvintos. Polish companies at that time were large – around 150 bayonets – so these three battalions (12 companies) likely numbered about 1,800 bayonets. Since the I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment (more precisely, two of its companies) was sent to Lyduokiai on 18 November to support the 2nd Infantry Regiment, the two remaining battalions in the Širvintos sector barely had 400 bayonets.

			Lieutenant Šalkauskas compares the opposing forces as follows: ‘The enemy was more numerous. From prisoners’ statements, it was estimated that the Polish forces were three times larger; they rotated their forward units every week.’293 In reality, the forces that Żeligowski concentrated against the 7th Infantry Regiment must have been considerably more than merely three times larger.

			On 18 November, the situation on the Lithuanian–Polish front was comparable to that of the Polish–Russian front on the Vistula in the same year, but in our case, the forces of both sides were many times smaller. Just as a few months ago Poland, so now Lithuania was threatened with the serious danger of losing its independence. The situation was saved only by an extremely brave and risky manoeuvre by the 7th Infantry Regiment. Both this deed and the Lithuanian offensive of the following days made the name of Širvintos famous in Lithuania.

			

			DEMARCATION LINES

			[image: [Caption]: Demarcation lines 



[Alt-text]: Foch demarcation line and boundaries of Polish-controlled territories near Kaunas and Vilnius 



[Long description]: The map shows the Foch demarcation line, centring on Vilnius and Kaunas. There are two different boundary lines on the map. The solid line with circular markers represents the 3rd Demarcation (Marshal Foch) Line as of August 1919, while the line marked with X symbols show the territory taken by Polish forces in 1919–1920.



The maps indicated major towns and cities across eastern Lithuania, such as Šiauliai, Ukmergė, Utena and Molėtai. Two major rivers are shown on the map – Nemunas and Neris. 



The Foch Line runs roughly north-south from the vicinity of Daugavpils in Latvia, through eastern Lithuania near Molėtai, and Vilnius, continuing southwest past Varėna to Suwałki. The line taken by Polish forces in 1919–1920 is more in the west, crossing areas near Ukmergė, Žiežmariai and south of Vilnius. 



A scale at the bottom indicates distance 1:2 000 000. 
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			The battles of Širvintos – widely regarded as a remarkable achievement – were extensively discussed both in the pre-war press of independent Lithuania and later throughout the diaspora. In the latter, much debate focused on the commanders involved and on the specific role played by various units of the regiment. These exchanges clarified some issues, but there remain others – admittedly of secondary importance – for which no fully clear or unquestionable conclusion can be reached, and which cannot realistically be expected to be resolved definitively. Nor can we expect assistance from Polish sources, whose accounts of their defeat are exceedingly sparse.

			The principal sources for describing any battle should not be the official documents, which are often drafted after the events, once operations have concluded, but rather the accounts of the participants themselves – their narratives, testimonies, and, more recently, their published articles. Documents provide the basic framework of a military event, but its substance comes from the testimony of those who took part in the fighting.

			However, the testimonies of participants also have some shortcomings: 1) the participant usually tends to put the actions of their units in a favourable light; 2) even without ill will, the participant, after a time, has a slightly warped picture of some details compared to how they actually were. This can be explained psychologically, as some fragments fade away from memory and are supplemented by fantasy, without even thinking that they are not real; and 3) a witness’ account of the actions of neighbouring units are the least trustworthy.

			Since the Battle of Širvintos on 19 November had a decisive significance not only for the fate of the 7th Infantry Regiment, but also for the fate of independent Lithuania, let us allow the eyewitnesses of the two battalions that took part in the battle to speak about the battle themselves.

			The commander of the 9th Company, First Lieutenant Baltrūnas, writes about the actions of III Battalion of 7th Infantry Regiment thus:

			‘On 17 November, the II and III Battalions of the 7th Infantry Regiment Samogitian Duke Butegeidis held a sector in the area of Viesos village, along the northern (right) bank of the Širvinta River. Together the two battalions numbered about 300 riflemen. The I Battalion was positioned in the Kurkliai area (Lyduokiai, A.R.) facing the Polish cavalry. The regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius, was serving as acting divisional commander; the regiment itself was under Major [Vladas] Rėklaitis, but in his absence command had passed to the II Battalion commander, Major [Andrius] Kerbelis. The II Battalion was led by First Lieutenant [Večeslavas] Statkevičius, and the III Battalion by First Lieutenant [Teodoras] Balnas. The light battery took up a position north of Viesos village, to the right of the regiment’s sector. In the Musninkai area stood the 4th Regiment; on the regiment’s left flank was the 2nd Regiment, with which there was no communication. The Polish forces were significantly larger, as two regiments (a Lithuanian–Belarusian Brigade) were deployed in the Širvintos area alone (in the town and the village of Motiejūnai). The headquarters of this contingent was located in Motiejūnai. Naturally, further Polish units were present in the area.

			Through reconnaissance and reports from local inhabitants who crossed into our lines, we learned that the Poles were preparing to attack in the direction of Ukmergė on 20 November, seize the town, and then move toward Kaunas. On 18 November, the battalion and company commanders met at the regimental headquarters in Viesos village to determine a course of action. It was clear that, should the Poles attack, we would be unable to hold out: the units were weak, and no reserves were available. We began looking for a way to disrupt the Polish plans. All were troubled and anxious, yet determination was evident on every face. We agreed that we could not remain on the defensive, as we would still be unable to withstand the Poles and would perish in the fighting; therefore, we had to attack. Still, everyone was worried about the weakness of our forces. One cannot suddenly become stronger. If we did not attack the following day, the Poles would attack us the day after.

			It was agreed that on the night of 19 November, the III Battalion (about 137 riflemen) would assemble in the village of Barčiai and at 5:00 set out to strike the enemy from the rear, from the direction of Giedraičiai. The II Battalion, after waiting a short time, would advance toward Širvintos along the Ukmergė–Širvintos road and attack the enemy simultaneously from front and rear according to an agreed signal.

			Battalion set out at dawn on 19 November. It advanced through the forest stretching along the right bank of the Širvinta River from Viesos to the Motiejūnai–Giedraičiai road, a distance of about 14 kilometres. The battalion moved without reconnaissance, guards, or guides; complete silence was required so as not to reveal its presence. Any people encountered in the forest were detained and taken along, to prevent them from warning the enemy. The telephone wires running from Širvintos to Zibalai were cut in several places.

			After seven hours of marching through forest and marsh, we emerged onto the Širvintos–Giedraičiai road, between the villages of Motiejūnai and Gavėniai, at around noon. The march had been extremely difficult. Here again, someone had to climb a telephone pole to cut the wires. We turned toward Motiejūnai, and upon reaching the forest edge, we saw a large number of Polish soldiers in the village. They were standing in formation and eating lunch; the distance was about 300 metres. Without hesitation, we formed into battle order – two lines, one behind the other – and began running toward the village.

			The Poles paid no attention; evidently, they never imagined anyone could attack them from that direction. After advancing about 100 metres, we opened fire in dense volleys at the Poles gathered around the field kitchens, aiming to throw them into panic. The village contained a battalion of infantry, the brigade staff, and other headquarters units. It is hard to imagine the chaos that erupted in the Polish camp after the first shots. Lunch was, of course, disrupted. The village filled with shouting and the cries of the wounded. No one paid attention to the casualties – there was no time.

			Our soldiers did not stop in the village. After crossing the bridge, they rushed toward Paširvintis Manor to attack the artillery battery positioned beside it. Remarkably, the Poles did not fire a single rifle shot at us; only the battery near Paširvintis Manor fired several times, but without effect, as the shells fell behind us, injuring only one medical NCO. The battery soon fell silent – the officer in command had been shot, and the soldiers fled. Our troops reached the guns, removed the breechblocks, and hid them.

			Without pausing, the battalion attacked the town of Širvintos from the south. Everyone encountered in the town was driven together. Reaching the northern edge of the town, the battalion captured about 200 prisoners and around 100 horses, about 40 pairs of which were still harnessed to wagons. The wagons were loaded with rifles, machine-guns, and other war materiel. Imagine the scene: the horses led by Polish soldiers, and only on the last wagons a few of our own troops – cheerful-faced – commanding the Poles. This extraordinary convoy moved in perfect order toward Ukmergė. Columns of prisoners marched as well, escorted by only two or three of our soldiers.

			When the III Battalion attacked from the rear, the II Battalion was supposed to strike from the front. However, for various reasons and circumstances, it failed to reach Širvintos on time – even though the distance was only about four kilometres. After capturing and liberating Širvintos, the III Battalion encountered the II Battalion about 1 1/2 kilometres north of the town. Širvintos itself was about two kilometres long. When the III Battalion began its attack from the south, many Polish soldiers fled along the road toward Zibalai. Had the II Battalion not been delayed, the III Battalion could have acted more boldly; Širvintos would have been cleared more thoroughly, and the captured materiel would have been several times greater. According to local inhabitants, many Polish officers and soldiers, as well as considerable property, remained hidden in the town. The III Battalion did not return to Širvintos because the troops dispersed while escorting prisoners and carrying off captured equipment. The II Battalion still had to move through Širvintos from north to south and remove the guns seized from the Poles near Paširvintis Manor – guns the III Battalion had been unable to take with them.

			

			BATTLE OF ŠIRVINTOS

			19 NOVEMBER 1920
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[Alt-text]: Troop movements during the Battle of Širvintos in fall 1920 

[Long description]: The map centres on Širvintos and it is surrounded by nearby villages, such as Barčiai, Viesos and Trejokai. Roads connecting the settlements are shown in thin lines and the shaded are marks the zone of a Night Raid of Senior Lietutenant Balnas. 

Different style of arrows indicate different troops. Dashed arrows show the Lithuanian forces, while solid curved arrows represent Polish forces. Lithuanian forces are positioned in the west and northwest of Širvintos and near villages of Barčiai, Trejokai, and Degučiai. Polish forces are around Širvintos, forming positions in and around the town and near Motiejūnai. 

A scale bar at the bottom indicates distances from 0–3 kilometres. 
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			At this point, we must return briefly to the moment when the Poles’ midday meal was interrupted and the village of Motiejūnai was taken. The III Battalion did not clear the village but left me with twelve soldiers to evacuate it. I went straight to the brigade headquarters and dismantled the telephone exchange to disrupt Polish communications. It was also necessary to deal with important correspondence, orders, and other documents. Meanwhile, the soldiers were gathering prisoners – there were quite a few. We sent them off in two groups of 30–40 men each, escorted by three soldiers per group. With these escorts I also sent the important materials found in the headquarters.

			I still had six soldiers with me, with whom I intended to finish clearing the village. I sent two of them to the other end of the village, but soon one returned reporting that many Poles were gathered there and that the other soldier had been seized and disarmed.

			I was also concerned with getting the Polish brigade commander’s automobile away. While attempting to drive it across the bridge toward Paširvintis Manor, a Polish formation appeared from the direction of Avižonys (Ramaškonys), marching toward Paširvintis. I then sent the car toward Kazliškiai, but it became stuck in the mud. The Polish formation turned around and went back.

			At that moment heavy rifle fire from Širvintos began striking the village of Motiejūnai. Until then, Širvintos had been quiet for some time. Having no communication with my units and being ten kilometres behind enemy lines with only five soldiers, I found myself in a difficult situation. The car had to be destroyed. I began to fear that the III Battalion, which had gone toward Širvintos, had been wiped out, since the II Battalion had not attacked from the front – not a single shot had been heard. No one responded to my signal rockets. In such circumstances, I concluded that our beautifully begun manoeuvre had failed, and that the fire directed at me was Polish. Thank God, I was mistaken. As we shall see later, it was our own troops – the II Battalion – who had been firing.

			The six horses belonging to the Polish brigade headquarters had not yet been removed from the village. Dusk was beginning to fall. I gathered my men, ordered them to mount the horses, and prepared to withdraw. The fire from Širvintos intensified. It became clear that reaching Širvintos was no longer possible, so I decided to break through in the direction of Zibalai...’294

			First Lieutenant [Petras] Baltrūnas and his five soldiers made a wide detour around Širvintos. They passed through the villages of Bilotai and Daubariškis, where Polish outposts were stationed, but by then it was dark and the Poles mistook them for their own. A Polish company encountered on the Zibalai–Širvintos road was the first to recognise them and opened fire. The Lithuanians abandoned their horses and fled into the forest, where they captured two Polish patrols at the forest’s edge. Baltrūnas now faced an even more difficult situation: instead of riding horses, he had to lead two prisoners on foot.

			After twelve hours of travelling without a road, trudging through puddles, and without eating, the company commander and his five soldiers reached the village of Viesos during the night, not knowing whether the Poles or the Lithuanians had occupied it. The soldier whom Baltrūnas had sent to the far end of Motiejūnai village had been disarmed by the Poles but managed to escape. 

			‘Near the place where the Polish brigade headquarters had been located,’ Baltrūnas writes, ‘he (the soldier, A.R.) was stopped by a man hiding in a bush who threatened him with a revolver. That soldier then pulled two Polish officers from the riverbank – who, as it later turned out, were General [Stefan] Mokrzecki and his adjutant. They must have been crouching there for a long time, having hidden themselves when we launched our attack. It also emerged that the village of Motiejūnai, where I had been, was being fired upon by the II Battalion from the town.

			Širvintos was empty during the night. Our battalions returned to their positions, but the Poles were scattered; only the next day, 20 November, did they cautiously move back into Širvintos.’295 

			The most important role in these battles was played by the III battalion and its commander, First Lieutenant Teodoras Balnas. He was the mastermind of the manoeuvre, and he and his battalion were the main executors. He first discussed his idea with the officers of his battalion at the Žvirbliai Homestead. His idea was accepted by the II and III Battalion officers’ meeting in the village of Viesos. The meeting was chaired by Major Kerbelis, assistant regimental commander. The proposal to carry out the manoeuvre was approved by the commander of the 1st Division, Colonel [Edvardas] Adamkavičius. On receiving the order, Lieutenant Balnas immediately went to Barčiai to prepare for the manoeuvre. He did not take the less capable fighters. He left carts, field kitchens, and everything that would make traversing the forest more difficult in the village of Barčiai. The following took part in the manoeuvre: Balnas, [Petras] Baltrūnas, [Jeronimas] Matelis, [Antanas] Majus, [Aleksas] Sadauskas, [Vincas] Rauba, and [Antanas] Štatas.296

			In 1919, while serving in General [Nikolai] Yudenich’s army, First Lieutenant Balnas recognised the superiority of a flank attack over a frontal one, and he sought to apply this principle in practice. The initiative he showed in executing the manoeuvre on 19 November – and the very great, even extraordinary, success it achieved – is universally acknowledged.

			

			It is likely that this widespread admiration for the manoeuvre caused too little attention to be paid to the contribution of the II Battalion, commanded by First Lieutenant Statkus, during the Battle of Širvintos. In the press, the battalion was at times even criticised for being late, and one company commander was rebuked for failing to carry out his assigned task. Today, it would be impossible to determine precisely what role that battalion played in those battles.

			The suggestion that the battalion’s actions were not fully coordinated is not without merit – if only because, as Polish historian Smoleński has repeatedly noted, Lithuanian units often struggled to coordinate their operations; reconnaissance was poor, and troops were unfamiliar with the terrain. Some degree of misalignment between the battalions may indeed have occurred in this instance as well, especially given that the attack had to be executed along a long front and with limited forces. It is regrettable that, for various reasons, the actions of the II Battalion were not more thoroughly studied during the period of independence.

			Nevertheless, the contribution of the II Battalion to the fighting at Širvintos cannot be denied or passed over in silence. For this reason, we present here the account of the commander of its 6th Company, First Lieutenant Šalkauskas, regarding these battles:297

			‘...As far as I recall, the “military historians” of the time used to write: “...7/II was late,” “the spoils would have been greater – perhaps even double,” “more prisoners would have been taken...” And in the non-military press one could find, and still occasionally finds, even bolder assertions.

			

			Regarding the alleged delay, I will say this: the attacking groups from the west – more precisely, small detachments – numbered only 120–130 bayonets in total (three platoons of the 6th Company and one platoon of the 4th Company; the 5th Company operated separately, farther to the south). They were fired upon by Polish outposts from Akmeniai, and later, in turn, one platoon of the 6th Company fired on the Poles from the right bank of the Širvinta, while a platoon of the 4th Company engaged them from the village of Akmeniai. The artillery preparation had been coordinated with the platoons’ actions.

			When I was in Akmeniai, I saw Poles fleeing, leaving behind all their belongings in Širvintos. On the western outskirts of Širvintos, I met First Lieutenant Balnas – the commander of the 7/III Battalion – on horseback. What “delay” can one speak of here? Both battalions, 7/III and 7/II, reached Širvintos almost simultaneously: one from the east, the other from the west. Considering the long distances and the fact that everything had been calculated as a function of time – roughly within a twelve-hour window – the result was exceptionally good. Major Kerbelis once wrote the same.

			As for the spoils, I shall say this: the Poles fled empty-handed, only a few on horseback, leaving all their equipment and officers’ belongings in Širvintos.

			To expect these four platoons attacking from the west – that is, from the front – to take more prisoners, on terrain that was not mountainous yet far from flat (I would call it uneven), over a broad front, with only two or three light machine-guns, while advancing through a long, three-and-a-half-kilometre-long town, was difficult – indeed, nearly impossible.

			Property and artillery removal. In Volume XXX of the Lithuanian Encyclopaedia, in the description of the Battle of Širvintos, the 7/II Battalion is not even mentioned – as if it had vanished entirely – despite the fact that all the property and guns were removed by 7/III. This is a complete, one-hundred-per-cent misunderstanding.

			This can be explained by the fact that the force attacking Širvintos from the west was so small that 7/III did not notice us, nor did we notice them. Indeed, when the 6th Company, split into two platoons, approached Širvintos – and the third platoon was positioned on the right bank of the Širvinta – I did not see the battalion commander. With a possible Polish counterattack in mind, I decided to move toward the eastern outskirts of Širvintos.

			Near the church I saw Lieutenant [Kostas] Batūra adjusting his stirrup leathers – apparently preparing to mount a captured Polish horse. I also encountered the parish priest of Širvintos, who asked whether we intended to take away the property; I replied, “We’ll try.” It was extremely difficult to maintain contact with the platoons advancing in extended order along the outskirts of Širvintos. I was moving along the town’s only street. Only on the eastern edge of Širvintos, to my surprise, did I find my two platoons and a platoon from the 4th Company. At that moment, the acting battalion commander, First Lieutenant Statkevičius, arrived.

			In general, maintaining communications was extraordinarily difficult. Each commander received orders only for the initial phase of the action and was thereafter left largely to his own devices.

			When I met First Lieutenant Balnas near Širvintos, I intended to ask him about the subsequent disposition of his battalion, but for some reason, I did not.

			At Širvintos on 19 November 1920, a sudden, lightning-fast tactic was employed – without any special preparation – which yielded excellent results. The risk was immense; the entire fate of the 7th Infantry Regiment was at stake...’

			Colonel Ališauskas had made the following reproach to the II Battalion:298

			‘The III Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment withdrew from Širvintos because one of the company commanders (from Major Kerbelis’ battalion) allegedly failed to carry out his task. He had been ordered to attack Širvintos from the front once Balnas’ rear attack took effect. However, the company reportedly acted hesitantly and prematurely. As a result, the III Battalion pulled out of Širvintos and later had to carry out a second envelopment.’

			Lieutenant Šalkauskas responded to this accusation in an open letter to Colonel Ališauskas writing:299

			‘...On which day, and which company commander, supposedly failed to carry out his task? The claim that some company commander did not complete his assignment is one hundred percent untrue. On 19 November 1920, all the company commanders of 7/II fulfilled their tasks, captured Širvintos, removed the guns from Paširvintis Manor, and began withdrawing from Širvintos the next day, i.e., on 20 November 1920 at 01:30, on the orders of higher command...’300

			In the same letter, Šalkauskas offered another argument against Ališauskas’ criticism:

			

			‘Major Kerbelis told me personally that 7/II had not been late, that everything had unfolded according to plan, and that all was well.’

			It would be difficult to believe that, in such a difficult and complex operation, everything ran absolutely smoothly. As we have seen, even in the actions of the III Battalion there were minor setbacks: the commander of the 9th Company, First Lieutenant Baltrūnas, had to return to the battalion not by the free, battalion-held road, but by making a long detour along swampy side-paths through territory still containing Polish patrols. In the same letter, Šalkauskas himself mentions another difficulty:

			‘First Lieutenant Statkevičius often signed his reports as ‘Statkus’. In orders, he appeared as ‘Statkevičius’. He was a brave and determined commander, but I do not recall how he acted with the platoon under his command. When he was with us, he had a rather unusual way of reading the map. This may explain why he lost his way en route to the regimental headquarters on the night of 18–19 November 1920.’301

			In trying to reach a definitive conclusion regarding the actions of II Battalion and 7th Infantry Regiment during the operation of 19 November, the following observations should be made:

			

			
					The statements of First Lieutenant Šalkauskas, commander of the 6th Company and a direct participant in the Širvintos Operation, are highly valuable. They shed important additional light on the contribution of the II Battalion to the victory.

					There is no solid basis for claiming that the II Battalion arrived late to the fighting or that any of its company commanders failed to carry out their assigned tasks. First Lieutenant Baltrūnas’ assertion that ‘the III Battalion, having crossed and liberated Širvintos, met the II Battalion 1½ kilometres north of Širvintos’ is insufficiently substantiated and cannot be regarded as the reliable testimony of a participant. Baltrūnas himself, returning to Viesos by a roundabout route, not only failed to encounter any unit of the 7th Regiment on the way, but did not even know whether Lithuanian troops still remained in Viesos or whether the Poles had already entered it.

					The II Battalion also took prisoners and removed captured property – including artillery. The fact that the II Battalion brought back Polish guns is confirmed not only by its own company commander, Šalkauskas, but by Baltrūnas himself, commander of the 9th Company of the III Battalion, who acknowledged that ‘the II Battalion still had to cross the town of Širvintos from north to south and take away the guns captured from the Poles...’

