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         ON 1ST SEPTEMBER 1939, HITLER INVADED POLAND. THE COUNTRY NEEDED TO BE SUBJUGATED QUICKLY BEFORE BRITAIN AND FRANCE COULD INTERVENE. GERMANY’S PANZER DIVISIONS PROVED UNSTOPPABLE. BACKED BY THE LUFTWAFFE, THEY SMASHED THROUGH POLAND’S DEFENCES, DESTROYING ROADS, BRIDGES AND RADIO STATIONS.

         THE POLISH DEFENDED VALIANTLY, BUT WERE EVENTUALLY FORCED TO SURRENDER. BY 6TH OCTOBER, POLAND WAS IN GERMAN HANDS. IN SPRING 1940, THE BLITZKRIEG ROLLED THROUGH EUROPE AGAIN – WITHIN A FEW MONTHS, FRANCE, BELGIUM, HOLLAND, DENMARK AND NORWAY ALL FELL. BUT WHEN HITLER ATTACKED BRITAIN, HE DISCOVERED THE BRITISH WERE TOUGHER THAN EXPECTED.

         THIS ISSUE OF BRINGING HISTORY TO LIFE TRACKS THE GERMANS’ EARLY ADVANCES TO DISCOVER HOW A RELATIVELY SMALL NATION COULD TAKE A CONTINENT BY STORM.

      

   


   
      
         
            1. German troops Iivade Poland
   

         

         
            Adolf Hitler takes a huge gamble when he decides to attack Poland. The country must be defeated quickly to prevent Western European powers – principally Britain and France – from interfering. But the campaign does not go entirely according to the Führer’s plan.
   

         

         At dawn on 1st September 1939, the German battleship SMS Schleswig-Holstein turned its giant guns towards Westerplatte peninsula on the Polish Baltic coast near the port city of Danzig (now Gdansk). At 04.48, the guns opened up and eight shells thundered towards the south-east corner of the city’s garrison, creating three large holes in its outside wall and setting its oil storage dumps ablaze.

         A few minutes later, three elite divisions of German marines attacked, but the garrison’s small force – numbering around 200 Polish troops – put up a stubborn resistance. At 06.22, the marines radioed the battleship to report that they were retreating following heavy losses. Two-and-a-half hours later, the marines attacked again, this time reinforced with 60 soldiers from SS-Heimwehr. They forced their way through the garrison’s outer wall, but their progress was slowed by mines, felled trees, barbed wire and gunfire. By midday, the demoralised SS soldiers fled, and the marines, whose captain was wounded, had also had enough. Fighting on the first day had cost 82 Germans lives, but the peninsula didn’t fall.

         The Germans finally overran the headland after a week of dogged fighting, thanks to the support of a torpedo boat and 60 aircraft, which dropped over 100 bombs. On 7th September at 09.45, the exhausted Polish defenders finally hoisted the white flag.

         The entire Polish army continued to stubbornly resist despite the Germans’ being the superior force on paper. The invasion comprised two armies of 882,000 and 630,000 men respectively. The first group attacked from the north, while the second advanced from the west and south. The German army was modern and well-organised, while many of the Polish units had been mobilised at the last minute.

         Hitler expected a quick victory, but the Poles’ robust defence spelled potential danger for the Führer’s ambitions. The jokers in the pack were Britain and France – World War I’s two major victors. If Hitler’s army became bogged down in a protracted campaign in Poland, Germany’s west flank would be left exposed. If Britain and France immediately went on the offensive, they could end the Nazi dictator’s campaign before it began.

         Western powers ruled by frightened men
   

         Hitler had good reason to believe that the two great powers would hesitate, however. At the Munich Conference in 1938, he’d insisted that Czechoslovakia cede the predominantly German-speaking Sudetenland to Germany, and both French and British prime ministers – Édouard Daladier and Neville Chamberlain respectively – had agreed to his demands. Their capitulation convinced Hitler that France and Britain were ruled by frightened, easily manipulated men.

         Hitler saw no reason to curtail his territorial plundering. In March 1939, he subjugated the rest of the Czech territory – Bohemia and Moravia – and converted the Slovak part of the former Czechoslovakia into a German puppet state with free passage for German troops. His aggressive manoeuvres were forming a net around Poland, which was now surrounded by German troops on three sides.

         An invasion of Poland would allow the dictator to avenge the wrongs he believed to have been committed in World War I, in which Germany had been forced to cede lands to Poland, including the coal-rich region of Upper Silesia. The Treaty of Versailles had also seen the port city of Danzig become a free city administered by the People’s Confederation (the forerunner of the UN). And worst of all from a German point of view, Poland had been granted the Polish Corridor. This was a stretch of land that cut between Germany and East Prussia and gave Poland access to the Baltic Sea. It was an arrangement many Germans found deeply humiliating.

