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While the Czechoslovak-Polish border conflict
over  Teschen,  if  still  missing  a  research  mono‐
graph  in  a  major  European  language,  at  least
rings a bell with students of Central European his‐
tory,  the  confrontation  between  Slovakia  and
Poland over the Slovak-Polish borderlands tends
to shrink to a footnote. Therefore, this debut pub‐
lication  by  Marian  Jesenský,  a  Slovak-Canadian
historian,  is  likely  to  become  a  reference  work
and deserves a closer look. 

The study is logically structured. Its six-chap‐
ter  core  mirrors  the  vicissitudes  of  the  dispute
over  the  northern  fringes  of  the  former  (Aus‐
tro-)Hungarian counties of Orava and Spiš, includ‐
ing  the  emergence of  nation-states;  the  clash at
the Paris  Peace Conference leading to the parti‐
tion by award (1918-20); a complicated border de‐
marcation (1921-24); the dormant phase and the
renaissance of the dispute in the shadow of a dis‐
integrating  Europe  (1938-39);  and  the  postwar
echoes (1945-47).  The World War II  chapter has
very little to say: in exile, the problem of Orava
and Spiš became extremely marginal to both gov‐

ernments;[1] Czechs and Poles alike advocated a
status quo antebellum, yet they differed in their
opinion as to the way to proceed. 

Jesenský  promotes  a  reconceptualization  of
the historiographic question of Polish-Slovak bor‐
der  issues/controversies.  However,  the  opening
chapter includes an introduction with little reflec‐
tion about earlier research. Rethinking is possible
only  when  the  material  has  already  been  thor‐
oughly studied and widely discussed. This level of
awareness is unlikely among readers with regard
to  an  internationally  peripheral  border  dispute.
The author’s historical outline, containing irrele‐
vant and highly debatable information (in partic‐
ular on medieval history), does very little service
to the analysis that follows. Instead, I would wel‐
come at least some background concerning the in‐
clusion  of  ethnic  peripheries  into  emerging  na‐
tional communities instead. This question has not
yet been studied adequately with regard to Orava
and Spiš.[2] 



A closer look at the abundance and variety of
sources and literature reveals just how demand‐
ing  Jesenský’s  subject  is.  The  author’s  heuristic
method, mirroring the dispersion of sources, is to
be commended. He has visited many archives in
different  countries  and  his  broad  scope  is  no
doubt  unique.  At  the  same  time,  his  approach
causes difficulties. While the impact of the US and
Canadian  (!)  archives  appears  to  be  ephemeral,
the impressive list of utilized, often voluminous,
collections  provokes  a  question:  was  Jesenský
able to delve deeply into his sources? It is impor‐
tant to note that he did not use a lot of valuable
interwar  material  from  the  Czech  Foreign  Min‐
istry Archives in Prague (collections of its politi‐
cal, intelligence, or legal sections) or from the Slo‐
vak National Archives in Bratislava (Ministry for
Administration of Slovakia and Land Administra‐
tion Authority). The very same is true of the pro‐
vincial  archives.  Indeed,  Jesenský appears to  be
aware of this deficit  and pays vivid attention to
memoirs and regional historiography. The inclu‐
sion of published sources is limited as well. For in‐
stance, only selected volumes of the Czechoslovak
diplomatic  papers  (Dokumenty  československé
zahraniční politiky,  DČZP)  were consulted: A/2/1
(November  1918  to  June  1919)  and  A/20/1-2
(1938-39). Polish diplomatic papers (Polskie Doku‐
menty  Dyplomatyczne,  PDD)  and  the  “wartime”
series of DČZP are completely absent. Such lacu‐
nae certainly pose a problem for Jesenský’s book. 

Furthermore, we can ask, to what extent is a
single author able to present, in detail, a territori‐
al dispute with a three-decade long history in two
hundred pages? Jesenský’s predecessors have al‐
ways confined themselves to a particular stage of
the dispute in the context of Czechoslovak-Polish
relations.[3] While their books tend to communi‐
cate the results of a long-term interest, it appears
that  Jesenský  ignores  much  of  this  earlier  re‐
search  and  has  less  experience  with  his  topic.
Throughout his study, Jesenský ignores post-2009
publications, for the most part, although he refers
frequently  to  marginal  contributions.[4]  For  ex‐

ample,  the  two-volume  biography  of  Edvard
Beneš is not mentioned at all.[5] Studies in inter‐
national diplomatic history are only occasionally
mentioned. 

