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Chapter 1: Introduction

Most western histories of the Nazi-Soviet Pact have focused on the horrors inflicted upon
the population of Lithuania as a result of the German and Soviet invasions. The final legacy of the
Nazi-Soviet pact was the deportation, enslavement and murder of untold numbers of Lithuanians,
and it took more than seventy years in this century for Lithuania to finally consolidate its .
independence. Socialist historians, on the other hand, have explained the pact as the result of
western mistakes, saying that Stalin was attempting to save the Baltics from the threat of a German
invasion. In general, histories of the Nazi-Soviet pact from both sides of the Cold War have
overlooked the role that the victims played in shaping the relationship of their oppressors.

The nation of Lithuania had a brief life in the interwar years. Spawned by the Treaty of
Versailles, it survived being overrun by German, Polish and Russian armies in the early twenties,
only to be annexed by the Soviet Union, occupied by Nazi Germany and then permanently
absorbed by the Soviet Union in the early forties. Despite its small size, Lithuania found itself the
victim of the territorial ambitions of major industrialized nations because it lay in the fulcrum of an
important geo-military power struggle. Caught between the ambitions of Hitler and Stalin, the
Lithuanian government in 1939 could do nothing to prevent being invaded, but the choices that
Lithuanian President Antanas Smetona made in 1939 led to key revisions of the Nazi-Soviet pact.

From a narrative point of view, this paper is concerned with the impact of the Nazi-Soviet
Pact on Lithuania. From an analytical point of view, it is also concerned with the role that the
Lithuanian question, or questions, played in shaping Nazi-Soviet relations from 1939 to 1941.
Much has been written on the former from politically motivated historians and other observers on
both sides of the Cold War. Virtually no consideration has been given to the latter, for the simple
reason that Hitler, Stalin, and other political leaders in the twenties and thirties apparently
considered Lithuanian sovereignty to be irrelevant. Most historians have therefore assumed that
Lithuania was a passive victim, which overlooks the fact that territorial questions in Lithuania played

an important role in both the origins of the Nazi-Soviet Pact, and in the eventual dissolution of that



agreement. The key factors to be considered in this story are not the presidents or foreign ministers
of Lithuania; they are the economically and militarily valuable regions of Vilna, Memel and
Suwalki.

From the first negotiations in June 1939, to the invasion of Russia in June 1941, the Nazi-
Soviet pact was revised several times. Most of these revisions focused on Lithuania, as the Vilna,
Memel and Suwalki regions became problematic for Nazi-Soviet relations. In the first year of the
pact, disputes were easily resolved through compromise, but in the second year, as the relationship
began to dissolve into rivalry, the question of where to draw the dividing line between German and
Soviet spheres of influence became nearly impossible to resolve. Problems soon became
interlinked, as each country resorted to economic blackmail against the other. Both Germany and
the Soviet Union were dependent upon the physical manpower and Baltic seaports that Lithuania
possessed.

The three major stages of the Nazi-Soviet pact period were the signing of the pact in the
summer of 1939, the Soviet invasion of the Baltic states and subsequent revisions of the pact in the
summer of 1940, and Hitler’s decision to end the pact by invading Russia in the summer of 1941.
The signing of the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact on August 23, 1939, only one week before
Germany’s invasion of Poland on September 1, was traditionally interpreted by western historians
as an imperialistic alliance between two ambitious and powerful nations. Socialist historians, both
inside and outside of the Soviet Union, traditionally viewed the pact as the result of the failure of
League of Nations and western appeasement in the interwar years. Since the early sixties, and
especially now that recent events in eastern Europe have increased the availability of documents,
traditional interpretations of the pact are being reevaluated. The Nazi-Soviet pact, designed to
facilitate first and foremost the annexation of the Baltic states, was the product of national self-
interest, which is at the heart of all international decision making. It can be argued that any two
leaders, under the circumstances, might have made similar decisions.