         In addition to the desire to regain lands lost at the end of World War I, Nazi racial ideology dictated that Germany was entitled to Lebensraum – a colonial settlement of Eastern Europe, at the expense of what the Germans perceived to be a subhuman Slavic population.

         During 1939, several signs of impending aggression emerged: on 22nd March, the Germans occupied the Lithuanian port of Memel (now Klaipeda), which until 1919 had been in German hands. Hitler also demanded that Danzig be reunited with Germany and that his government be granted rights to build transport links across the Polish Corridor.

         Guarantee infuriated Hitler
   

         The diplomatic row between Germany and Poland forced Britain to intervene. On 31st March in the House of Commons, Chamberlain proclaimed that Britain would support Polish independence and Danzig’s continued status as a free city. The British guarantee angered Hitler. At the same time, it became clear to the Führer that Polish leaders intended to cede few – if any – concessions to Germany in the corridor, let alone voluntarily join the pro-German bloc.

         The Nazi dictator became convinced that the Polish question would have to be solved by military means.

         By this point, Hitler had already ordered his generals to begin forming a detailed plan for an attack on Poland under the codename Fall Weiss (Operation White). However, several of his commanders were sceptical and believed that Hitler’s scheme was too risky. Their fears were well founded. In May 1939, Poland’s Minister of Military Affairs, Lieutenant-General Tadeusz Kasprzycki, travelled to Paris to sign the Kasprzycki-Gamelin Convention. This committed the French army to launching a massive attack on Germany with 38 divisions within 15 days of Poland being attacked.

         But despite the commanders’ scepticism, in spring 1939 Hitler still believed that Western European powers would not intervene. The head of the Luftwaffe, Hermann Göring, suggested that the Führer might adopt a more cautious approach, but Hitler responded that he had always gone for broke: “I have played va banque all my life”, he said.

         The generals presented the Fall Weiss strategy on 15th June 1939. The plan was straightforward: Army Group North comprising two armies would attack the northern part of Poland, while Army Group South’s three armies would invade from the south. But there was still one unresolved question: how would the Soviet Union react to its neighbour being invaded by Germany?

         Joseph Stalin had watched Hitler’s manoeuvring in Europe with great interest. The Soviet dictator harboured his own territorial ambitions, including the subjugation of the Baltic nations, parts of Finland, Bessarabia (an area spanning parts of modern-day Moldova and Ukraine) and Eastern Poland. The territories had belonged to the Russian Tsarist Empire and Stalin considered them to be a part of the Soviet Union.

         The solution to both nations’ desire for enlargement came through a mutual agreement. On 23rd August, German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop boarded a flight to Moscow. Early the next day, von Ribbentrop and his Soviet colleague Vyacheslav Molotov signed the German-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact. The two countries pledged neutrality in case of war with a third party. But the pact also included a secret protocol that allowed Eastern Europe to be divided according to Soviet and German interests. Germany’s included Western Poland, while the Soviets claimed Finland and Eastern Poland. The agreement gave Germany a free hand to occupy half of Poland without provoking the Soviet Union, while Stalin could subdue the old Russian territories.

         With the agreement in place, Hitler was ready to launch his campaign in the East, and on 25th August 1939, German troops were ordered to launch their attack the following day. But at the last minute, the Führer hesitated and rescinded the order. However, the message did not reach all sections, and several Wehrmacht units made small inroads into Polish territory. The Polish military ordered a full, if hasty, mobilisation of its forces in response on 31st August.

         Hitler’s hesitation was due in part to Chamberlain’s promise, made on 24th August, that Britain would offer military support in the event of a German attack on Poland. But the delay also gave the dictator the opportunity to secure a pretext for his attack. If Hitler could claim that the Poles had struck first, it would be a useful weapon in a war of propaganda.

         Farmer became the war’s first victim
   

         On the evening of 31st August, 27-year-old SS-Sturmbannführer Alfred Helmut Naujocks, together with a small handful of SS soldiers disguised as Poles, reached the radio transmitter in Gleiwitz (now Gliwice), a small town in what was then German territory, near the Polish border. The SS soldiers had no trouble penetrating the building where the radio transmitter was located. The concierge had left his post and the two police officers who normally guarded the transmitter had been hoodwinked into being elsewhere. In the transmitter room itself, the soldiers attacked four men and led them down to the basement. Then the SS soldiers broadcast a radio message, partly in Polish: “Achtung, achtung! This is Gleiwitz. The radio station is in Polish hands”. The spokesman referred to himself as a Polish freedom fighter and read an anti-German statement that ended with the words “Long live Poland”.

