Poland 1939
The Polish Question

Like Czechoslovakia, modern Poland was born out of the Paris Peace Treaties of 1919. Historically there had been a Polish kingdom, but both Germany and Russia had swallowed this up in the Eighteenth Century. The Paris Peace Treaties gave the ethnic Poles their own country again.

Hitler disliked Poland, especially as it drove a wedge between Germany proper and East Prussia. This Polish Corridor gave Poland access to the sea at Danzig (Gdansk). There were many ethnic Germans living in the Polish Corridor. Hitler claimed that these people had the right to live in Germany. In Mein Kampf Hitler promised his readers that he would restore this land, taken by the Treaty of Versailles, to Germany.

Hitler started to make moves against Poland in March 1939 just as Germany invaded the rest of Czechoslovakia. Control of Czechoslovakia gave Hitler a southern border with Poland. Anti-Polish propaganda was published in Germany; this claimed that the Poles were mistreating Germans living in the Polish Corridor. Hitler wanted to use this as an excuse to ‘rescue his people’.

Under pressure, Chamberlain reluctantly agreed to guarantee Poland from German attack. This was intended as a warning to Hitler that appeasement had gone far enough. Hitler was furious and abandoned the Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1934. To make matters worse Mussolini supported by Hitler invaded Albania in April 1939, and in May 1939, Italy and Germany signed a military alliance known as the Pact of Steel. 

Chamberlain knew that Britain could never effectively secure Poland. Poland was too far away for Britain to defend from Germany. Chamberlain hoped that he could still appease Hitler and avoid a major war. But, matters took a turn for the worse in August 1939.

The Nazi-Soviet Pact August 1939

Despite their political differences, both Germany and the USSR needed each other’s co-operation in the autumn of 1939. As Hitler prepared to take back the Polish Corridor, he did not want to get embroiled in a war with the USSR. Stalin was well aware of German ambitions in the USSR, but saw this pact as an opportunity to give time in order to further prepare defences and for the USSR to control an even greater buffer zone against Germany. The Pact was totally cynical on both sides. Hitler and Stalin knew they would go to war with each other eventually, but neither were ready for a war over Poland in 1939. The Nazi-Soviet Pact solved this. Hitler and Stalin agreed to divide Poland between them!

The Nazi-Soviet Pact was a disaster for Britain. They had now lost a potential ally. The USSR was the only country that could have helped Britain stop a German invasion of Poland. In fact, maverick MP Winston Churchill had urged Britain to sign an agreement with the USSR all through the summer of 1939, despite his own suspicions of communism. Britain did not hurry the negotiations with the USSR believing that there was still time to spare. Chamberlain was wrong, Hitler had already signed a deal with Stalin.

War

As Hitler prepared himself for war with Poland, he began to offer Chamberlain the hope of negotiation and appeasement. Hitler believed that Britain would withdraw its guarantee to Poland, just as it had done with Czechoslovakia. Many British politicians, including Chamberlain, believed that Hitler’s claims to the Polish Corridor were only fair and reasonable. Hitler offered to ‘protect’ the British Empire. He said that Poland was the ‘last problem’ and that once it had been solved he would retire and return to his true vocation as an artist! Chamberlain was prepared to appease Hitler, but British public opinion by then was turning against Chamberlain and appeasement.

On August 31st Hitler ordered some SS soldiers to dress up as Polish soldiers. These men crossed into Poland secretly and attacked a German radio station on the border. This gave Hitler the excuse to declare war on Poland. On September 3rd 1939 both Britain and France issued an ultimatum to Hitler to end his attack on Poland. It was ignored. The Second World War had begun.

A few days after the German invasion of Poland, Russia invaded from the East. Faced with two enemies and a lack of modern weapons, Poland was torn apart.

1. In public, Hitler claimed that he wanted the Polish Corridor, because the Treaty of Versailles 1919 had taken it from Germany. What were Hitler’s real reasons?

“The Polish Corridor is not the subject of the dispute at all. It is a question of expanding our living space in the East and of securing our food supplies” 

 Hitler. May 1939

2. In the source below, Chamberlain says that his life’s work has ‘crashed into ruins’. How would he have explained this? How would his opponents (e.g Winston Churchill) have explained it?

“This is a sad day for all of us, and to none is it sadder than to me. Everything that I have worked for, everything that I have hoped for, everything that I have believed in during my public life, has crashed into ruins.”

Chamberlain announcing war in the House of Commons September 3rd 1939 

3. Draw a timeline showing the steps to war between 1933-39. You could show this as steps, one step for each year. You will need to include rearmament, the failed Anschluss with Austria in 1934, the Abyssinian crisis, the Spanish Civil War, the Remilitarisation of the Rhineland, the successful Anschluss with Austria in 1938, the Sudetenland Crisis, the invasion of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, the Nazi-Soviet Pact in 1939 and the Polish Question. 

