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Foreword   

The “Freikorps era” in German post-World War One history is more or less unknown or forgotten 
nowadays, and what writing is available focuses either on the role of the Freikorps in suppressing 
leftist revolts or on German military operations in the Baltic States from 1918 to the early 1920s. 
While the term „Dolchstosslegende“ (stab-in-the-back legend) and its effects on postwar German 
society and domestic politics is well known, the chaos and turmoil in the German eastern 
provinces at that time is mostly of interest to diehard historians - but plans by individuals and 
organizations in the German government to establish an independent Oststaat or “Eastern state” 
were of great influence at the time, and partially contributed to  the rise of National Socialism and 
the outbreak of World War Two.  

With my rising interest in the time of the German Freikorps, and their involvement in the 
different conflicts after  the armistice of 1918 I stumbled on the terms “Grenzschutz Ost” 
(Border Security East) and “Oststaat”. I found in a Wikipedia entry a link to a source that proved 
to be an eye opener. Hagen Schulze wrote an article in a publication called „Vierteljahreshefte 
für Zeitgeschichte“ (2nd  Issue, April 1970) detailing the planned establishment of an 
independent German Oststaat, using primary sources.   

The following article is primarily based on the article by Hagen Schulze, since it is the only 
available work of reference detailing the political events and military plans related to this episode. 
My researches have not resulted in any other findings so far. I have to admit I  am not aware if the 
subject in general was scientifically researched and published in the English-speaking world at 
all. Any hints and directions are welcomed.  

Therefore I wrote this article to shed some light on these events mostly forgotten nowadays. The  
main credit must go to Hagen Schulze, since he researched and wrote the original.  

Throughout the article some German bureaucracy titles are used (Regierungsrat, Geheimrat,  
Legationsrat etc.). Some of them are obsolete and were translated for better understanding. In  
cases where this didn’t result in meaningful english terms, the reader should simply take them as 
titles for high-ranking officials.  

For a complete German Order of Battle of Grenzschutz Ost at this time, the interested 
wargamer is directed towards  Georg Tessin’s encyclopediic „Deutsche Verbände und 
Truppen 1918 - 1939“ (Biblio Verlag,  Osnabrück 1974) which details this part very explicitly.   

Introduction   

One of the greatest misconceptions is that the First World War ended with the signing of the  
armistice at Compiegne in November 1918. While it is true that the guns were silenced on the 
Western Front, new wars began to materialize in territories of the former Empires that had a 
mixture of several ethnicities or a different one from their former rulers. Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia 
and Finland are the best-known examples of that. While those and other countries fought against 
the new Bolshevik regime, a widely unknown danger was arising.  

The 13th point of the American President Wilson’s 14-point program for the postwar order 
clearly demanded the the establishment of an “independent Polish nation that should include 
the territories inhabited by indisputably Polish populations, which should be assured a free and 
secure access to the sea, and whose political and economic independence and territorial 



integrity should be guaranteed by international covenant”. (1)  

While this point clearly showed Wilsons appreciation for the self-determination of nations, it set 
the fuse for more bloodshed since the final borders of the new Polish state were not only  
uncertain by its wording but also no final borders were established or proposed at this point. 
Already from 27 December 1918 to 19 February 1919 a paramilitary uprising of ethnic Poles in the 
former  German province of Posen had taken place. (2) Three other uprisings in ethnically mixed 
areas of Silesia raged between 1919 and  1920. (3)   

Since this was more or less expected by the German military High Command (Oberste  
Heeresleitung), a military organization was established to coordinate the operations of the regular  
military units and paramilitary Freikorps fighting against these uprisings - the Grenzschutz Ost 
(Border Security East). (4)  