The dispute in question was initiated, on an
inter-state level, by Poland, with Warsaw playing
a more active role than Prague. Therefore, it is es‐
sential to address the subject as an element of Pol‐
ish foreign policy, which, unfortunately, Jesenský
discusses only in a schematic manner with no ref‐
erence  to  some  classic  investigations  into
Czechoslovak-Polish  relations.[6]  A  well-docu‐
mented account of the Polish question at the Paris
Peace  Conference  by  the  Danish  historian  Kay
Lundgreen-Nielsen deserves mention. In The Pol‐
ish  Problem  at  the  Paris  Peace  Conference:  A
Study of the Policies of the Great Powers and the
Poles  1918-1919 (1979),  Lundgreen-Nielsen  re‐
vealed  relevant  excerpts  from  the  story  of  the
American intervention and brought to light how
successful  pro-Polish  activists  from  Orava  and
Spiš were with President Woodrow Wilson. It  is
also  problematic  that  the main source of  Jesen‐
ský’s knowledge of the so-called Third Europe pol‐
icy or of Polish attitudes to the Anschluss is Milica
Majeriková’s Vojna o Spiš: Spiš v politike Poľska v
medzivojnovom  období  v  kontexte  česko-sloven‐
sko-poľských  vzťahov (2007).  Majeriková  deals
with  these  issues  in  vague  terms  and  in  a  sec‐
ondary manner.  As  H-Poland readers  know,  the
Second Republic  and  its  foreign  policy  have  al‐
ways been subject to an active research interest,
and  Jesenský  should  have  employed  a  broader
source base in his analysis.[7] 

It is also important to note that Czechoslovak-
Polish relations in the period of Jesenský’s interest
have recently become a rather dynamic field. For
instance, many relevant documents of various ori‐
gins  have  recently  been  published.  In  addition,
new research has attempted to elucidate stages,
problems, and contexts, and to show how the dis‐
pute over Orava and Spiš forms part of the bigger
picture of Czechoslovak-Polish relations.[8] Jesen‐
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ský’s  conclusions  are,  unsurprisingly,  influenced
by the lacunae in his sources. For example, the au‐
thor could have elaborated his hypothesis: “An al‐
liance between Czechoslovakia and Poland could
have lessened French influence in Poland and de‐
creased  Poland’s  reliance  on  French  assistance”
(p. 62). Since both countries were and would re‐
main members of the French alliance system, was
there any realistic possibility of altering this de‐
pendence?  The  claim  that  Polish-German  rap‐
prochements lessened tensions between Warsaw
and Moscow is also tenuous. In fact, the German-
Polish Non-Aggression Declaration of January 26,
1934, led to the deterioration of Soviet-Polish rela‐
tions,  but Polish diplomacy managed to assuage
most of the negative effects.[9] 

Unfortunately, there are frequent errors in Je‐
senský’s book. For example, Erazm Piltz had nev‐
er  been  a  Polish  foreign  minister  (p.  6).  The
Czechoslovak-Polish borders are not related to the
Peace Treaty of Sévres (August 10, 1920) (p. 10).
Rather, they were mentioned in another interna‐
tional treaty which was signed in the very same
place on the very same day, but which has never
come into effect.[10] As far as the Czechoslovak-
Polish talks in Cracow (June 1919) are concerned,
it should be noted that the Czechoslovak delega‐
tion originally  lacked the mandate to  engage in
any negotiations about Orava and Spiš. When the
decision was met by the Supreme Council at the
Paris  Peace  Conference  on  September  27,  1919,
that the plebiscite was to be held in Teschen, Ora‐
va, and Spiš “within three months,” the starting
point was not specified (p. 49); thus, the deadline
remained vague.[11] With regard to the Polish of‐
fer to exchange the villages of Kacvín and Nedeca
for  that  of  Javorina  in  March  1921,  Jesenský’s
statement, about an “almost uninhabited territo‐
ry,” is misleading (p. 65). The older Galician-Hun‐
garian  dispute  over  a  mountain  lake,  Morskie
Oko, was resolved on September 14, 1902, and not
in 1907 (p. 134n7). Václav Vážny was a Czech, not
Slovak, linguist (p. 144n52); Bishop Marián Blaha’s

see  was  that  of  Banská  Bystrica,  not  Spiš  (p.
162n58). 

A further problem includes Jesenský’s use of
terminology.  In  an  empirical  study  such  as  this
one, a historian should abstain from contempla‐
tions  about  ethnical  representativeness.  Writing
Czechoslovakia with a hyphen (Czecho-Slovakia)
disregards the actual usage for most of the state’s
existence.  Such orthography is  prone to  deform
historical  terms.  Further examples of errors are
less sophisticated. Gwara means “dialect” in Pol‐
ish in general, and does not refer to a particular
one (p.  18).  There were not three Czechoslovak-
Polish border disputes, as stated in chapter 3, but
only two (some Orava-Spiš distinction is meaning‐
less). 

