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Until the early 1830s, the Caucasus had no place in Polish political thinking. Following 

the failure of the November Uprising against Russia (1830–1831), all factions of the 

so-called Polish Great Emigration — approximately 10,000 people, comprising the 

political, military, and cultural elite of the country, who had gone into exile primarily in 

France and Great Britain — began to pay close attention to the North Caucasus, where 

the Circassians and Chechens were still waging war against Russia. The principal reason 

for this interest was the presence of around 9,000 former soldiers of the Polish Army 

who, after the disaster of the uprising, had been forcibly dispatched by the Russian 

authorities to fight against the Caucasian mountaineers. Their service in the ranks of the 

Russian Army was itself a form of persecution and punishment meted out following the 

collapse of the Polish revolt. Reports of widespread desertions among these soldiers 

soon reached Western Europe and drew the attention of Prince Adam George 

Czartoryski — the leader of the right wing of the Polish Emigration — to the Caucasian 

question. 

The Eastern Crisis, arising from the conflict within the Ottoman Empire between Sultan 

Mahmud II and the Pasha of Egypt, Muhammad Ali, generated serious political tension 

in Anglo-Russian relations, particularly following the Treaty of Hünkâr İskelesi (1833). 

This situation presented Czartoryski's unofficial diplomatic network with an opening, 

one tacitly supported by the Foreign Office. Working in collaboration with David 

Urquhart and a number of British Circassophiles, the Poles succeeded in publishing The 

Portfolio — a journal containing a series of captured Russian secret diplomatic 

dispatches seized by insurgents in Warsaw in 1830, alongside numerous articles 

condemning Russian expansion in the Caucasus. Count Władysław Zamoyski — 

Czartoryski's nephew — together with Urquhart's circle, organised the celebrated Vixen 

expedition to Circassia, with the aim of inflaming Anglo-Russian tensions further and, if 

possible, furnishing a pretext for war. From the Polish perspective, a war between 

Russia and any major European power was a prerequisite for any future uprising aimed 

at restoring Polish independence. The conflict in the Caucasus offered the hope that it 

might escalate into the Anglo-Russian war so essential to Polish strategic interests. 



Nevertheless, Polish efforts to secure more substantial support from the Foreign Office 

— specifically for the organisation of Polish detachments composed of deserters from 

the Russian Army, who would fight alongside the Circassians and Chechens — 

ultimately came to nothing. 

Despite these setbacks, in 1844 Czartoryski succeeded in dispatching his emissary, 

Ludwik Zwierkowski, to the Shapsugs. Zwierkowski returned to Istanbul in 1846, 

severely wounded. A second agent, Kazimierz Gordon, was subsequently sent to Imam 

Shamil in Dagestan; however, he managed to reach only the territories of the Ubykh, 

where he was killed by a Russian agent. The efforts to establish direct Polish–Circassian 

contacts in the 1840s thus ended in failure. Yet Czartoryski did achieve one lasting 

result: he secured a place of refuge for Polish deserters from the Russian Army in the 

Caucasus. In 1842, he obtained a small village on the Asiatic shore of the Bosphorus 

where Poles who had escaped from the Caucasus were resettled under the name 

Adampol — today known as Polonezköy. The village survives to this day, and some forty 

of its inhabitants still speak Polish. 

The idea of a Polish Legion in Circassia did not take shape until after the conclusion of 

the Crimean War. In 1857, a detachment organised within the Ottoman Empire, under 

the command of Teofil Łapiński, landed near the Circassian village of Tuapse. This 

Legion — numbering around 120 men — fought against Russian forces during the 

campaigns of 1857–1860. The final chapter of Polish–Circassian comradeship in arms 

unfolded during the January Uprising in Poland (1863–1864). In October 1863, another 

Polish detachment, commanded by Colonel Klemens Przewłocki, was organised and 

sent to Circassia on the initiative of Prince Witold Czartoryski — son of Adam George. It 

fought in the Caucasus until March 1864. 

The armed resistance of both peoples — the Poles and the Circassians — came to its 

bitter end simultaneously, and both culminated in national catastrophe in 1864. The 

Circassian resistance in the Caucasus concluded with the mass exodus of the 

mountaineers to the Ottoman Empire, whilst the defeat of the Polish January Uprising 

in the Russian-controlled territories of the former Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth 

ushered in the darkest period of repression and Russification. The very name of Poland 

was suppressed and replaced by the Russian-coined term "the Vistula Country"; the 

Polish language was expunged from schools and the public sphere. The only domain in 

which it was still permitted was the Church. The Poles could pray in Polish — and both 

peoples, the Poles and the Circassians, believed, and continue to believe, that God is 

great: greater than Russia. 
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