The idea of the german Oststaat   

Three days before the signing of the Treaty of Versailles on 25 June 1919, a memorandum from 
the  Prussian Minister of the Interior arrived at the Reichs Chancellery in Berlin. Minister Heine 
wrote  that within the political circles of the Eastern provinces the establishment of an 
independent east  German republic was discussed. At this point the ideas were vague, but this 
new republic would  have comprised the former German provinces of East and West Prussia, the 
Netze district, Köslin, Posen and Silesia… ethnically mixed areas that were proposed to be 
ceded to Poland. He also stated that this plan should come into effect if the German government 
signed the Treaty of  Versailles, further stating that “the survival of the national existence of the 
Germans can only  be achieved under this flag to conduct the necessary military defense against 
the Polish”. (5)  The Minister also clearly expressed his fears that everything german 
(Deutschtum) in these areas would be eradicated and this separation from the rest of the Reich 
would be the only chance to preserve it economically and nationally. On the other side Heine 
was adamant in his belief that the new Poland would disintegrate sooner or later, so a later return 
of these areas to German administration was certain. Minister Heine finally stated that even if this 
Oststaat would  independently cooperate with the new Poland, it would be preferable to what the 
Entente  proposed in the Treaty of Versailles, namely the partial cession of those territories 
mentioned.  

Minister Heine took well into account that the mixed ethnicities in these areas existed long  
before the mentioned 1919 uprisings. He was also very well aware that the leader of the Polish  
National Democratic party, Roman Dmowski, demanded in a letter to President Wilson dated  
8 October 1918 the inclusion of Posen, West Prussia, Upper Silesia, some other Silesian  
districts and even East Prussia in the new Poland. (6)  

Additionally some Polish delegates in the German Reichstag (Parliament), foremost the Prälat  
(prelat) Strychel and the leader of the Polish fraction, Korfanty, declared more or less openly in  
some of their speeches that the territorial demands of Poland were ranging far beyond what was 
conceded in the founding of the “Kingdom of Poland” established by the German and Austrian 
governments in November 1916. (7)  

The German bureaucracy and official institutions were simply overwhelmed by events even before 
the November Armistice. On 7 October 1918 the Warschauer Regentschaftsrat (Warsaw  
Provisional Government) declared the formal independence of the three existing Polish territories  
under their rule. November 17 saw the establishment of a radical-liberal cabinet who announced  a 
vote for a Polish parliament which explicitly included the territories of Masuria, Ermland, West  
Prussia, Posen and Upper Silesia. In Posen a separate parliament called the Public Council was 
constituting itself under the helpless observation of German civil and military administrations. 
Another commission was established as a representative organ for all Polish persons within the 
former German Empire. It included popular figures like Korfanty, Seyda and Adamski. On 28 
November 1918 a vote was  proposed by the Polish government in Warsaw which was to decide 
the future nationality of  Posen.  



Remarkably, the strong differences between those two political institutions about future  
relationships and general political tendencies led to a rejection of this vote by the independent 
Posen faction. The Posen Public Council openly stated to remain with the German Empire until 
a final peace treaty was achieved. (8)  

This rejection and open sympathy led the Prussian State Secretary Helmuth von Gerlach to travel 
on 18 November 1918 to Posen and start talks about the future of Posen. His report gave a  very 
radical insight. He stated that “all power in the province of Posen is with the (Polish) Public 
Council and his chairman, Prälat Adamski, pulls all the strings.“ He was convinced that whatever  
Adamski said, all Polish people would follow his direction. (9) 
 
Von Gerlach also correctly described in his report that the Polish were enthusiastically 
nationalistic, thrilled by the triumph of their victory and a coherent force. He assessed the 
military situation as favoring the Polish population, “since they are stocking great amounts of 
weapons, while the Germans in contrast are divided, and had thrown away or sold their 
weapons“. He also assessed the attitude of the German population there as divided, uncertain 
and negative concerning their future.  

Although von Gerlach wrote that any political arguments or consultations would be fruitless due 
to the currently raging Polish attitude, he strongly rejected the thought of sending armed forces 
into Posen, since they would only produce “bloodshed and an immediate stop of all economic 
activity”. (10)  

First aggressions and change in German politics   

Despite the general goodwill of the Polish Public Council in Posen, the Warsaw government  
started an armed uprising on 27 December 1918. The Posen faction tried to appease it, but it 
spread out of control. A high-ranking bureaucrat in the Prussian Ministry of the Interior,  
Regierungsrat Dr. Loehrs, noted in a memorandum that besides more or less organized bands of  
civilians, a large number of German officers and soldiers of Polish ethnicity were actively  
participating; also the rebels used large numbers of weapons and equipment of German origin.  
(11)  