The Nazi-Soviet Pact, and the accompanying partition of the Baltic states into spheres of

influence, officially began on August 23, 1939, when the German foreign minister, Joachim von




Ribbentrop, and the Soviet Commissar for foreign affairs, Vyacheslav Molotov, signed the secret
additional protocol to the treaty of nonaggression between Germany and the USSR. On the
surface, the pact was a standard nonaggression treaty, similar in wording to many of the other
international agreements of the twenties and thirties. It guaranteed, for a period of ten years, that
both sides would “desist from any act of violence, any aggressive action, and any attack on each
other.” It also prohibited both parties from participating “in any grouping of powers whatsoever
that is directly or indirectly aimed at the other party.”l

The significance of the pact, to many, lies in the attached secret protocols that divided
eastern Europe into spheres of influence between the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. A sphere of
influence is an area in which an imperial power holds political and economic hegemony. At the
center of this political rearrangement was the Baltic state of Lithuania. The Lithuanian question, and
the roots of the 1939 pact, began during the first World War, as part of the problems between
Poland, Germany and Russia. A brief look at the history of independent Lithuania up to 1939 and
its relationship with Germany, Russia and Poland in the twenties and thirties will illustrate the
origins of the pact and of the disputes which later complicated the Nazi-Soviet pact period. These
difficulties contributed to Hitler’s decision to end the Nazi-Soviet pact forcefully by invading
Russia on June 22, 1941.

One can not assert that Lithuanian questions were the most important factors in determinin g
the changing relationship between the various German and Russian governments in the interwar
years, but one can see how Lithuania served as an important litmus test for international trends. In
1939, a mutual interest in the need for a Baltic security zone led Stalin and Hitler into a tenuous
alliance, tied closely to the military objectives and expectations of the war. But because it hinged on
the progress of the war, their relationship changed frequently, and their interests in the Baltics were
at odds within two years. When the Russo-Finnish War, the fall of France and the Soviet
occupation of the Baltics all went contrary to military prognostications, the Baltic ambitions of

Hitler and Stalin were challenged and revised.

1 Nazi-Soviet Relations (Washington DC, 1948), 76-78.



The Nazi-Soviet pact has been the focus of many historical and political debates. The
American publication, in 1948, of the complete documents of the German foreign office became a
highly politicized problem. According to Socialist historians, the American release of those
documents pertaining to Nazi-Soviet relations amounted to an attempt by propagandists to pin the
blame for the outbreak of war on the Soviet Union. German-American political philosopher
Hannah Arendt tried to use the Nazi-Soviet pact as proof for her theory that Communism and
Nazism, despite ideological differences, were drawn together because they were both totalitarian.
As the history of the pact became a political tool, the underlying rationales behind the pact became
obscured. Although the theory that Stalin wanted a European war was for some time held in
disregard by historians, it has, in just the past year, been reasserted by three respected American
historians: Alan Bullock, Robert Conquest and Robert Tucker. This paper is not designed to
critique the validity of these historical interpretations, but to contribute a new angle which has been
so far overlooked.

There are two schools of historical interpretation of Hitler. The intentionalist view assumes
that most of what Hitler did was consistent with his earliest plans. Most historians agree that Hitler
was probably just stalling for time in August of 1939, concerned with the possibility of another
two-front war, but since the pact was broken in 1941 by the German invasion of the Soviet Union,
the question naturally arises, was Hitler’s Russian invasion planned from the beginning, or did
Hitler change his mind about keeping the peace with Russia? Intentionalist historians look at
Hitler’s proclamations in 1923 as proof that his Baltic ambitions were long-lived. The functionalist
interpretation, however, is that Hitler’s decision making was based upon immediate concemns, not
long-term planning. The pact was broken when it was no longer beneficial for Germany to
continue it.  As evidence, functionalist historians look at numerous revisions of the pact that were
made from 1939 to 1941, many of which were based upon the unpredictable tide of events during
the early part of the war. While Lithuania only played a part in shaping the changes in the Nazi-

Soviet relationship, an analysis of the changing attitudes towards Lithuanian problems reveals a




great deal about how quickly the complexion of the Nazi-Soviet relationship changed and at what
points in the war. A close study of Lithuania is a valuable tool for both schools of interpretation.

