
Željko Karaula
historik2000@gmail.com

Tito and the Polish – interactions  
and influences during the 20th century

1. Introduction

The history of relations between the Croatian and Polish people reaches into 
the distant past. Here we will lay out only some portions of it. In Croatian histo-
riography which deals with the early Middle Ages of Croatia there is a thesis that 
White Croatia, the ancient homeland of the Croats from the work of the Byzantine 
emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus “On Ruling an Empire” (De administran-
do imperio) created in the 10th century, was in Lesser Poland around Krakow. 
This thesis was especially supported by the Croatian historians Franjo Rački and 
Ljudevit Hauptman (Klaić 1975: 133-141). Apart from that, within the empire of 
the Kingdom of Hungary and the Habsburg Monarchy, the Croats and the Polish 
sometimes had common kings, such as Louis the Great (1326–1382) or Vladislav 
I. Jagelović (1424–1444) (Łukasiewicz 2000). It is a known fact that the anti-Hun-
garian absolutism conspirators, the Croatian royals Petar Zrinski and Fran Krsto 
Frankopan (The Zrinski-Frankopan Conspiracy, 1671), sought the help of the Pol-
ish king Michał Korybut Wiśniowiecki for the realization of their political goals 
(Šišić 1926). The famous literary work “Osman” by the Croatian writer and poet 
Ivan Gundulić (1589–1638) is actually based on a Polish victory of the Ottomans 
in the Battle of Hotin in 1621 (Ravlić 1962). The famous Croatian philosopher, 
mathematician, and astronomer Ruđer Bošković (1711–1787), author of the fa-
mous “Theory of Natural Philosophy” (Theoria philosophiae naturalis, 1758), 
was a known associate of the Polish king Stanisław August Poniatowski (Dadić 
1987). In the time when nations were formed, Croats and the Polish, who were 
divided into various imperial systems during the 19th century, cooperated on the 
revolutionary plan for the achievement of their own independence. Eugen Kvater-
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nik, a Croatian revolutionary, was an agent of Polish emigration in Italy (Lambert 
Hotel) in the time of the January uprising of Poland (1863–1864). He also kept 
in contact with the multitude of Polish revolutionaries of the time (Žurek 2012). 
Apart from the revolutionary tendencies, the Croatian and Polish people (especial-
ly that part of the Polish belonging to Austro-Hungary) achieved various political 
and economic ties, such as the connection and knowledge of Polish policy in the 
political ideas of the Croatian bishop Josip Juraj Strossmayer (1815–1905) (Žurek 
2008; Batowski 1976–1977). At the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 
century, those ties intensified with the arrival of Polish intelligence into Croatian 
cities and the creation of Polish settlements in Slavonia. The intellectual and sci-
entific ties were especially instigated by the arrival of Croatian students to the 
University of Krakow. Such a student was the Croatian Nobel prize winner Ivo 
Andrić (1892–1975). Andrić, a member of the revolutionary organization “Young 
Bosnia”, saw the Assassination in Sarajevo in 1914 as a student there and, upon 
hearing of it, rushed to the country where he was arrested by the Austro-Hungari-
an authorities (Karaulac 1980). At that same time, certain people of Polish origins 
became prominent in Croatian political and scientific fields, like the mayor of 
Zagreb at the time Adolf Mošinsky (1843–1907) or the famous archivist Emilij 
Laszowski (1868–1949), a long time principal of the most important archival in-
stitution of Croatia (Stipančević 2010). The end of the Habsburg Monarchy, in 
which Croatia and a part of Poland were both members, is interesting due to the 
involvement of the Croats in World War I in the fighting around Galicia. With this, 
we arrive to the theme of this paper (Paščenko 2016).1

2.  Tito and his connections with the Polish during  
the communist movement of Europe, both illegal  
and within the Communist International (1911-1945)