The rebels were members of the POW (Polska Organizacja  Wojskowa), a Polish paramilitary 
organization led and trained by the Warsaw government. Its  military strength was, according to 
Polish sources, 70,000 men in January 1919. At the start of the rebellion they were opposed only 
by local small German militia units. Only the massive intervention of Freikorps units stabilized the 
situation. (12)  

This uprising in Posen changed the general German policy regarding the situation in the East. Up  
to this point the government in Berlin had regarded a careful negotiation and avoidance of any  
military provocation as a key element to solve the rising territorial problems. Negotiations  
continued but it became clear that the Posen Public Council was ineffective and strongly  
dependent on the politically and military aggressive government in Warsaw.  This resulted not only 
in the constitution of the „Ostkonferenz“, a standing committee including all Prussian ministries, 
members of the Foreign and Interior ministries, and representatives of Grenzschutz Ost.  

On 6 February 1919 the Prussian State Ministry agreed with the overall Reichs government on a  
new formula for future politics regarding the German question in the East: there would be no  
agreement with  the Polish rebels. The prerequisite for a ceasefire agreement would be for Poland 
to remove all of its armed troops from German Reichs territory. Although a cease fire came into  
existence on 7 February 1919, the fighting raged on. (13)  

But this whole development of events had been foreseen by the German military High Command  
(Oberste Heeresleitung), since the Wilson 14-point program was very well known. On 15 
November  1918 Grenzschutz Ost was established as a military command. The following  day 
orders were issued to form volunteer formations from existing military units returning to their  



peace time garrisons in the disputed territories. On 4 January 1919 the cabinet in Berlin issued  
orders to raise military units from volunteers within the Reich to bolster the meager paramilitary 
strength of the eastern units.   
Oberste Herresleitung (OHL) moved from Berlin to Kolberg on 3 February 1919 to take over  the 
overall command and coordination of those units fighting in the East. (14)  

Allied interventions and German considerations   

The Entente wasn’t simply watching events unfold. On 8 January 1919 the British  government 
sent a note to Berlin demanding a stop to any provocation of the Polish population in East and 
West Prussia. The note also clearly stated that the future of the German eastern border would be 
decided by the peace conference. Furthermore the final decision would be influenced “by the 
ability or disability of the German government to administer and govern territories with a mixed  
Polish-German population“. The German government harshly rejected this note stating that the  
current aggressions had their origins on the Polish side. Berlin also realized that the Entente was  
not willing to let the development of Germany’s future eastern border be controlled by the 
Germans.  (15)  

Already at this time it became clear that the new Polish Republic would have strong connections 
with the Entente; this became obvious when France started to sell large amounts of weapons 
and  equipment to them.   

By the end of January 1919 the situation in the East had consolidated, but Generalleutnant  
Groener also realized during an inspection tour, that the defense of East Prussia was insufficient.  
Extra efforts to recruit volunteers were undertaken and finally in March 1919 the defensive  
strength of the stationed units was considered sufficient. At this point the whole of the German  
eastern territories was considered well defended, since even a larger number of worker and  
soldiers’ councils were demanding and actively encouraging the recruitment of volunteer units.   

Since the civil war like uprisings in Berlin had been finally suppressed, all efforts could be 
redirected  towards the East. (16)   

Although the military situation in the eastern provinces was not so desperate as in late 1918, the 
political situation declined steadily. From 25 February 1919 onwards the negotiations between the 
German and Allied side about a final border dragged fruitlessly on. Several conferences at Berlin, 
Bromberg and finally Posen made it clear to the German delegations that the Allied side was not 
interested in reconstituting the prewar borders of 1914. Additionally the cease-fire agreement was 
extended by Matthias Erzberger on 16 February 1919 in Trier. The agreement clearly stated that 
no German troops were allowed to cross the current front line to reconquer lost territory from 
Polish forces. This ultimately led to the idea of developing an independent German eastern state 
that might continue the fight against Polish expansion more or  less on their own - thereby not 
bringing the Entente back into the situation to resume hostilities  against the remnants of the 
Reich. The first document mentioning this plan was a memorandum dated  26 December 1918 by 
Geheimer Regierungsrat Georg Cleinow (secret government advisor). Leading Prussian politicians 
by the name of von Batocki-Friebe, Dr. Preuß  and Legationsrat Nadolny were mentioned in it as 
being very positive about this idea. (17)  