         Poles went on the defensive
   

         The German plan was to surround and then destroy the Polish army as quickly as possible, allowing German troops to be redeployed back home to counter any French offensive.

         The Poles’ plan, however, was to pursue a dilatory and defensive war to allow the country time to complete its delayed mobilisation and give the French and British an opportunity to attack the Germans from the west.

         Unfortunately, not all the Polish units were prepared for a modern war. It was one of few countries to have maintained a large cavalry, which proved to be no match for the German war machine. On the first day of the invasion near Krojanty in the northern part of the country, a Polish cavalry regiment launched an attack on a German infantry unit. Suddenly, armoured vehicles burst out of a nearby forest to attack the regiment. Around 20 riders – including the commander – were killed before the remaining soldiers managed to turn their horses and escape.

         Despite mounting fierce opposition, the Polish troops were slowly retreating. German Stuka dive bombers posed a serious threat to both ground forces and civilians who fled in their thousands. From the beginning of the invasion, the Luftwaffe terrorised towns and villages. The idea was to wear down the resistance of the Polish people so that the country would be forced to surrender. In the 40 days it took to subjugate Poland, more than 150,000 civilians were killed.

         Despite the catastrophic situation, many Poles still clung to the hope of help arriving from Britain and France. On the evening of 1st September, their prayers seemed to be answered: the British demanded that Germany cease its hostilities against Poland and immediately withdraw their troops. But the British set no time limit. The French for their part put off making a formal declaration of war for two to three days to give the French reserve forces time to move into position. After consulting with the French prime minister, Chamberlain decided to issue a final ultimatum to the Germans on 2nd September. The notice was to be conveyed by the British ambassador in Berlin, Neville Henderson, to Germany’s foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop the following morning.

         The Führer froze
   

         A little before 09.00, Henderson arrived at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. However, von Ribbentrop did not want to meet the ambassador. Instead, he left his interpreter, Paul Schmidt, to meet with Henderson while he was driven to the Reich Chancellory. Schmidt and Henderson stood awkwardly facing one another in the foreign secretary’s office as the British ambassador read out the ultimatum: “If His Majesty’s Government has not received satisfactory assurances of the cessation of all aggressive action against Poland, and the withdrawal of German troops from that country, by 11 o’clock British Summer Time, from that time a state of war will exist between Great Britain and Germany.”

         Schmidt put the ultimatum in his bag and hurried to the Reich Chancellory, where he related the British terms to von Ribbentrop and Hitler, who was seated behind his desk.

         “When I finished there was complete silence. Hitler sat immobile, gazing before him,” the interpreter later recounted. After a while, Hitler turned towards the foreign minister with a furious look and asked in a tone that suggested he had been ill-advised: “What now?”

         Von Ribbentrop replied, “I assume that the French will hand in a similar ultimatum within the hour.” Only 20 minutes after the expiry of the deadline, Berlin rejected Britain’s demands. But by then the British government had already declared war on Germany. Almost six hours later, the French declaration that von Ribbentrop predicted arrived. That same evening, the German dictator, worrying about a great European war that he had hoped to avoid, boarded his private armoured train to visit the front in Poland. Before the train departed, however, Hitler confided to his trusted propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, that he still believed that Britain and France would only conduct a kartfferelkreig (potato war): an economic blockade, rather than all-out war.

         German pincers snapped shut
   

         Things seemed to be going to plan for Hitler’s troops in Poland. The Wehrmacht had already taken several towns and, in the south-west of Poland, German tanks crossed the River Warta. Despite declaring war, the British and French governments seemed reluctant to intervene.

         On 6th September, the Germans captured Krakow, and on the same day the British Military Mission in Poland sent an ominous report to London stating that “the two most dangerous [German] attacks at present are those of the motorised groups from Silesia and the forces moving southwards on Warsaw from East Prussia. Should these two arms of the pincers succeed in effecting a junction, a large portion of the old Polish Army might be surrounded”. The situation was dire for the Poles, and their commanders urgently needed to find an effective response to the German offensive. The Polish army’s answer came on 9th September, when a counteroffensive led by General Tadeusz Kutrzeba was launched at the Bzura River just over 100 kilometres west of Warsaw. The general’s aim was to interrupt the Germans’ advance towards the Polish capital and at the same time recapture the towns of Leczyca and Piatek further south. In the beginning, Kutrzeba benefitted from a tailwind, because the Germans underestimated the size of the Polish forces. The Poles entered Leczyca, where fierce house-to-house fighting took place, then after several attempts, they also succeeded in taking Piatek.