					After capturing Širvintos, the II Battalion remained there until ordered to withdraw by higher command.

					In assessing whether the two battalions acted coherently and fulfilled their missions, one must consider both the size of the area in which the operation unfolded and the forces available. The first objective was not Širvintos itself, but the village of Motiejūnai. Thus, the area of operations included Širvintos, Kabalda, and Motiejūnai – altogether a stretch of some 5–6 kilometres rather than merely 3½. Maintaining communications along such an extended line was extremely difficult for small units. Moreover, the network formed by our two battalions – altogether barely 350 bayonets – was far too thin to contain, let alone fully control, the dense and panic-driven masses of enemy troops, who numbered roughly five times as many (around 1,800 bayonets).

			

			On 19 November, during the Battle of Širvintos, around 200 Polish soldiers were captured (some escaped due to the small number of escorts), along with a large quantity of matériel: two guns, about twenty machine-guns, and many horses, carts, and rifles. The commander of the Polish Grodno Regiment was killed in action. Yet the greatest significance of the Širvintos battle that day lies in the fact that it disrupted the Polish infantry offensive. Had they merely remained on the defensive, the regiment’s two depleted battalions could never have resisted an assault by a Polish infantry force many times their size. This victory greatly lifted the morale of our troops and allowed the Lithuanians to seize the initiative in the war.

			The 21 November Battle of Širvintos 

			Although the two battalions of the 7th Infantry Regiment won the Battle of Širvintos on 19 November, they withdrew from the town on orders from their command (though it is unclear whether these orders came from the regiment or the division). First III Battalion withdrew, and then, at 1:30 on 20 November, II Battalion. The true reason for the withdrawal remains uncertain. Various explanations have been proposed, but the most plausible seems to be that the regiment felt too weak to defend itself in an unfavourable position against enemy forces that were many times stronger. After the Lithuanians withdrew, the Poles reoccupied Širvintos on 20 November.

			

			On that day, the 7th Infantry Regiment rested.302 Meanwhile, the High Command ordered the units holding the Musninkai–Širvintos–Giedraičiai front to attack the Poles and, by 9:00 on 21 November, to retake the positions they had held on 17 November. It was anticipated that the League of Nations Commission would arrive at that hour and halt the fighting. As a result, the attack on Širvintos on 21 November occurred under somewhat altered circumstances: the assault now took place not only along the Ukmergė–Vilnius axis but across the entire front. Moreover, the initiative to attack no longer came from the regiment itself but from the higher command. One further novelty followed: the commander of the army, General [Silvestras] Žukauskas, arrived in Ukmergė and, with the assistance of the 7th Regiment’s staff, personally directed the operations.303

			On 21 November, I Battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment also took part in the operation, having previously been placed under the command of the 2nd Regiment. On 20 November, Major Petruitis received an order to send that battalion (two companies) back to Širvintos.304

			During the attack on 21 November, Širvintos was enveloped from both sides: II Battalion approached from the right and III Battalion from the left, though this time the advance did not extend as deeply into the enemy’s flank as it had on the 19th. I Battalion attacked from the front.

			The Actions of II Battalion

			Around 15:00 on 20 November, after returning from the regimental headquarters to II Battalion, which had been stationed at Paširvintis Manor, Major Kerbelis explained the tasks assigned to the battalion. On the following day, i.e., 21 November, Sunday, at 9:00, the armistice was to begin, and by that time, the regimental command had ordered the regiment to occupy the same line of defence that it had occupied on the eve of 17 November, which meant that II Battalion was to reach the Puoriai–Kieliai–Avižonys line, about 10–12 kilometres from the Paširvintis Manor. II Battalion had to coordinate its actions with those of the other two battalions.305

			The battalion started to approach at 3:00. A platoon of the 4th Company was assigned to the advance guard.

			

			At 5:00, 5th Company broke away from the column and began advancing toward Širvintos. At 6:30, a platoon of 4th Company encountered Polish troops. After a brief exchange of fire, the Poles withdrew. Meeting no resistance, 6th Company took up a holding position at the crossroads at around 9:00. As later became clear, at the same hour 5th Company was ready to attack to the west of Širvintos, but in the northern sector everything remained quiet. The company commander, First Lieutenant Kemėžis, concluded that the companies attacking from the front were delayed and decided to continue the advance. Coming under heavy machine-gun fire, he withdrew to the 6th Company position around 14:30 with about a dozen of his soldiers and roughly the same number of captured Poles. After recovering somewhat, he advanced again with his men and a light machine-gun – then disappeared from sight. Just then, a rider arrived with the message that I and III Battalions were already in Širvintos.

			Major Kerbelis had sent a platoon of 6th Company, under Lieutenant [Leonas] Kalinauskas, toward Kieliai. At about 17:00, this platoon fired on the retreating Poles from the trenches at Kieliai. Around the same time, 6th Company’s other platoons also moved forward. The line of villages was finally secured between 18:00 and 19:00, but positions were held until the next day, 22 November.306

			Actions of III Battalion

			On 21 November, the plan was to execute almost the same manoeuvre with III Battalion as two days earlier, but on a smaller scale. The battalion set out only at daybreak. It moved through the same forest as before, but after crossing the Širvintos–Zibalai road, it halted and awaited the start of the II Battalion’s attack on Širvintos.

			Next, Captain Baltrūnas writes:

			‘The sun was rising, and from the edge of the forest one could see II Battalion approaching the town. They were already making short rushes and firing heavily at the Poles in Akmeniai village. It was clear that II Battalion was enveloping the town from the right flank. III Battalion emerged from the forest as well and attacked Paširvintis Manor – which stood right beside the town – and the bridge over the river on the Širvintos–Zibalai road. The manor was taken, but crossing the river proved difficult, as the Poles poured heavy rifle and machine-gun fire from the town’s streets. Our artillery shelled the town and the road leading toward Vilnius. Several men in the battalion were already wounded.

			

			Part of the battalion managed to cross the river and fight its way into the town, while the rest turned toward the Kazliškiai homestead and Motiejūnai, as II Battalion continued the envelopment from the right. The Poles fled, abandoning everything. The streets presented the full horror of a battlefield: wounded men lying and calling for help, dead Polish soldiers, discarded rifles, machine-guns, and ammunition boxes scattered everywhere. Our forces also suffered losses – a few killed and many wounded, including two officers of II Battalion. Širvintos was taken. Two battalions of the 7th Infantry Regiment pressed on, meeting no serious Polish resistance... The Poles were demoralised and in disarray...

			Fighting continued throughout the day and into the evening. After Širvintos was captured, no major resistance was encountered, as the Polish forces everywhere were badly disorganised and retreating in confusion...’307

			During the evening of 21 November, the Chairman of the Control Commission, Colonel Chardigny, and accompanying persons went on the road from Vilnius direction but turned back at Jauniūnai Forest. The next day he arrived at the regimental headquarters and talked with Major Rėklaitis.308

			The spoils of war were taken as well, though they were smaller than those captured in the previous major victory. The contrast is clear from the data provided by the same source:

			On 19 November 1920, during the Battle of Širvintos, the 7th Infantry Regiment captured: two guns with ammunition carts, 90 horses, 22 two-horse wagons, 12 single-horse wagons, seven field kitchens, five bicycles, 20 machine-gun carts, and large quantities of rifles, ammunition, harnesses, telephone equipment, and other materiel.

			On 21 November, the same regiment captured significantly less: five machine-guns, 30 prisoners (compared to 200 on 19 November, though some escaped en route), one field kitchen, eight wagons, four horses, many rifles, and other military equipment.

			Although the same flanking manoeuvre was employed in the final battle at Širvintos as in the previous one, its effect was not the same. Having already been used once – and this time without reaching as deep into the enemy’s rear – the manoeuvre no longer achieved the same degree of surprise. In the earlier battle, it had been enough to induce general panic and secure victory without losses; here the enemy was harder to overcome. A more determined fight was required, and casualties occurred on both sides. Nevertheless, even in this last battle, the fighting eventually produced great panic in the enemy ranks.

			Both victories were due as much to the fervent determination of the officers and soldiers as to the skilful and coordinated execution of the manoeuvre.

			
				
					SITUATION AFTER THE BATTLE

					21 november 1920
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			The Attack of I Battalion of the 8th Infantry Regiment on 21 November

			After the Sejny–Druskininkai operation, the 8th Infantry Regiment was reinforced with a reserve company sent from Jonava and had occupied the sector from Vištytis to Leipalingis. One evening in November, the regiment received orders to hand over the sector to the Border Guard Regiment and proceed to Ukmergė. II and III Battalions marched via Marijampolė, Kaunas, and Jonava, while I Battalion moved through Alytus, Prienai, and Kaunas. The march was long and difficult. I Battalion advanced rapidly: on the first day, some units covered 67 kilometres on foot along a paved highway. In three days, the entire battalion marched some 150 kilometres to Kaunas.

			No sooner had I Battalion reached Ukmergė and begun organising itself than the battalion commander, Captain Silvestras Leonas, was summoned by the army commander, General Žukauskas. He was given verbal orders to move at once to the Giedraičiai–Širvintos area and position his battalion between the 7th and 2nd Infantry Regiments – precisely in the sector where the Poles had broken through between the left flank of the 7th and the right flank of the 2nd Infantry Regiment.309

			I Battalion moved to the front that very evening. After the night-long march, reconnaissance sent out reports that the Poles were entrenched on the banks of the Širvinta River. Immediately, they contacted their neighbours, and in the early hours of 21 November, launched an attack. During a shoot-out with the field guards in the village of Kiemeliai, seven Polish soldiers were taken prisoner.

			The task assigned to 1st Company was to break through the enemy lines, seize the Šešuolėliai Manor, and cut the communications between Širvintos and Giedraičiai. The company began executing this task with a direct assault, but under the enemy fire, the battalion was forced to abandon the attempt – especially since the company’s machine-gun was unusable: they had no glycerine to keep the water from freezing.

			Then two platoons from 1st and 3rd Companies, led by their officers, began moving toward the enemy’s left flank. That happened to be the most sensitive point of the Polish battalion – its headquarters. When they were about a kilometre from the enemy firing line, the two platoons rose together and charged toward Šešuolėliai Manor from several starting points. The soldiers were new recruits, and the more timid ones even had to be driven forward. 

			‘It was impossible to follow the usual rules for advancing by rushes; we had to attack in a single sprint. The enemy’s machine-guns and rifles were firing furiously – but, fortunately for us, too high – which emboldened the recruits; they began to believe that bullets avoid the brave. Hoarse from shouting and breathless from the long run, and without bayonets (my emphasis, A.R.), they boldly stormed the Polish trenches. The enemy’s nerves could not withstand such a mad, unexpected assault, and they broke into flight. Their retreat was so panicked that they forgot about the nearby bridge, fleeing straight through the cold, ice-covered waters of the Širvinta, leaving machine-guns and rifles behind. We grabbed the fleeing enemy soldiers by the coat tails and took them prisoner.

			The enemy front collapsed. The Polish companies in the centre and on their right flank fled toward Vilnius with the same speed – though without throwing away their weapons. The road to Vilnius was open (our scouts, encountering no resistance, had already reached Nemenčinė)...’310

			13 prisoners of war, four heavy machine-guns, and a large number of spoils of war had been taken. Two soldiers of the battalion were killed, and three were wounded. For their bravery in these battles, two officers and five soldiers were awarded the Vytis Cross.

			At the same time, II and III Battalions of the 8th Infantry Regiment were ordered to intercept the Polish Vilnius Cavalry Brigade, which was operating in the Kavarskas–Kurkliai area.

			The Last Battles of Giedraičiai

			One of the battalions of the 8th Infantry Regiment that had arrived in Ukmergė initially remained there, while the other was sent to Vidiškiai as early as 19 November. On the morning of 19 November, the commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, Major Petruitis, received an order from the divisional commander to place 5th Battery under the command of the 8th Infantry Regiment.

			Shortly afterwards, the commanders of the 8th and 2nd Infantry Regiments received an operational order from the division headquarters:

			‘To the Commanders of the 8th and 2nd Infantry Regiments.

			19-XI-20 8:10

			No 52 from 1st Division Headquarters.

			To eliminate the deep penetration of significant enemy forces in the direction of Kurkliai and beyond, it is necessary to cut off their rear. Therefore, I order:

			

			The commander of the 8th Infantry Regiment shall send the battalion stationed in Vidzischki [Vidiškiai] to operate between the Šventoji River and the main highway and to seize Kurkliai. A detachment of 5th Battery is to be attached to this group. The battalion currently in Ukmergė is to be sent to Vidzischki [Vidiškiai] as reserve, together with the remaining half of the battery. The training company shall remain in Ukmergė.

			To the commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment:

			A detachment of the 7th Infantry Regiment, consisting of a battery platoon, two companies, and half a squadron, is hereby placed under your command. You, with this group, shall operate in the direction of Bolniki [Balninkai] via Zmujdki [Že­mait­kie­mis] and from there establish contact with elements of the 9th Infantry Regiment operating toward Vidzenischki [Videniškiai], Pozelva [Paželviai], and Bolniki [Bal­ni­nkai].

			Lieutenant Colonel Adamkavičius

			Delivered by Senior Lieutenant [Juozas] Lanskoronskis’311

			Major Petruitis thought that the order was vague, and when he found out that General Žukauskas had arrived in Ukmergė, he called him directly. The General ordered Major Petruitis to concentrate the regiment in Lyduokiai and then to occupy the Balninkai–Želva sector in order to attack in the direction of Giedraičiai.312 

			On 19 November, between 11:00 and 12:00, two companies of the 7th Infantry Regiment, a platoon of 6th Battery, and half a squadron of Hussars were marching toward Širvintos near the Mėgučiai homestead. Along the way, they were joined by the training company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment and its 1st and 2nd Companies. This formation – formed more or less spontaneously and without a common commander – was still on the move when an aircraft arrived from the direction of Ukmergė and began dropping bombs. Several soldiers and logisticians were wounded, and a number of horses were killed. The aircraft then turned back toward Ukmergė. It was most likely one of our own planes.

			By 14:00–15:00, the regiment had concentrated at Lyduokiai. News spread among the soldiers that the army commander had arrived in Ukmergė, that further retreat would not be necessary, and that all would be well. This news greatly lifted their spirits.

			

			From the divisional headquarters in Ukmergė, the army commander ordered the execution of the task he had previously assigned. To carry out that task, the commander of the 2nd Infantry Regiment issued the following order:

			‘19 d. – 17:00 Nidoki [Lyduokiai]

			Commanders 1 and 3 Bat. of 2 I. R.

			The regiment under my command that has been ordered to take Bolniki [Balninkai] and Pozelva [Paželviai], I hereby order:

			To the Commander of III Battalion, First Lieutenant Butkevičius, to proceed immediately from Nidoki [Lyduokiai] through Voltuny [Vaitkūnai], Zmuidzki [Že­mait­kiemis], Klepši [Klepšiai], Plaštoki [Plaštaka], Bolniki [Balninkai] and, after taking these villages, to occupy the sector from Bolniki [Balninkai] up to and including Pusvaški [Pusvaškiai], and also to defend the Alunta–Vidziški [Vidiškiai] road.

			To the Commander of I Battalion, Captain Kynas, to advance from Nidoki [Lyduokiai] via Slobota [Slabada] to Pozelwa [Želva], once it is taken, to establish contact on the left with III Battalion and in Poszeszolka [Pašešuolė] with the 8th Infantry Regiment.

			One battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment and a detachment of 6th Battery shall move to the regimental reserve in Gut Katczuny [Virkščiai].

			My deputies shall be Captain Kynas and First Lieutenant Butkevičius.

			Major [Jonas] Petruitis’.

			III Battalion, under First Lieutenant Butkevičius, left Lyduokiai at 18:00, moving toward Balninkai via Žemaitkiemis. The Poles had marched out of Balninkai on 18 November toward Kurkliai–Kavarskas. After occupying Balninkai, First Lieutenant Butkevičius posted guards in the villages of Pusvaškiai and Karališkės and sent scouts to Videniškiai to establish contact with the battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment.

			At the same time, I Battalion also left Lyduokiai. 2nd Company took up positions in Želva, and 1st Company in Mateikiškiai. The battalion commander, Captain Kynas, together with the Training Company and 3rd Company, remained in reserve in the villages of Šeimyniškiai and Slabada.

			By midnight, the regiment had already occupied the positions assigned to it. No Polish forces were present along this line.

			The fighting and retreat of the previous four days had exhausted the soldiers. On 20 November, there was no engagement with the Poles, and the troops were able to rest. At 16:00 on 20 November, Major Petruitis informed the commander of I Battalion of the situation in writing as follows:

			‘Vidzeniškiai [Videniškiai] is already occupied by the 9th Infantry Regiment. The 9th Infantry Regiment reconnaissance went to Paželviai, but found nothing, neither anything of ours nor of the Poles. Make sure you do not clash with the 9th Infantry Regiment. Povienai313 has been taken by a battalion of 8th Infantry Regiment – there was a dozen or so Poles there. The situation was improving on all sides...’314

			On 20 November, in the morning, General Žukauskas ordered Major Petruitis by phone to transmit his order to the commander of the I Battalion of the 8th Infantry Regiment in Pašešuolė. On the same day, at 10:30, the commander of 2nd Infantry Regiment sent the following order to the commander of the 8th Regiment battalion:

			‘In accordance with the order of the Commander of the Army, I task thee to go with the battalion entrusted to you to the village of Unciuny [Anciūnai], through the village of Miszniuny [Mišniūnai], and, if possible, to take the village of Zibaly [Zi­balai]; the 7th Infantry Regiment will soon take Širvintos. I am going with the regiment entrusted to me from Pozelva [Želva] towards Giedraičiai. The battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment assigned to me is going to its unit by way of Poszeszolka [Pa­šešuolė].

			Parts of the 9th Infantry Regiment are in Vidzeniszki [Videniškiai], which must turn their front toward Giedraičiai.

			2 I. R. Commander Major J. Petruitis’.315

			On 20 November at 11:00, the 7th Infantry Regiment battalion left for Širvintos. At 12:00, a cavalry squadron also left towards Vidiškiai, so both these units left the command of the 2nd Infantry Regiment.316

			

			A detachment of soldiers of the 9th Infantry Regiment led by an officer arrived at Želva and found the 2nd Company of the 2nd Infantry Regiment there. This way, a link was established between the two regiments.

			Around 17:00, General Žukauskas again called Major Petruitis and ordered him to concentrate in Želva and start attacking in the direction of Giedraičiai, because next day, on 21 November at 9:00, the Control Commission of the League of Nations would arrive and cease hostilities, and it was therefore necessary to capture as much land as possible.317

			On 20 November at 18:00, the regiment assembled in Želva. The soldiers were quartered in local houses. At 19:00, the regimental commander arrived in Želva and summoned the officers – there were only fourteen of them. The officers were given the task of capturing Giedraičiai. The mood among both officers and soldiers was very good. As Lieutenant Kareiva had fallen ill, he exchanged duties with the regimental adjutant, Lieutenant [Pranas] Telksnys, since there were no other officers available in the company.

			The regimental commander sent a message to the commander of the 9th Infantry Regiment battalion in Videniškiai, informing him that the 2nd Infantry Regiment was marching toward Giedraičiai and conveying the Army Commander’s order for the 9th Regiment battalion to begin its attack in the same direction.318

			At 23:00, the regiment formed up and set out for Giedraičiai. The marching order was as follows: I Battalion and the Training Company in the lead; one kilometre behind them, III Battalion together with the platoon of 6th Battery. 2nd Company provided march security. The regiment had only fourteen officers, 350 bayonets, two guns, and twelve machine-guns (both heavy and light). For rear security in the town of Želva, the regimental commander left Lieutenant [Alfonsas] Tilvikas with thirty new recruits.

			The regiment advanced rapidly. The officer commanding the 2nd Company, which was screening the march, knew that there were no Polish troops up to the village of Bastūnai, but beyond Bastūnai he proceeded with greater caution.

			It was a moonlit night. The intention was to attack the village of Pusnė before the moon set, but the moon was already sinking and darkness was increasing. At 02:00 on 21 November, 2nd Company reached Pusnė – there were no Poles present. Soon after, I Battalion arrived and halted there for the night. III Battalion and the 6th Battery platoon, having not yet reached Pusnė, stopped in the village of Sauginiai. The commander of 2nd Company posted a guard at Okraspolė and returned to Pusnė. Scouts posted to Šiupieniai Manor reported that there were no Poles in that area either.

			When the battalion halted in Pusnė, Lieutenant [Vincas] Gvildys – without receiving any orders – took several soldiers and proceeded toward Dūdėnai. After passing through Baskai village, he reached Dūdėnai and learned that a Polish outpost was stationed there. As he withdrew, a Polish sentry fired several shots at him. The commander of 2nd Company, whom the battalion commander had sent to investigate, approached and recognised Lieutenant Gvildys at the head of the small group. It was established that the enemy was holding the Dūdėnai–Seirūnai line.

			At 06:00, the battalion commander, Captain Kynas, assigned tasks to his battalion. He ordered the formation of three assault groups:

			
					Right-flank group (Lieutenant Gvildys): 1st Company was to attack on the right flank through the village of Dūdėnai, turning the enemy’s left flank south of Bekupė and advancing toward Giedraičiai.

					Centre group (Lieutenant Matulaitis): A force of 30 bayonets with one light machine-gun was to advance along the Pusnė–Bekupė–Giedraičiai axis.

					Reserve group (Lieutenant Telksnys): The training company, under his command, was ordered to follow Lieutenant Matulaitis’ group in the direction of Giedraičiai.

			

			III Battalion remained in the regimental reserve.