The Chief of Staff of Grenzschutz Ost, Generalmajor von Seeckt (the later constructor of the  
Reichswehr), stated on 19 January 1919 that the cession of the areas around Thorn and  Danzig 
would lead to a crippling of East Prussia, and that perhaps cooperating with Poland would lead 
to further loss of German territory in the east. Although von Batocki-Friebe also considered a 
general cooperation with the new Poland, von Seeckt rejected such ideas vehemently. (18)  

The Ostplan takes shape   

An interesting protagonist in this affair is the Reichskommissar für den Osten (Reichs commissar  
for the East) August Winnig.  Before the war he had been a leading figure in the union movement 



and a social democrat. At the end  of October 1918 he became the government’s general 
authorized representative for the Baltic countries. Since the German office for foreign affairs 
displayed interest in the developing affairs of those countries, Winnig was able to maintain a 
large body of German troops in Latvia and Lithuania.  Even massive Allied political interventions 
didn’t hinder him to keep up this policy. Batocki-Friebe furthered his cause by suggesting 
Winnig as the foremost responsible State Secretary not only for East and West Prussia, but also 
for the occupied Russian territories. After his nomination on  23 January 1919 Winnig held a 
great deal of power within his position, which was furthered by a  decree of Friedrich Ebert. All 
civilian authorities were under his regime and even military ones had to consult him before any 
activity was undertaken by them.  

 
Already in January, before his entering his new position, Winnig formulated a plan to form a  
Great Baltic state including Latvia, Courland, Lithuania, West and East Prussia with a strong  
connection to the rest of Germany, that was in no way influenced by the ongoing peace talks 
and rejecting any results for Germany as a whole. (19) His main motivation behind such an 
independent eastern state was primarily not only to ward off any Polish or Soviet Russian 
annexation attempts, but also to draw unemployed German workers, poor farmers and other 
migrants into this state to provide them with a economical basis. This would also serve as a 
strengthening of the already settled German population in those areas. (20)  

Winnig signed on 29 December 1918 a contract with the Latvian government, wherein the  
German volunteers in that country should receive full nationality, including the right to settle and 
receive land. For that purpose the large Baltic landowners conceded one-third of their territories 
to be distributed. This promise for land caused a great increase of activity for the responsible 
offices for recruiting volunteers.   

Military power in Latvia and Lithuania rested on the officers and troops of the German  army 
anyways. This point was explicitly sanctioned, demanded and written in the armistice 
agreement. Obviously the Entente was not so sure about the course of the new Bolshevik 
regime and therefore thought it was advisable to leave German troops in the East to stabilize 
those newly founded small countries who had no regular military of their own. (21)  

In the beginning of March 1919 the number of German Freikorps soldiers in Courland was 
well  over 14,000. Certainly this seems small compared to the number of Soviet troops at this 
time, but it was sufficient since the Bolsheviks were engaged in a full civil war across most of 
the former Empire to retain their power. The Baltic  states played only a minor role in the 
Bolshevik expansion plans at this point.  

Winnig’s ideas for establishing a Great Baltic state were impossible to be achieved by 
political diplomatic measures. This was drastically expressed by an article in the 
Königsberg newspaper dating 10 April 1919 that wholeheartedly rejected the harsh peace 
conditions. It not only demanded a continuation of the war against the Entente, it even 
suggested a combined Soviet-German effort to do so! (22)   

It is obvious that such futuristic ideas needed a broad basis from military and civilian authorities  
alike. On 3 June 1919 all civilian councils of Posen and West Prussia formed one great council.  
One of the foremost tasks of this new council was to recruit civilians and form them into local  
militias to protect the territories still owned and controlled by German citizens. Other activities  
included the organization of mass demonstrations to protest against any territorial cessions. In  
sum the council tried to follow a policy of first actively fighting against any aggressors and then  
putting pressure on the government in Berlin.  