A similar dual interpretation is often applied to Stalin. Some western historians view Stalin
as a manipulator who forced Hitler to make concessions at a time when Hitler desperately needed
Soviet support. It therefore follows that Stalin could have stopped Hitler’s invasion of Poland if he
had refused to sign the pact. Advocates of this interpretation point out the significance of Stalin’s
replacement, on May 3, 1939, of foreign Commissar Maxim Litvinov, a man committed to building
an alliance with France and Great Britain, with Vyacheslav Molotov, who had experience dealing
with Hitler. This change in Soviet foreign policy led directly into negotiations for a Nazi-Soviet
nonaggression pact. The opposing interpretation of Stalin, generally presented by socialist
historians, paints Stalin as helplessly pushed into a comer by circumstance. Hitler, they say, knew
that the officers corps of the Red Army had been decimated by the Blood Purges of the thirties.
Stalin was in no position to wage a war in 1939, as illustrated by the embarrassing defeat of the Red
Army in the Winter War against Finland. According to this view, Stalin’s signature of the Nazi-
Soviet pact amounted to an eastern version of appeasement. Stalin himself later claimed that he had
signed the pact only to give the Soviet Union more time to prepare for war. As evidence for this
view, historians look at the way that Hitler pressured Stalin to sign the pact before the end of
August, and the insincerity of Hitler’s negotiations with Stalin in the last six months of the pact,
after he had already planned his invasion of Russia. Again, by tracing the progress of the
Lithuanian question one can find evidence to support either school of interpretation.

For the purposes of this study, we will approach Hitler and Stalin with a third interpretation,
namely that both men were, to an important degree, concerned about Baltic security. Although there
were many factors which contributed to the origins of the pact, it can, in part, be easily be traced to
mutual interests in the Baltics. The relationship between Hitler and Stalin was, therefore, contingent,
in part, upon the situation in the Baltics, and especially in Lithuania. While Estonia and Latvia were
quickly and easily conceded to the Soviet Union’s sphere on influence, the question of where to

draw the dividing line between German and Soviet interests in Lithuania was difficult to resolve. In




the first two years of the second World War, Hitler and Stalin’s interests in Lithuania rapidly drew

them together and pushed them apart.

Chapter 2: Interwar Lithuania

In the interwar years, Lithuania shared borders with Germany, Poland and Russia, and
possessed many important ports along the Baltic Sea. Because of its location, Lithuania had, for
centuries, been the battlefield for many of the wars of its larger neighbors. As the twentieth century
began, Lithuania was under Russian rule, but during the first few years of World War I, Lithuania
was taken by German forces fighting on the eastern front, and during the Russian Revolution, it
remained under German occupation.

The idea of a modern, independent Lithuanian state actually had a dual birth. In March
1917, after the first Russian Revolution, a National Council of Lithuania in exile was formed in
Russia, with the support of the Bolsheviks. In the Lithuanian capital city of Vilna, however, an anti-
Communist Lithuanian National Conference was held September with the support of the occupying
German army. These two competing bodies set the groundwork for what was to become a civil war
in Lithuania. Both groups issued resolutions demanding self-determination for the Baltic states.
Self-determination was one of the cornerstones of the New Diplomacy of the twenties, based upon
Woodrow Wilson’s proposal that in areas of geographic dispute after World War I, the people
living in any given region should be allowed to choose their own government.

The Russian army was forced to surrender when German forces, pushing through the
eastern front near Lithuania, came dangerously close to the Russian capital in Petrograd. The new
Bolshevik government in Russia was then in a weak position, and had little choice but to accept the
German terms of surrender. At Brest-Litovsk, in March 1918, the Russian delegates gave up all
claims to the Baltic territories, and promised to withdraw all remaining Red Guard detachments.
This was the first of several politically disastrous retreats from the Baltic region, a pattern which

influenced Stalin’s decisions in 1939 and 1940.




Russia’s defeat on the eastern front taught its leadership that the Baltic region was vital for
military and economic security. The loss of Lithuania was an especially sensitive issue, because
many top Bolshevik party members came from there. No Russian leader had faced such a
devastating invasion since Napoleon, and the Bolsheviks were willing to pay nearly any price in
order to prevent it from happening again, This fear of foreign invasion dominated Soviet foreign
policy in the interwar years and influenced Stalin’s attitude towards Lithuania.

On November 9, 1918, Emperor William II of Germany abdicated, and on November 11 an
armistice was signed. Two days later, the Bolshevik government revoked the Brest-Litovsk treaty,
saying that it was signed under duress, and the Red army marched into the Baltics directly behind
the evacuating German troops in November and December of 1918. Throughout 1919, both the
occupying Soviet Lithuanian Government, and its rival, the Provisional Workers’ and Peasants’
Government of Lithuania claimed legitimate authority. Aided by the Allied Powers, and with
volunteers from Finland, Norway, and Sweden, the Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia
were able to expel the Red Army the next year. Soviet troops lost Vilna, the capitol of Lithuania, on
April 19, 1920. The Soviet Lithuanian government failed in 1919 because it failed to build a strong
union between the workers and the peasants. It also failed to redistribute nationalized estates
among small farmers, and withheld voting privileges from medium-size farmers, alienating both the
rural sectors. In the countryside, the Red Army was universally detested because it demanded food
and looted farms. In the cities, the administrative organs of the Soviet government were poorly run,
and did not set up an effective secret police. Urban workers were generally uninterested in
ideology, and so remained politically uninvolved and apathetic. For the second time in two years,
Russia troops were forced to retreat from the Baltics. The Soviet invasions in 1940 and 1944 both
corrected the mistakes made in 1919.2