			I Battalion and the Training Company consisted entirely of new recruits, not yet fully equipped. Only their rifles and ammunition pouches showed that they were soldiers at all. When ordered to form up, they complained of the cold, but there was nothing to be done. They were simply told: ‘Let’s march faster – then we’ll warm up.’

			At dawn on 21 November, the groups led by Lieutenant Matulaitis and Lieutenant Ališauskas reached Šiupieniai Manor. Lieutenant Matulaitis drove the Polish outpost from Seirūnai; Lieutenant Ališauskas seized Kalnai. Reinforcements for the Poles arrived from Bekupė Manor, and the fighting began.

			

			Lieutenant Matulaitis was seriously wounded. Under the Polish counterattack, the soldiers in his group started to fall back. On the left, Lieutenant Ališauskas saw the reverse suffered by Matulaitis’ group and covered its withdrawal with fire. The Poles reoccupied Seirūnai. The battalion commander immediately sent the Training Company to attack Seirūnai Manor and Bekupė Manor. Caught in crossfire from Kalnai and from Šiupieniai, the Poles were forced to abandon Šiupieniai. The Training Company expelled the Poles from Seirūnai Manor and captured Height 154, but on approaching Bekupė Manor it had to halt for a time. There the commander of the Training Company, Lieutenant [Pranas] Telksnys, was killed.

			A participant in the fighting, Colonel Ališauskas, describes what followed as follows:

			‘Lieutenant Gvildys’ company, having encountered the Poles in the village of Dūdėnai, was delayed and did not reach Bekupė in time to support the Training Company. The situation demanded decisive action. Artillery on both sides opened fire. The Polish guns shelled mainly the Šiupieniai–Bekupė road.

			The commander of III Battalion, First Lieutenant Butkevičius, had brought his battalion almost to the battlefield. Observing the course of the fighting and noticing that the attack was beginning to falter, he immediately issued orders to his battalion. It was 10:00. 9th Company was sent to the right flank; 8th Company advanced along the Bekupė–Giedraičiai road; and 7th Company deployed to the left of 8th Company. The battalion quickly unfolded into battle formation. Despite losses suffered during the Sejny Operation, III Battalion still had half of the men who had previously fought against the Bolsheviks and the Bermontians. It now had to fight the Poles for the second time in the same place, at Bekupė Manor. The soldiers advanced boldly, their earlier discouragement gone. This lifted the morale of the men in I Battalion as well.

			7th Company, led by First Lieutenant [Sergejus] Musatovas and singing patriotic songs, reached the firing line. The Poles unleashed a hellish storm of rifle and machine-gun fire. From the Juozapava estate to the woods of Bekupė Manor, a continuous chain of fighting men formed. On the right, near Bekupė Manor, Lieutenant Gvildys managed to work his way through the woods and onto the enemy’s flank. On the left, near the village of Šiaudžiai, elements of the 9th Infantry Regiment appeared in battle order. At the Juozapava estate, Lieutenant Ališauskas encircled the enemy’s right flank.

			The battalion commanders moved up to the attacking line and shouted their commands. A shout of ‘Valio!’ went up from the centre, and the entire line surged forward.

			Polish fire slackened, and they began to flee toward Giedraičiai. The Bekupė–Juo­zapava sector was secured.
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			From the Giedraičiai area, the Poles sent battalion after battalion against the advancing Lithuanians.

			Despite the casualties, the troops’ fury only grew. The regiment advanced in leaps, pursuing the retreating Poles. During the assault at Bekupė, Lieutenant Gvildys, commander of 1st Company, was killed; First Lieutenant Musatovas, commander of 7th Company, and the acting junior officer Maciulevičius319 were severely wounded. 7th Company and the Training Company were left without officers and were led by NCOs.

			Just before reaching Giedraičiai, in the Karužalaukis–Martyniškiai sector, the Poles showed their final resistance. With a swift attack, Senior NCO [Jonas] Kuliešius and the Training Company drove the Poles out of Karužalaukis and advanced toward the town of Giedraičiai.

			At the same time, on the left, Lieutenants Ališauskas and Šova attacked and captured Martyniškiai. Under machine-gun fire, the Poles fled toward the town of Giedraičiai; those who were not quick enough were taken prisoner.

			The first to enter Giedraičiai were First Sergeant Kuliešius and a detachment of soldiers from the Training Company. He chased the retreating Poles and, after crossing the town, halted in its southern part, on the Giedraičiai–Vilnius road.

			Soon afterwards, Lieutenant Ališauskas with 2nd Company, as well as Lieutenants Šova and [Aleksas] Kaveckas, arrived from the left flank. In the square near the church, they began talking among themselves. It was about 14:00. The NCOs Kuliešius and Pališkis – who were leading the companies in the absence of officers – also joined them. The conversation was lively and cheerful.

			Artillery was still firing. From time to time, sporadic rifle shots could be heard.

			The commander of III Battalion, First Lieutenant Butkevičius, approached the group gathered in the town square, assigned tasks to each officer, and ordered immediate execution.

			2nd Company was sent to the right toward Magūnai and Juodiškiai. The Training Company and 7th Company were sent along the Giedraičiai–Kraujaleidžiai road toward Vilnius.

			

			The Training Company’s NCO Kuliešius, together with a platoon of Training Company soldiers, advanced toward the village of Kraujaleidžiai and launched an attack. By then Ku­liešius had become emboldened to the point of recklessness and was killed on the spot. Although the troops were on the verge of entering Kraujaleidžiai, the loss of their leader so disheartened them that they withdrew from the village and halted.

			Acting on First Lieutenant [Andrius] Butkevičius’ orders, the commander of 2nd Company, Lieutenant Ališauskas, immediately set out toward Magūnai and Juodiškiai. He was soon joined by Lieutenant [Soteras] Marcinkus with a detachment of 1st Company soldiers, as well as Lieutenant [Jonas] Paliulionis. On the road near Juodiškiai Manor, they spotted retreating Polish troops.

			At the same time, a detachment of about fifty Polish soldiers was moving near the village of Mickonys. Lieutenant Ališauskas moved forward with the advance guard; the right-flank security element was led by NCO Butrimavičius. By the time this flank guard approached the marching Poles near Mickonys, darkness was falling. It was difficult to tell whether the approaching troops were Polish or Lithuanian. There had been no shooting. Lieutenant Ališauskas, no longer certain where the other companies of the regiment were, even thought that the approaching troops might be their own.

			When NCO Butrimavičius drew close to the marching Poles near Mickonys, the Poles dropped to the ground. One Polish soldier, who came close to NCO Butrimavičius, asked in Polish:

			“Jaka kompania? (What company?)”

			“Szósta (Sixth),” replied NCO Butrimavičius without hesitation in Polish.

			“Jakiego pułku (What regiment?),” the Pole asked.

			“Kowieńskiego (Kaunas),” NCO Butrimavičius replied.

			“Osma marszeruje (Eighth marching),” said the Pole, then turned and walked away. 

			The Poles rose and moved towards Juodiškiai. NCO Butrimavičius and several soldiers slowly altered their course and followed them in the same direction. The Poles trusted our NCO, who knew – based on information from captured Poles – which Polish units were operating on this front. The Poles had barely formed up and begun descending the slope when 2nd Company fired several volleys at them. A few Poles were killed; the rest fled. Lieutenants Marcinkus and [Jonas] Paliulionis, sent to pursue them, captured eighteen. The others hid in the surrounding woods. 2nd Company seized the village of Magūnai, while 1st Company took Juodiškiai and halted there.

			To the left of the 2nd Infantry Regiment’s line of advance was a battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment. It appeared near the village of Šiaudžiai at about 09:00–10:00 and advanced parallel to the 2nd Regiment throughout the battle. Had the 9th Regiment’s battalion – finding no enemy in front of it – moved into the rear of the Polish forces or detached part of its strength to support the 2nd Regiment, the battle would have taken a very different course. Only when the 9th Regiment’s battalion noticed that the 2nd Regiment had already broken into Giedraičiai did it begin to manoeuvre more boldly. The battalion swung toward the eastern shore of the lake in the direction of Piliakiemiai. There it met heavy Polish rifle and machine-gun fire and took up positions around Piliakiemiai. By 16:00, the shooting subsided. Only occasional shots were heard thereafter. The order to cease combat, issued for 11:00, could only now be carried out. The regimental commander instructed the companies to halt further attacks and hold their ground. Polish artillery continued firing. The regiment held the line Giedraičiai–Pašiliai–Magūnai–Juodiškiai, which it had secured at 16:00.

			1st Company halted in Mickonys village and at Juodiškiai Manor; 2nd Company in Magūnai village. The Training Company stopped in the fields between Giedraičiai and Kraujaleidžiai. III Battalion, under First Lieutenant Butkevičius, was assembled in Giedraičiai.

			The regiment had received an order from division headquarters – based on a decision of the League of Nations – to suspend active operations at 09:00 on 21 November. By the time the order arrived, the regiment was already deeply engaged in battle, making its immediate execution impossible. The order was received at 11:00, precisely when the regiment was attacking Bekupė Manor.’320

			After dark, at 17:00 on 21 November, once the fighting had ceased, Captain Kynas sent a note via a local villager to the Polish sector commander, informing him that an order had been received to halt active operations and asking whether the Poles had received a similar order.

			The Poles replied by sending a soldier from Kraujaleidžiai, who reported that no such order had been received on their side. If negotiations were desired, they requested that an officer be sent – they would not respond through civilian intermediaries.

			It was agreed that the regiment would dispatch an officer at once.

			First Lieutenant Butkevičius set out with a soldier-attendant toward the Polish lines. Near the village of Kraujaleidžiai he was met by a Polish officer and escorted to the regimental headquarters, and from there taken to the commander of the operational group.

			

			Colonel Ališauskas describes First Lieutenant Butkevičius’ clarification of the armistice terms with the Polish commander – and what followed – as follows:

			‘At the group headquarters, First Lieutenant Butkevičius presented himself to the group commander, General [Antoni Longin] Baranowski. The general greeted him, introduced the staff officers, and asked about the matter at hand.

			First Lieutenant Butkevičius stated that he had been sent by Major Petruitis, commander of the Giedraičiai Group, to inform him that his group had received an order – based on a decision of the League of Nations – to suspend active operations, and to inquire whether the general had received a similar order.

			General Baranowski replied that he had received no such order. First Lieutenant Butkevičius requested a written reply. General Baranowski provided a written answer.’

			In his conversation with First Lieutenant Butkevičius, General Baranowski demanded that our forces withdraw to the positions held by our units at 09:00 on 21 November. Lieutenant Butkevičius replied that he could not give a definitive answer, as such matters were for the contingent commander to decide; however, he added that if he were in the commander’s place, he would not withdraw.

			Having completed his task, First Lieutenant Butkevičius returned to Giedraičiai, bringing with him a Polish letter, which he immediately forwarded to the regimental commander. The letter read as follows:

			‘To Mr. Major Petruitis, Commander of the Giedraičiai Group,

			21-XI-20

			General Żeligowski received the order to halt hostilities yesterday, 20-XI-20, at 18:00. My contingent has had for several days already a precise order from General Żeligowski not to begin any active operations under any circumstances and to remain in the positions we occupied on 20-XI-18, which we have done.

			This morning we were attacked by you and therefore driven from the positions we held.

			If your attack was launched solely because you learned of the League of Nations’ decision only today at 11:00, do you not consider it proper to vacate the positions that we occupied yesterday, 20-XI-20, before 18:00? Namely: Did. [Didžiokai] Manor – Va­do­riai [Vėdarai] – Juozapava – Seirūnai – Bekupė – Dūdėnai – Orlikai [Arliškės] – Gai­deliai – Vaičioniai [Ūlyčėlė] – Šašuoliai [Šešuolėliai].321

			

			If you agree to this and inform me by 22-XI-20 at 12:00, I shall consider that all has occurred due to a misunderstanding, and my forces will not cross this line in the future.

			If, however, you do not comply and do not inform me, I shall consider that the order of the League of Nations has not been carried out by you, and I shall bear no responsibility for anything that may result from this.

			With respect,

			General Baranowski

			Commander of the Operational Group’

			The latter letter – together with the earlier one that directly contradicted it – was forwarded to the headquarters of 1st Division. On 22 November 1920, the regimental commander, Major Petruitis, replied to General Baranowski:

			‘What I have taken in battle, I will give back only in battle.’322

			After taking Giedraičiai, the regiment awaited a Polish counterattack. Our forces were weak. The battalion of the 9th Infantry Regiment on the left had been ordered by its regimental commander to return to his authority; only after Major Petruitis’ firm insistence did the battalion remain in place. During the night of 21–22 November, word arrived from Alionys that a battalion of the 8th Infantry Regiment – not Major Liutermoza’s, as is often claimed, but one under Captain [Silvestras] Leonas – had taken Alionys in combat.

			There was no relying on the Poles not to attack: they had three regiments concentrated in the Giedraičiai area – Kowno [Kaunas], Lida, and Minsk. According to First Lieutenant Butkevičius, who had just returned from the Polish headquarters, the Poles at that moment did not know how strained our situation was; nor did he observe any preparations on their side for an attack.

			Exhausted as it was, the regiment kept watch throughout the night. Many Polish soldiers had hidden in the forests during the fighting and, under cover of darkness, tried to make their way back to their own lines. Groups of 20–30 Poles were present in the rear of our front.

			On 21 November, the 2nd Infantry Regiment took 60 prisoners, two machine-guns, and a large quantity of ammunition. The fallen Poles were buried in the Giedraičiai cemetery on 23 November.

			

			The bodies of the fallen Lithuanian soldiers were collected on 21 November. Among the officers, Lieutenant Gvildys was missing. The company questioned knew only that Lieutenant Gvildys had disappeared after the company emerged from the woods near Bekupė Manor. He was later found in the undergrowth near Bekupė Manor, killed in action, still holding his rifle.

			Although at Giedraičiai our army was several times smaller and far less technically equipped than the Poles, it prevailed because its fighting spirit and determination to win were incomparably stronger. Speaking to a correspondent of the official newspaper Lietuva, the army commander, General Žukauskas, described the final battles with the Poles as follows:

			‘The recent events – the defence of Vilnius and the operations at Širvintos and Gied­raičiai – once again demonstrate the bravery of our soldiers and their commanders. Success depends solely on one’s ability to carry out assigned tasks precisely: even the best plan will not yield the desired results if one does not know how to execute it. The operations at Širvintos and Giedraičiai were carried out as well as could be hoped for, despite being extremely complex and difficult... There is a long list of those who distinguished themselves in these battles. Most outstanding were Major Rėklaitis, commander of the 7th Regiment, and Major Kerbelis of the same regiment. They are the heroes of Širvintos. Great credit is also due to Captain [Jonas] Variakojis, commander of the 4th Regiment, who with his regiment held his position bravely for two days against a determined enemy assault. The heroes of Giedraičiai are the 2nd Regiment. The success of our front has greatly lifted the spirit and energy of our soldiers. Once the ranks of our army have been replenished, we shall, it must be assumed, have a strong force, even if not a large one. Our soldier is the best instrument of war – he learns the art of battle bravely, and when trained, he is a serious danger to the enemy.’323

			After becoming acquainted with one of the most significant battles in our nation’s history – the Battle of Giedraičiai – as realistically described by one of its distinguished participants, Colonel Kazys Ališauskas, I believe it is also useful to consider how the commander of the victorious 2nd Infantry Regiment, Colonel Jonas Petruitis, assessed this achievement. He writes:

			

			‘From this description of the Battle of Giedraičiai (here referring to Colonel Ališauskas’ account, A.R.), one can judge that it was an extraordinary display of determination, effort, and self-sacrifice by our young soldiers. In my view, it is not easy to convey this in writing or speech; one had to have been a participant in those battles – one had to see and feel it all, to have a picture of it, to fully appreciate it. The mere fact that we had only a small handful of men at that time – about 500 – and that these men were themselves unprepared, insufficiently trained, and poorly armed, shows how difficult it was to overcome an enemy whose four regiments were engaged against us: the Kaunas, Lida, Minsk, and Grodno Regiments, equipped with strong artillery and armoured cars, and supported by a large mass of cavalry. I would probably not be exaggerating if I said that for every one of our fighters, there stood ten – perhaps even fifteen – enemy soldiers!

			Not to mention the officers – the NCOs and ordinary soldiers also fought with extraordinary determination. When a company officer fell, a non-commissioned officer would, without waiting for orders from above, take command of the company on his own initiative and continue the fight. The men obeyed him without hesitation. For example, the commander of the Training Company, Lieutenant [Pranas] Telksnys, was killed at Bekupė Manor. First Sergeant Kuliešius immediately took command of the company and became the first to break into Giedraičiai. After capturing the town, he pressed on and led the attack toward the village of Kraujaleidžiai on the Vilnius road. There, at last, he was struck down by a Polish bullet. Nor was he the only one. Both 1st and 7th Companies lost their officers; they too were then commanded by NCOs, who led their men in an exemplary manner until the very end of the battle. Some fell, others stepped into their place, but the fighting did not stop.

			Among those who died heroically was: 1. Company Sergeant Pijus Žadeika, a volunteer and prosperous farmer, who had distinguished himself in the battles against the Bolsheviks, the Bermontians, and the Poles, and who fell with honour at Giedraičiai. 2. Company Sergeant Martynas Cirulis. 3. Senior NCO Jonas Kuliešius. 4. Senior NCO Albertas Stankevičius, 5. Senior NCO Juozas Šatraitis. 6. Senior NCO Petkevičius. 7. Junior NCO Aleksis Juškevičius. 8. Junior NCO Jonas Piktuiža. 9. Private Bun Rufke. 10. Private Simas Miškinis. 11. Private Izidorius Slušinskas. 12. Private AIbinas Kačinskas. 13. Private Juozas Vinčiauskas. 14. Private Kostas Ruškys. 15. Private Vasilijus Bogomolnikovas. 16. Private Juozas Raškevičius. 17. Private Antanas Miliušauskas. 18. Private Juozas Bendoraitis. 19. Private Jonas Grabliauskas. 20. Private Bronius Dziedravičius.

			Those men were killed on the spot; the fallen officers will be noted separately. There were roughly a hundred wounded, not counting those with lighter injuries who remained in the ranks until the end of the fighting. It is true that about seventy men were listed as missing. I do not believe they fled the battlefield. Most likely they were taken prisoner by the Poles during the action – whether wounded or still able to fight – since many of our wounded also died later in Vilnius. Lieutenant [Jonas] Mačiukas, gravely wounded, died there as well.

			Such were the losses suffered by that small remnant of a regiment in the last battle of Giedraičiai. Strictly speaking, it would have been too bold to call us a “regiment” at all – we were no more than a single battalion. I do not wish to compare the losses of our other regiments with those of the 2nd Infantry Regiment, for I myself may bear some responsibility for how heavy they were; another commander might perhaps have accomplished the same task with fewer casualties. Here I only feel it a sacred duty to highlight the resolve of our soldiers, which they displayed so abundantly in the battle of Giedraičiai. Of course, it would be inaccurate to judge the bravery, determination, or significance of their deeds solely by the measure of losses. We must mourn those who fell – but we should also rejoice in those who might have fallen and did not, for they did not shrink from death yet remained alive. Perhaps more than a few envied the honourable death of their comrades on the fields of Giedraičiai.

			Some may think that, if such a large Polish force could not withstand our weak one, the Poles must have fought poorly. Not so. Especially in the final engagements, they did everything in their power to hold us. The divisional commander himself, General Baranowski, went to the most dangerous points and exhorted his men: “Jeszcze, jeszcze, chłopcy, potrzymajcie się, trzymajcie się!” (“More, more, lads – hold on, hold on!”). But it was of no avail. The Poles suffered very heavy losses here compared with ours, and still they could not stand. On the night of 21 November, riding from Giedraičiai to Bekupė Manor, I counted thirteen Polish corpses along a three-kilometre stretch of the road alone; and the fighting had not been limited to the highway, but raged across all the fields around Giedraičiai. We also ourselves collected several dozen wounded. I must add one fact. When our regiment reached the Giedraičiai area, we learned from escaped prisoners and local inhabitants that the Poles were treating our captives very harshly. I therefore wrote a letter – sent to General Baranowski with the help of Mrs. [Matilda] Valeikienė – demanding humane treatment of our prisoners and stressing that we would treat theirs exactly as they treated ours. Some time later, I learned that the condition of our prisoners in Vilnius had improved markedly.

			Thus, although the Poles fought well, our small band of brave men defeated them. The people of Giedraičiai, seeing the Poles unable to hold out and beginning to flee, assumed that a very large Lithuanian army must be attacking. But when only a few dozen of our soldiers entered Giedraičiai, the inhabitants were astonished, saying: “We thought whole regiments were coming – just like the Polish ones!”

			

			When we entered Giedraičiai, the local residents could not hide their admiration for our soldiers. Mrs. Valeikienė recounted several very striking episodes.

			“When you entered the town, I was the first to go out into the street,” said Mrs. Valeikienė. “I saw a group of soldiers talking. I quietly approached them – it was interesting to hear what they were discussing. One of them noticed me and said to the others:

			‘Men, be quiet. The women are listening.’

			‘Why shouldn’t I listen too?’ I said. ‘I am Lithuanian as well, and I am very interested...’

			‘This is not women’s business. Come, men.’

			“And on the faces of those ordinary soldiers,” Mrs. Valeikienė said, “one could see such extraordinary seriousness and wisdom, as if they were solving the greatest strategic problems.”

			And Mrs. Valeikienė understood it perfectly. By then, among us, the distinction between commanders and commanded – between officers and enlisted men – seemed to disappear. There was a profound unity of spirit. Everyone knew the objectives of the battle; everyone knew what had to be done.