To summarize, three persons were the driving force behind the Ostplan movement: Secret  
Secretary Cleinow, Reichs Commissar for the East Winnig and Batocki-Friebe. They realized at an  
early stage, that the Treaty of Versailles with its creation of a new Poland at the cost of German  
territory would lead to bloodshed and political turmoil in the disputed territories. On the other side  



they realized open aggression from Germany itself would ultimately lead to a  continuation of the 
war against the Entente. Since they, and others who sanctioned this  succession plan, realized 
that a military confrontation was inevitable, they saw the only solution  for this problem in creating 
that independent state.   

Increasing tensions and fears   

Their fears of aggressive Polish measures were not taken out of thin air. OHL and the Berlin  
government were daily bombarded by telegrams from local authorities describing Polish 
violations by crossing the demarcation line that had been set by the Entente. In many of those 
telegrams the local authorities demanded that Berlin must take countermeasures, or they would 
take action themselves. It is uncertain how truthful these reports were, or if they were simply 
exaggerations to force the Berlin government into taking active countermeasures.  

The arrival of the “Blue Army”, a force of 90,000 Polish troops who had fought on the Western 
Front under General Haller, was feared since this would swing the pendulum in favor of the Polish. 
Although Berlin was trying its best to negotiate with the  Entente about the possibility to defend 
the eastern territories, it only succeeded in the transportation of the Haller army through German 
territory in sealed trains. At least the danger of an occupation of Western Prussia and Posen by 
unloading the army at Danzig was prevented.  

Nonetheless the arrival of Haller’s army in Posen resulted in local outrage against the Berlin  
government. Minister Scheidemann received a telegram from Wilhelm Groener on 16 April 1919  
expressing the general public attitude in the eastern Provinces that they had been betrayed by 
Berlin. Also the will to arm themselves and fight until the end clearly illustrated the desperation and  
general feel of hopelessness reigning during these times. (23)  

This desperation was not only obvious in those innumerable telegrams, situation reports sent  to 
Berlin mentioned that many soldiers serving in units were worried about the future. Oberst von 
Thaer noted them in his diaries. He and other military commanders still hoped for an intervention 
of  the Entente, but the fear of a signing of the Versailles Treaty as it was presented spurred the  
desire to rectify the problem without sanction by Berlin.  

Origin of the offensive plan against Poland and first evaluations for success   

It is not totally clear when the plan to attack Poland originated, but it was openly discussed within  
the military leadership of Grenzschutz Ost right after its formation. The majority of the planning  
documents are lost, but the remaining ones detail a great pincer operation between two army  
commands under Grenzschutz Ost. A northern group under General von Below was to attack  
from the Thorn-Bromberg area over Gnese towards the south, and a southern group under  
General von dem Borne would attack from Upper Silesia over Kalisch, Ostrovo and Krotoschin to 
the north. The groups would meet at Posen and form a cohesive defensive line to repel any Polish 
counterattacks  to reopen a connection to Posen province. (24)  

Hugo Haase, a politician from the USPD (Unabhängige Soziale Partei Deutschland), revealed to a 
correspondent of the New York Times in February 1919 that “a  large army of 600,000 man under 
Hindenburg is assembled in Pomerania and East Prussia to defend against Polish and Bolshevik 
invasions”. When confronted by the American Colonel Conger on 15 March 1919 with this 
statement, Wilhelm Groener answered that barely 150,000 men were guarding the borders to the 
East. Nonetheless General von Seeckt ordered the preparation for an offensive on 20 March 
1919, named „Stellungskrieg“ (Positional Warfare). But the unrest within the rest of Germany 
forced Grenzschutz Ost to divert troops to quell them. In a situation  report dated 16 April 1919 
the OHL remarked that with this troop removal and the arrival of the Haller army from France, the 
chances for a success of this offensive were no longer existent“. The troops designated for this 
attack fell into a depressed and dark mood. Again they felt betrayed by Berlin.  (25)  

At this stage the different political goals, motivations and discrepancies between Berlin and the  



leading politicians in the East about the future of their territories became obvious. The government  
in Berlin was facing the dilemma of either signing the Treaty, thereby losing large territories in the  
East and risking a military intervention by the troops there or rejecting their signature and an  
inevitable resumption of the war against the Entente. The local governments in the East were 
adamant about resisting the signature and willing to fight for their land no matter what the overall 
consequences. Military commanders of all ranks expressed openly their will to fight against the 
Polish even if the OHL didn't order it. Such acts of obvious mutiny were unseen before in the 
Prussian army. Surprisingly they didn’t result in any consequences for those officers.   