At the same time that it was expelling the Russian Army, the fledgling independent
Lithuanian government was also resisting a Polish invasion in the South. On July 10, 1920, the

Polish government promised to withdraw as well, and by signing the Spa Protocol, it recognized

2 Albert Tarulis, Soviet Policy Towards the Baltic States (Notre Dame, 1959), 52.



Lithuanian independence. On July 12, the Russo-Lithuanian Peace Treaty was signed, granting full
sovereignty to Lithuania, and renouncing all of Lithuania’s former obligations to the Russian state.3

The peace was short lived. After the Bolshevik revolution in Russia, Lenin faced a
devastating civil war. The White armies, attempting to remove the Bolsheviks from power, attacked
from all sides. For the second time in a decade, western enemies launched an attack on Russia
through Lithuania, thus emphasizing for the Bolsheviks the vital importance of Lithuania for
Russian national security. A mere two days after si gning the Russo-Lithuanian Peace Treaty, the
Red Army entered Vilna on July 14, 1920 as part of a counter-offensive against the Polish White
Army. Unfortﬁnately for the people living in Vilna, their city lay in the path between Poland and
Russia, and was considered the gateway to Petrograd. An agreement for the withdrawal of Russian
troops was not reached the end of August.

As the tide changed, and the Polish Army pushed back Trotsky’s Red Army, the Poles
signed a pact with Lithuania on October 7, which guaranteed that Vilna belonged to independent
Lithuania. Two days later, however, Polish troops reoccupied Vilna, and maintained more than a
third of eastern Lithuania for years despite the protests of the Lithuanian government and that of
Russia as well. The League of Nations did not intercede on Lithuania’s behalf. , thus undermining
the League’s value as an arbiter of international crises.4

Despite these crises, Lithuanian nationalism flourished in the early twenties, and memories
of Lithuania’s fifteenth century glory were rebomn. During the reign of King Vytautas the Great,
who ruled from 1392 to 1430, the kingdom of Lithuania had stretched from the Baltic to the Black
Sea, and from Moscow to the Bug and Dneister Rivers.5 The emergence of Lithuanian nationalism
was viewed with trepidation by Poland, Russia and Germany. In Russia, Trotsky carried on a
literary debate in the early twenties with the Russian historian Pokrovsky which centered on the role
which the Lithuanian kingdom had played in the origins of the Russian state. According to

American historian Robert Tucker, Stalin was strongly influenced by these debates. Tucker writes,

3 Tarulis, Soviet Policy, 18.
4 Tarulis, Soviet Policy, 61.
5 Vytautas Vaitickunas, Lithuania (New York, 1965), 12.




“Stalin saw a likeness in the country’s situation now and in that former hostile encirclement of
Tartars, Swedes, Polish-Lithuanian nobles and other foreign enemies.”® Stalin’s paranoid policy
towards Lithuanian security in 1939 was probably influenced by this early impression.

Territorial disputes in Lithuania were not easily resolved. The German government was
interested in the Memel region on the West coast of Lithuania, which contained a concentration of
ethnic Germans, and the prosperous Memel sea port. The modern and wealthy city of Vilna in the
South-East, cultural and intellectual capital of eastern European Jewry, was a tempting prize for
Poland. Russia was particularly interested in Baltic sea ports situated in Lithuania, and in
Lithuania’s status as a buffer state. Lithuanian self-determination was treated as if it were of
secondary importance to all the major powers in Eastern Europe, yet they all signed treaties
guaranteeing Lithuanian security in order to exclude the others from gaining a foothold in the
Baltics.

The Soviet-Lithuania treaty of nonaggression, signed in September, 1920, stated that the
Bolshevik government supported Lithuanian claims to Vilna and eastern Lithuania. The Polish
government felt that this violated the spirit of the Russo-Polish Peace Treaty, thus straining an
already tenuous agreement. The Soviet government did not want the Baltic buffer zone to become
an armed camp, so when Poland, Lithuania, Estonia, and Finland formed a casual alliance in March
1922, Russia felt that its treaties were being broken. An international disarmament Conference held
in Moscow in December failed, mainly because of the territorial disputes between Poland and
Lithuania.”