			During all the time we were stationed in the Giedraičiai area, not a single resident lodged a complaint that our soldiers had mistreated them or done them any harm. For this reason, even those inhabitants who sympathised with the Poles grew fond of our soldiers.’324

			Confirming and adding some detail to Colonel Ališauskas’ account of the battle of Giedraičiai, Colonel Petruitis further wrote:

			‘...Everything went well until about 10:00, when the Poles, having received reinforcements, launched a counterattack. I Battalion and the Training Company, after vigorously attacking Šiupieniai Manor, the Kalnai Homestead, and the Seirūnai Estate, had driven the Poles out and were already approaching Bekupė Manor. However, they could not withstand the force of the Polish counterblow and began to fall back in disorder.

			It was a grave misfortune that Lieutenant Gvildys and his company – assigned a very important task, namely to advance through the village of Dūdėnai and strike the Polish rear south of Bekupė Manor – had disappeared. We later learned that Lieutenant Gvildys had in fact successfully bypassed Bekupė Manor and reached close to the Polish battery, but he was killed there, and without him the company could not complete its mission. Had Lieutenant Gvildys succeeded in attacking the Polish battery, the Poles would have been forced into immediate retreat and Captain Kynas would have had an open road to Giedraičiai. But things did not unfold as planned. The situation grew very serious. Only III Battalion remained in reserve.

			Seeing I Battalion’s setback, First Lieutenant Butkevičius, without waiting for orders from the regimental commander, launched his battalion into an attack against the Poles. A counterattack met a counterattack. It was an extraordinary clash – the most critical moment of the battle – and I had nothing left to support them with. Fortunately, Butkevičius’ battalion, with its energetic assault, drew together the scattered elements of I Battalion and the Training Company. Even so, it remained the most dangerous moment of all. God forbid – had we failed to break the enemy’s resistance just then, it would have meant death for us all. I did not know at first what else to do; I could only smoke cigarette after cigarette and pray: “God have mercy on us!” This prayer is familiar to every soldier who has ever taken part in serious fighting.

			Soon a thought flashed into my mind like lightning: I had to get to the battery as quickly as possible. How beneficial it would have been if we had not merely two guns but all four! But nothing could be done – we had to make do with what we had. We needed to fire only at those points where it was absolutely necessary to support the assault. The artillerymen gave everything – they fired with such incredible speed that it seemed as if we had not two guns, but eight. The battery platoon was commanded by Lieutenant [Antanas] Macelis and another officer whose name I can no longer recall.

			Now the two battalions and the Training Company fused into a single battle line, and with a powerful assault at around 12:00 they drove the Poles out of the Bekupė and Juozapava sectors. The Poles could no longer hold and began fleeing towards Giedraičiai–Martyniškiai. We directed artillery fire at the retreating forces. The battalions continued their pursuit, and after roughly two hours – around 14:00 – Giedraičiai was taken as well. We then shifted the artillery fire to the south of Giedraičiai, onto the Giedraičiai–Vilnius road. After a few more shells were fired, the barrel of one of the guns burst from the extreme rate of fire, and the shell fell out beside the gun. Luckily for us, it did not explode – had it done so, it would have killed us all. I forbade any further firing from the second gun; the same thing might have happened to it. From that point onward, only the Polish artillery continued firing; ours fell silent.

			It was fully dark. I mounted my horse and rode as fast as I could to Giedraičiai, for the telephone operators had long since informed me that Division Headquarters was demanding an immediate halt to the fighting. Upon reaching Giedraičiai, I ordered the attack to cease at once, even though the Poles were still shelling the town.

			

			I stayed in the same house where I had lodged on 17 November – and from which General Baranowski had fled with his staff only a couple of hours earlier, leaving untouched the lunch that had been prepared for him. For that we were quite grateful, as we were very hungry. From there I ordered a telephone connection with Division Headquarters and informed them: “I am speaking from Giedraičiai.”

			No sooner had I given the order to stop the attack than Captain Kynas, without consulting me, sent a note to the Poles stating that we had been ordered to cease hostilities, and asking whether they had received the same order. Although I did not approve of his haste, I understood the impulse: the strain of a full day of fighting, combined with the continued Polish bombardment of Giedraičiai, had shaken him somewhat. Knowing how exhausted our soldiers were, he feared that the Poles might counterattack again.

			Nevertheless, when the Poles quickly sent back the reply already known to the reader, I was satisfied with Captain Kynas’ action. The message bore the signature of General Baranowski. I wrote to General Baranowski as follows:

			“To Mr. General Baranowski.

			At 11:00, I learnt that, by order of the Control Commission of the League of Nations, we are to cease all hostilities. I agree with your proposal to send an officer to clarify this matter. I am sending First Lieutenant Butkevičius. I do not ask you to guarantee the personal inviolability of my officer; I guarantee it myself.”

			Of course, that last sentence was not entirely reasonable – but it was meant to signal that we were not in the least afraid of the Poles, and that we had every reason to continue our advance. 

			Before departing for Paberžė, First Lieutenant Butkevičius asked me – should anything happen to him – to console his family. For my part, I told him to carry himself with pride and to try to gauge the mood of the Polish staff. Of course, even without my advice, Butkevičius knew how to conduct himself on such missions (he spoke Polish well and had undertaken them before).’325

			How First Lieutenant Butkevičius carried out the diplomatic task entrusted to him is evident from Petruitis’ account:

			‘Butkevičius left Giedraičiai with one companion. The front he was met by a Polish staff officer, who escorted him to Paberžė, where General Baranowski’s group headquarters was located. After greeting him and reading my letter, General Baranowski introduced him to the staff officers and invited him to tea.

			[image: Black-and-white photo of a large group of Lithuanian soldiers posing outdoors in winter conditions. They are standing in several rows mainly holding rifles, some of them kneeling in the front. They are wearing military caps and trench coats. Snow is covering the ground in the front, while tall trees are in the background of the assembled unit. ]

			A riflemen unit of the Lithuanian army, that distinguished itself in battles with the Poles.

			“As we were taking tea,” said Butkevičius, “ we began to talk about the fighting. I told them that General Żeligowski’s offensive was profoundly dishonourable and that we, in any case, had to retake Vilnius.”

			None of the Polish staff officers replied. I saw that they were in very poor spirits. “Moreover,” says Butkevičius, “I overheard some of them whispering about their cavalry. I realised they were trying to learn something – anything – about the cavalry that had pushed into our rear on 17 November and about which they still had no reliable information. I took the opportunity to remark that battles, gentlemen, are a very fickle business: one day you may win, the next we may. For example, gentlemen, you sent your cavalry deep into our rear – yet it is now disarmed and sitting in Kaunas.” After I said this, the staff officers grew even more despondent. Although I did not actually know where their cavalry was or what it was doing, I judged it useful to unsettle them further.

			“After that,” continued Butkevičius, “I felt quite confident and turned to General Baranowski, informing him that we had received a request from the League of Nations Control Commission to cease operations, and that I had been sent by the group commander, Major Petruitis, to find out whether he had received such an order. General Baranowski told me that General Żeligowski knew nothing of any such request. I then stated that Major Petruitis had directed me to report that, if the Polish command had not received such an order, he would likewise not comply with the Commission’s demand on his side. At that point General Baranowski reconsidered and told me that he had, in fact, received the order yesterday to halt operations from 09:00 on 21 November, and he demanded that, in compliance with the League of Nations Control Commission’s order, we withdraw our troops to the line we held before 09:00. I replied that this was for the contingent commander to decide, which I could only report, but I added that in his place I would not do so. Finally, I requested that General Baranowski put his statement in writing.”

			General Baranowski wrote a letter already known to the reader, to which I have briefly replied: “What I have taken in the battle, I will only give back in the battle.” 

			I saw no need for diplomatic sugarcoating. We are soldiers; we had won the engagement, and we would speak in a soldier’s manner. I immediately forwarded the entire exchange with General Baranowski to Division Headquarters. It seemed to me that showing Baranowski’s letters to the League of Nations Control Commission would be useful. I was not mistaken. Later, the adjutant told me that there had been much to explain to General (in fact, Colonel, A.R.) Chardigny regarding Širvintos; but as for Giedraičiai, once General Chardigny had read these letters, he no longer wished to discuss the matter.’326

			Whether we ought to have complied with the League of Nations Control Commission’s call for a truce – or instead advanced on Vilnius – is a question to be addressed after concluding the account of our fighting against Żeligowski’s army.

			Fighting Żeligowski’s Army in the Musninkai Sector

			The right flank of the 1st Division’s front – between the 7th Infantry Regiment and the Neris River – was defended by the 4th Infantry Regiment. Since the enemy was pressing hardest in the Maišiagala–Širvintos direction, the 4th Regiment had to be especially vigilant that it not be outflanked from the left. On 25 October, following orders, the regiment withdrew to the Musninkai area. There, Żeligowski’s units attempted repeated assaults. In some places our troops were forced to fall back, later counterattacking and retaking the ground. The enemy’s objective was to break through the front; therefore, they concentrated their efforts primarily between the left flank of the 4th Regiment and the right flank of the 7th Regiment – specifically at Užušiliai. This gap was well suited for enemy penetration because the demarcation between the regiments was unclear and communications were not properly maintained.

			

			The fiercest fighting in that sector occurred on 19 and 21 November. At that time, the 4th Regiment held the Ramoniškiai–Musninkai–Taučiuliai–Levainiai line. On 19 November, the Poles attacked Musninkai. An hour later they struck at Taučiuliai as well, but were quickly repulsed. They then renewed their attack on Musninkai and the outpost at Mikailiškis.

			Near the village of Užušiliai, the Poles had concentrated roughly two infantry battalions and one cavalry squadron. Their artillery shelled the entire sector intensely. After artillery bombardment and attacks at several points, the Poles still failed to break through. They then began concentrating forces at Taučiuliai. The terrain there – heavily wooded – was favourable for an assault. In the rest of the sector, the Poles also continued to attack without pause.

			Our artillery provided constant and accurate fire in support of the infantry’s defence. Around 12:30, three Polish aircraft flew over the regimental sector and dropped bombs, though without causing damage. After the aircraft left, enemy artillery began targeting our battery positions, forcing the battery to shift to a new location.

			At 16:00, three Polish companies began advancing slowly toward Taučiuliai. Only 37 of our men were stationed there. The regiment’s position was extremely precarious: its left flank was completely exposed, and no information was available on the actions of the 7th Regiment. Polish artillery fire was so heavy that the approaching enemy infantry could not be seen through the dust rising in front of the trenches. Defence became still more difficult when a Polish shell destroyed one of our machine-guns and the other jammed after sustained firing. These were the only machine-guns we had in that position. When the Poles attacked, not a single machine-gun remained operational. We attempted to repel the assault with rifle fire, but soon ran out of cartridges. We tried to defend ourselves with grenades, but they too were exhausted. The outpost was forced to withdraw. Three Polish companies captured Taučiuliai.

			After the Polish attack on Musninkai subsided, one company was withdrawn from there and another from the reserve, with orders to envelop Taučiuliai from both flanks and, if possible, capture it. At 17:30, the commander of the 7th Infantry Regiment reported – based on prisoner statements – that the Poles had sent seven additional companies against the 4th Infantry Regiment’s sector toward evening.

			The two companies assigned to take Taučiuliai used the deep darkness and the cover of woods to approach the village undetected. They then struck, hurling grenades at the Poles, who had not expected such a sudden blow, and drove them into a panic. The Poles left behind many rifles and much ammunition; seventeen were taken prisoner. So thoroughly were the two Polish battalions surprised that they fled not only from Taučiuliai, but also from Užušiliai and Skėteriai. Only in the morning, when they realised no one was pursuing them, did they begin to slip back toward their sector.

			On 20 November, the regiment received orders to attack along the entire regimental frontage and to reoccupy the old Ramoniškės–Skėteriai line. The regiment was organised into two attack formations. The attack order read as follows:

			The right formation, consisting of 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th Companies; 15 machine-guns; 2nd Platoon, 10th Battery; and 13 cavalrymen – under Captain [Jonas] Andrašūnas, was to concentrate in the Kunigiškiai area at 04:00 on 21 November and step off at 05:00 to seize the old Ramoniškės–Pajuodžiai trench line. Upon securing this line, a small force was to be left to hold the sector, while the remainder pursued the enemy.

			The left formation, under Captain [Juozas] Vidugiris, with 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 9th Companies; 14 machine-guns; and 1st Platoon, 10th Battery – was to concentrate in the Taučiuliai area at 04:00 on 21 November, and at 05:00 advance, leaving a reserve at Užušiliai to cover the left flank, to capture the old Pajuodžiai–Skėteriai trench line. After taking that line, it was to prepare for a further advance.

			The following units were left in the regimental reserve: I Battalion of the 5th Infantry Regiment (under the regimental commander’s control), together with the Training and Reserve Companies.

			On 21 November, the two formations advanced successfully according to orders. Although the Poles offered strong resistance everywhere, they were unable to halt the advance. By 8:30 in the morning, the old trench line had been taken.

			Despite the many wounded, the soldiers were in excellent spirits. They pursued the retreating Poles with such a fury that many of them collapsed from exhaustion, unable to run any farther. The Poles were simply unable to withstand such a vigorous Lithuanian assault. Our pursuit had to be halted only because the League of Nations Control Commission ordered all hostilities to cease.327
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			Some of our military historians have suggested referring to the Širvintos–Giedraičiai operation as the Giedraičiai–Širvintos–Musninkai operation. One of those proposing this change, the former commander of the 4th Infantry Regiment, Colonel [Jonas] Variakojis, justified it as follows:

			‘During the final battles with General Żeligowski’s divisions, I am convinced that the 4th Infantry Regiment at Musninkai endured the heaviest pressure from the enemy and thus contributed greatly to the Polish defeat. For this reason, it is not accurate to refer to these operations simply as the Giedraičiai–Širvintos operations, as some writers do, but they should be called the Giedraičiai–Širvintos–Musninkai operations – or simply the Širvintos operations.’328

			A Raid by the Polish Vilnius Cavalry Brigade 

			On 17 November, as Żeligowski’s infantry launched their offensive against our army, the Polish Vilnius Cavalry Brigade departed from the Paberžė area and rode north. There appear to be two reasons why this brigade – rather than striking the rear of its own infantry’s battle line – moved instead toward Kėdainiai on the Nevėžis, pursuing political objectives and attempting to disrupt the rear of our army.

			One explanation is that Colonel Butkiewicz was almost certainly convinced that the Polish infantry would not be stopped and would soon reach Kaunas. His remark, ‘We will soon be in Kaunas,’ suggests that he held this belief quite firmly. Butkiewicz had grounds for such confidence: Żeligowski’s attacking formations were several times larger than the Lithuanian forces opposing them in that sector. This conviction may also have been reinforced by Colonel Butkiewicz’s aristocratic Polish attitude, traditionally inclined to look down upon all things Lithuanian – including the Lithuanian army. Thus, Butkiewicz may have felt there was little point in supporting his infantry.

			On the other hand, the chief of staff of Butkiewicz’s brigade offered another explanation for the decision:

			‘It had to be taken into account that our infantry, advancing on an insufficiently wide front, would become exhausted and would have difficulty holding the new line. Taking up new positions – tactically inferior to the previous ones – while likely exhausting our reserves, would have created favourable conditions for the Lithuanian Kaunas Army to launch a counter-attack. In such a case, the brigade could have served as a mobile reserve to reinforce any threatened direction. However, it seemed more rational to employ it as a raiding force. Experience has shown that the actions of our raiders in the rear attracted far larger enemy forces than they would have by entering battle directly. The raid was intended to hinder the enemy’s concentration of forces – which was particularly dangerous for us in the new situation – and to maintain the Lithuanian forces dispersed for a longer period.’329

			The Chief of Staff of the Polish Cavalry Brigade, Rotmeister Michniewicz, points out another objective that the Brigade had intended to achieve through its actions in the distant rear of our army: 

			‘Disrupting communications on the Šiauliai–Kaišiadorys railway would have made it more difficult to move enemy units stationed in the northern part of the country (namely the 9th Infantry Regiment, a Belarusian battalion, and reserve battalions) to the combat area.330 The brigade’s presence close to Kaunas – especially in regions with a Polish population – was also expected to pressure the Lithuanian government to reconcile itself with the situation created after the capture of Vilnius. For these reasons, despite lacking precise information about the future operational objectives of the Central Lithuanian army, the Cavalry Brigade carried out a raid, following in detail the plan drawn up by its command.’331

			On 17 November, having broken through the line held by the Belarusian company at Aleksandriškiai Manor, southeast of Giedraičiai, the cavalry brigade captured Videniškiai during the night and spent the night there. On 18 November, it reached Kavarskas.

			

			Rotmeister Michniewicz describes the brigade’s movements on 19 November as follows:

			‘On the 19th, our mounted patrols had a brief clash with a Lithuanian unit of the 4th Infantry Regiment near Taujėnai and established that a formation of the same regiment was moving from Ukmergė toward Kavarskas. This indicated that the brigade’s actions were beginning to yield results. In the evening of the 19th, after a difficult march, Lėnas was taken. Our reconnaissance across the entire area northwest of Ukmergė encountered groups of partisans, evidently alarmed by the approach of our cavalry.’332

			This description is broadly accurate, but it requires some clarification in light of the information we now possess. The Polish patrol that fought at Taujėnai did indeed engage a Lithuanian infantry patrol – however, it belonged not to the 4th but to the 7th Infantry Regiment. On the morning of 19 November, a squad from the 7th Regiment’s Training Platoon, which was in reserve in Ukmergė under Lieutenant [Ignas] Viršila, was sent toward Taujėnai to locate the enemy and report back if contact was made. Around midday, one of the three patrols dispatched by the platoon encountered a Polish cavalry reconnaissance patrol and forced it to withdraw.333

			Which of our units were sent – and to where – to contain the Polish breakthrough, especially the cavalry, can be seen from the previously quoted Order No. 52 issued by the 1st Division Headquarters at 8:10 on 19 November to the 8th and 2nd Infantry Regiments. Under that order, one battalion334 of the 8th Infantry Regiment, together with a detachment of 5th Battery, was instructed to ‘operate between the Šventoji River and the highway and to take Kurkliai.’ The same order strengthened the 2nd Infantry Regiment by placing under its commander a ‘detachment of the 7th Infantry Regiment, consisting of a battery platoon, two companies, and half a squadron.’335 

			On 20 November, the Polish cavalry brigade advanced through Lėnas and Pagiriai. A Lithuanian aircraft followed its movement and dropped a bomb near Pagiriai, killing four Uhlans and six horses.336 From that point until 21 November, Lithuanian aircraft continuously monitored the brigade’s progress.

			During the night of 21 November, the brigade reached the Nevėžis River near Kėdainiai. Its proximity to the Kėdainiai railway station allowed the brigade to gather more accurate information about the situation. Through telephone conversations, the brigade learned that new Lithuanian infantry units had supposedly arrived in Kėdainiai to reinforce the local garrison; that battalions of the 9th Infantry Regiment were said to have arrived in Panevėžys; and that the 7th Infantry Regiment had allegedly reached the Ukmergė region. From this, the brigade concluded that the Lithuanians, alarmed by the Polish cavalry raid, were concentrating significant forces to destroy it.337

			As we can see, all of this information was false. While fierce fighting raged along the Giedraičiai–Širvintos–Musninkai line, the full attention of our army was focused on this front.

			It is true that the 8th Infantry Regiment had been transferred from Suvalkija to the Ukmergė area; however, only its I Battalion took part in the frontline fighting against Żeligowski’s infantry. The other two battalions remained in the second defensive line, in reserve. Only II Battalion moved briefly toward the Kavarskas–Kurkliai direction, but soon returned to its original position. Of all the army units, only the Discipline Company was sent almost in its entirety to deal with the raiding cavalry.338

			On 21 November, before noon, the brigade received news of the Lithuanian Širvintos–Giedraičiai operation, which had been successful. Yet even this operation was misinterpreted by the brigade.

			‘The dispersion of the Lithuanian troops in the interior, writes Rotmeister Mich­niewicz, ‘made sustained effort impossible, and thus this initially intense attack was effectively checked. This was, of course, the result of our cavalry raid. The assault was carried out only by the enemy’s 2nd, 5th, and 7th Infantry Regiments.’339

			In reality, as we already know, the fighting halted not because the Poles succeeded in repelling the Lithuanian attack, but because the League of Nations Control Commission intervened and ordered hostilities to cease. The operations of the Polish cavalry brigade deep in the rear neither dispersed Lithuanian forces nor weakened our hold on the Musninkai–Giedraičiai sector.

			Of what the two officers who took part in the brigade’s raid wrote about Lithuanian efforts to counter the cavalry, only one point stands up to scrutiny: that our Riflemen were organised and employed in pursuing the raiders. The historian Dr. [Jonas] Matusas describes the Riflemen’s actions as follows:

			‘The leadership of the Riflemen’s Union mobilised all available forces to intercept the invading enemy. On 20 November, Officer [Pranas] Klimaitis ordered the representative of the Panevėžys Division, Elisonas, to: 1. take over the guard posts in Panevėžys from the Discipline (Provost) Company – which was leaving the next morning for the Troškūnai–Anykščiai area – and attach the remaining Riflemen to that company; 2. deploy the organisation’s forces into the Kurkliai–Kavarskas–Anykščiai region to rouse the local population to capture the enemy. That same day, the II Riflemen Field Headquarters (Ukmergė) also received an order to send men into the Kurkliai–Kavarskas area during the night. Several detachments, directed by the Chief of Staff, carried out the order.

			Detachments of the Utena Division – as well as the Kaniūkai, Žebečiai, Avižieniai, and Vazgėliai squads – were mobilised. They mounted guard in towns and villages, and patrolled roads and bridges. Later, the army relieved them of these duties. The Riflemen exchanged fire with returning Polish cavalry near Traupis (22 November) and near Rubikiai (23 November), capturing one prisoner. The Anykščiai Riflemen, together with the army, fired on the enemy as they retreated toward Rubikiai. After these grim events, the men of the surrounding villages complained to the Anykščiai Riflemen: “If only all our young men had been armed – we wouldn’t have let the Poles slip away alive!”’340

			From Kėdainiai, the Polish brigade was forced to turn back. It had lost communication with its command. The numerous and contradictory reports it received made it impossible to assess the situation correctly. Moreover, a ceasefire – long anticipated – could be expected at any moment, which would greatly complicate the brigade’s return, as the Lithuanians would then be free to concentrate additional forces against it. The return march itself would take at least three days, hindered by frozen roads, horses still shod for summer conditions, the lack of warm clothing, and the brigade’s general exhaustion. It therefore became essential to reach the northern bank of the Šventoji River as quickly as possible. 