Army Command South at Breslau resumed preparations for an offensive into the area, and in 
spring their chances for success didn’t look so bad. A situation report from the OHL dated 25 
May 1919  estimated that Poland had a total army of 190,000 men plus another 100,000 new 
recruits. On the Galician front 35,000 men were fighting, and another 60-70,000 men were in 
Ukraine (including most of the Haller Army). Another 20,000 men were stationed near Teschen 
in Upper Silesia guarding against the Czech army. Therefore, currently only 50,000 men were 
stationed on the Posen Front, and they would  receive perhaps another 50,000 reinforcements 
if hostilities broke out.  
 
The military situation for Germany on the other side had immensely improved compared to the  
beginning of 1919.  About 240,000 men were under the command of Grenzschutz Ost 
(excluding  22,600 men fighting in the Baltic). Combined with local militia and some available 
reserves,  OHL estimated 280,000 men could be fielded against the Polish. These troops were 
already stationed in Lithuania, East Prussia, West Prussia, Posen and  Silesia, basically 
forming a ring. (26)   

Despite those impressive numbers, high ranking officers within Grenzschutz Ost were not so  
certain if their troops and commanders would follow an order to attack Poland. Therefore a  
questionnaire was published and distributed, containing two questions:  

a) Which commanders and troops would be willing to defend German soil on the basis that the  
population in the areas would demand it, even if the government in Berlin would forbid it?  

b) Does this willingness also exist if the OHL does not sanction it?  

Both questions were answered YES, without exception by all commanders.  

At this time the preparations for an offensive were at a very advanced stage and in contrast to  
some politicians, some higher military leaders had already planned an attack towards Warsaw, 
with the objective of attacking and annihilating the Polish Republic itself instead of just 
reconquering Posen.  To secure that goal the German VIth Army Corps at Breslau negotiated 
neutrality with Czechoslovakia in case of that offensive. (27)  

The official expressions of German reluctance and passivity regarding any Polish aggression at 
all levels was maintained. Contrary though to improve the general morale Winnig issued a 
proclamation on 15 June 1919 to the  public, that even if the Treaty is signed by the existing 
government or another “the East will not bow and start the fight against the Polish on their 
own”. (28)  

Final considerations   

The final decision about establishing an Oststaat was not made in the East, but in Weimar. On 18 
June 1919 high ranking officers of OHL, east German staff chiefs and commanders, and  
commanders of the Übergangsheer (Transitional Army) were ordered to Weimar for a consultation. 
The reason was that the Entente had on 16 June 1919 demanded a signing of the Versailles 
Treaty within five days or hostilities would be resumed!  

 



On 18 June Oberst Reinhardt, the Prussian Minister of War had a secret meeting with  
Generalleutnant Groener in which Groener received the impression by Reinhardt that Reichs  
Minister of War Noske and the other Army commanders of the western forces must be convinced  
that a resumption of the war in the East was inevitable. Reinhardt  obviously took a very 
aggressive stance, since he was a strong opponent of simply giving up the  East.  

Very detailed reports survive which highlight the two contrary positions. On one side, Noske  and 
Groener, who both held the unity of the Reich up as the highest goal, were declaring it was 
pointless not to sign the Treaty; and on the other side the commanders of the eastern forces. The 
heated debate was marked by the total lack of understanding by the eastern commanders of 
political realities at this time. They only saw their own individual front parts and responsibilities 
connected to a soldier’s profession mixed with strong national feelings. They didn’t realize that a 
resumption of hostilities with the Western powers would mean the end of Germany as such, since 
Germany was in no position to oppose any serious attacks at this point.  