As part of the Treaty of Versailles, which Germany was forced to sign after the first World

War, Germany renounced its claim over the Memel region in western Lithuania.8 This was one of




strip along Lithuania’s eastern coast had the additional complication of being predominantly
Protestant, while Lithuania was a Catholic nation. Religious differences served to aggravate
sensitive, nationalistic tensions.

In January 1923, Lithuanian troops seized the Memel territory, which had been placed under
League of Nations jurisdiction. After four months of negotiations, the Memel Statute was signed
by Britain, France, Italy and Japan, recognizing Lithuanian sovereignty over Memel, but also
making Memel an autonomous region within Lithuania. Many ethnic Germans in Memel favored a
Pan-German movement, but they were suppressed under the policies of the new Lithuanian
President, Antanas Smetona.

Seldom does a dictator announce his intentions beforehand as plainly as Adolf Hitler. In
Mein Kampf, Hitler made it clear that German living space required eastward expansion. Hitler
said that German leaders had made the mistake of trying to expand into the West and the South,
when Germany’s true destiny lay in the East: “If we speak of soil in Europe today, we can
primarily have in mind only Russia and her vassal border states.”

Historians have argued over the degree of continuity in Hitler’s policies. From the
intentionalist point of view, Hitler eventually accomplished his goal of Baltic conquest in 1941.
Functionalist historians, however, argue that Mein Kampf, published in 1923, advocated an
unrealistic and radical approach to international politics, ostensibly to attract nationalistic support
for the Nazi movement. In 1933, when Hitler was appointed Chancellor, many observers noted that
he had calmed down his rhetoric and earlier extremism. In January 1934, Hitler told the Reichstag,
“We welcome the desire for a stabilization in the East through a system of pacts.”10 Observers in
1934 hoped that Germany was on the road towards international reconciliation. The bottom line is
that Hitler’s attitude towards Lithuania throughout the Nazi-Soviet pact period indicates that he
tended to assume that Lithuania was a useful tool, not a sovereign nation.

The security of the newly created Baltic states of Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia was a

sensitive issue for the Soﬁet Union in the thirties. Not wanting to repeat the horror of the World

9 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (Boston, 1943), 652.
10 pri, Light on Moscow (New York, 1939), 19-21.
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War [ German invasion, and desiring a foothold on the Baltic Sea, the Soviet government
considered the future of the Baltic states to be essential to its interests. The fear of German
expansion into this region was a central concern of Stalin in all of his international negotiations
during the inter-war period, and relations between the Soviet Union and Germany in the early
thirties floundered, at least in part, on the Baltic question.
According to Reich foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, “The small territory of

Memel, being the land mentioned in our National anthem, was always very dear to the hearts of the
German people.”!! According to Hitler, there were 140,000 ethnic Germans living in Memel in the
thirties, whose rights were being violated by the Lithuanian government, in spite of the Memel
Statute. At several party rallies in the early thirties, Hitler referred to the situation in Memel to
support his claim that all German people wanted to be part of the Reich, and that they needed
German protection from foreign oppressors.12 Since 1923, the Lithuanian government had
suppressed German nationalist movements in Memel, but Memel Nazis, led by a Dr. Emst
Neumann, grew in popularity in the thirties.

Although Hitler hoped to eventually incorporate Memel into the Reich, he was concerned in
1938 that an overly zealous and violent movement in Memel might jeopardize Germany’s
diplomatic maneuvering in Czechoslovakia, So he urged Neumann to keep things quiet. By the end
of 1938, however, it was clear that neither Neumann nor the Lithuanian government could control
the region. In local parliamentary elections in December, the Nazi party in Memel received over 87
per cent of the vote.13 Hitler waited until he had secured Bohemia and Moravia before he pursued
the Memel question, but he instructed the military to make plans for a Lithuanian invasion as early
as March 1938. On March 20, 1939, Ribbentrop gave the Lithuanian foreign minister an
ultimatum, and two days later Hitler peacefully acquired the Memel territory from Lithuania. It was

