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Preface

This book is the outcome of an effort to compound my various inter-
ests: diplomacy, international relations, and Central Europe during the 
interwar period. It is the most complete study to date in the English lan-
guage on the delimitation of the Slovak–Polish border after the World 
War I. What is more, it deals with a historically neglected but important 
element of the relations between Czecho-Slovakia and Poland, and 
Slovakia and Poland – the Orava and Spiš questions.

The 1919 Paris Peace Conference was a pivotal historical event of 
the twentieth century. The Conference prepared the peace treaties with 
Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey, and sanctioned the 
borders of postwar Europe. The Conference made decisions about 
the borders of Czecho-Slovakia and Poland, two allied countries in 
Central Europe. The Tešín question, the border between Czecho-Slovakia 
and Poland in Tešín Silesia, a region of high economic value, strategic 
importance, and with a predominantly Polish population, became 
an apple of discord. While the Tešín question dominated the border 
delimitation and the relations between Czecho-Slovakia and Poland, 
the Orava and Spiš questions and the delimitation of the Slovak–Polish 
border received much less political and scholarly attention.

This work examines the delimitation of the Slovak–Polish border in 
the interwar period and the impact of the cession of parts of the Slovak 
districts in Orava and Spiš to Poland on the relations between Czecho-
Slovakia and Poland, and Slovakia and Poland. The Peace Conference 
diplomacy linked the destiny of Orava and Spiš with that of the Tešín 
region, in a protracted dispute, which left a bitter legacy for the mutual 
relations of the Slovaks, Czechs, and Poles. The Orava and Spiš border 
delimitations in the Slovak–Polish border, and their consequences for 
Slovak–Czech–Polish relations, remain largely neglected by scholars in 
the English and French historiographies. Fully aware of the complexity 
of the issues under consideration, this work attempts to make a small 
contribution towards filling an existing gap in historiography. 

The conventional understanding of the border delimitation between 
Czecho-Slovakia and Poland can be summed up in three main proposi-
tions. First, the economic imperatives of Czecho-Slovakia and Poland 
made Tešín Silesia vitally important. Second, its strategic location made 
Tešín Silesia vitally important, in particular to Czecho-Slovakia, to 
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safeguard the Bohumín–Košice railway link. Third, a large Polish major-
ity made Tešín Silesia a politically sensitive issue. These propositions 
dictated a realpolitik approach to foreign policy and national security.

Understanding and explaining the Orava and Spiš border delimita-
tions in the Slovak–Polish border and their consequences for Slovak–
Czech–Polish relations requires us to go beyond the analytic lens 
focused on the Tešín question or the narratives found in most of the 
available literature on the subject. While the existing narratives of 
the border settlement are important and still relevant, they only 
offer partial accounts of the question. Relying on previously unused 
documents primarily from the diplomatic archives in Paris, Prague, and 
Warsaw, this work, by extending the line of analysis beyond the “nar-
rative of Tešín” found in most available accounts of the Orava and Spiš 
border delimitations, will help to bring academic analysis closer to a 
more balanced and comprehensive view.

The Orava and Spiš border delimitations play an important role in 
understanding Slovak–Polish–Czech relations and international rela-
tions in the interwar and post-World War II periods. The questions 
posed by examining the Orava and Spiš border delimitations are as 
relevant in Schengen Europe as they were almost a century ago.
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1
Introduction: Rethinking Teschen, 
Orava, and Spiš, 1918–47

On 28 July 1920 the Conference of Ambassadors decided to cut in 
two the regions of Orava and Spiš and to allocate their upper parts to 
Poland.1 It was widely assumed that they were incorporated into Poland 
as a compensation for allocating predominantly Polish areas in the 
former Duchy of Teschen2 to Czecho-Slovakia3 and were a result of a 
gross misapprehension that the local population was purely Polish.4 The 
Czecho-Slovak government did not recognize these districts as Polish, 
but in fact was quite ready to abandon some parts to Poland to facilitate 
a settlement with the Polish government.5

In The Abandoned Ones: The Tragic Story of Slovakia’s Spis and Orava 
Regions, 1919–1948, Irene Matasovsky Matuschak wrote, “Today, stu-
dents can find little reference to this subject in books, and when they 
do, it is usually an addendum about the Tešin compromise.”6 One way 
of addressing this shortfall in the literature on the Slovak–Polish bor-
der in Orava and Spiš is to examine the border delimitation between 
Czecho-Slovakia and Poland after World War I from the perspective of 
its Slovak-Polish part. The present work examines the effects of the Paris 
Peace Conference border settlement on the regions of Orava and Spiš 
in Slovakia. The purpose of this study is to illustrate how Orava and 
Spiš were affected by higher diplomacy and by Czecho-Slovakia’s and 
Poland’s priorities in the border settlement and to assess the impact of 
Orava and Spiš on the relations between Czecho-Slovakia and Poland.

The Slovak–Polish border is formed by the crest of the central 
Carpathians and resembles a natural barrier. This border had been 
remarkably stable (with the exception of a small territory in Spiš) until 
the twentieth century and divided the Polish lands from Slovak terri-
tory within the bounds of the Kingdom of Hungary.7 This border was 
accepted in 1918–19 as the natural frontier between Czecho-Slovakia 
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and Poland. Orava and Spiš were two small “teacups,” two exceptions, 
which became a source of controversy between Czecho-Slovakia and 
Poland after World War I.8

Overwhelmingly peaceful relations among the Slovaks, Czechs, and 
Poles foster a certain sense of belonging to a common Central European 
cultural heritage forming an integral and dynamic part of a larger 
European heritage (see Map 1). These peaceful relations support a view 
that cooperation and friendship prevail over discord and misunder-
standing in Slovak–Czech–Polish relations.9 Newly available archival 
materials and societal changes invite scholars to contemplate new per-
spectives on Slovak–Czech–Polish relations that, in this sense of mutual 
understanding and belonging, inspire a frank exchange of views on top-
ics previously deemed too polemical to debate. Few topics are capable 
of being more controversial than border delimitation and everything 
related to it. Border delimitation, with its related territorial claims and 
the assessment of roles certain persons played in it, establishes what we 
may call a “borderland polemic.”