The first meeting was dissolved without achieving an agreement about the future course of  
actions. A second meeting was arranged for the evening, this time including civilian delegates 
from the  eastern provinces. Although the meeting was again indecisive, Groener summed up the  
possibilities for a successful offensive against Poland: although refusing to sign the Treaty would  
receive the support of the eastern population, signing it would not guarantee a general uprising of 
the public to support the offensive against Poland, which was seen as a prerequisite for a  
successful offensive. The Silesian population was especially war-weary according to the  
commanders responsible for that area. (29)  

The Plan is dropped   

The determining factor for the abandonment of establishing the Oststaat was the rejection of  
Noske and Groener of the concept. At this point the eastern military commanders faced two  
decisions: either abandon their plans for an offensive or start a mutiny. The officers of  XVIIth 
Army Corps at Danzig were especially willing to choose the second option. After his return from 
the  meeting General von Below pointed out that the military suppression of Poland must not 
start later than 23 June 1919. On this day at 2400 hours the Versailles Treaty would be signed 
and accepted. That more officers were willing to attack is proven by a Southern Army order 
dated 21 June 1919 that  simply stated, “An offensive against Poland at all costs!” (30)   

But the preparations of both sides didn’t go unnoticed. The British newspaper The Chronicle  
published an article dated 23 June 1919, that “German force concentrations reached 300,000 
men, which makes the outbreak of hostilities very likely within a few days”. Also on this day 
officers of units around Bromberg met and decided to transmit a telegram to other units on the 
Polish front that stated their rejection of abandoning any positions or weapons and their will to 
recapture the lost territory of Posen. From all parts of the front agreeing answers were received at  
Bromberg. (31)   

Time was running fast against the eastern commanders, since Reichs Minister of War Noske sent  
a telegram to General von Below stating that any attack on Poland would be considered high 
treason. Von Below on the other side sent a telegram to Hindenburg asking if Hindenburg would 
be willing to lead the rising in the East… and adding that if he refused, he would do it himself! On 
24 June 1919 Hindenburg answered with a strict no. At this point the Prussian principle of order 
and obey must have taken the upper hand. Contrary to his initial statement von Below changed  
his mind and accepted that the government in Berlin was to make the decisions and give the 
orders.  

This breakdown of a more or less attempted coup led Batocki to publish a general  declaration in 
all German-language newspapers in the eastern provinces that the creation of a separate German 
Oststaat made no sense given the current political situation.   

Despite the unbroken willingness of the troops and their commanders to attack, the offensive 



didn’t take  place. (32)  

Conclusion   

Poland was partitioned three times in its past ultimately resulting in its disappearance from  
European maps for more than 120 years. Its population and territory had been incorporated into 
three  different Empires: Russia, Prussia and Austria-Hungary.   

Although President Wilson declared in his 14-point program that all nations had the right of self-
determination it is astounding that only the establishment of a new Poland was explicitly.  
Mentioned in it. Although point 6 mentions Russia, there was no explicit information nor formal 
expectations on how the new Bolshevik regime should handle ethnic problems with former non-
Russian ethnicities and territories. The only exception can be seen in point 13, where Wilson  
demanded that the new Polish state must include all territories with an “indisputably Polish  
population” thereby indirectly stating that those parts gained by the Russian and other Empires 
during the earlier partitions were to be returned.   

Here is where the root for future bloodshed after the more or less finished World War One was 
located. Not only did Wilson not recognize that already during the reign of the Tsar there were 
suppressions, uprisings and revolts in several parts of the Russian Empire in the past, but he 
also didn’t correct or alter his 14 points after it should have been obvious to him that the 
Bolshevik government was actively suppressing and trying to conquer newly established states 
like Lithuania, Estonia and Latvia.  The right of self-determination was neither recognized nor 
mentioned by the Entente for these  countries in any way.  

 
Wilson also neglected the fact that those territories which became part of Prussia by the three  
partitions were not solely populated by Poles, but also by Germans, Galicians, Czechs and other  
nationalities forming a conglomerate and mix of different ethnicities. And what about those  
territories conquered by the Austria-Hungarian Empire? Here the situation was similar, although  
with different ethnicities. Wilson’s unclear and vague wording, perhaps chosen with good 
intentions, sowed the seeds for further hostilities. Although it might at first have seemed clear, 
the resulting events after the guns were silenced by the armistice, showed that they  were not.  