			After the offensive of 21 November, our army commanders began to organise an army to stand in the way of the cavalrymen.

			‘The constant attacks by partisan units,’ writes Rotmeister Michniewicz, ‘and the information of enemy infantry units, that showed an intention to concentrate movement in the direction of the brigade, attested to a planned action by a serious opposing force. On 22 November, after an hour of fighting with the partisans concentrated in large numbers in Troškūnai, the brigade occupied the town’.341

			Dr. Matusas gives another version of the clash between the Troškūnai Riflemen and the Polish Raiders:

			‘On 20 November, a larger Riflemen detachment set out for Taujėnai but found no enemy. Before the detachment returned, reports arrived that Polish cavalry were moving toward Panevėžys, Raguva, and Troškūnai. On the 23rd, the Troškūnai Riflemen sent two men to reconnoitre the Raguva road. Others, awaiting horses and rifles, were preparing to ride toward Traupis to intercept the retreating Poles. The scouts sent to reconnoitre exchanged fire with the enemy near Troškūnai and then took cover. The Poles caught the Troškūnai men unprepared. Since only four Riflemen had rifles, they ran out to meet the enemy; their shots unhorsed two riders. Meanwhile, however, several hundred Polish troops poured into the town along all the streets.

			The Riflemen attempted to resist. One of our men fell immediately; the Poles tore off his boots. Another was wounded in the head and taken prisoner. The rest, having run out of ammunition, were captured. The enemy commander decided to have them shot. They were lined up against the stone wall behind the volost office. After the first volley, three fell; one remained standing. He knelt and begged for his life. The enemy commander nevertheless shot him with his revolver and kicked him. The Poles then looted the town for about two hours before riding off toward Andrioniškis. A similar execution of Riflemen took place in Truskava.’342

			When snow began to fall, Lithuanian pilots were no longer able to track the raiders’ movements from the air, which eased their passage. Polish aviators did not support the brigade. On 23 November, near Suginčiai, the raiders defeated one of our companies and seized its supply train.343 

			Polish sources claim that our Chief of the General Staff directed the entire operation against the brigade from a command post in Raguva. This is not true – unless some element of the Riflemen’s leadership briefly came there.

			A participant in the raid describes how the Riflemen hindered the brigade’s freedom of action:

			‘As the brigade continued its march, it ran into large concentrations of Riflemen, hastily mobilised by the aforementioned chief of staff operating from Raguva. Fighting them was very difficult. They fired on the squadrons from forest edges and from behind swamps and marshes. Their fire was accurate; they were not easily driven off or outmanoeuvred. These engagements, and their unending succession, exhausted the nerves of the Uhlans and the strength of the horses. The squadrons were forced to thread their way past one strongpoint after another. The Riflemen were supported by the local population, who informed them about us, the terrain, and the means of obtaining food. This sprang from complete moral support. They were the defenders of the country; we were the “hostile invaders.”’344

			Participants in the brigade’s raid boast that they tore up a long stretch of track and several bridges near Kėdainiai, thereby severing southern Lithuania’s communication with the north, and that the brigade drew off as many as four infantry regiments and all partisan (Riflemen) units – ‘a third of the entire Lithuanian force engaged at the front.’ They claim the brigade disrupted transport and telephone lines, sowing confusion and uncertainty, and that its commander was convinced the Lithuanian front would not advance toward Vilnius.

			This is greatly exaggerated. Around Kėdainiai, the damage to the railway was not as militarily significant as the raiders imagined. At that time, there were no substantial Lithuanian units north of Kėdainiai. The situation in Kaunas was different: there was a large concentration of recruits, and it served as our army’s supply centre with arms and ammunition depots – remember that Kaunas had been a Russian fortress before the war and still had suitable facilities. While the Musninkai–Širvintos–Giedraičiai battles were underway, no infantry was withdrawn from the front to chase down the Polish raiders. It bears repeating: what halted our advance on Vilnius was not Polish infantry or their cavalry brigade allegedly tying down major Lithuanian forces, but our government’s fear of League of Nations sanctions for failing to comply with the ceasefire order.

			At dawn on 24 November, the Polish Cavalry Brigade reached Labanoras, within the newly established neutral zone, and from there the forward posts of its army about ten kilometres away. We were fortunate that this cavalry formation operated independently, without coordinating with the infantry. Roaming through empty areas devoid of our troops, the brigade accomplished no tactical mission. Had a concentrated blow struck our rear at any point along the front during our major offensive, then instead of the victory at Musninkai–Širvintos–Giedraičiai we might well have suffered a painful, irreparable disaster.

			It is regrettable that we were unable to disarm the cavalry, but we had no cavalry of our own, and infantry alone cannot easily overtake and overpower mounted troops.

			The Polish Attack on the Semeliškės Sector

			On 18 November, the 6th Infantry Regiment, stationed in Aukštadvaris, received orders to take over the Valkininkai–Padvarionys sector (Padvarionys is a village east of Semeliškės) from the 1st Infantry Regiment on 19 November. The order drew the regimental commander’s attention to the most dangerous part of the sector, the Semeliškės–Trakai road, as information had been received that the Poles were concentrating forces in the Trakai area.

			Although the 32-kilometre sector could be held only by deploying the entire regiment, leaving no reserves, it was considered sufficiently secure because the relieved 1st Infantry Regiment remained in Semeliškės and could support the 6th Regiment if needed. On 19 November, the regiment occupied the designated sector. On the most exposed left flank, along the Padvarionys–Padumbliai line, I Battalion took position; to its right stood II Battalion, and further right III Battalion and the Training Company. Regimental Headquarters, along with the Signals Company and a mounted reconnaissance detachment, remained in Aukštadvaris. I Battalion’s command post was located in Daugirdiškės village.

			Each battalion kept one mobile company in reserve at its headquarters, ready to be dispatched to any point where the enemy might attempt a more vigorous attack. The reserve company rotated every two days with a company from the trenches – each company serving four days in the trenches and two days in reserve. The regiment’s right flank was covered by 3rd Squadron of the 3rd Hussar Regiment, quartered at Norvydiškės Manor, and tasked with reconnaissance in the Valkininkai area. On the left flank stood the 5th Infantry Regiment. The battery attached to the 6th Infantry Regiment took position on the right side of the sector, while the battery assigned to the 1st Infantry Regiment covered the left and could always support the 6th Regiment with its fire.

			The Poles were most active in the sector of I Battalion. Their strongest outpost was at Seimėnai Manor near the Semeliškės–Trakai road. During the night of 21–22 November, Polish patrols around Padumbliai and Padvarionys meticulously reconnoitred the Lithuanian-held positions and trenches. In the sectors of II and III Battalions, the Poles employed a special reconnaissance detachment supported by artillery fire from an armoured train. They brought this detachment from Lentvaris on an armoured train named after Piłsudski. The reconnaissance unit repeatedly attacked Lithuanian field guards at Lieponys and even reached the Lithuanian line of defence at Spenglininkai, but was always driven back and forced to retreat to the train. Our battery shelled the armoured train, after which it would reverse and hide in the woods along the railway. It advanced no farther than Klepočiai village, as it feared an ambush and knew that the bridge over the Spengla rivulet had been blown up by the Lithuanians on 24 October.

			The 6th Infantry Regiment also conducted reconnaissance against the Polish side, seeking to determine the concentration of enemy units. From the intensity of Polish scouting it was evident that an attack was coming, though its timing remained unclear. Valuable information also came from the local population, which was favourably disposed toward the Lithuanians – many identified as Lithuanian even if some spoke Polish. They reported that new units, together with considerable artillery, had arrived in Trakai.

			The Poles relied chiefly on cavalry for reconnaissance. Lithuanian infantry scouts, however, had the advantage of superior camouflage and adaptation to broken terrain.

			Rumours spread among the Poles that German companies were facing their sector and that the well-directed artillery fire was being commanded not by Lithuanians but by Germans. To verify such rumours they needed prisoners.

			

			Twelve Polish cavalrymen set out under a bright night sky to a small wood by a road frequently used by Lithuanian scouts. They left two men holding the horses while the other ten crept up to the road and concealed themselves in the bushes. An eight-man Lithuanian scouting party was moving along that road toward the Gojus Homestead. The Poles let them pass and, after assuring themselves no one followed, stepped onto the road and began to pursue. At about 150 metres they fired a volley – ten rifles at once – and shouted, Drop your weapons!.

			Caught off guard, the Lithuanian scouts did not panic. They fanned out to advantageous positions and opened fire. The Poles had not expected this. Two fell at once; the rest ran forward firing. After several dozen metres they were forced to seek cover – another man had gone down. A few minutes later they tried to withdraw from their position, but as soon as they stood, one was killed outright and the remaining six, after a brief hesitation, lunged forward again. That rush cost them two more men, leaving only four. They lay prone on the road and fired, no longer attempting either attack or retreat. Their short cavalry carbines were inaccurate – the rounds whined far from the mark – whereas the Lithuanians shot with precision. In the end, the last of the Polish scouts fell. The Lithuanian patrol collected ten rifles, removed the belts from the fallen troopers, and returned to the company with only one man lightly wounded. 345

			All signs pointed to a Polish attack in preparation. By day, the Lithuanians watched the whole area closely from several observation points; by night, they increased the number of patrols. I Battalion’s trenches lay in front of Padvarionys, with an outpost inside the village. The sector’s right flank ran along the southern edge of Padumbliai, between Lakes Ilgai and Viesai. The sector was well fortified: trenches were camouflaged, and the machine-guns were sited to sweep the entire field to the front.

			On 25 November, the Poles began their assault in the sector of I Battalion. At that time, 1st Company held the forward trench line north of Padvarionys village. The road and the village of Padumblė were defended by 2nd Company, whose outpost also stood inside Padvarionys.

			The attack opened in the morning with heavy artillery fire. The Poles brought up a battery of heavy guns, several light field batteries, and units specially trained for breaching operations. Their fire was intense – first concentrated on Padvarionys, where 2nd Company’s outpost was located, then shifted to the heights on the village’s western side. Soon three wedge-shaped formations of Polish infantry began advancing one after another toward Padvarionys.

			A Lithuanian battery was positioned on the shore of Lake Monis. Its forward observer was in 1st Company’s trenches, maintaining a telephone line to the guns. The battery opened fire as well; shells fell among the Polish ranks but could not halt the advance. 2nd Company’s outpost was forced to withdraw from Padvarionys. Using the roadside ditches for cover, it crawled back to 2nd Company’s main trench line. The Poles occupied the village.

			When the Poles began their assault, the commander of I Battalion immediately informed the commanders of the 6th and 1st Infantry Regiments and sent his reserve – 3rd Company – forward into the trenches in front of Padvarionys. He also established a telephone link with his own regimental commander in Aukštadvaris; the 1st Infantry Regiment was connected to the same line. In this way, the commander of the 1st Regiment, Colonel Vladas Skorupskis in Semeliškės, received real-time reports on the course of the battle. Learning that the Poles were attacking, Colonel Skorupskis dispatched one of his battalions to Daugirdiškės to assist the 6th Regiment in repelling the assault. The battalion moved at once into the woods near Lake Monaitis and stood ready to counterattack should the 6th Regiment begin to fall back.

			Artillery fire was continuous. From Padvarionys, Polish infantry advanced in wedge formations, following the latest French tactical prescriptions. Lithuanian troops in the trenches opened fire, but the Poles, dashing from one cover to the next, kept edging forward. Even Lithuanian artillery – now concentrating solely on visible Polish infantry – could not stop them. Some attackers reached the flank of 1st Company’s trench line; there, a platoon fixed bayonets, leapt from the trenches, and charged straight at the Polish ranks. Startled by the unexpected bayonet attack, the Poles broke and ran back toward Padvarionys. Other enemy elements also turned and began to retreat. Fire poured onto the withdrawing troops from several directions, but they quickly took shelter among the village buildings. Lithuanian artillery then shelled the village and the Polish troops concealed within it. Polish guns fell silent. After a short interval, our battery, too, reduced its fire, engaging only with single, aimed rounds against visible targets.

			

			Soon the Polish artillery reopened, its fire steadily intensifying. Our battery answered in turn, concentrating on Padvarionys and on the low ground between the village and the wood, where concentrations of Polish infantry had been observed.

			The artillery fire indicated that the Poles would try to attack again along the same axis. Their shells fell on 1st Company’s trenches, which were empty at that moment because the platoon that had carried out the bayonet charge had withdrawn to the forward trench line and had not yet returned to its own positions. Fire was concentrated mainly on the point where the Polish attack had previously stalled. Apparently the Poles assumed there were strong firing positions there that had blocked their advance.

			Artillery on both sides continued for about two hours and ceased only at sunset. The Poles did not mount a second assault: their infantry, having suffered heavy losses from Lithuanian shelling at Padvarionys, were demoralised and unfit to attack.

			At dawn on 26 November, Polish guns reopened, but this time their fire was not concentrated in a single area. Shells fell at various points across the battalion sector. The Lithuanian battery answered and engaged the Polish firing positions. Throughout that day the Polish artillery remained active, but their infantry did not appear.

			Reconnaissance sent out by our company established that Padvarionys had been badly hit. Many houses were destroyed, and several civilians were killed. The village contained a great deal of abandoned military equipment, and many blood-soaked bandages were visible. Polish losses seem to have been very heavy, as they left significant stores behind in their hasty withdrawal. 2nd Company’s outpost returned to Padvarionys.

			On the evening of 29 November, the regiment received an order to suspend all hostilities, as a ceasefire protocol had been signed in Kaunas that day. The armistice of 21 November, established by the League of Nations Control Commission, had not been observed by the Poles in the Valkininkai–Trakai sector and was not enforced there. Only from 24:00 on 29 November did the Poles undertake to cease hostilities in the Valkininkai–Trakai area.

			

			The fighting on 25 November lasted only one day. The infantry played a limited role: Lithuanian infantry fought defensively while the Polish infantry attempted only frontal attacks. Here the decisive arm was artillery, with its intense fire.

			On the Lithuanian side, the notable infantry action was the bayonet charge by a platoon of 1st Company. Even under extremely heavy Polish artillery fire, the defenders’ fighting spirit and resolve did not falter; at the critical moment, they surprised the assaulting Poles with that bayonet attack.

			Our success was also aided by the local inhabitants, who informed our command about the Poles’ preparations for an attack. With this intelligence in hand, the commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment knew the direction of the Polish assault and prepared accordingly.

			I Battalion, stationed in front of Semeliškės, had to defend only a sector a few kilometres long, whereas the other battalions were responsible for sectors up to 15 kilometres in length. Moreover, behind I Battalion stood a battalion of the 1st Infantry Regiment and the battery attached to that regiment – both of which could have joined the defensive action at any moment. Thus, the area the Poles intended to attack was held by well-prepared and well-positioned Lithuanian forces.

			In the Aukštadvaris sector, Lithuanian reconnaissance repeatedly demonstrated good orientation, resourcefulness, and determination.

			After their defeats at Giedraičiai and Širvintos, the Poles attempted to break the Lithuanian front at Semeliškės. Although they could not concentrate large forces there, they hoped their superior artillery would easily destroy all Lithuanian strongpoints and demoralise the defenders. From local inhabitants they learned – incorrectly – that the Lithuanians had sent most of their troops toward Giedraičiai and that only a weak screen remained at Semeliškės. This ‘information’ had in fact been deliberately circulated to mislead the Poles.

			The Polish attack failed. They suffered such heavy casualties that they could not attempt another assault even the following day. Thus their effort to push toward Kaišiadorys – and possibly even take Kaunas – collapsed.

			For the first time, the Poles used the new wedge-shaped assault formation adopted from the French army when attacking Lithuanian positions. This formation had succeeded against the Bolsheviks in the drive from Warsaw, but in the Semeliškės sector it brought them no benefit.

			[image: Black-and-white photo of a large group of Lithuanian soldiers with solemn looks gathered outside a brick building, posing in several rows in front on a small arched doorway. Soldiers in the first row are sitting. The men are wearing military caps, while most of their clothing, mainly military jackets and dress shirts, is very worn and old.]

			Lithuanian soldiers returning from Polish captivity.

			Polish reconnaissance actions showed that some of their units possessed exceptionally high morale and discipline. Tasked with capturing Lithuanian prisoners, all ten members of the Polish scouting party – when counterattacked – refused to surrender, even though they had no hope of defence or retreat.346

			The Battle of Semeliškės marked the end of the offensive by Żeligowski’s Army. This time, Żeligowski was not only unable to achieve his ambition but even to win any new territory in both the main Giedraičiai–Musninkai sector and the secondary Semeliškės–Trakai sector.

			In our military literature and in society, there was a widespread opinion that after our victory in Širvintos–Giedraičiai, Żeligowski’s Army was panic-stricken and that the Poles had already started to withdraw even from Vilnius. All our army had to do was to press a little harder and Vilnius would certainly have been ours. There were even voices stating that the Lithuanian government did not even have to take heed of the decision of the League of Nations to call a ceasefire. It was only our government’s acquiescence to the Control Commission of the League of Nations that prevented us from taking back of our capital.347

			That our army’s victory at Širvintos–Giedraičiai was great, extraordinarily important, and in many respects even a “miracle,” seems beyond doubt. Without attempting here to judge whether – had we ignored the League of Nations and continued to press General Żeligowski’s forces – we might indeed have won the war outright, it is necessary to consider several factors, both favourable and unfavourable, which could have determined the course of the subsequent armed struggle.

			Factors favourable to us:

			
					The extraordinarily high morale and determination of our troops to win.

					The rapidly worsening situation of ‘Central Lithuania,’ the statelet created by Żeligowski, which was approaching complete collapse.

					The onset of disintegration within the ‘mutinous’ army.

					The unwillingness of Poland to continue fighting.

			

			Factors unfavourable to us:

			
					Order of the League of Nations to cease hostilities.

					The exhaustion of our active army.

					The lack of readiness of the 4th Division, as the new recruits were still untrained and unprepared for war.

					The overwhelming numerical and material superiority of the Polish army (a ratio of roughly one million to a few tens of thousands).

					Piłsudski’s political ambitions. Poland’s state and army were led by Marshal Józef Piłsudski, a Lithuanian-born noble whose greatest political aspiration was to restore a Polish-dominated Grand Duchy of Lithuania. He was willing to sacrifice even other important Polish interests to achieve this central objective. It was solely at Piłsudski’s initiative and command that Żeligowski undertook the operation to tear Vilnius away from Lithuania.

			

			In conclusion, one might concede that there were indeed some chances of defeating Żeligowski’s detachments, but there was no real hope of prevailing against the entire Polish army. The situation might have been quite different had the Lithuanian government heeded earlier wise advice and organised the 4th Division immediately after the Poles began their march on Kyiv.

			There is, however, little serious reason to reproach the Lithuanian government or the military leadership of the time for deferring to the League of Nations’ decision or for hesitating to advance on Vilnius. Given the circumstances, their caution was understandable.
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	On 18 November, at midnight, Colonel [Konstantinas] Žukas spoke with Panevėžys’ Commandant, Captain [Tadas] Chodakauskas, who informed him that the Utena commandant had called, reporting that the commander of a battalion of the 7th Infantry Regiment, cut off by the Poles from his regiment, was asking what he should do. During this conversation, Žukas learned that General Žukauskas had supposedly been hunting at Przeździecki’s estate for three days. Colonel Žukas then ordered Chodakauskas to instruct the Rokiškis commandant to direct General Žukauskas to proceed to Ukmergė without delay. To the isolated battalion, Žukas gave orders through Captain Chodakauskas: ‘Immediately begin marching through certain villages north of the town of Širvintos.’ By their calculations, the battalion should have rejoined its regiment during the night. According to Žukas, the commander of the 7th Regiment, Senior Lieutenant Balnas, upon receiving his order and directions, instantly began to advance.
	The night was dark and cold, with autumn rain falling and the roads in poor condition. The battalion had to move quickly but cautiously to avoid encountering larger Polish forces. Approaching Širvintos from the north, it unexpectedly stumbled upon General Żeligowski’s headquarters – and Żeligowski himself. Panic broke out among the Poles; they rushed to ford the river to avoid being captured. Želigowski and his staff escaped but ordered an immediate retreat for their troops. At dawn, Lithuanian reconnaissance observed that the Poles were withdrawing in large numbers. In the morning of 19 November, General Žukauskas arrived in Ukmergė, having travelled there by car via Panevėžys. ‘Naturally,’ Žukas adds, ‘he immediately ordered the pursuit of the enemy.’ (Žukas, 1959, p. 323)

	Reviewing Colonel Žukas’ book, Colonel Ališauskas challenged Žukas’ assertions – specifically that he had searched for General Žukauskas via the commandant network and that he had given Senior Lieutenant Balnas the order to return to Širvintos. Since Žukas connected the alleged return of Balnas with the Battle of Širvintos – and described that battle very differently from how it actually unfolded – Ališauskas found it easy to convince even Žukas himself that the battle had not occurred as he had written. In his response to the reviewer, Žukas admitted that he did not know what manoeuvre Balnas had carried out or on whose orders. He did not, however, retract his account of the conversation with Chodakauskas.
	The polemic was continued by Butegeidietis, who supported Žukas’ version, arguing only that it was Captain [Juozas] Žilinskas, commander of the I Battalion of the 7th Regiment, who had been ordered to return to Širvintos – not Balnas. Butegeidietis reached this conclusion because it aligned with his own reasoning about the route taken by the commander of the Polish cavalry brigade. Captain Vėgelis, former Utena commandant, also joined the debate, siding with Colonel Žukas. Both sides held to their positions.
	After reviewing the entire polemic and the actions of the units of the 7th Infantry Regiment, I concluded that there was no reason for the Utena commandant to be contacted – whether on behalf of Balnas, Žilinskas, or anyone else. The arguments will be presented in the section describing the raid of the Polish cavalry brigade.
	As for General Žukauskas’ visit to Rokiškis, the most credible version appears to be that presented by Colonel Ališauskas. Relying on the testimony of the general’s adjutant, Lieutenant [Vincas] Šmulkštys, Ališauskas writes in his review of Žukas’ book:
	‘Just before the Polish attack (which began on 17 November), General Žukauskas was traveling with his adjutant Lieutenant Šmulkštys, along the front line in the Ukmergė and Utena sectors (Captain Šalkauskas and others wrote about the general’s presence at the front at the time, A.R.). The general said to his adjutant: ‘Let’s stop to visit my friend Count Przeździecki in Rokiškis,’ and they went. When they arrived, it was evening. They visited the count, talked, and later had dinner.’
	Around 22:00–23:00, the general was called to the telephone and informed that the situation at the front was tense. (It is assumed that the general reported his location upon arriving in Rokiškis. – Ališauskas) The general immediately got into the car and departed for Kaunas. He left around 23:00; during the night, the temperature dropped sharply, and the road became icy. At one point they even had to use horses to pull the car. He reached Kaunas only around midday the next day. So testified the general’s adjutant, Lieutenant Šmulkštys.
	He does not recall any hunting taking place, and General Žukauskas stayed only 3–5 hours, far from the three days claimed. Here in Chicago, those who knew Count Przeździecki say that he was not even a hunter...’
	Ališauskas further states that between 1927–1929 he investigated when General Žukauskas had arrived in Ukmergė. Officers of the 1st Division staff and General Žukauskas himself recalled that he arrived in the afternoon or evening, though none could remember the exact date. Ališauskas found an order signed by the general marked “9:00, 19 November.” From this he deduced that Žukauskas must have arrived in Ukmergė on the afternoon of 18 November. In any case, General Žukauskas was certainly in Ukmergė on 19 November, and if he had indeed been there on the 18, no trace of his activities that day has been found.