his last bloodless acquisition. 14
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At the time of the Memel acquisition, Ribbentrop promised the Lithuanian government that
Germany’s territorial ambitions in Lithuania were completely satisfied. Asa show of good faith, he
guaranteed that Lithuanian merchants could retain uninhibited access to the Memel Free Port Zone,
which was the source of most of Lithuania’s Baltic trade. In exchange, Ribbentrop negotiated
commercial agreement at that time which provided Germany with more than half of Lithuania’s
exports. Ribbentrop also attempted to get a commitment from the Lithuanian government that
Lithuanian troops would assist in the upcoming German invasion of Poland. Hoping to put
pressure on the Lithuanian government, the State secretary in the German foreign office, Baron
Emnst von Weizsicker, approved the distribution of eight to twelve thousand marks a year for a pro-
Nazi political group in Lithuania called the Woldermas supporters.!5 German involvement in
Lithuanian politics is characteristic of Hitler’s overall attitude towards the importance of Lithuania
to German security, and proves that Hitler’s ambitions in Lithuania did not end with the Memel
acquisition.

Hitler needed to have a stronghold in Poland and a peaceful eastern front before he could
attack France. He hoped that Britain and France would be less likely to react immediately to the
Polish invasion if they could not count on Russian support, but it is clear that Hitler planned on
invading Poland in September, regardless of how negotiations went with Stalin. Stalin knew about
Germany’s planned Polish invasion, and also probably guessed that delaying an alliance would not
delay that invasion. From a strategic point of view, Stalin was in a better bargaining position before

war began than he would be afterwards, especially if he wanted to protect his interests in the Baltics.

The Memel situation had already shown Stalin that Hitler was possibly looking to absorb Lithuania
- Fruitless research has been done for many years, attempting to prove whether it was
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the importance of having a Baltic agreement before the outbreak of war warranted immediate action

in 1939.
Chapter 3: Negotiating a Devil’s Bargain

After Hitler’s incorporation of Czechoslovakia in 1938, the British and French
governments decided that their policy of appeasement was flawed, so they courted better relations
with Stalin as a means of containing Nazi expansion. The Soviet Commissar for foreign affairs,
Maxim Litvinov, who had been the architect of the Franco-Soviet Pact of 1934, attempted to reach a
new anti-Hitler arrangement. Stalin, however, apparently distrusted the sincerity of the British
mission, and believed that he had less to gain from an alliance with the West than he would from an
alliance with the Nazis. Negotiations for a triple alliance between England, France and the Soviet
Union thus reached an impasse in 1939, and on May 3, Litvinov was replaced by Vyacheslav
Molotov. Molotov was a loyal supporter of Stalin’s policy approach, and his appointment brought
foreign policy more completely under Stalin’s direct control.

The major obstacle to a British-French-Soviet alliance was the animosity between Poland
and Russia. The Polish government refused to allow Soviet troops to enter Poland in order to help
fight off a Nazi invasion. The Polish government feared exactly what later came to pass, that is, that
once the Red Army entered Poland, they would never leave. Furthermore, the British and French
were unwilling to guarantee the independence of the Baltic states, even though they expected Stalin
to guarantee the independence of Poland and Rumania . In a speech before the third session of the
Supreme Soviet on May 31, 1939, Molotov complained about the inadequacies of British and

French negotiations with the Soviet Union, saying,
The English and French left open the question of whether the USSR in its turn could count on
their help if it became the object of direct aggression, just as another question was left open,

whether they could take part in guaranteeing the small states bordering on the USSR, covering the




north-western Soviet frontier, if these should prove unable to defend their neutrality against attack

by the aggressors.16

Because, in part, the Baltic question had created a conflict of interests between England,
France and the Soviet Union, Stalin sent out diplomatic feelers for a Nazi-Soviet arrangement based
upon their mutual interests in Baltic security. In June, it was reported to the German foreign office
that Georgei Astakhov, the Soviet ambassador to Germany, had discussed with the Bulgarian
minister in Germany the possibility of a Nazi-Soviet nonaggression treaty: “The fear of a German
attack, either via the Baltic states or via Rumania was an obstacle. In this connection the Chargé
[Astakhov] had also referred to Mein Kampf..... If Germany would declare that she would not
attack the Soviet Union or that she would conclude a nonaggression pact with her, the Soviet Union
would probably refrain from concluding a treaty with England.”17 Although the Bulgarian minister
was an odd choice for a messenger, the information got through to Hitler that the Soviet Union was
now interested in pursuing the possibility of an agreement at the expense of British-French
negotiations.