So can it be a misunderstanding that even before the final borders were laid out all participating  
sides claimed the territories as their own? Certainly not. And here the peace conference at  
Versailles failed miserably. In their thirst for revenge and hate for the aggressor, the  German 
Reich, the Entente demanded great parts of the German East to be separated from the rest of the 
defeated Empire to be incorporated into the new Poland without any concerns about  the mixture 
and interrelationships of the different ethnicities there. Although public votes and plebiscites were 
held, they had despite their contrary outcome to the final map results, no influence on the  final 
succession of german territory. And besides the other harsh reparation demands and blaming  
Germany as the sole power to start the war, this ultimately led to another World War.   

So why did the german plan for an Oststaat not materialize?  

First of all the new government in Berlin didn’t support it wholeheartedly. On one side they  
provided weapons and equipment for the newly raised Freikorps units to protect the old border,  
but on the other side never openly stated that they wanted to retain the territories and guarantee  
their remaining within the German Reich. Therefore the often-cited feeling of the German  
population there to be left alone and betrayed can not be brushed aside.  

But did they have another option? Certainly not. While armed revolution was raging within  
Germany, the Entente was in a position to dictate any terms for a final peace treaty that they 
wished. The responsible German politicians, Scheidemann and Erzberger for example, were very 
well aware that the danger of a resumption of the war was always present. And with a broken and 
dissolving army there would be no chance for Germany to remain as any kind of state. The result 



was that their only option was to sign the Treaty and assure at least some kind of German 
sovereignty and survival.  

It may sound revisionist, but the attitude of the involved German politicians and military  
commanders in forming the ideas for the Oststaat and an invasion of Poland was not only  
influenced by the imminent territorial loss, but in great parts by the aggressive Polish expansionist 
policies under Pilsudski and some of the above-mentioned Polish politicians. Since the final 
borders of the new Poland were not drawn yet, the leaders of the new Poland followed a  policy of 
creating facts before negotiations took place. By sparking and supporting several armed revolts in 
the contested territories of Posen and Silesia, they tried to gain control of them and thereby 
expanding their territory before the final borders were drawn. They certainly interpreted point 6 of 
the Wilson program in their favor and successfully gambled on the agreement for this by the 
Entente. The Polish attack on the forming Soviet Union is another indicator for this expansionism.  

The second important reason for the failure was that the German political arm and bureaucracy 
responsible for the eastern provinces was not a unified front. They differed in their views, ways 
and borders to establish the new state and also lacked a general political direction for 
approaching not only the Entente but also their own superior government in Berlin. Even the idea 
of forming a coalition with the new Poland was an illusion, since for many decades large parts of 
the Germans considered the Polish people no more than inferior colonial subjects. This 
imperialistic thinking remained very active even within the remaining  Germany and together with 
the final outcome and execution of the Versailles Treaty at least partially enabled the Nazi rise to 
power. One of their main points for winning the elections was to regain those lost territories which 
fell on open ears amongst the german population.  

But perhaps the most important point for the failure of the Oststaat plan was, that although circles  
within the military were ready and willing to settle the matter by force, the final decline of support,  
namely by Hindenburg and Noske caused the plan to be abandoned. The responsible  
commanders of the eastern troops planned for a quick and decisive blow that would at least start  
a general public uprising in the liberated territories to overthrow Poland. They were blind to the 
actual facts and situations: the war weariness, strikes and Communist agitation in the rest of 
Germany simply did not exist for them. Whatever the diverging plans for the Oststaat were, only 
military force would enable it to materialize. And with the lack of that, the idea became obsolete in 
every way.  

The only point that became obvious during this time was the rift between the republican  
government and parts of the conservative military that culminated in the 1920 Kapp putsch 
and the continued German operations within the Baltic states.  

So in sum it can be said that while imperialism was the spark that lit the fuse for the First World 
War, expansionism fueled the fire long after the great belligerents stopped fighting.   
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