	The abundance of articles debating these questions surrounding Žukauskas’ arrival in Ukmergė demonstrates how much controversy the issue caused. Ališauskas, Kazys. 1959a; Žukas, Konstantinas. 1960. Dėl plk. K. Ališausko „Pastabų ir nuomonių” apie K. Žuko knygą „Žvilgsnis į praeitį” [On Colonel Kazys Ališauskas’ ‘Remarks and Opinions’ about Konstantinas Žukas’ book ‘A Glimpse into the Past’]. Karys, no. 4, pp. 116–117; Butegeidietis. 1962. Širvintų stebuklo herojai [Heroes of the Miracle of Širvintos]. Karys, no. 3, pp. 69–73; Vėgelis, Jonas. 1962. Širvintų kautynių prošvaistės [Reflections on the Battle of Širvintos]. Karys, no. 3, pp. 66–68; Ališauskas, 1962a; Ališauskas, Kazys. 1962b. Ar buvo ltn. Balnui reikalingi komendantai? [Did Lieutenant Balnas Need Commandants?]. Karys, no. 7, pp 202–203; Ališauskas, Kazys. 1966. Dar kartą dėl Širvintų kautynių [Once Again on the Battle of Širvintos]. Karys, no. 2, pp. 38–40; Butegeidietis, 1966, no. 28–29.
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			PART II. 
FIGHTING IN THE NEUTRAL ZONE

			I. Riflemen and Partisan Fights

			Truce

			A whole series of factors compelled Żeligowski to abandon not only his ambitions of taking Kaunas and the regions north of it, but even his initial demand to reach the line he had occupied in June 1920, after the Polish forces retreated and were followed by the Lithuanians. On the evening of 19 November, Żeligowski agreed to refrain from offensive action provided the Lithuanians committed to do the same, and he communicated this to the League of Nations Control Commission. His decision was influenced by several circumstances: the Warsaw Government’s desire to end hostilities with Lithuania as soon as possible, the deteriorating condition of his own forces, the Polish government’s reluctance to give him additional troops, and – most importantly – the bitter disappointment caused by the failed offensive against Lithuania that had just begun.

			Żeligowski’s campaign had already dragged on far longer than Piłsudski had anticipated. Foreign protests also irritated Piłsudski, who began to feel constrained in his actions by pressure from the Entente and the League of Nations. Latvia even threatened Poland with war if Żeligowski advanced on Kaunas. These developments affected Piłsudski to such a degree that Żeligowski – perhaps somewhat exaggerating – described Piłsudski’s state of mind at the time as follows:

			‘Piłsudski never intended to take Kaunas, but in these critical moments he became completely confused and began to doubt everything. Whoever arrived from Warsaw said that he had no plan, that he was supposedly overwhelmed by events, and that the outcry from abroad had knocked him entirely off balance. He had thrown up his hands.’348

			From all indications, the Polish government was inclined to agree to an armistice. The very offensive launched by Żeligowski on 17 November, even if it had been carried out with more modest aims, did not find the Government’s clear approval. The Polish representative to the Control Commission of the League of Nations, Michał Kossakowski, had persuaded Żeligowski that the outcome of the Silesian plebiscite depended on the prompt conclusion of an armistice with Lithuania. The offensive launched on 17 November was purely an outcome of the pressure from circles of Polish émigrés from Lithuania.

			In mid-November Żeligowski sent Lieutenant [Czesław] Kadenacy to Piłsudski to ask him specifically whether to launch an offensive or pursue an armistice. Piłsudski said, ‘Tell the General that I cannot help him in any way from here, because the Polish Government is not taking part in the “Vilnius mutiny”. However, General Żeligowski has free hands in this situation, as he has had up until now. So how can I, from Warsaw, tell General Żeligowski what he should do?’349

			When Lieutenant Kadenacy returned to Vilnius with the Marshal’s reply, the armistice had already been signed. The timing of Żeligowski’s change of course strongly suggests that Warsaw did not compel him to accept the armistice. At the beginning of November, the Provisional Governing Commission announced to the press that reaching the June 1920 demarcation line was a precondition for peace talks with Lithuania. Żeligowski expressed the same position to the League of Nations Control Commission in Vilnius on 15 November. Even on the morning of 19 November, Jerzy Iwanowski, Director of the Department of Foreign Affairs of the Provisional Governing Commission, told Colonel [Bolesław] Wieniawa, the representative of the High Command, in a telephone conversation that the armistice had not commenced because the Lithuanian army had not yet fully withdrawn to the June 1920 line. Only a few hours later – very likely under the impact of the Lithuanian strike at Širvintos – Iwanowski began to shift his stance. Speaking with [Kazimierz] Świtałski, he stated that the Central Lithuanian army’s situation was such that it could hold its positions only for a short time longer. For that reason an armistice was being sought, though there was no wish to comply with Colonel Chardigny’s demand not only to halt the offensive but also to pull back to the line of 15 November.

			On 19 November, Żeligowski agreed to refrain from all offensive action provided the Lithuanians undertook to do the same. The following day, Colonel Chardigny informed Kossakowski that the Lithuanian army command had assured him its units would not conduct offensive operations. Through Chardigny’s mediation, an informal ceasefire was to take effect at 09:00 on 21 November.

			

			Thus, Żeligowski’s inability to continue the war, coupled with the Lithuanian Government’s awareness that Poland would support him militarily – and that Lithuania would be confronting not only Poland but also the League of Nations – led both sides to agree to end the armed struggle.

			All that was left then was to complete the formalities of the armistice and the demarcation line. In order to win a favourable demarcation line, the Polish government tried to move from the previous position of the accused to that of the accuser.

			On 22 November 1920, the Polish Foreign Minister telegraphed Paderewski to ‘strongly protest against the treacherous behaviour of the Lithuanians’, given that the Lithuanians were still fighting for several hours after the time allowed for fighting had expired. Similar instructions were given to the Polish envoy in Paris.350

			On the same day, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, [Eustachy] Sapieha, telegraphed Colonel Chardigny, assuring him that Żeligowski’s army would take no action that might hinder the implementation of the armistice. He also warned the Control Commission that Poland would come to Żeligowski’s aid if the Lithuanian army resumed any attacks. Finally, Sapieha expressed the hope that the League of Nations Control Commission would ensure that the Lithuanians likewise respect the armistice and would press the Lithuanian army to withdraw to the June 1920 line.

			The Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs seriously hoped to extract advantages from its propaganda campaign against Lithuania. At a meeting of the ministry’s department heads on 23 November, Juliusz Łukasiewicz optimistically described the situation as follows: ‘Our position is much better now that we have taken initiative. Kossakowski was immediately assured by Chardigny that the Lithuanian offensive would not alter the demarcation line in the slightest, and that Lithuania would have to withdraw.’351

			On 27 November, the Control Commission of the League of Nations arrived in Kaunas, accompanied by a representative of the Polish government, Michał Kossakowski. The Lithuanians were represented at the negotiations by Ignas Jonynas and Chief of the General Staff, Colonel [Konstantas] Kleščinskis. A protocol of armistice was drawn up. In it, the Polish government assured that General Żeligowski would abide by the terms of the armistice.

			

			The Armistice was discussed under three headings: 1. The hostilities on both sides would end at 24:00 on 30 November 1920; 2. There would be an immediate exchange of prisoners of war; and 3. The Control Commission would establish a neutral zone between the two armies.

			The ceasefire agreement was signed at 14:00 on 29 November at the Kaunas Train Station. The treaty was signed by the Lithuanian representatives Jonynas and Kleščinskas, the Polish representative Kossakowski, and the representatives of the Control Commission of the League of Nations. The treaty established a neutral zone. Both sides were to withdraw their troops by three kilometres each from the demarcation line. This created a six-kilometre-wide neutral zone between the two armies. It should be noted that at the beginning of October 1920, such a zone of 12 kilometres was also established in Užnemunė. Immediately, i.e., on 1–2 December, both sides removed their troops from the neutral zone. There were no clashes or misunderstandings during the withdrawal.352

			The Actions of the Riflemen and Partisans in the Neutral Zone

			This Neutral Zone became a no-man’s land where it was difficult and dangerous to live. The majority of the population of the Neutral Zone was made up of Lithuanians while a minority was made up of pro-Polish sympathisers.

			Small units of both Polish and Lithuanian soldiers entered the neutral zone to take a look around, but both contingents quickly withdrew. They rarely clashed with each other, as it was forbidden to reconnoitre or enter the neutral zone.

			The Poles organised a militia in the Neutral Zone, the Milicja Ludowa,353 and the Lithuanians organised riflemen and partisans354. The Poles terrorised their enemies in various ways. There was constant fighting, robbery, and massacres in the entire neutral zone between the German border and Daugavpils. The fighting was particularly violent in the districts of Širvintos, Giedraičiai, and Perloja, and in Užnemunė, in the districts of Puńsk and Liubavas.355

			In 1921, our military command ordered the Riflemen to comply with the status of neutral zone and not to carry out military actions that could be interpreted by the Poles as excessive. Within 10 kilometres of ‘our neutral zone’, the riflemen were not allowed to carry or use weapons or to take lessons in the use of weapons. Those who disobeyed were threatened with a court martial. The next day, however, it was explained that only offensive actions were not allowed, but defending against Polish ‘bandits’ was permissible.356

			Of the more significant actions carried out by our Riflemen in the neutral zone during 1920–1923, we should first mention several operations by the Perloja Riflemen detachment – the strongest and most distinguished in various earlier engagements. The Perloja detachment at that time comprised the villages of Kaibučiai, Milioniškiai, and Salovartė. Closer to Merkinė, the Mardasavas detachment held the sector, but it was directly subordinate to IV Headquarters.

			On 8 November 1921, a 30-man Perloja detachment led by Officer Pridotkas went to Varviškė, occupied by the Poles, and eliminated the central Polish partisan group there. In Varviškė – at the southernmost corner of the neutral zone – Polish partisans had established themselves and even set up a kind of self-administration, terrorising the neutral zone. The following year, the men of Perloja repelled the Poles at Akmenys.357

			In 1923 the detachment defended Perloja against the Poles. Historian Matusas described this action as follows:

			‘...As soon as [the Perloja detachment (A.R.)] returned from the liberation of Klaipėda (where it had distinguished itself with honour), it immediately had to clash with the Poles, who had occupied a third of Perloja itself. The fighting took place on 26 November. Since Polish partisans–bandits had been attacking and killing residents on our side, Tumpa, after consulting with Father Petkelis, set out with about 50 men to destroy them. They departed at 23:00; one part moved to the rear, while the other attacked the partisans’ headquarters. First the sentry was killed, then a grenade was thrown inside. The fleeing Poles were pursued with bayonets. In general, the fighting was very fierce. A burst from the Polish machine-gun sheared the butt off one of our rifles. Finally, the ammunition began to run out, and from a nearby wood a Polish machine-gun opened fire. The situation was saved by Dabrilka, who, with a grenade, brought down both machine-gunners. But he himself fell, together with Kaminskas. About twenty of the enemy were put down...’358

			At times, both Polish soldiers and our own soldiers – dressed as civilian partisans – became involved in the partisan warfare. One such military expedition by our soldier-partisans, the largest of them, was described as follows by one of its participants, Officer Stasys Kviecinskas-Kvietys:

			‘In the neutral zone near Širvintos, in the villages of Avižonys and Kieliai, a criminal who had fled from Lithuania to Poland – Virbalis, the head of the Kaunas city police – calling himself Sarton among the Poles, organised a group of Polish partisans and began seizing the surrounding areas in order to annex them, together with the town of Širvintos, to Poland.

			The Lithuanian patriots of Širvintos – Širvintos elder [Povilas] Žukauskas, police chief Petrauskas, and Gruzdys – called for Lithuania’s help. The Lithuanian government sent to Širvintos four officers and about sixty soldiers, all dressed as civilians like partisans, with the aim of keeping Širvintos and the surrounding area for Lithuania. The commander of this group was appointed Lieutenant (name not recorded) of the 4th Infantry Regiment. From the 1st Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant [Vladas] Vaickelionis was assigned with 20 soldiers. From the 3rd Infantry Regiment, I – Lieutenant [Stasys] Kviecinskas – was assigned with 20 soldiers. From the 4th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant [Domas] Kavaliauskas was assigned with 20 soldiers.

			The officers were armed with revolvers, carbines, hand grenades, and belts of ammunition. The soldiers were armed with rifles, rifle-grenades (cup-launchers), egg-shaped and stick-type German hand grenades, and belts of ammunition; and each group of 20 soldiers was equipped with a light German machine-gun. The Poles were also armed with mortars, which they used to shell us.

			

			All the officers and soldiers taking part in the operation had been selected from among volunteers in their regiments – those who had expressed the desire to go into combat.

			Thus, at a meeting of the officers of the 3rd Infantry Regiment, when the regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel [Aleksandras] Jakaitis, asked for volunteers to enter the neutral zone, both former German army officer Captain [Valteris] Varšukas and I offered to go. I was appointed, having recently graduated from the military academy.

			In the neutral zone we, the Lithuanian partisans, all counted as residents of that zone; I was considered to be from the neutral zone myself, from the village of Visgirdai, and my name was Staknys, Petras – and so it was for all the others. Each of us carried personal documents signed by Žukauskas, the elder of the Širvintos rural district.

			From the 3rd Infantry Regiment, I, and from the 4th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant Kavaliauskas, with our partisan groups, were the first to arrive – around 20 July 1922 – at the temporary frontier in the village of Akmeniai, on the Ukmergė–Širvintos road, in the sector guarded by Captain [Nikolajus] Kukinas’ company. From there we occupied Širvintos and established field outposts. A little later, Lieutenant Vaickelionis of the 1st Infantry Regiment arrived in Širvintos with his group of soldiers, as did Lieutenant (name unknown) of the 4th Infantry Regiment.

			All the officers, except for me, had been promoted to lieutenant from the rank of first sergeant, and had taken part in combat both in the Russian and Lithuanian armies.

			Once we had gathered, fighting between us and the Poles began, as we launched attacks on one another.

			A little later, the leader of the Polish partisans, Virbalis–Sarton, was killed in battle and his body was taken to Ukmergė...

			The overall commander of the Lithuanian partisans in the entire neutral zone was Captain [Juozas] Mikuckis (formerly the commandant of Kaunas), and his deputy was Major [Antanas] Žemaitis. Their headquarters was located in some town in the Dzūkija region.’359

			II. Regular Army Engagements

			Varviškė (Warwiszki) Expedition

			Southeast of Kapčiamiestis, in Lithuania’s southernmost corner, lies the village of Varviškė. Between 1920 and 1923, landlords who had fled Lithuania gathered there and organised the so-called Varviškė Self-Government (Samorząd Warwiszki). This Polish organisation declared itself independent of both Lithuania and Poland and sought to attach Lithuania to “Central Lithuania.” In the vicinity of the village they formed a well-armed 700-man unit composed of partisans and troops in civilian dress. Varviškė became the hub for terrorising the entire southern Lithuanian neutral zone; Polish partisans launched numerous raids and killed many Lithuanians in the area.

			Lithuanian partisans and Riflemen fought these Varviškė armed bands. A special detachment to combat the Polish partisans was established at the IV Militia Station in Seirijai, with men seconded from other districts as well.

			Fighting the Varviškė partisans proved difficult: the Poles slipped through outposts, carried out sabotage behind Lithuanian lines, and murdered civilians – claiming many Lithuanian lives. In September 1922, a larger local Lithuanian force attacked Varviškė. The battle lasted half a day, but the village could not be taken: on one side it was shielded by the Nemunas River, and on the other by Polish army fire. During the engagement a fire broke out and half the village burned down. In 1922–1923, the Poles further fortified Varviškė by digging trenches.

			When the Neutral Zone was abolished in 1923,360 Varviškė was assigned to Lithuania. The I Battalion of our 11th Infantry Regiment was dispatched there.361

			Polish partisans even attacked the soldiers guarding our sector. This was made easier by the sparse army cordon: one village might have only four or five soldiers, and another seven or eight kilometres away the same number. Bands would encircle a village and kill our soldiers.

			I Battalion of the 11th Infantry Regiment, stationed in Alytus, was ordered to go to Varviškė and rout out the bandit nest. The battalion departed with the following composition: the 1st Company with First Lieutenant [Arsenijus] Borchertas (Barintas) as company commander and Lieutenant [Jokūbas] Gotlybas as the junior officer; 2nd Company with Captain [Vladas] Ščeponavičius as company commander and Lieutenant [Aleksandras] Beras as the junior officer; the 3rd Company with First Lieutenant [Vladas] Opulskis as company commander and Lieutenant [Bronius] Steponavičius as the junior officer; Machine-gun Company with First Lieutenant [Eduardas] Berentas as the company commander. The Battalion was commanded by one captain.362

			The battalion had no precise intelligence about the enemy. Its task was to reach the village of Varviškė under cover of darkness, approach it by forest paths, surround it, and destroy the entire bandit garrison.

			On the road to Leipalingis, the battalion had encountered a cart carrying the bodies of our slain soldiers to Alytus. Every participant in the expedition pledged to avenge the fallen.

			They reached the Neutral Zone well after dark and were forced to march the entire time through dense night forest. According to the plan, Varviškė was to be surrounded at first light; however, dawn was already breaking and nothing could be seen but more forest. A local villager was ordered to guide the battalion to Varviškė. Before they could see the village itself, the troops heard a shot and understood it was likely a warning signal.

			
				
					BATTLE OF VALKININKAI–RŪDIŠKĖS

					15–23 FEBRUARY 1923
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			The battalion advanced in marching formation. Houses appeared ahead, and as they approached them, rifle and automatic-weapon fire broke out. The battalion deployed into a skirmish line and went prone. Ahead, figures could be seen running from the village toward the trenches. The hope of approaching the village unseen had been lost.

			After lying for several minutes, Lieutenant Gotlybas realised there was no sense in remaining under fire waiting for enemy bullets. He stood up and shouted, ‘Forward!’ At the same moment Lieutenant Steponavičius of 3rd Company and a sergeant from 1st Company also rose. As they ran, they saw the whole battalion rising behind them. Once the assault began, the bandits fled from their trenches one by one, running toward the Nemunas River.

			Varviškė was captured, and its garrison escaped into Polish territory. It was later learned that the Poles disarmed those who had fled. During the operation, Lieutenants [Aleksandras] Urbelis and [Aleksandras] Beras were killed, and Lieutenant [Vladas] Opulskis was wounded. Several soldiers also fell. Thus the stronghold of bandits – whose political aim had been to annex the Varviškė area to Poland – was eliminated. The leaders of these partisans had hoped that the surrounding Lithuanian population, worn down by terror and receiving insufficient help from the Lithuanian authorities, would eventually request annexation to Poland of their own accord.363

			Fighting the Poles, 15–23 February 1923

			On 3 February 1923, the Council of the League of Nations recommended that Lithuania and Poland divide the Neutral Zone. Poland accepted this recommendation because it wanted the Lithuanian territory that it had seized to be recognised and for the demarcation line to become the permanent Lithuanian–Polish border. The Lithuanian government stated that the question of the Neutral Zone had never been entrusted to the League of Nations Council, that the Council had no authority to issue such a recommendation, and therefore the Lithuanian government could not accept it.

			On 10 February 1923, the Lithuanian government sent a formal protest to the League of Nations, together with a counter-proposal requesting that the case be referred to the Permanent Court of International Justice. The Council, however, declined to submit the case to the Court.

			Meanwhile, the Poles began preparing to occupy the Neutral Zone unilaterally. They concentrated especially in the Rūdiškės–Valkininkai–Varėna sector, because control of that area would allow them to use the strategic Grodno–Vilnius railway line. Valuable intelligence on these preparations was provided by J. Valickas, a resident of the village of Moliai within the Neutral Zone. Although only ten years old at the time, he followed events closely, listened to adults discussing them, and – assisted by his brother – recorded everything in writing. After the war, living in the United States, he learned that Kazys Ališauskas was compiling a history of the struggle for regained independence and sent him a copy of these notes.