The  place-names  used  are  problematic  as
well. One example is the Spiš village of Javorina
initially  located  in Orava.  Misspellings  are  fre‐
quent (Wołynia versus Wołyń, p. 30; Czadecki ver‐
sus  Czadeckie,  p.  135n14),  and  an  unusual  lan‐
guage has been employed (for example, Tešín [!]
versus  Teschen  Silesia,  Frýdek  versus  Frydecki
district  [pp.  41,  152n33]).  Jesenský’s  characteris‐
tics  of  locations  are  rather  arbitrary  and might
mislead readers to demographic expectations out
of proportion. It is doubtful how useful the verba‐
tim et litteratim principle is if, for instance, a his‐
torical place-name is not identified by referring to
its current name. For example, Rychvald is Veľká
Lesná (p. 30); Velická dolina (i.e., valley) becomes
“Veľká [i.e., Big] Dolina” (p. 42). In mentioning the
1920 plebiscites in the Lower Vistula region (Al‐
lenstein/Olsztyn,  Marienwerder/Kwidzyn),  Jesen‐
ský is familiar with German place-names only. In‐
deed, no “Malá Ľubovňa” exists (p. 73). Although
Czechoslovakia aspired to incorporate some tiny
pockets in the Czech-German-Polish borderlands
in  the  early  1920s,  Hlučínsko  (Hultshiner  Länd‐
chen), having fallen to Czechoslovakia already in
the Peace Treaty of Versailles (June 28, 1919), was
not  one  of  them.  Jesenský  confuses  Hlučínsko
with  Hlubčicko  (known  also  as  Głubczyce  and
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Loeben [p. 120, although correct on pp. 123, 125]),
the two other pockets in question being Kladsko
(known also as Kłodzko or Glatz), and Ratibořsko
(known also as Racibórz or Ratibor). It is impor‐
tant  to  note  that  on  page  128  all  three  regions
have been identified according to  their  German
names only. It is true that Central European topog‐
raphy  is  complicated.  However,  this  situation
makes proper standards even more important, es‐
pecially with regard to a nonexpert audience. 

It is possible to write positively about Jesen‐
ský’s work, too. He is among the very few who ad‐
mit that the Slovak press did identify some “other‐
ness”  in the borderland population early  in the
twentieth century; that the Poles have to some ex‐
tent succeeded in promoting a Polish identity in
Orava; or that, when asked to identify themselves
with a particular nation-state, the local population
in Orava and Spiš faced a dilemma. French and
Polish  indications  that Czechoslovakia  (August-
September  1919)  signaled  greater  flexibility  on
the issue of Orava and Spiš than on Teschen, and
observations of Polish procrastination tactics cap‐
italizing on military advances against the Soviets
during the spring of 1920, are new. The claim that
the  Polish  request  for  Javorina was  meant  as  a
rapprochement and  Warsaw  was  looking  for  a
way  to  pacify  domestic  public  opinion  in  per‐
ceived losses  in  Teschen is  plausible;  Beneš  did
not  reject  the idea,  but he was not  able  to  find
enough support for it among Czechoslovak politi‐
cians. Jesenský has a valid point when he states
that  declaring  the  Munich  Agreement  null  and
void meant that territory delimited to Poland in
1920 and 1924 and occupied by Slovakia in 1939
would have to be returned to Poland. Jesenský is,
again, one of the very few to include the tiny bor‐
der corrections of the Carpathian border in east‐
ern  Slovakia  in  1938.  However,  Czechoslovakia
did not reject the Polish proposal to prolong the
two-year Annex Protocol to the Alliance Treaty of
March  1947  (p.  203n73).  Prague  unwillingly

agreed, but the talks were withheld from public
opinion.[12] 

In  conclusion,  Jesenský’s  well-structured
study  presents  the  Czechoslovak-Polish  border
dispute over Orava and Spiš for an international
audience. The author’s aim to paint a broad pic‐
ture  of  the  situation  is  commendable.  He  dis‐
agrees with the partition of the borderlands and
hints  that  this  was  the  place  where  Poland  re‐
ceived compensation for its Teschen losses; yet he
does not cultivate antipathy vis-à-vis parties and
actors who were in conflict and mentions several
valid points. Despite Jesenský’s great effort, how‐
ever, his choice of sources is deficient. The book is
unfortunately flawed in many areas. To err is hu‐
man; yet far too many mistakes, inaccuracies, and
vague  or  dubious  formulations  are  included.
These shortcomings come as rather an unpleasant
surprise, given the status of the publisher. The de‐
manding subject is partly responsible. The end re‐
sult is tentative and seemingly hastily written, not
a mature monograph. At the same time, students
of  Czechoslovak-Polish relations should take the
study into consideration. 
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