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For centuries, Gdynia remained a small agricultural and fishing village on the Baltic coast. At the beginning 
of the 20th-century Gdynia became a seaside resort town and experienced an inflow of tourists. This also 
triggered an increase in local population. After Poland regained its independence in 1918, a decision was 
made to construct a Polish seaport in Gdynia, between the Free City of Danzig (a semi-autonomous city-
state under joint League of Nations and Polish administration) and German Pomerania, making Gdynia the 
primary economic hub of the Polish Corridor. It was then that the town was given a more cosmopolitan 
character with modernism being the dominant architectural style and emerged as a city in 1926. 
  
With a population of over 250,000 and one of the most buoyant economies in the whole of Poland, Gdynia is 
certainly going places, and it can no longer be dismissed as the grey counterpart of neighbouring Gdansk 
and Sopot. Certainly, it has none of the flamboyant sweep of its neighbours, (although fans of Bauhaus won't 
be disappointed by much of the architecture). Gdynia has plenty of tricks up its sleeve. And belying its 
reputation as a business hub, Gdynia is certainly no pauper when it comes to cultural attractions. The city 
can boast one of the country's top film festivals (often dubbed the 'Polish Cannes') as well as a lively 
Summer Jazz festival. Aficionados of both film and jazz will need no introduction to Poland's marvellous 
legacy in these arts. 
  
Gdynia's rise, or indeed catapult to fame is certainly unusual. For centuries it was little more than a humble 
Kashubian fishing village. However, with Poland's rebirth after the First World War, the newly resurrected 
country was in need of a port on its northern seaboard. The decision by the Allies to make nearby Danzig 
(Gdansk) a free city, had complicated matters, and the Poles were obliged to build afresh. Gdynia was ear-
marked for development, and progress was rapid. 
  
Two ports within such close proximity of each other led to predictable rivalry, with business in Danzig - a 
predominantly German city - suffering an unavoidable blow. It was the 'Danzig Corridor', a major bone of 
contention for the Germans, that eventually sparked the war, following Hitler's appropriation of Austria and 
Czechoslovakia. Although the ports themselves were destroyed (they were carefully rebuilt afterwards), 
Gdynia survived the war, and like Gdansk, many new settlers came here from the lost eastern cities of 
Vilnius and Lwow. 
  
Gdynia today is poised at an interesting stage in its development, riding on the crest of Poland's economic 
reforms. The harbour area remains a diverting part of town to start your exploration, with a good smattering 
of museums, restaurants and other attractions, not least the popular Teatr Muzyczny (Musical Theatre) 
which has one of the liveliest repertoires in the north of the country.  
  
The development of Gdynia: 
The rapid development of Gdynia was interrupted by the outbreak of World War II. Although the German 
troops refrained from deliberate bombing, the newly built port and shipyard were completely destroyed. The 
population of the city suffered much heavier losses as most of the inhabitants were evicted and expelled. 
The locals were either displaced to other regions of occupied Poland or sent to Nazi concentration camps 
throughout Europe. After the war, Gdynia was settled with the former inhabitants of Warsaw and lost cities 
such as Lviv and Vilnius in the Eastern Borderlands. The city was gradually regenerating itself with its 



shipyard being rebuilt and expanded. In December 1970 the shipyard workers protest against the increase of 
prices was bloodily repressed. This greatly contributed to the rise of the Solidarity movement in Gdańsk. 
  
Today the port of Gdynia is a regular stopover on the itinerary of luxurious passenger ships and a new ferry 
terminal with a civil airport are under realisation. The city won numerous awards in relation to safety, 
infrastructure, quality of life and a rich variety of tourist attractions. In 2013 Gdynia was ranked as Poland's 
best city to live in and topped the rankings in the overarching category of general quality of life. Gdynia is 
also highly noted for its access to education. There are prestigious universities such as the Polish Naval 
Academy located nearby. 
  
Gdynia hosts the Gdynia Film Festival, the main Polish film festival, and was the venue for the International 
Random Film Festival in 2014. 
  
Construction of the seaport: 
The decision to build a major seaport at the Gdynia village was made by the Polish government in the winter 
of 1920,[6] in the midst of the Polish–Soviet War (1919–1920). The authorities and seaport workers of the 
Free City of Gdańsk felt Poland's economic rights in the city were being misappropriated to help fight the 
war. German dock workers went on strike, refusing to unload shipments of military supplies sent from the 
West to aid the Polish army, and Poland realized the need for a port city it was in complete control of, 
economically and politically. 
  
Construction of Gdynia seaport was started in 1921, but because of financial difficulties was conducted 
slowly and with interruptions. It was accelerated after the Sejm (Polish parliament) passed the Gdynia 
Seaport Construction Act on 23 September 1922. By 1923 a 550-metre pier, 175 metres (574 feet) of a 
wooden tide breaker, and a small harbour had been constructed. Ceremonial inauguration of Gdynia as a 
temporary military port and fishers' shelter took place on 23 April 1923, and the first major seagoing ship 
arrived on 13 August 1923. 
  