Both the Polish and the Croatian people went through their experience of com-
munism as an idea and system through Hobsbawn’s brief 20th century (Hobsbawm 
2009). In addition, communism is the connecting pin of this paper on the in-
teractions between the communist leader Josip Broz Tito and the Polish people. 
Therefore, we will briefly describe the genesis and the practical application of 
the notion. The communist idea or communism represents the point of view of 
a perfect, classless society of complete equality among people. It is a political 

1 About the framework of Croatian-Polish relations in the 20th century look: Hrvati i Poljaci – 
narodi daleki i bliski, Zagreb 2003.
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ideology based on the repeal of private property and the forming of a system of 
common ownership over the means for production. Apart from this, it is a political 
movement that encompasses the totality of communist parties, organizations, and 
groups around the world i.e. a political system of totalitarian single-party rule. The 
idea of communism is deeply ingrained into the history of Western thought. The 
idea of a classless society in which the entire community owns the means for pro-
duction and distribution was presented in many utopian works especially present 
during the transition from feudalism to capitalism. That is when a large number of 
thinkers speaking for the idea of a communist society appeared, such as: T. Cam-
panella, T. More, Morelly, E. Cabet, Ch. Fourier, R. Owen and others. As an 
ideology and a movement, communism was founded by Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels around the mid-point of the 19th century. They called their view scientific 
socialism. Marx and Engels used the notion communism to denote a classless 
society of the future. The term socialism was used for the first, lower phase of the 
evolution of such a society. They called their radical political group the Commu-
nist Alliance and they founded it 1847. Under the guidance of Lenin, the first com-
munist regime was set up in Russia (the so-called dictatorship of the proletarians). 
They also enforced a radical agrarian reform, and they took control of industry, 
trade and banks. Also, all parties were banned and a single-party rule came in ef-
fect. In March 1919, Lenin founded the Communist International (Comintern) as 
an instrument for the communist revolution of the world. The left wings of prior 
social-democratic parties became members and were constituted into communist 
parties. The communist idea was attractive to many western intellectuals between 
the two world wars. In the frame of communist parties arising throughout Europe 
there came to be a special group of people – professional revolutionaries with the 
goal of introducing the idea and system of communism among the peoples of Eu-
rope in a revolutionary way.2 Tito was among them. Josip Broz Tito (1892-1980)3, 
Croatian and Yugoslav communist revolutionary and leader, had a series of formal 

2 Of the non-transparent works on the communist idea and practice, I only state the following: 
F. Furet, Prošlost jedne iluzije, Zagreb 1997. For details on the development of the communist idea, 
check the works cited at the end of the book.

3 Josip Broz Tito, (born May 7, 1892, Kumrovec, near Zagreb, Croatia, Austria-Hungary [now 
in Croatia], died May 4, 1980, Ljubljana, Yugoslavia [now in Slovenia]), Yugoslav revolutionary 
and statesman. He was secretary-general (later president) of the Communist Party (League of Com-
munists) of Yugoslavia (1939–80), supreme commander of the Yugoslav Partisans (1941–45) and 
the Yugoslav People’s Army (1945–80), and marshal (1943–80), premier (1945–53), and presi-
dent(1953–80) of Yugoslavia. Tito was the chief architect of the “second Yugoslavia,” a socialist 
federation that lasted from World War II until 1991. He was the first Communist leader in power to 
defy Soviet hegemony, a backer of independent roads to socialism (sometimes referred to as “na-
tional communism”), and a promoter of the policy of nonalignment between the two hostile blocs in 
the Cold War <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Josip-Broz-Tito>, 2.01.2017.
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and informal meetings with the high-ranking communist Polish officers within the 
Communist Party of Yugoslavia in Moscow during his career between the two 
world wars. These came to pass within the Comintern Secretariat for the Balkans. 
The nature of his interactions with Poland and its people significantly changed 
after 1945. That is when Tito, as a leader, became the creator of Yugoslav-Polish 
relations up until 1980 i.e. his death. According to the existing historiography on 
Tito, he had no specific close relations with Polish people outside of communist 
circles (Goldstein, Goldstein 2015).

