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stonia, Latvia, and Lithuania emerged from the ashes of World War I with dreams of creating viable 
democracies that would flourish in the aftermath of the “war to end all wars.” But, like many of the 
new nations in Central and Eastern Europe during this period, their dreams soon fell prey to the 

vicissitudes of the global economy and the immaturity of their political institutions. Internationally, they 
created a three-state Baltic Entente in the 1930s to coordinate diplomatic efforts to strengthen their tenuous 
position along the southeastern Baltic Sea littoral between Germany and Soviet Russia. They also hoped it 
would give them a sense of diplomatic well-being in the face of these regional threats to their independence. 
Historically, with the exception of Lithuania, which was once part of a joint commonwealth with Poland, 
each of the Baltic states had little experience with political independence and suffered from centuries of 
domination by whichever great power dominated the southeastern Baltic Sea region. Each of them had also 
been dominated by a Baltic German elite for centuries, though this was somewhat tempered in Lithuania, 
where Polish culture and Catholicism held sway.  

The current article under review deals modestly with this deeper historical background and begins with the 
appointment of John C. Wiley, a seasoned U.S. diplomat, to the post of envoy extraordinary and minister 
plenipotentiary to Estonia and Latvia in the summer of 1938. Wiley thus becomes the central figure in this 
discussion of the role that he, and to a much lesser degree, his subordinate American diplomats, played in 
Estonia and Latvia in one of the tensest regions of Europe from 1938-1940. Wiley, who was based at the U.S. 
legation in Riga, the Latvian capital, also oversaw American diplomatic interests in Tallinn, the capital of 
Estonia. Little mention is made of the third Baltic state—Lithuania—which had a separate U.S. presence in 
its capital, Kaunas.1  

In some ways, this is a rather uncritical account of Wiley’s views seen through the prism of his diplomatic 
notes to Washington. The author concludes by praising Wiley for providing the State Department with an in-

                                                       
1 Estonia had a legation in New York City while Latvia and Lithuania had their legations in Washington, D.C. 
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depth view of how Estonian and Latvian leaders viewed their countries in the larger world, and different facets 
of his humanitarianism. While there is no doubt that Wiley was a capable diplomat, what is missing in this 
article and his diplomatic accounts is a discussion of the complexity of the international threats facing Estonia 
and Latvia. This is particularly the case when it came to providing Washington with the larger historical 
context of the growing threat of Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia to Baltic independence. Without such 
context, it is difficult fully to describe the gradual erosion of Baltic independence from the fall of 1939 
through the summer of 1940.  

To do this, one would need to do research in British Foreign Office records at the National Archives in Kew,2 
which provide a much more sophisticated look at developments in the southeastern Baltic littoral than 
American diplomatic files in the U.S. National Archives. German and Soviet foreign records are equally 
important in providing important details about Nazi and Soviet designs on the Baltic States during this 
dangerous period in Baltic history. Unfortunately, by focusing principally on Wiley’s diplomatic reports to 
the State Department instead of the larger body of regional State Department reports related to the topic, the 
author does not bring to life important details about the complex tragedy enveloping the Baltic States. For 
example, though she mentions briefly the extremely important talks between the British, the French, and the 
Soviets in the spring and summer of 1939 to develop a three-power alliance that would counter Hitler’s 
growing threats in Europe, she does not discuss Germany’s offer of nonaggression pacts for each of the Baltic 
States. This was truly a Scylla and Charybdis moment for Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, whose only response 
to these offers were declarations of neutrality that had little to do with the larger threats they faced. In the 
end, all of these diplomatic machinations failed. Talks between London, Paris, and the Kremlin fell apart 
because the British and French refused to consider allowing Soviet leader Joseph Stalin to make preemptive 
moves against the Baltic States if he perceived a Baltic drift into the German camp.  While Wiley certainly 
was correct in his analysis of Estonia and Latvia’s fear of the threat of Soviet Russia if talks with the British 
and French succeeded, it is difficult to know from the files selected by the author how seriously he viewed 
Moscow’s threat to Baltic independence. Much of this, of course, was moot, since extremely secretive talks 
between Germany and the Soviet Union took place at the same time, and led to the Soviet-German treaty of 
23 August 1939, with its secret provisions, which ultimately determined the fate of Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania over the next elevens months.  