To speed up the construction works, the Polish government in November 1924 signed a contract with the 
French-Polish Consortium for Gdynia Seaport Construction, which by the end of 1925 had built a small 
seven-metre-deep harbour, the south pier, part of the north pier, a railway, and had also ordered the trans-
shipment equipment. The works were going more slowly than expected, however. They accelerated only 
after May 1926, because of an increase in Polish exports by sea, economic prosperity, the outbreak of the 
German–Polish trade war which reverted most Polish international trade to sea routes, and also thanks to 
the personal engagement of Eugeniusz Kwiatkowski, Polish Minister of Industry and Trade, also responsible 
for construction of Centralny Okręg Przemysłowy. By the end of 1930 docks, piers, breakwaters and many 
auxiliary and industrial installations were constructed (such as depots, trans-shipment equipment, and a rice 
processing factory) or started (such as a large cold store). 
  
Trans-shipments rose from 10,000 tons (1924) to 2,923,000 tons (1929). At this time Gdynia was the only 
transit and special seaport designed for coal exports. In the years 1931–1939 the Gdynia harbour was 
further extended to become a universal seaport. In 1938 Gdynia was the largest and most modern seaport 
on the Baltic Sea, as well as the tenth biggest in Europe. The trans-shipments rose to 8.7 million tons, which 
was 46% of Polish foreign trade. In 1938 the Gdynia shipyard started to build its first full-sea ship, the Olza. 
  
Construction of the city: 
The city was constructed later than the seaport. In 1925 a special committee was inaugurated to build the 
city; city expansion plans were designed and city rights were granted in 1926, and tax privileges were 
granted for investors in 1927. The city started to grow significantly after 1928. 
  
A new railway station and the Post Office were completed. The State railways extended their lines, built 
bridges and also constructed a group of houses for their employees. Within a few years houses were built 
along some 10 miles (16 km) of road leading northward from the Free City of Danzig to Gdynia and beyond. 
Public institutions and private employers helped their staffs to build houses. 
  
In 1933 a plan of development providing for a population of 250,000 was worked out by a special 
commission appointed by a government committee, in collaboration with the municipal authorities. By 1939 
the population had grown to over 120,000.  
  
The city and seaport were occupied in September 1939 by German troops and renamed Gotenhafen after 
the Goths, an ancient Germanic tribe, who had lived in the area. Some 50,000 Polish citizens, who after 
1920 had been brought into the area by the Polish government after the decision to enlarge the harbour was 
made, were expelled to the General Government. Kashubians who were suspected to support the Polish 



cause, particularly those with higher education, were arrested and executed. The main place of execution 
was Piaśnica (Groß Plaßnitz), where about 12,000 were executed. The German gauleiter Albert Forster 
considered Kashubians of "low value" and did not support any attempts to create a Kashubian nationality. 
Some Kashubians organized anti-Nazi resistance groups, "Gryf Kaszubski" (later "Gryf Pomorski"), and the 
exiled "Zwiazek Pomorski" in Great Britain. 
  
The harbour was transformed into a German naval base. The shipyard was expanded in 1940 and became a 
branch of the Kiel shipyard (Deutsche Werke Kiel A.G.). Gotenhafen became an important base, due to its 
being relatively distant from the war theater, and many German large ships—battleships and heavy 
cruisers—were anchored there. During 1942, Dr Joseph Goebbels authorized relocation of SS Cap Arcona 
to Gotenhafen Harbour as a stand-in for RMS Titanic during filming of the German-produced movie Titanic, 
directed by Herbert Selpin. 
  
The city was also the location for the Nazi concentration camp Gotenhafen, a subcamp of the Stutthof 
concentration camp near Gdańsk. 
  
The seaport and the shipyard both witnessed several air raids by the Allies from 1943 onwards, but suffered 
little damage. Gotenhafen was used during winter 1944–45 to evacuate German troops and refugees 
trapped by the Red Army. Some of the ships were hit by torpedoes from Soviet submarines in the Baltic Sea 
on the route West. The ship Wilhelm Gustloff sank, taking about 9,400 people with her – the worst loss of life 
in a single sinking in maritime history. The seaport area was largely destroyed by withdrawing German 
troops and millions of encircled refugees in 1945 being bombarded by Soviet Military (90% of the buildings 
and equipment were destroyed) and the harbour entrance was blocked by the German battleship Gneisenau 
that had been brought to Gotenhafen for major repairs. 
  
After World War II: 
On March 28, 1945, Gotenhafen was captured by the Soviets and assigned to Polish Gdańsk Voivodeship, 
who again renamed it Gdynia. 
  
In the Polish 1970 protests, worker demonstrations took place at Gdynia Shipyard. Workers were fired upon 
by the police. The fallen (e.g. Brunon Drywa) became symbolized by a fictitious worker Janek Wiśniewski, 
commemorated in a song by Mieczysław Cholewa, Pieśń o Janku z Gdyni. One of Gdynia's important streets 
is named after Janek Wiśniewski. The same person was portrayed by Andrzej Wajda in his movie Man of 
Iron as Mateusz Birkut. 
 