Before I go into the center of my topic, allow me to begin with some recent 
“findings” on Tito and the Polish which tie into the origin of Tito, something that 
is still relevant. Namely, recently declassified documents of the CIA, where the 
experts of that organization analyzed Tito’s speeches from 1977, show that Tito 
was not of Yugoslav descent i.e. that he was most likely Polish or Russian. Sup-
posedly, that was the formula for his success in dealing with various problems and 
conflicts of ethnic groups in Yugoslavia. So much for the CIA.4 On the other hand, 
Aleksandar Matunović, an internist who was Tito’s personal physician from 1975 
to the end of 1979 stated that Tito was a Polish Jew, the son of a Polish countess 
Maria Klein and the veterinarian Josip Klein. Matunović evidently brings no ev-
idence for his claims, only intuitions (Mutanović 2000). The enigma of Tito and 
the question of his origin is still troubling for some half-official circles. 

Let us tread, therefore, on safe historiographic paths and establish the relations 
between Tito and the Polish. According to Tito’s employee for historiography, 
Vladimir Dedijer, it seems as though young Tito briefly came through Krakow 
and stayed in it for several days when working in a series of metal factories in 
Austria, Czech Republic, and Germany as a young man (1910–1912).5 Soon af-
ter that he was called upon the mandatory period of serving in the army, as well 
as being drafted into World War I. In mid-1915 he was captured by the Russian 
army in Galicia. Transferred to a working camp in the Ural after a long period of 
medical treatment – Kungur – he became the representative of many soldiers of 
Hungarian, Romanian, Slovakian, and Polish origins for the authorities and the 
International Red Cross at the request of said soldiers (Goldstein, Goldstein 2015: 
38; Prijevec 2012: 32). After coming back from the war, Tito joined the ranks of 
the Yugoslavian communist party. Perhaps his most interesting relationship was 
the one with the Czech-Polish revolutionary Milan Gorkić (born as Josip Čižin-

4 <http://www.vecernji.hr/zanimljivosti/cia-tito-nije-bio-jugoslavenskog-podrijetla-ne-
go-rus-ili-poljak-600341>, 2.02.2017.

5 J.B. Tito, Sabrana djela, t. I, Kronologija, Izdavački centar „Komunist” (Beograd), Beo-
gradski izdavačko-grafički zavod (Beograd), Izdavačko knjižarsko poduzeće „Naprijed” (Zagreb), 
Beograd 1977, s. 263-266.
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sky) whose paternal grandmother was Polish (Ana Bezděky) (Očak 1988: 14). 
Čižinsky was born in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1904 and climbed to the top of 
the Communist Party of Yugoslavia very early on. Since 1932, he was the tempo-
rary leader of the Party and became its Secretary General in 1936. Tito’s relations 
with Čižinsky i.e. Gorkić varied. They had a mutual distrust among them. This is 
most clearly shown in a notice that Tito gave on Čižinsky for the Comintern intel-
ligence in 1938: “he does not pick the means to destroy the comrades who might 
get in his way” (Goldstein, Goldstein 2015: 147-152). Apart from that, as he later 
spoke to the writer Louis Adamič, Gorkić was in the service of Pilsudski in War-
saw and the English-French interests. He was connected to the Pilsudski regime 
through the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Poland, which was, 
for a time, “assembled of purely anti-communist elements” (Prijevec 2012: 58). 
In the background of it all, there were fraction wars of the CPY and Tito’s aspira-
tion to become its leader after Čižinsky was caught in Stalin’s purges. Apart from 
that, during Tito’s stay in Moscow since 1935, Polish communist veteran Henryk 
Walecki was at the helm of the Secretariat for the Balkans6 with whom Tito had 
a series of classified meetings, the transcripts of which are held in the Moscow Ar-
chives. It seems as though Walecki supported Tito in his ascension to the top of the 
Yugoslav Party (Goldstein, Goldstein 2015: 101-102). After the death of Čižinsky, 
Tito assumed the role of middle-man between the Soviet Union and Spain, where 
a civil war raged. As such, between 1937 and 1938 he mediated the transfer of 
more than 500 Polish volunteers who signed up for the International Brigades 
of the Spanish socialist. There he was, it would seem, involved as the chief of 
the NKVD department in Paris for the elimination of “Trotskyists” and among 
the Polish volunteers in Spain (Prijevec 2012: 58-60). Precisely at that time, Tito 
tried to prevent the disbanding of CPY, which would follow the disbanding of the 
CPP. Upon returning to Yugoslavia in 1939, Tito’s relations with the Polish are 
temporarily stopped. We should mention here that the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 
received a large number of Polish refugees after the fall of Nazi Germany and that 
Yugoslav authorities organized a secret transfer of Polish refugees to Syria, where 