In Moscow, Molotov met with the German ambassador to the Soviet Union, Count
Friedrich Wemer von der Schulenburg, and discussed at length the significance of the Baltic states
to Germany and the Soviet Union. Molotov reflected Stalin’s suspicion of German intentions in
the Baltic region, but at the same time invited German assurances that a peaceful and permanent
arrangement could be achieved. Commenting on the German-Lithuanian nonaggression pact,
signed at the time of Germany’s forced annexation of Memel, Molotov said he believed that
“Germany had concluded them in her own interest, and not out of love for the Soviet Union. He
had to doubt the permanence of such treaties after the experience which Poland had.”18

Schulenburg replied that, “our treaties provided the Baltic countries with additional security, in

which the Soviet Union was very much interested.”®

16 Jane Degras, Soviet Documents on Foreign Policy, vol. 3 (London, 1953), 336.
17 Nazi-Soviet Relations, 21.
18 Nazi-Soviet Relations, 27.
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The Baltic question came up again very openly in a meeting between Astakhov and Dr. Karl
Schnurre, head of the eastern European and Baltic section of the commercial policy division of the
German foreign office. Astakhov twice returned to the subject of spheres of influence in the Baltics
as an issue which might prevent a Russo-German nonaggression pact.20 Schnurre reported to his
superiors, “Our assumption that the Baltic countries and Finland, as well as Rumania, were in our
sphere of interest completed for the Soviet Union the feeling of being menaced.”2!

Schnurre’s report also illustrated the importance of the Baltic question in the origins of the
Nazi-Soviet pact. Here, only one month before the signing of the pact, territorial questions in

Lithuania seemed to be the major source of Astakhov’s hesitation:

During the subsequent discussion Astakhov came back again to the question of the Baltic
countries and asked whether, besides economic penetration, we had more far-reaching political aims
there... After describing our commercial relations to the Baltic countries, I confined myself to the

statement that no German-Russian clash of interests would result from all these questions.?2

Anxious to take advantage of this change in Soviet foreign policy, the German foreign office
worked quickly to appease Soviet concerns. Baron Emst von Weizséicker, State secretary in the
German foreign office, then sent instructions to Schulenburg, in Moscow: “If the talks proceed
positively in the Baltic question too, the idea could be advanced that we will adjust our stand with

rds to the Baltic in such a manner as to respect the vital Soviet interests in the Baltic.”23 Reich
Joachim von Ribbentrop also told Astakhov in Berlin, “There was no problem
y the Black Sea that could not be solved between the two of us. I said that there

1 the Baltic and that Russian interests by no means needed to clash

two years of the war repeatedly referred to

\fter the war, socialist historians
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focused on western appeasement policy and the exclusion of the Soviet Union from the Munich
conference to explain the pact. Western historians, even now, still tend to focus on the personal
ambitions of Hitler and Stalin to explain the pact, but Ribbentrop’s repetitious reference to the
Baltics indicates that the Baltic questions played a central role in the ori gins of the Nazi-Soviet pact,
a fact which has been generally overlooked by many historians of this period.

Schulenburg met with Molotov in Moscow on August 4 to discuss the future of Nazi-Soviet
relations. The two men discussed at length the question of the Baltic states, and Schulenburg
“stressed the absence of opposition of interests in foreign policy and mentioned German readiness
so to orient our behavior with regards to the Baltic states, if occasion arose, as to safeguard vital
Soviet Baltic interests.” The question then arose as to what did Germany consider the boundaries
of the Baltics? Molotov, “was interested in learning what States we meant by the term and whether
Lithuania was one of them.”25 The question of Lithuanian boundaries remained problematic
throughout the Nazi-Soviet pact period. In the early summer of 1939, the German government
wanted Lithuania in its sphere of influence because Ribbentrop was in the process of courting
Lithuanian support in the upcoming German war against Poland. Ribbentrop promised the
Lithuanian government that if the Lithuanian army participated in the conflict, the German
government would arrange for the city of Vilna to be returned to Lithuania.

- Immediately after Schulenburg’s discussion with Molotov, the possibility of a

_nonaggression pact was already influencing German foreign policy, although no concrete

jon of the terms had begun. In a letter to the German foreign office, Schulenburg implied

o

d reject the Estonian suggestion that Germany unilaterally guarantee the

P Ealuo gues
dly in 1939 as a result of Hitler’s hope for a Nazi-
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