What came next, a series of developments that really underscores the true focus of the Soviets and their long-
range plans for the Baltic States, also deserves more attention. The author refers to only three diplomatic 
sources for the brief discussion of these extremely dangerous moves by the Soviets, whereas Wiley and other 
American diplomats in the region provided Washington with a detailed account of Stalin’s decision to force 
Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania to accept mutual assistance pacts that allowed Moscow to station troops in 

                                                       
2 FO 371. Political Departments. General Correspondence from 1906-1966. 
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each state.3 And, as a sop to Lithuania, the Soviets returned Vilnius, which had been under Polish control 
since the end of World War I.4  

The article also does not say enough about the dramatic forced transfer of the Baltic Germans from the Baltic 
States in October and November of 1939, and the underlying reasons for this move by German leader Adolf 
Hitler. It should not be forgotten that since the mid-1920s, Hitler had ideologically linked the Jews with the 
Soviet Union and used the concept of ‘Jewish Bolshevism’ as a cornerstone of his ideological thinking about 
everything Soviet and Jewish. The sudden decision to force the large Baltic German populations, particularly 
in Estonia and Latvia, to flee to the Reich underscores Hitler’s deep suspicion of Soviet intentions and 
reminds us of his lingering hatred and distrust of the country he saw as the bastion of “Jewish Bolshevism.” In 
making this move, Hitler was acting out his most basic racial fears and signaling to Stalin his lack of faith in 
their long term relationship. 

Hitler’s move spurred Stalin to make one of his own - to try to force Finland, whose citizens were ethnic and 
linguistic first cousins of the Estonians—to accept a Baltic-style mutual assistance pact. The Finns, who warily 
watched Stalin’s moves against the Baltic States just across the Gulf of Finland, were prepared to fight any 
such moves. When it became apparent to Stalin that Finland would not succumb to his diplomatic threats, he 
launched air raids on Helsinki, the capital, and other Finnish cities. What followed was the Winter War, 
which saw the Finnish military stop the Red Army dead in its tracks. In what would be the last meetings of 
the Baltic Entente, Baltic leaders again declared their neutrality.  

As the war continued, Baltic capitals were filled with rumors that Moscow would soon demand more from 
the Baltic States including military bases and related issues. The author notes that Karlis Ulmanis, Latvia’s 
president, addressed the nation on radio in early 1940 about this and “encouraged Latvians to prepare for 
war” (165). In reality, his speech dealt principally with preparing his people for uncertain times in the future. 
But when some interpreted it as a warning to the Soviets, he went back on the air and said that relations with 
Moscow were “‘very satisfactory.’” He also criticized foreign reports that his country was being Sovietized.5 

                                                       
3 Wiley, who detested the Soviets, wrote Loy Henderson, vice director of the State Department’s European 

division, in the fall of 1939, “I must say that, having been utterly convinced that the Kremlin was populated by apes and 
the Narkomindel [Soviet foreign office] by their lowly parasites, I have been taken aback with awesome admirations by 
the brilliance of Soviet diplomatic manoeuvring.” Kaarel Piirimäe, Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Baltic Question: Allied 
Relations during the Second World War (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 33. 

4 Vilnius was seized by the Soviets as they moved into their zone of occupation in Poland as an active German 
ally in September 1939. The Poles had seized it in the early 1920s from newly independent Lithuania; see, for example, 
David M. Crowe, The Baltic States and the Great Powers: Foreign Relations, 1938-1940 (Boulder: West Press, 1993), 215- 
222, n1-67. One of the most detailed early studies of the Soviet takeover of the Baltic States in 1939-1940 is a 
Congressional investigation, Baltic States; A Study of their Origin and National Development; Their Seizure and 
Incorporation into the U.S.S.R. Third Interim Report of the Select Committee on Communist Aggression, House of 
Representatives, Eighty-Third Congress, Second Session 1954. Under the Authority of H. Res. 346 and H. Res. 438, 
edited by Igor Kavass and Adolph Sprudzs (Buffalo: William S. Hein, 1972). 