6 Maksymilian Horwitz (pseudonym: Henryk Walecki; 1877–1937) was a leader and theore-
tician of the Polish communist movement. Maksymilian Horwitz was born to a Jewish family in 
Warsaw, as a son of Gustaw Hortwiz and Julia Kleinmann. He was a member of the Polish Socialist 
Party - Left (PPS-Lewica) from 1906 and the Communist Party of Poland (KPP) from 1918 and sat 
on its Central Committee (1918–20, 1923–24) and politburo (1923–24). Starting from 1921 he was 
a senior officer of the Communist International, working in Spain, Belgium and Greece. During 
The Great Purge, He was arrested by the NKVDon 21 June 1937. and executed on 20 September 
1937. Hortwitz’s niece, Hanna Mortkowicz-Olczakowa and her daughter, Joanna Olczak-Ronikier 
are writers. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maksymilian_Horwitz>, 2.03.2017.
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French troops were stationed. Also, there was an attempt to help Polish soldiers 
who ended up in Hungarian camps (Koljanin 2015: 147-149)..

During World War II, the relations between Tito and the Polish can only be 
analyzed indirectly. For instances, an official of the former Polish consulate in 
Zagreb, Kovalek, wrote to the Yugoslavian emigrational government (London) 
in his reports about, among other things, about the Partisan movement and their 
leader, Tito (Boban 1988: 249-256). There is also an interesting thing of Stalin, 
who used western airplanes, frequently warning Tito on the insincerity of the 
western allies saying “the planes often malfunction mid-air. Be utterly careful 
with the international friends” – a clear mention of the death of W. Sikorski, 
president of the emigrated Polish government in 1943 (Terzić 2015: 161). We 
should mention that the members of the Polish national minority in Yugoslavia 
(Bosnia and Herzegovina) created their own battalion (The Polish Battalion) 
within the Partisan movement and that they, according to Tito “fought bravely”, 
highlighting their actions in the battle of Doboj in 1945 (Sobolevski 2001: 371-
388; Leksikon…, 1980: 686).