			International conditions made it an extremely inconvenient moment to resolve any Lithuanian–Polish dispute. After the Klaipėda Revolt of 15 January, Lithuania had fallen into dispute not only with Poland but with the Entente powers themselves, particularly France, whose battalion had been defending Klaipėda.364 France openly supported the Polish position, and the other Entente members backed Poland in solidarity. Under these conditions, the Lithuanian government had to act with great caution.

			When the Lithuanian government refused to accept the proposed settlement, the Poles decided to seize by force the Valkininkai–Rūdiškės section of the Neutral Zone.

			Even before the Poles attacked on 15 February our government had information that they were preparing an attack. On 15 February, the following warning message was published in the newspaper of the Lithuanian Riflemen Union Trimitas:

			‘Encouraged by the League of Nations, the Poles are ready to wage war against Lithuania on 15 February. First, they will take the neutral zone. Several thousand soldiers, disguised as policemen and gendarmes, have been assembled in Vilnius. The attack will be launched by the police, and then the troops will join in’.365

			Our army had made no special tactical or deployment preparations, although it is unclear whether this was due to a lack of knowledge about Polish intentions or a deliberate decision to avoid escalating the dispute into a more serious armed conflict.

			However, the commanders responsible for the sector knew that the Poles were preparing to occupy the Neutral Zone, and it is likely that our higher military command had also been informed. Local sector defence – Riflemen, partisans, and army units – accordingly increased their vigilance.

			The sector adjacent to the Neutral Zone – more than 30 kilometres wide, stretching from the villages of Žilinėliai and Strielčiškės in the south to Daugirdiškės and Subartėnai in the north near Lake Ilgai – was guarded by the 6th Infantry Regiment. One battalion was always on duty near the Neutral Zone, rotating regularly, while the other two battalions remained in reserve in the Kruonis–Darsūniškis area. Communications were maintained by telephone and by mounted and foot patrols.

			Regimental headquarters were located in Kruonis. The commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment was Lieutenant Colonel Tvaronas, formerly head of the Military Academy. The regiment belonged to the 3rd Infantry Division.

			On 15 February, the sector was guarded by II Battalion of the 6th Infantry Regiment, deployed as follows:

			4th Company held the southern part of the sector, on the right flank. Its command post was located in Strielčiškės village.

			5th Company occupied the centre of the sector, with its command post in Samninkai village.

			6th Company was positioned in the northern part of the sector, with its command post in Bagdononys village.

			

			There was no continuous frontline, as each company had to defend a sector roughly ten kilometres wide, with outposts spaced far apart from one another.

			Before 15 February, the commander of II Battalion, Major Jonas Gaudešius, had been sent to Kaunas. He was replaced by the acting commander, Lieutenant [Vytautas] Buragas, commander of 5th Company. The battalion headquarters was located in Onuškis. To the south, on the right of the village of Žilinėliai, the sector was guarded by units of the Alytus garrison. To the north, on the left, stood other units of the 3rd Infantry Division. The Riflemen assisted the army in guarding and reconnoitring the sector; in this area a Riflemen detachment commanded by [Feliksas] Šemeta was active.

			Between 12 and 14 February 1923, Polish police units in dark blue uniforms – border-guard battalions (bataliony celne)366 – replaced the regular army previously stationed along the Neutral Zone and occupied a whole series of villages in the Valkininkai–Rūdiškės section. Three such battalions operated in this area: the 15th, 31st, and 43rd.367 The Polish regular army, which had guarded the Neutral Zone until then, remained behind them, effectively forming a reserve for the border-guard battalions.

			The newly arrived Polish forces behaved tolerably toward the inhabitants of the Neutral Zone. Their main demand was for large numbers of relay stations to transport military supplies and provisions from Eišiškės to the Varėna railway station and, once fighting began, to evacuate wounded soldiers.

			On 15 February 1923, at 6:00, the Poles began attacking the Lithuanian outposts.368 Having occupied almost the entire stretch of the Neutral Zone, they launched a larger assault on the villages of Paakmenė, Karpiškės, Strielčiškės, Kalėnai, Kaniūkiai, and Gudakiemis, and attacked with smaller forces the outposts north of Lake Vilkokšnis, in the isthmus between Lakes Spindžius and Ilgai. Our guard posts repulsed the first attacks by the Polish vanguard. But as the main Polish forces pressed forward, our small and widely dispersed guard detachments were forced to withdraw.

			Our outposts in the villages of Strielčiškės and Paakmenė resisted particularly fiercely. On the night of 16 February, the Alytus garrison units from Jakėnai and Paručiai villages attacked the Poles and took Paakmenė. The Poles attacked again and retook the village. The village changed hands several times. On 18 February, the Lithuanians ceased their assaults, and Paakmenė remained in Polish hands. 

			Along the line between Lakes Spindžius and Ilgai, north of Lake Vilkokšnis, the sector commander – the commander of 6th Company – had received information that the Poles were preparing to attack. The evening before, he reinforced the forward outposts with men from the company reserve. When the Poles approached our guard positions, they were met with heavy fire. Forced to retreat, they did not attack this section again.

			It appears that in the sector of 6th Company the Poles had no particular desire to seize the Lithuanian-held positions.

			During the fighting on 15 February, one regimental officer and several soldiers were captured by the Poles. A Lithuanian schoolgirl who spoke with them was arrested for doing so.369

			News that the Poles had begun their attack was immediately reported to the commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment, Lieutenant Colonel [Pranas] Tvaronas, in Kruonis. Tvaronas immediately mobilised I and III Battalions and, on that same evening of 15 February, hurried to Onuškis. Despite snow-covered roads, he covered the roughly 40 kilometres in record time. The 6th Battery, which was under the regimental commander’s authority, arrived together with him.

			When the regimental commander reached Onuškis, the guard posts of 4th and 5th Companies – belonging to the battalion responsible for the sector – had withdrawn, while 6th Company was still holding its positions. Tvaronas appointed the commander of the Training Company, Captain Juozas Barkauskas, as acting commander of II Battalion, and Lieutenant Buragas returned to his duties as company commander. Although the exact orders issued to II Battalion are unknown, it is assumed that the units of 4th Company were assembled at their command post at Bytautonys Manor and held in reserve. The units of 5th Company were likewise gathered at Gruožninkai and kept in reserve.

			Colonel Tvaronas ordered the commander of I Battalion, Captain [Kazys] Mackevičius, to concentrate in Gruožninkai and to attack and capture the villages of Kaniūkai, Kalėnai, Zakoriai, Strielčiškės. Reconnaissance and guarding of flanks were assigned to a squad of cavalrymen. He ordered III Battalion Commander, Captain [Alfonsas] Sinkevičius, to concentrate in Samninkai and attack in the direction of Gudakiemis. The 6th Battery was to support the attack of I Battalion.

			I Battalion was to start attacking on 16 February, and III Battalion to wait for the order. The regimental headquarters were located in Onuškis.

			The objective of the counter-offensive was to recapture the positions from which our outposts had been forced to withdraw.

			The 3rd Company captured Strielčiškės and Zakoriai. The 2nd Company seized Kaniūkai, but did not succeed in taking Kalėnai.

			On 17 February, companies of III Battalion captured the village of Gudakiemis. During the assault, one Polish officer and about thirty soldiers were taken prisoner. The prisoners belonged to three Polish border-guard battalions.

			On 18 February, the units of the 6th Infantry Regiment and those of the Alytus garrison sector halted their advance, although Paakmenė, Karpiškės, Kalėnai, and several nearby homesteads still remained untaken. The Poles did not attack either; they limited themselves to reconnaissance. From 20 to 23 February, our outposts exchanged fire with the Poles near Strielčiškės, Kalėnai, Spenglininkai, and Dergionys.370

			After learning of the Polish assault, the Commander of the Army, Lieutenant General Juozas Stanaitis, ordered the 5th Infantry Regiment, then stationed in Aukštoji Panemunė, to move to Aukštadvaris. A battery of heavy artillery was dispatched from Raudondvaris. No further troop movements or tactical adjustments were made in connection with the clashes with the Poles.

			On 18 February, the fighting subsided. Skirmishes between reconnaissance parties steadily diminished. On 23 February, the Poles withdrew from Paakmenė, and on 25 February from Kalėnai and the surrounding homesteads. No Polish-occupied settlement remained on the Lithuanian side of the Neutral Zone.371 The Poles urgently repaired the railway and bridges in the Valkininkai–Rūdiškės sector.

			Lithuanian and Polish military representatives met first in Karpiškės, and later in Smalninkai (north-east of Varėna). After these meetings, the situation stabilised.

			On 23 February 1923, the Warsaw news agency announced that Lithuanians and Poles were negotiating the border question in Smalninkai. On 27 February, however, the Lithuanian news agency in Kaunas reported that no negotiations with the Poles on the border issue were taking place.372

			This is how the Poles won the important Valkininkai–Rūdiškės section of the railway line. The Lithuanians did not commit any acts of sabotage along that stretch. Almost all residents in the Polish-occupied zone were Lithuanians.

			During these engagements, eight soldiers of the 6th Infantry Regiment were killed, and one officer with nine soldiers were taken prisoner. In total, more than ten of our men likely fell. It may be assumed that Polish losses were at least comparable to the Lithuanian losses. Once tensions eased, the 5th Infantry Regiment and the heavy artillery battery returned to their stations.

			As Captain [Ponteleimonas] Soltanas captured Strielčiškės, Major-General Adrian Carton de Wiart – head of the British Military Mission to Poland – arrived on 17 February from the Polish-held part of the Neutral Zone, accompanied by Major E. H. Grant and two Polish officers. By order of Colonel [Pranas] Tvaronas, the British military representative and the officers with him were detained and sent to Kaunas.373 The British general was released shortly thereafter; the Polish officers were freed a few days later. The incident gave the foreign press – especially the British and French – an opportunity to write unfavourably about Lithuania, and the British government demanded an explanation from the Lithuanian authorities.

			Throughout the fighting along the railway, the commander of the 6th Infantry Regiment and his troops displayed notable determination and courage. Eight officers, including the regimental commander, and about thirty soldiers were awarded the Cross of Vytis.374

			The League of Nations Attempts to Resolve the Lithuanian–Polish Dispute

			Once the armistice was concluded, the Council of the League of Nations began serious preparations for a plebiscite. It sought military contingents from neutral states to supervise the voting area and pressed the Lithuanian and Polish governments to agree on the territory in which the plebiscite would be held. Through the mediation of the League’s Control Commission, Lithuanian–Polish talks opened in Warsaw on 13 December 1920. Although they continued for several weeks, they yielded no results. In essence, neither side truly wanted a plebiscite. The Poles refused to withdraw their troops from the Vilnius region – thus removing one of the fundamental preconditions for a fair vote. Concluding that the conditions for an impartial plebiscite no longer existed, the Council abandoned the idea on 1 March 1921 and proposed direct negotiations in Brussels under the chairmanship of [Paul] Hymans. The Lithuanian government agreed, but stressed that this could in no way be construed as legitimising Żeligowski’s presence in the Vilnius area, which had been occupied in violation of the Suwałki Agreement (7 October 1920).

			Talks in Brussels began on 20 April 1921, and they too brought no tangible results. On 20 May 1921, Hymans presented a plan of his own. It envisioned a Swiss-style arrangement in which Lithuania would consist of two cantons – Vilnius and Kaunas – with Vilnius as the state capital and Lithuanian and Polish as the official languages throughout the state. Under this scheme Lithuania would conclude with Poland a series of conventions (military, foreign policy, and economic).

			Although both sides accepted the Hymans draft as a basis for discussion, neither ultimately agreed to it – albeit for different reasons. Hymans then issued a second draft on 3 September 1921. Under this version, Lithuania’s constitutional order would not necessarily be federal, but the autonomous canton of Vilnius would retain the same rights as in the first draft, and the central government’s powers over Vilnius would mirror those of the Swiss federal government over its cantons. To encourage Lithuanian acceptance, it was proposed to transfer sovereignty over the Klaipėda region to Lithuania, while granting Poland the right to use the port of Klaipėda. Lithuania rejected the plan because it placed the country in a de facto vassal relationship to Poland; Poland rejected it because it still refused to recognise Lithuania’s sovereignty in the Vilnius region.

			Frustrated by the impasse, the Council of the League of Nations adopted a resolution on 13 January 1922 ending the conciliation procedure laid down in its resolution of 3 March 1921. The Council noted it could not accept any settlement of the Vilnius question made outside its recommendations or without the consent of both parties. The same resolution provided for the withdrawal of the Military Control Mission and for replacing the neutral zones near Vilnius and Suwałki with a temporary demarcation line.

			Just as the League of Nations was attempting to resolve the dispute through negotiated agreement, the Polish government undertook a whole series of unilateral measures. Already on 16 September 1921, the Warsaw Sejm, at the initiative of the Polish government, resolved to hold elections in the Vilnius region and thereby determine the fate of the territory unilaterally. Acting on this resolution, on 20 September 1921, Żeligowski issued an order scheduling elections for the Vilnius Sejm on 8 January 1922. Lithuanians, Jews, and Belarusians opposed the elections, and as a result the Vilnius Sejm became essentially a Polish assembly. The elections were won by Polish nationalists. On 20 February 1922, the Sejm voted to incorporate the Vilnius region into the Polish state, and on 24 March 1922, the Polish Sejm in Warsaw ratified this decision.

			These Polish actions, aimed at legitimising the seizure of the Vilnius region, violated previous commitments made by Poland and were condemned by the Chairman of the League of Nations Control Commission in his report of 20 January 1922, which stated:

			‘Given that Lithuanians, Jews, and a large majority of Belarusians officially abstained from the elections, and that the elections were conducted under a regime of military occupation, in which the Polish element could make full use of the entire government apparatus, it does not seem possible to regard the present Vilnius Sejm as a true and sincere expression of the will of the population of the territory consulted.’

			

			The Lithuanian government protested against the elections announced by Żeligowski, against the staged resolution of the Vilnius Sejm, and, finally, against the elections to the Warsaw Sejm on 28 July 1922 in the Vilnius region.

			On 13 January 1922, the Council of the League of Nations decided to abolish the Neutral Zone. Responding to Poland’s demand that the zone be divided, the Council decided on 3 February 1922 to partition it and established a demarcation line, assigning the Vilnius region to the Polish side. The Lithuanian government rejected this decision because it would legalise Żeligowski’s actions.

			Seeking to exhaust every peaceful means for resolving the Vilnius question, the Lithuanian Government appealed on 18 November 1922 to the Conference of Ambassadors to exercise the authority granted to it by Article 87 of the Treaty of Versailles, requesting that it determine Poland’s eastern frontiers ‘in view of the solemn pledges made by that State towards Lithuania and the vital interests and rights of Lithuania.’

			On 15 March 1923, the Conference of Ambassadors established the Lithuanian–Polish border on the basis of the demarcation line fixed by the League of Nations on 3 February 1923. Lithuania strongly protested this decision. The Lithuanian Government solemnly declared that it recognised no legal force in the Ambassadors’ decision and that it reserved all its rights to Lithuania’s historic capital and to the entire Vilnius region.

			To clarify its position, the Lithuanian Government – through its representative in Paris, Petras Klimas – asked three prominent members of the Institute of International Law ([Albert Geouffre de] La Pradelle, Louis Érasme Le Fur, and [André Nikolaievitch] Mandelstam) for an expert opinion on whether, as a matter of law and equity, Lithuania was bound by the Ambassadors’ decision regarding the Lithuanian–Polish frontier. They replied in the negative, supporting the Lithuanian Government’s position that the decision had no legal validity and did not bind Lithuania.

			Poland continued to seek Lithuania’s de facto recognition of its annexation of the Vilnius region by indirect means. Lithuania successfully resisted these attempts and never recognised Polish sovereignty over the Vilnius region.375

			III. Concluding Remarks

			Lithuanian Struggles with the Poles as a Legacy of the Union

			At the end of the 14th century, when Lithuania entered into a union with Poland, the Lithuanian state was four times larger than the Polish one. Territorial disputes between the two states did occasionally arise, but they concerned distant regions such as Volhynia or Podolia, never the ethnographic Lithuanian lands – and certainly not Vilnius, the Lithuanian capital, which at that time lay farther from the Polish–Lithuanian frontier than Warsaw itself.

			After more than four hundred years of union and 125 years after its dissolution, the balance of power between Lithuania and Poland had changed fundamentally. The Polish nation had grown significantly, assimilating neighbouring peoples, while the Lithuanian nation had diminished as a result of denationalisation. It is true that for centuries Lithuania governed vast Slavic-inhabited territories and, in a sense, ‘assimilated’ them; yet this assimilation had been political, not ethnic. In the era of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, all inhabitants of the state called themselves ‘Lithuanians’ in a state-civic sense, regardless of their ancestry or native language. They were patriots of their state. But this form of political assimilation proved fragile: once the state collapsed, identification with it rapidly faded and in many places disappeared altogether.

			Linguistic and national assimilation, however, is a different matter entirely. By adopting a foreign language, one gradually begins to identify with the nation that speaks it. Through adopting the Polish language, large sections of the Lithuanian nobility, the urban population, and even some Lithuanian regions drifted away from the historical Lithuanian nation. This partial national estrangement was not only one of the principal causes of the Lithuanian–Polish armed conflict – it also profoundly shaped the character of the fighting and, to some extent, even its outcome.

			

			Over the centuries, Poland increasingly overshadowed the Lithuanian state and eventually nationally assimilated the Lithuanian ruling elite. As a result, Poland came to regard the union of the two states – and the unity of the two ‘nations’ represented by the nobility – as something natural and self-evident, almost as its own rightful inheritance.

			For that reason, the Lithuanian national revival and the emergence of Lithuanian separatism appeared to Poles as a betrayal of the venerable traditions of the union – traditions that had, in their eyes, become sacred. Even more hostile to the Lithuanian national movement were the denationalised strata within Lithuania itself, especially the nobility. Entrenched in their old traditions, they could not imagine that the descendants of their former serfs could dare to lead the nation, let alone create an independent state separate from Poland. Thus, the Polonised Lithuanian nobility often became even fiercer opponents of Lithuania’s independence than the Poles themselves.

			Of all the Lithuanian nobles, Marshal Józef Piłsudski played the most important role in the armed Lithuanian–Polish conflict. As Poland’s head of state, he was in charge of Polish politics towards Lithuania and his decision was often decisive.

			The Polonised Lithuanian population influenced the course of the Lithuanian – Polish conflict, especially in these periods of the fighting:

			
					At the end of 1918, units organised in the name of self-defence in Vilnius temporarily took control of the Lithuanian capital.

					On 12 August 1919, the Lithuanian Landlords’ Congress in Suwałki demanded that the Polish army occupy Lithuania.

					The Polonised Lithuanian element, together with the Polish partisans coming from the south, carried out the so-called ‘Sejny Uprising’ in August 1919.

					In August 1919, the betrayal of a Polonised company commander, officer [Edmundas] Bardauskas, made it much easier for the Poles to take Sejny.

					At the end of August 1919, the Polish military organisation POW attempted to overthrow the Lithuanian government and help the Polish army to occupy Lithuania.

					Desiring additional benefits from disturbances in Lithuania, Poles would also have contributed to the February 1920 uprising in Panemunė.

			

			

			The Polonised Lithuanian element played an especially important role in Żeligowski’s mutiny:

			
					The mastermind, planner, and commander of the ‘mutiny’ was the Lithuanian nobleman Piłsudski himself.

					Lithuanian noblemen also acted as leaders of the ‘mutineers’: General Żeligowski, the commander of the most powerful unit of the Żeligowski’s cavalry, Colonel Butkiewicz, and others.

					Already at the beginning of 1919, Piłsudski had begun forming two Lithuanian–Belarusian divisions intended for special operations against Lithuania, and the core of these divisions consisted of soldiers originating from Lithuania.

					Polonised Vilnius residents formed partisan groups that impeded the Lithuanians from defending Vilnius.

					Polish partisans were also active in the Polonised areas of the Vilnius region.

					The Polonised inhabitants of the Vilnius region revealed to the Poles where the headquarters of the Lithuanian 1st Division was located. Taking advantage of this knowledge, Colonel Butkiewicz and his 13th Uhlan Regiment captured the Lithuanian 1st Division commander and the artillery commander. As a result of this Polish cavalry raid, the Lithuanian division retreated about 20 kilometres.

					The Polonised Kėdainiai area determined the direction of Colonel Butkie­wicz cavalry’s third raid.

			

			The Most Perilous Moments in the Struggle for Lithuania’s Independence 

			Given its small size and modest armament, Lithuania’s army was almost constantly at risk of being overpowered by stronger adversaries. Even so, six moments stand out when Lithuania’s independence truly hung by a thread:

			

			
					Early 1919 – The Lithuanian army was only beginning to take shape. The German occupation forces were withdrawing – and intended to leave entirely – while massed Bolshevik units streamed in behind them. The situation was saved only when the German government reversed course and decided to hold the Bolsheviks on the Riga–Kaunas–Grodno line.

					The Kaunas POW Uprising – Had it succeeded, this revolt would have buried Lithuania’s prospects for independence.

					The Panemunė Uprising – A similar fate would have befallen Lithuania had this uprising also achieved its aims.

					Summer 1920 – As the Red Army neared Warsaw, Soviet Russia organised a Bolshevik uprising in Lithuania to provide a pretext for military occupation. Lithuania was spared by the ‘Miracle on the Vistula’.

					Summer 1920 – Poland’s Chief of the General Staff, General Tadeusz Rozwadowski, drew up an offensive plan to drive Bolshevik forces northward and, under the pretext of operational necessity, occupy all of Lithuania. By rejecting Rozwadowski’s plan, Józef Piłsudski averted this danger to Lithuania.

