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FAMOUS EVENTS: What happened on ... ? 

Was ist am 1. September 1939 geschehen? 
Beginning of World War II (1939-1945) 

Schleswig-Holstein, which was anchored in Gdansk, opened fire on the Polish ammunition depot. These shots are 
considered the official start of the second world war. Two hundred Polish soldiers defended the post for seven long 
days. Their stance has gone down in Polish history as a symbol of resistance to the German invader. The ruins of the 
garrison and the concrete bunker remind the visitor today of the battle. In 1966 a monument designed by Franciszek 
Duszenko and Adam Haupt was erected at the end of the promontory to honor the heroes of Westerplatte. 

Cemetery of the Defenders 

On the site of the guardhouse number 5, which was bombed on September 2, 1939, is a cemetery for the Polish 
soldiers who fell defending Westerplatte. Fifteen small crosses bear the names of those who fell and the date of their 
death. In the middle, under a large cross erected in 1971 is the um containing the ashes of the Commander Henryk 
Sucharski , who died in Naples in 1946.The concrete cross in the vicinity is a reminder of the highest military distinction 
which was awarded to the defenders. 

~ lesson of Hitler's war 
Sunday, September 3, 1989 

Fifty years after the start of World War II, 
it is as plain as ever that this was Adolf Hitler's 
war. This evil genius rose to power unimpeded 
because his contemporaries misjudged him -
despite his openness about his aims. 

"No human being has ever declared or 
recorded what he wanted more often than me," 
the fuhrer wrote. As early as 1924, Hitler laid 
out his ambitions in his book "Mein Kampf." 

He set forth his theory of racial purity and 
the destiny of the Germans to rule over inferior 
peoples; the need to throw off the Versailles 
treaty that had hun)iliated Germany after 
World War I; hatred of communists and Jews; 
and the German people's right to "living space" 
and expansion to the East. 

"Mein Kampf" was too little noticed in the 
West. Intellectuals, journalists and politicians 
who should have raised the alarm about Hitler 
did not do so effectively. Instead, pacifism and 
isolationism prevailed. 

The liberal democracies were traumatized 
by the waste and destruction of World War I, or 
afraid of communism, or beaten down by the 
Great Depression, or - once Hitler started to 
rearm - cowed by German military might. 

A symbol of their failure of vision is the 
debate held at the prestigious Oxford Union just 
after Hitler took power in 1933. By a vote of 

275-153, the flower of England's enlightened 
class refused "in any circumstances to fight for 
king and country." 

One of the few clear-sighted men of the day, 
Winston Churchill, called the Oxford debate "a 
very disquieting and disgusting symptom." 

In the ensuing years, Hitler worked his will 
largely unopposed, murdering political ene
mies, rearming Germany, instituting systemat
ic persecution of the Jews, occupying the 
Rhineland, annexing Austria, seizing Czecho
slovakia and at last on Sept. 1, 1939, invading 
Poland. Only then did Britain and France 
declare war on Germany. 

Britain's citizens fought heroically - the 
young men of Oxford included. It turned out 
they didn't mean what they had said. By the 
time they changed their minds, the cataclysm 
in which 50 million people would perish was 
under way. 

World War ll teaches the duty to strive for a 
true, unblinkered perspective on world affairs. 
That demands attentiveness to the words and 
deeds of leaders. It requires distinguishing 
between degrees of good and evil and rejecting 
intellectual evasions. 

When what one discerns is radical evil, the 
tragic history of appeasement in the 1930s 
teaches the duty to resist. 