3.  Tito and the diplomatic relations between the communist 
Yugoslavia and the communist Poland (1945–1980) 

With the arrival of communist powers into power after the War in Yugoslavia 
and Poland, the relations between Tito and the Polish intensify. However, they 
are now also on the diplomatic line, as well as on the communist line. Between 
1945 and 1948, Yugoslavia and Poland came together within the system of “na-
tional democracies” and Tito visited Poland as a leader for the first time from 
March 14th to March 20th 1946. He was awarded the “Virtuti militari” medal of 
the first order for his military service and he also formed the Treaty of friendship 
and economic and cultural relations (Pavlović 2015: 167-184). The Yugoslavian 
communist leadership was rather militarized and riding the wave of great success 
of the “partisan revolution”. The political champions of CPY, Kardelj and Đilas, 
at the “hint” of the SKP(b) harshly reprimanded the communist parties of Italy 
and France for their opportunism and parliamentary illusions at the founding con-
ference of Cominform in Szklarska Poreba, Poland. In other words, they verbally 
attacked the Italian and French communists due to their passivity in spreading the 
revolution through their respective countries. The extent of that being the Soviet 
tactic for compromising the Yugoslavian communists is still a matter of debate 
because Stalin’s SSSR demanded the pacification of Europe after the war, as well 
as an end to all revolutionary activities (Banac 1990: 39).
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After the Informbiro resolution and the verdict against Yugoslavian commu-
nists for revisionism and abandoning communism (Stalin did not sit well with the 
radical rhetoric and actions of Yugoslavian communists with the West as well as 
generally any independent action) and Tito’s “no” to Stalin, a propaganda cam-
paign against Tito and Yugoslavia started in Poland where the term “Tito-fas-
cism” was created within bitter assaults of the Polish press and regime on Tito’s 
rule (Zaćminski 2015: 205-228). After the death of Stalin in 1953, relations soon 
improved and, by the end of the 50s, a cooperation between the two countries en-
sued, based on nuclear energy (Bondžić 2015: 285-303). The Polish party chief, 
Vladislav Gomulka7, visited Tito as early as 1957 (September 10-16 1957) and 
Tito visited Poland during July 1964.8 The Yugoslavian recognition of the western 
border of Poland was extremely valuable for the Polish in 1957, whereas the Ger-
man Federal Republic ceased diplomatic relations with Yugoslavia (The Hallstein 
doctrine) (Bogetić 2005: 102-114). According to Wawryszuk, it can be symboli-
cally stated that those visits and happenings within the frame of international rela-
tions were an apogeum before their rapid decline due to the intervention of the five 
countries of the Warsaw Pact in Czechoslovakia in 1968 (Wawryszuk 2015: 320). 

Tito’s relations with the communist leaders were, all in all, dependent on the 
Soviet global policy. For instance, the feeling of Polish endangerment by the 
threatening American-German partnership in the mid-60s strongly influenced 
Gomulka to become an advocate for the strengthening of cohesion within the 

7 Władysław Gomułka (6 February 1905 – 1 September 1982) was a Polish communist poli-
tician. He was the de facto leader of post-war Poland until 1948. Following the Polish October he 
became leader again from 1956 to 1970. Gomułka was initially very popular for his reforms; his 
seeking a “Polish way to socialism”; and giving rise to the period known as “Gomułka’s thaw”. 
During the 1960s, however, he became more conservative. Afraid of destabilizing the system, he 
was not inclined to introduce or permit changes. In the 1960s he supported the persecution of the 
Catholic Churchand intellectuals (notably Leszek Kołakowski, who was forced into exile). In 1967-
68 Gomułka allowed outbursts of “anti-Zionist” political propaganda, which turned into an anti-Se-
mitic campaign, pursued primarily by others in the Party, but utilized by Gomułka to retain power 
by shifting the attention from the stagnating economy. The majority of surviving Polish citizens 
of Jewish origin left the country. At that time he was also responsible for persecuting protesting 
students and toughening censorship of the media. Gomułka supported Poland’s participation in the 
Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968. In the treaty with West Germany, signed 
in December 1970 at the end of Gomulka’s period in office, Germany recognized the post-World 
War II borders, which established a foundation for future peace, stability and cooperation in Central 
Europe. In the same month, economic difficulties led to price rises and subsequent bloody clashes 
with shipyard workers on the Baltic Coast, in which several dozen workers were fatally shot. The 
tragic events forced Gomułka’s resignation and retirement. In a generational replacement of the 
ruling elite, Edward Gierek took over the Party leadership and tensions eased. 
 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W%C5%82adys%C5%82aw_Gomu%C5%82ka>, 3.02.2017).