					17–21 November 1920 (Żeligowski’s Offensive) – Had Colonel Butkiewicz’s cavalry brigade supported its infantry and struck our 1st Division from the rear, our units – however skilful and brave – would scarcely have withstood vastly superior forces attacking from both flanks. On this occasion, our extremely precarious situation was salvaged by Colonel Butkiewicz himself, who, instead of supporting his infantry, rode off into empty country.

			

			Closing Remarks

			Of the three Baltic States, Lithuania faced the most difficult struggle in regaining its independence. Lithuania had one more enemy – Poland – than Latvia and Estonia, and our northern neighbours were also economically and culturally stronger. Lithuania’s economic backwardness stemmed largely from the fact that it had been cut off from its natural ports, Klaipėda and Königsberg, which hindered industrial development and kept the towns stagnant. Many Lithuanians were forced to emigrate in search of work.

			Culturally, Lithuania also lagged behind. After the first uprising against Russia, Vilnius University – the only university in Lithuania – was closed, and a decade later two academies were also shut down. For many years, no institutions of higher learning remained. Political repression in Lithuania was harsher than in the neighbouring Baltic states: after each uprising, persecution intensified. Lithuania’s cultural development was further crippled by the 40-year ban on Lithuanian print. The extent of this cultural backwardness is illustrated by literacy rates: in 1923, 32 per cent of Lithuania’s population was illiterate, compared with just over 10 per cent in Latvia, and virtually no illiteracy in Estonia.

			These economic and cultural limitations meant that Lithuania could not field a larger army, nor did it have enough highly qualified officers for senior posts or specialised units. Nevertheless, even within its limited means, the Lithuanian government did not always do everything possible to organise and expand the army. Two moments are particularly important in this regard: late 1918 and early May 1920.

			In the second half of 1918, the Lithuanians not only failed to build up military forces secretly (as the Poles had done), but even after the first Cabinet of Ministers was formed, no separate Minister of Defence was appointed to focus on organising the army. Instead, Professor Augustinas Voldemaras, the Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs, also served as Acting Minister of Defence – treating the position as secondary and rather insignificant. Voldemaras relied heavily on German military support, hoping that Germany would back Lithuania militarily as a satellite state with which Berlin had concluded specific conventions. Germany’s total military defeat and subsequent revolution dashed those expectations.

			Had the Lithuanian army been organised earlier, it might not have been able to hold back the Bolsheviks entirely on its own – but it could have been better prepared to prevent the Polish advance deeper into Lithuania.

			When Piłsudski launched his advance into Ukraine in late April 1920, our government received sound advice to expand the army. The government did not act for six months, by which time it was too late; the newly conscripted troops did not even have time to be trained. At that point the army reached its peak strength of 60,000 men – almost as many as the Latvians and Estonians fielded at the time (70,000–80,000).

			The infantry was the principal arm of the Lithuanian army. It was relatively well trained, and its marksmanship was especially strong – a positive trait Polish sources consistently acknowledged. Our infantry defended with tenacity, but it was vulnerable to flanking manoeuvres.

			For the warfare of that period, cavalry was indispensable – and Lithuania had almost none. The single regiment we did have was used chiefly for reconnaissance and communications.

			

			Some artillery batteries performed exemplarily; others, however, could rightly be reproached for failing to send forward observers (trackers) to the infantry positions.

			Crews of the armoured cars were inadequately trained but conscientious, and they carried out their tasks with distinction. The armoured train, although imperfectly constructed in a workshop, also fulfilled its missions; even after part of it fell to the enemy, the remaining section continued to fight.

			Our young air force was not yet sufficiently trained, but its pilots were patriotic and undertook bold sorties.

			In the engineering units, foreigners predominated.

			Partisans and Riflemen played a notable role in the struggle for independence. The Riflemen’s Union was still a young organisation, barely out of its formative stage, yet its members performed numerous auxiliary tasks for the army. Some detachments – notably the Perloja unit – also distinguished themselves in fighting against the Poles, and were particularly effective in harassing the Polish cavalry brigade that had broken through into the rear of the Lithuanian army.

			Of all the operations conducted by the Lithuanian army against the Poles, the Sejny–Druskininkai Operation was the most unsuccessful and resulted in the heaviest losses. Our forces were taken by surprise and failed to grasp the enemy’s manoeuvre. The 2nd Infantry Regiment suffered the most, as one of its battalions had been sent across the Nemunas, leaving the regiment without a reserve.

			The Augustów Operation did not fail because it lacked prospects of success, but because of errors in its execution. Its failure can be attributed to four factors: 1. Exhaustion of the troops; 2. Lack of concentration, with units advancing in a scattered manner, allowing the enemy to defeat small detachments one by one; 3. Failure to take Augustów, which was largely due to our artillery’s unwillingness to move up to the river crossings and clear the way for the infantry; and 4. The enemy crossed the Biebrza River only because the company commander guarding the bridge, relying too heavily on natural obstacles, failed to organise a proper defence of the crossing. Thus, the Augustów operation deserves criticism not for having been undertaken, but for not having been carried out properly.

			A widely held opinion persists that after the Širvintos–Giedraičiai victory, our army needed only to march forward and Vilnius would have been ours. According to this view, Vilnius could not be retaken solely because the League of Nations prevented it. There are even more optimistic assessments: that even if Lithuania had ignored the will of the League entirely, we still would have succeeded in recovering Vilnius.376

			Had the Lithuanian Government not pledged to the League of Nations Control Commission that it would refrain from offensive action, our army would no doubt have continued its advance – and might even have succeeded in retaking the capital. But Lithuania could not disregard the Commission’s order, for doing so would have given Piłsudski a free hand to support Żeligowski without any restraint. After all, the Polish Foreign Minister, Eustachy Sapieha, had informed the Chairman of the Control Commission, Colonel Pierre Chardigny, that if Lithuanian units resumed their offensive, Poland would come to the aid of the so-called Central Lithuania.

			Against the entire million-strong Polish army, however exhausted it might have been, there was no realistic hope that our small army could win such a war. Thus, the Lithuanian Government had no alternative but to comply with the League of Nations’ directive and honour the terms of the armistice.

			The Širvintos–Giedraičiai–Musninkai victory was the first – and the last – major success of our army in its battles with the Poles. It did not enable Lithuania to regain its capital or the one-third of its recognised territory that remained under foreign control. Yet it secured the continued existence of an independent Lithuanian state for the next twenty years, creating the conditions under which the Lithuanian nation could develop fully within the borders of its own sovereign state.
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			More than three years after the beginning of the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the question of the need for Polish-Lithuanian reconciliation may seem surprising. Both states and nations share common strategic interests, in addition to their common membership in the European Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation. Cooperation in supporting Ukraine in its fight or countering sabotage and the ‘hybrid warfare’ on the border with Belarus are obvious, common tasks. The Russian threat unites the two nations like never before. Difficult topics of Polish–Lithuanian history seem almost completely forgotten. Historical disputes with other neighbours – Germany, Russia (assuming it was ever actually pursued), Ukraine, and even the Czech Republic – play a significant role in Polish society and political debate. Against this backdrop, the issue of Polish–Lithuanian reconciliation may seem like a matter of interest to a handful of specialists, which is unfortunately a result of the generally weak interest in this neighbouring country in Poland.

			The authors of the report Wzajemne postrzeganie Polaków i Litwinów (Mutual Perception of Poles and Lithuanians), prepared in 2013 by the Polish Instytut Spraw Publicznych (Institute of Public Affairs), explicitly noted that Poles’ knowledge of Lithuania is weak and superficial. The study allowed them to formulate the assessment that ‘when Poles think of Lithuania, they often think of Adam Mickiewicz and his work.’378 This does not seem surprising – the invocation of the epic poem ‘Pan Tadeusz’, with its famous line ‘Lithuania, my homeland, you are like health’, remains the foundation of patriotic education in Poland to this day. Meanwhile, as many as 45 per cent of the Poles participating in the study admitted that they primarily learn about Lithuania from school379.

			In Polish school history textbooks, the set of topics that bring up the issue of Lithuania remains constant.380 These include, of course, the Baptism of Lithuania and the Union of Krewo in 1385, the Battle of Grunwald and the Union of Horodło in 1413, and the Union of Lublin in 1569. Subsequently, Lithuania’s subjectivity disappears within the framework of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth. Janusz and Bogusław Radziwiłłs are symbols of the betrayal of the homeland, both in history textbooks and in literature, mostly thanks to Henryk Sienkiewicz’s monumental novel Potop (The Deluge). Because of the film directed by Jerzy Hoffman, and based on the Sienkiewicz’s novel, which is traditionally broadcast almost every Christmas or Easter by television, Polish viewers are strengthened in the memory of the ‘partition of Poland’ carried out by the Swedes with the hands of the Radziwiłł family. The political, religious, and social differences between the Crown and Lithuania are completely absent from the curriculum. Lithuanian themes are touched upon only superficially in the 19th century, most often in connection with the uprisings of 1830–1831 and 1863–1864. Mickiewicz and his activities within the ‘Philomaths’ and ‘Filarets’ organisations also play a significant role. The history of Lithuania is clearly treated here as part of the history of the partitioned ‘Polish lands’. History classes focus on presenting mutual ties, a kind of shared history. The origins of the Lithuanian nation, the beginnings of the formation of the Duchy of Lithuania and its capital, are almost completely ignored. Even the origins of the names Litwin (‘Litvin’) and Wilno (‘Vilnius’) are omitted.

			The rebirth of Lithuanian national consciousness in the 19th and 20th centuries is almost entirely absent from textbooks. Therefore, content related to Lithuanian concerns about identity, fear of Polonisation, the escalation of international conflicts, and so on, is difficult to understand. The origins of Lithuanian independence aspirations during First World War are completely omitted. Polish students are aware of the goals of German policy towards Central and Eastern Europe, but knowledge of the activities of Lithuanian independence activists is rather sketchy. As a result, the period 1918–1922 is largely portrayed as a time of conflicts, largely sparked by Lithuanians. The source of the problem is the dispute over Vilnius, Józef Piłsudski’s hometown. The mythical Commander and Marshal of Poland remains a symbol of Polish independence to this day.381 The battles for Vilnius against the Bolsheviks from 1918–1920 were intended as key evidence justifying the city’s affiliation with Poland.382 The Lithuanian side’s ‘original sin’ is considered to be its collaboration with the Bolsheviks in the capture of Vilnius in 1920, which was later ceded to them along with part of the Suwałki region. The Polish–Lithuanian Convention somewhat justifies Piłsudski’s later actions, including the recapture of the city as a result of the so-called ‘Żeligowski’s Mutiny’.

			The reasons for Lithuania’s hostile policy towards the Second Polish Republic are presented in a rather obscure manner. Piłsudski’s forced end to the state of war and the resumption of diplomatic relations in 1927 are treated as a genuine success of Polish diplomacy. The assessment of the situation lacks any symmetry, and the Soviets’ re-granting of Vilnius to Lithuanians in 1939 underscores the negative assessment of that country’s policy and is treated as complicity in the aggression against Poland. The Soviet annexation of Lithuania in 1940, in a sense, confirms the flawed nature of the government in Kaunas. At this point, the Lithuanian issue essentially disappears in the educational process in Poland. If Lithuanians appear in later narratives, it is perhaps as an example of a nation collaborating with the Third Reich and supporting the Germans in their fight against the Polish underground. 

			However, the history of Lithuania after 1940 constitutes a kind of footnote to the history of the 20th century. A Polish student will hear something about it at most when discussing the collapse of the USSR, when its statehood is reborn as a deus ex machina. Events such as the Baltic Way (Baltijos kelias) of 1989 or the January Events (Sausio įvykiai) and the Vilnius massacre from 1991 remain largely in the shadow of the Round Table mythology in Poland.

			In such a situation, it is hardly surprising that among Poles the awareness of the ‘difficult past’ is a marginal issue. According to Polish historian and political science specialist Maciej Mróz, who studied Polish–Lithuanian relations from 1991 to 2017, suggested that ‘analysing the attitudes toward the history and present of both countries, one might be tempted to conclude that Lithuania, in its relations with Poland, focuses on criticising the past and thus strives to build the future. Poland, in turn, thinking about the future, directs its efforts toward perpetuating elements of the past’.383 Mróz believes that the issue of Polish–Lithuanian relations is one of those that directly interest few of the Polish researchers. Indeed, in the historical field, the circle of Lithuanianists is usually limited to specialists in the modern history of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth or the Polish diaspora (Polonia) in the 20th century. 

			The Polish scholar points out that the sources of contemporary Polish eastern policy largely stem from the adoption of the so-called doctrine of Jerzy Giedroyc and Józef Mieroszewski.384 This idea was developed from the 1970s in the circle associated with the Paris-based journal Kultura (‘Culture’). This concept was an extension of the interwar Promethean movement, established by Piłsudski.385 The main premise of the Giedroyc Doctrine was the need to build and maintain good relations between the nations of Central and Eastern Europe. The independence of the states subjugated by the USSR and located between Poland and Russia was to constitute Poland’s raison d’état. Therefore, with regard to the so-called ‘ULB area’, meaning Ukraine, Lithuania, and Belarus, Poland was to renounce all territorial ambitions and accept the border changes made after 1945. The integration of the area within NATO and the EU was a manifestation of this doctrine. At the same time, the traumas of the 20th century and fears of Russia were intended to justify the lack of real dialogue about the hard past. 

			According to Mróz, the source of potential controversy in Lithuanian–Polish relations lies in disagreements regarding the assessment of the Armija Krajowa’s (Home Army) actions in the Vilnius Region and, in reverse, the role of Lithuanian police in the service of the German occupation authorities.386 Indeed, in Polish historiography, Lithuania’s takeover of the Vilnius Region from the USSR is perceived as ‘complicity in the partition of Poland’. Meanwhile, in Lithuanian collective memory, this event is treated as a kind of ‘historical justice’. Added to this is the escalation of the Polish–Lithuanian conflict during Second World War. 

			Poles are proud of their status as the first nation to take up the fight against Nazism in 1939. They see themselves as the only nation that did not collaborate with Hitler during the entire war. Throughout Second World War, Polish soldiers fought against the Germans on all fronts. Meanwhile, Lithuanians, formally not participating in Second World War, chose to collaborate with the Nazi administration of the Third Reich in 1941.387 Although Lithuanian hopes for independence under Nazi occupation quickly proved illusory, lower levels of administration were filled with Lithuanians. This led to an obvious escalation of hostility between the two nations. The involvement of Lithuanian police force in crimes against both Jewish and Polish populations is heavily emphasised. This is particularly true of the participation of the Ypatingasis būrys in the executions carried out between 1941 and 1944 in Ponary, for which Lithuanian units are often derogatorily referred to as the ‘Ponary Riflemen’ (strzelcy ponarscy).388 On the Polish side, there is a lack of understanding of the Lithuanian perspective on the actions of the Polish underground in 1944, including Operation ‘Ostra Brama’ (Operation ‘Sharp Gate’). In this case, the tactical cooperation of the Armija Krajowa with the Soviet Army in the capture of Vilnius is not condemned in the same way as earlier Lithuanian actions in 1920 or 1939.

			Despite the symbolic act of reconciliation between Polish and Lithuanian veterans in 2004, this topic still holds the potential for escalation. The joint struggle of both nations against the USSR, highlighted during the 20th anniversary of the agreement, offers a chance to defuse it. The historiography developing in Poland on the anti-communist independence underground (and the so-called ‘cursed soldiers’) corresponds here with Lithuanian research on the ‘forest brothers’ (miško bro­liai).389 This parallel of fighting a common oppressor resonates with the tenets of the Giedroyc doctrine, fostering not only reconciliation but also the development of an awareness of common interests.

			Controversy, however, is inevitable. Major Zygmunt Szendzielarz ‘Łupaszka’ may be a symbol of the problems. The legendary commander of the Vilnius Brigade of the Armija Krajowa is one of the country’s ‘cursed soldiers’. In 1951, he was murdered by Polish communists, who, for decades, did much to portray him as the symbolic leader of a gang of anti-Communist criminals. The attack on the memory of ‘Łupaszka’ now risks being accused of perpetuating communist propaganda. Meanwhile, Lithuanians also view the Major as a participant in anti-Lithuanian payback attacks, whose victims included civilians.390 There were definitely more such figures with difficult biographies on both sides.

			An almost completely forgotten issue in Poland is the ambiguous attitude of the government in Warsaw towards the declaration of independence of Lithuania in 1990 and the related reactions of the Polish minority in the Vilnius region to Lithuanian aspirations.391 Voices calling for Lithuania to remain within the USSR were clearly audible on the Polish side. They also stemmed from fears of a return to the hostile policies towards the Polish minority of the interwar period. In Lithuania, this ‘pro-Russian’ aspect of the Związek Polaków na Litwie (Union of Poles in Lithuania) activities is remembered. In Poland any restriction of the rights of the Polish diaspora is viewed with dislike. 

			On the other hand, Warsaw’s adoption of the principle, consistent with the Giedroyc doctrine, that ‘the bigger is allowed less’ hindered efforts to fight for the rights of the Polish minority. Successive Polish governments have been accused of abandoning its affairs and insufficiently fighting for its status. This allegedly resulted in a rapprochement between activists representing the Polish and Russian minorities and a de facto expansion of pro-Moscow attitudes among the Lithuanian Poles. In the face of the invasion of Ukraine, such accusations carry a significant weight, further complicating the difficult dialogue on Poles in Lithuania. Although this issue does not arouse significant public sentiment, it constitutes a potential area of activity for Russian intelligence agencies. Accusing a Polish activist of espionage for Russia, regardless of the validity of the allegations, would significantly foster distrust between the two nations.

			During the conference Stosunki polsko–litewskie: diagnoza i najważniejsze wyz­wania (Polish–Lithuanian Relations: Diagnosis and Major Challenges), held in Warsaw in July 2012, Professor Janusz Adamowski compared Polish–Lithuanian relations to an old married couple, where many misunderstandings had developed over the years.392 The aforementioned report of Instytut Spraw Publicznych indicated that national minority issues constitute only a small part of the image of Poland in Lithuania and Lithuania in Poland.393 Nearly half of Poles expressed sympathy for Lithuanians (44 per cent), although only one in four Lithuanians declared sympathy for Poles. Half of the Poles rate Polish–Lithuanian relations as good (51 per cent). Nearly half of Lithuanians, on the other hand, rate them as poor (48 per cent). Poles (59 per cent) and representatives of both national minorities (Polish – 65 per cent; Lithuanian – 67 per cent) overwhelmingly agreed that there had been no events in the history of Poland or Lithuania for which Poland should feel guilty towards Lithuania. The largest group of Lithuanians also responded that such events did not occur (38 per cent). Poles (50 per cent) and Lithuanians (62 per cent) also did not perceive Lithuania’s guilt towards Poland. Summarising the marriage metaphor, Giovanni Arlotti stated that the Polish–Lithuanian union has experienced many difficult moments in its history, but due to its ‘common children’ (history, the presence of the Polish minority in Lithuania, and strong economic ties), it can strive to restore harmony in the coming years.394 For years, Polish society has welcomed news about a Pole elected a Lithuanian MEP or Lithuanian government ministers with Polish roots. Statements by Lithuanian politicians made in Polish language are also welcome, although no Polish politician is able to return the favour with a similar gesture. However, knowledge about the actual potential situation in Lithuania is entirely superficial.

			After more than a decade from this research, it appears that the cautious reconciliation between the two nations has been largely forced by geopolitical factors. Russia’s aggressive actions in 2008 and 2014 alerted the governments in Warsaw and Vilnius to the revival of a historic threat. The ideology of returning to Soviet-era borders directly challenges Poland’s eastern policy doctrine. In 2025, NATO’s eastern flank states are considered as a frontline region. The only geopolitical term that has gained popularity is the ‘Suwałki Gap’, borrowed from the ‘Fulda Gap’ known during the Cold War.395 The Suwałki region, once a site of Lithuanian–Polish disputes, now serves as a link between the Baltic states and their NATO allies. For this reason, the area is widely viewed as a potential flashpoint that could draw NATO and Russia into direct conflict. The analogy with the pre-1939 ‘Pomeranian Corridor’ is all too clear, and no one would be surprised by Russia’s demand for an extraterritorial highway to the Kaliningrad Oblast. Both countries are also equally victims of the hybrid war waged on the border with Belarus, at the expense of desperate refugees. This has led to closer cooperation between Polish and Lithuanian services in combating human smuggling. A new common challenge in the last year has been acts of sabotage, which also affect citizens of both countries equally. It seems that in this regard, the sense of shared fate has never been stronger, and the armies of both countries have become real, not just formal, allies.

			Does it all mean that the Polish–Lithuanian reconciliation process has been ended with success? In my opinion, absolutely not – it has rather been abandoned and overshadowed by contemporary problems. The two nations have in fact little contact, which prevents the disputes that accompany relations between Poles and Ukrainians. At the same time, the Ukrainian example serves as a dangerous reminder. After the wave of enthusiasm and thawing of relations after February 2022, distrust has once again crept into relations between Warsaw and Kyiv, motivated in part by memories of the past. Emotions are very strong here – the memory of the Volhynian Massacre in the summer of 1943 and Operation Vistula in 1945 clearly divides the two societies. 

			This is, of course, compounded by the adaptation problems inevitable with the arrival of a large number of immigrants to the country. After 1945, Poles became accustomed to living in a country that was almost ethnically and linguistically homogeneous. Hence, the arrival of Ukrainians, and the presence of their language and culture, sometimes provokes resistance. Radicals of all stripes, as well as Russian intelligence agencies, profit from this situation by fuelling mutual animosity between the two nations. The lack of genuine Polish–Ukrainian reconciliation in the face of a difficult history is aiding them. This demonstrates the importance of resolving similar issues between Poland and Lithuania. Otherwise, the path to exploiting past disputes to weaken the sense of community will remain a real threat.
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