In the Slovak–Czech–Polish circumstances, this “borderland polemic” is 
a legacy of post-World War I border delimitations in the regions of Tešín, 

Map 1 Central Europe in 2014
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Orava, Spiš, and the village of Javorina.10 In a bilateral Slovak-Polish 
context, this “borderland polemic” comes to the forefront from time to 
time, and with variable emotional impact, to which the evaluation of the 
historical legacy of Józef Kuraś,11 the memory of Michal Dočolomanský,12 
or a relatively obscure act of vandalism on the eve of the World Cup soc-
cer qualifying match in 2010 between Slovakia and Poland all attest.13

The Slovak–Polish border and its delimitation became an issue after 
World War I when Czecho-Slovakia and Poland sought international 
recognition of their political and territorial presence in Central Europe. 
The delimitation and recognition of this border started as a relatively 
minor and secondary issue on the bilateral border delimitation agenda 
between Czecho-Slovakia and Poland. The border question rose in 
status when it was put on the multilateral international agenda at the 
1919 Paris Peace Conference and the 1920 Conference of Ambassadors. 
In the early 1920s, a relatively obscure and minuscule village of Javorina 
became a very enduring point of discord between Czecho-Slovakia and 
Poland that successfully blocked their eventual rapprochement. Javorina 
and its surroundings on the Slovak–Polish borderland attained their 
share of international limelight as the Permanent Court of International 
Justice in The Hague weighed in on a dispute between Czecho-Slovakia 
and Poland and cut the proverbial Gordian knot. 

Evidently the delimitation of the Slovak–Polish border was a part of 
the larger problem of border delimitations between Czecho-Slovakia 
and Poland. These delimitations focused primarily on Tešín Silesia 
due to economic, strategic, transportation, and ethnic considerations. 
Whereas the Czech–Polish border jigsaw concentrated on one larger 
and ethnically complex territory (Tešín Silesia), the Slovak–Polish bor-
der puzzle revolved around the smaller and ethnically less complex 
regions of Spiš, Orava, and initially also the Kysuce region adjoining 
the town of Čadca.14

The regions of Spiš and Orava failed to earn the kind of attention 
given to Tešín Silesia. The Slovak–Polish borderland, in comparison 
with Tešín Silesia, was scarcely populated and deemed economically less 
important. The question of what criteria to apply in order to pass a sen-
sible judgment on the importance of regions open to dispute necessarily 
invites criticism. But it would be fair to argue that from a perspective 
of the Czecho-Slovak government the importance of disputed regions 
in Spiš and Orava came a distant second to the region of Tešín Silesia. 
The population of the Spiš and Orava regions waged and lost an uneven 
fight with Tešín Silesia for the hearts and minds of Czecho-Slovakia and 
in international fora as well.
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The 1919 Paris Peace Conference inaugurated in international rela-
tions a new concept of national self-determination. The term “national 
self-determination” emerged in World War I, but the principle, the 
nation’s right to freely determine its political status and freely pursue its 
development, has been around for some time. In December 1917 and 
January 1918, the Allies – for their own pragmatic and ideological 
reasons – defined their war aims, and from this context emerged 
announcements by Russian, British, and American statesmen. The Russian 
Provisional Government identified itself unequivocally with national 
self-determination as a war aim in 1917 and the Bolsheviks extended 
the principle to the whole world. The Russian situation formed the chief 
raison d’être of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech on 8 January 
1918. By the 1919 Paris Peace Conference Wilson,15 whose name has been 
fully associated with the concept since his speech, had come to believe 
that it was his and the United States’ moral duty to promote national 
self-determination.16

As a manifestation of political idealism, the Conference advanced, 
albeit selectively and carefully, the idea that each nation should freely 
dispose of its own fate, if necessary in its own state. The concept of 
national self-determination was a very attractive and effective foreign 
policy tool. The Marxist leader in Russia Vladimir Ilyitch Lenin and US 
President Woodrow Wilson became the two most outspoken advocates 
of national self-determination during and after World War I. In 1919, at 
the Paris Peace Conference, the nations of Austria-Hungary and Central 
Europe expected to transform their national self-determination hopes 
into the reality of their own statehood. Inescapably, the national self-
determination programs of neighboring nations “overlapped” in their 
territorial designs. Thus, political idealism – embodied in the principle 
of national self-determination – collided with political realism, the 
so-called realpolitik, incarnated in economic, strategic, military, and 
foreign policy considerations and the local balance of power.

Border delimitations between Czecho-Slovakia and Poland acquired 
very rapidly all the attributes of realpolitik arm-twisting. The two allies 
failed to resolve their borders by themselves and consented to accepting 
the decision of the Paris Peace Conference. The Conference assumed its 
responsibility over the settlement in order to avoid any further escalation 
of smoldering conflict. The Conference decided in September of 1919 
upon a plebiscite in Tešín Silesia, Orava, and Spiš, a vote by the local pop-
ulation to trace the borders. The plebiscite of the local population in the 
disputed areas symbolized the principle of national self-determination in 
its purest form, and if applied correctly it could have been the most just 