8 Predsednik Tito na obisku v Poljsk – Predsjednik Titu u posjeti Poljskoji, Beograd 1964.
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socialist block, as well as a supporter of Brezhnev after the fall of Khrushchev. 
This conflicted with Tito’s policy within the frame of the Non-aligned move-
ment on the universal application of the principle of peaceful co-existence in 
international relations. Contrary to that, Gomulka had reservations towards the 
Yugoslavian possibilities within that movement because he thought that, be-
cause of their vast economic problems and large differences in international 
relations, it was not realistic to expect a more significant effect on their side. 
Even though Tito and Gomulka mostly agreed on the condition within the in-
ternational worker movement, there were always certain disagreements on the 
current policy questions. Tito, in the mid-60s, thought of the rising aggression 
of the Chinese nuclear policy a danger to the world and feared that their policy 
would incite a new arms race. Gomulka had a somewhat softer approach to Chi-
na (even though he also condemned their foreign policy) but he did not want to 
agree with Tito who went so far as to “equate the foreign policy of China with 
American imperialism.”9 

In the talks in Belgrade between Tito and Gomulka in 1965, Gomulka also 
brought forth the “German problem” because he thought that German policy still 
had aspirations for Polish territories and he was worried by the initiative within 
NATO to equip the FR Germany with nuclear arms. Tito had patience for the rath-
er aggressive rhetoric by Gomulka, knowing full well that it was about the tribute 
that Poland had to pay to the Kremlin. Gomulka admired Tito and his independent 
path to socialism but he never found the strength to assume at least a portion of his 
program – the Russian pressure was too great. The authorities of Poland jealously 
watched Yugoslavia which tore itself out of the Soviet block and was not a mem-
ber of the Warsaw pact. Polish communists could not afford the independence of 
Tito and the Yugoslavian communists in their interpretations of the doctrines of 
socialism. SSSR and Gomulka thought of them as being revisionist. On the other 
hand, Tito was aware of the limitations of the authorities in Warsaw which was 
a part of the geopolitical position of Poland in the Soviet block. After the tempo-
rary reduction in diplomatic relations after the intervention of the Warsaw pact in 
Czechoslovakia in 1958, during the 70s there was an enhanced cultural coopera-
tion between the two countries, especially in the area of film art (Szczutkowska 
2015: 397-415). The high Polish delegation, lead by E. Gierek (the Secretary of 
the Polish Communist Party) and Wojciech Jaruzelski (the Minister of Defense), 
attended Tito’s funeral in 1980.10 

9 Arhiv Jugoslavije (AJ), fond 837., I-3-a/94-14. A note on talks between the party-government 
delegations of Yugoslavia and Poland, 18. IX. 1965. In the possession of the author.

10 <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Death_and_state_funeral_of_Josip_Broz_Tito>, 3.02.2017.
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In conclusion, the relations between Tito and the Polish were constant, some-
times intense and fruit-bearing for both countries. According to the available 
sources, it can be stated that Tito understood the special position of Poland among 
the countries of the Eastern block and their distrust towards SSSR, which suited 
him in a way. Of course, it did not suit him to an extent that the Polish should 
abandon communism and its ideals, to which Tito dedicated his entire life.
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Tito and the Polish – interactions and influences during  
the 20th century

Summary. The goal of this paper is to briefly describe the relationship of the Croatian 
and Yugoslav revolutionary and political leader Josip Broz Tito (1892–1980.) with the Polish 
people from the beginning of World War I to his death based on the works and sources cited. 
This relationship can be traced primarily in two phases. In the first, Tito comes into contact 
with Poles within the Communist Party of Poland (CPP) and Comintern, with the goal of the 
revolutionary transformation of Europe and the world. That was mostly an illegal idea and it is 
also how Tito established closer relations with Josip Čižinsky (Milan Gorkić), the Czech-Po-
land revolutionary and, for a time, the leader of the Communist Party of Yugoslavia. Apart 
from Čižinsky, Tito was briefly connected with the Polish Communist of Jewish origin, Henryk 
Walecki. He was a high-ranking officer of Comintern and their relations are still insufficiently 
researched. After World War II, Tito led the diplomatic activity and foreign policy between 
communist Yugoslavia and Poland. The relations were highly complex at that time, the reason 
being that Poland was part of the eastern bloc i.e. the Russian sphere of interest. Among the 
remaining Polish communist leaders, Tito had the most complex relationship with Władysław 
Gomulka, a man who strove to become the “Polish Tito”, but for whom the reality of forces did 
not allow such ambitions. 
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