         A German company, which was defending one of the approach roads to the city, came under heavy shelling and sought cover in trenches left over from World War I. The company commander, Captain Christian Kinder, subsequently wrote about the incident in his book Männer der Nordmark an der Bzura.

         “In intervals of three to five minutes, hand and rifle grenades landed in the company’s trenches. This section was methodically and with surprising accuracy from the right to the left bombarded… Two men very near to the Company were riddled with fine fragments and were killed immediately … each man now literally felt the moment come when the next hand grenade would strike him. “

         Christian Kinder was one of the few men from the company to survive the fighting. The following day, two German infantry divisions withdrew in chaos. One of the divisions reported to headquarters that the situation was “exceptionally serious” and urged it to send reinforcements. Captain Kinder noted that some of his men, “shaken by the superior power of the enemy, were beginning to be resigned”.

         The German soldiers’ fighting spirit was further weakened when Polish cavalry attacked them from the rear.

         Poles lost communications
   

         Shortly after, German High Command reacted by reorganising its forces. At the same time, Polish troops ran into trouble. The units had no air support, and in some places even had to advance without cover from artillery or proper communication, partly because their phone lines had been destroyed. Yet the Poles managed to advance for two days before the Germans beat them back during an attack on 11th September, where they recaptured several kilometres of territory. The following day, the German forces – which now possessed four times as many tanks as the Poles – were on the front foot once more.

         Now it was Kutrzeba’s turn to regroup, which gave the Germans time to bring up reinforcements. On 16th September, a German armoured corps attacked from the east, and an armoured division broke through a Polish infantry division’s line of defence. Kutrzeba’s forces were surrounded and the Luftwaffe relentlessly attacked the encircled Polish troops.

         Polish cavalryman Klemens Rudnicki was one of the lucky ones who escaped the pocket. But his fleeing unit was ambushed and surrounded by German forces in a nearby forested area. The Polish cavalry dismounted and fought on the ground: “bullets buzzed like wasps; the artillery began to respond; it was quite impossible to emerge from the forest”, Rudnicki wrote later. Only after dark did the Polish cavalry succeed in escaping.

         By 21st September, the Battle of Bzura was over. Two Polish armies were shattered, and 100,000 soldiers were either dead or in German captivity. The road to Warsaw was now open for the German main force to join the foremost panzer units, which had reached the city walls on 7th September.

         Over the following days, a trinity of tanks, artillery and aircraft bombarded the Polish capital. A Polish officer who participated in the defence of the Warsaw district of Praga described the attacks on 10th September in his diary:

         “The nerves of the people are still frayed from yesterday’s shelling. All about us buildings lie in ruins. The fire at the Transfiguration hospital with its several hundred wounded was a ghastly business. I saw a soldier with both legs amputated crawling from the building on his elbows; other wounded jumped out of the windows on the pavement. Five doctors and several nurses perished in the fire.”

         By mid-September, Warsaw was completely surrounded. The Germans demanded that the capital surrender, but the commander of the city’s defence stubbornly refused.

         Doomed city would not give up
   

         By the end of September 1939, the city had a post-apocalyptic air. The bodies of people and horses filled the streets, much of the city lay in ruins, and water pipes, electricity, hospitals and railway stations were smashed. The survivors were starving, drinking water was running out and doctors warned of the risk of disease.

         The situation in Warsaw stemmed from Hitler’s dissatisfaction that the city had not yet surrendered. As the city continued to hold out, the impatient Führer ordered the Luftwaffe to carry out a relentless bombing campaign. On 25th September, 1,200 aircraft attacked the city. The crews bombed both the capital’s industrial estates and residential areas. The following day, the artillery arrived to join in the shelling, while the infantry stormed the condemned city as it burned.

         Finally, on 27th September Warsaw gave up the struggle. 30,000 people had been killed in the inferno, but there was more bad news for the beleaguered Poles: on 17th September, Stalin’s Red Army had crossed Poland’s eastern border, and by the time Warsaw surrendered, the Soviet forces were already at the line agreed by Ribbentrop and Molotov. Stalin and Hitler were well on their way to wiping the democratic Polish nation off the map.

         The Polish government had already fled to Romania and on 6th October, the last Polish forces surrendered. The Polish army had suffered a loss of 70,000 dead and 133,000 wounded in the war against the Germans, while another 50,000 had fallen in the fighting with the Red Army. In comparison, the Germans reported losses of just 11,000 dead and 30,000 people wounded.

         So far, Hitler was winning his high-stakes game: he had captured Western Poland without Britain or France having actively intervened. But now that the two countries had declared war, there were new players at the table and the endgame was far from certain.
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