5 Crowe, The Baltic States, 139-140. 
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There were also some modest discussions between Estonia and Latvia’s military leaders about a possible Soviet 
attack, though they never bore fruit.6  

What triggered Moscow’s next moves was the end of the Winter War in early March and Hitler’s dramatic 
conquest of much of Western Europe in the spring and early summer of 1940. Stalin, who watched in dismay 
as the Wehrmacht swept through Western Europe, was now determined to follow suit and create a buffer 
along his western borders. On June 17, his Foreign Minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, congratulated Count 
Friedrich von Schulenberg, Germany’s Ambassador, for the victory in the West, and added that three days 
earlier Soviet forces had moved into the Baltic states. 7  

The takeover was swift. On June 14, during a meeting in Moscow, Molotov told his Lithuanian counterpart, 
Juozas Urbšys, that his government demanded a change in government accompanied by a rapid move of Red 
Army into his country. Two days later, Estonia and Latvia received the same demands. The reasons for these 
moves were the formation of an anti-Soviet military alliance with Lithuania, shared pro-British sympathies, 
and the failure to believe “in the strength of the German-Soviet friendship.”8 The subsequent takeover was 
harsh and brutal, no surprise given that Stalin had ordered the murder of almost 22,000 Polish officers and 
others in Katyn and other former Polish cities under Soviet control months earlier.9  

Stalin sent some of the most prominent members of his government to oversee the takeover of the Baltic 
States, including Andrei Zhdanov (Estonia) and Andrei Vyshinsky (Latvia). They orchestrated Soviet-style 
elections in mid-July, followed by requests from the new puppet legislatures for inclusion as republics in the 
U.S.S.R. From 1-6 August 1940, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania became the 14th, 15th, and 16th Soviet 
Socialist Republics.  

Wiley’s reports to the State Department were quite accurate and captured the crisis that was sweeping the 
Baltic States. He also understood the helplessness of his position and that of the United States. At this point, 
all that Washington could do was to condemn Soviet actions and take concrete actions to protest Stalin’s 
move. The author discussed the statement by Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles on July 23 but does 
not mention that ten days earlier the U.S. government, responding to a request from the three Baltic legations 
in Washington and New York, froze all Baltic assets in the U.S. Some of these funds would be used to keep 
the Baltic diplomatic missions afloat until the collapse of the Soviet Union in early 1991 and the reemergence 
of Baltic independence soon afterwards.  

                                                       
6 Estonian and Latvian officials decided at the Tallinn meeting not to include Lithuania in these discussions for 

fear of antagonizing the Soviets, though there are some indications that there were military talks between the three 
neighbors.  

7 Stephen Kotkin, Stalin: Waiting for Hitler, 1929-1941 (New York: Penguin Press, 2017), 768-770. 

8 Piirimä, Roosevelt, Churchill, and the Baltic Question, 7. 

9 Monika Komaniecka, Krystyna Samonowska, Mateusz Szpytma, and Anna Zechenter, “Katyn Massacre—
Basic Facts,” The Person and the Challenges 3:2 (2013): 65-92. Three of the four authors are members of Poland’s 
Institute of National Remembrance, which is responsible for the investigation of crimes against the people of Poland 
over the last century. 
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The British government followed suit, which the Kremlin constantly challenged. After the German invasion 
of the Soviet Union in 1941, Moscow intensified these protests, generally to no avail. The U.S. did agree to 
tone down some of the language in the 1940 statement about the Soviet takeover of the Baltic States, but did 
nothing further to cater to Soviet objections.  

I had occasion to visit the Estonian and Latvian legations in Washington in the 1980s and it was a step back 
in time. After the war, many Baltic emigres fled to the U.S., and after the UN adopted the Genocide 
Convention in late 1948, they aggressively promoted the charge of Soviet genocide in Estonia, Latvia, and 
Lithuania. The Baltic legations quietly and diplomatically promoted this idea along with the idea of Baltic 
independence. This theme was also promoted by various Baltic emigre groups as well as a major Baltic 
scholarly association. For many, Soviet control over Russia and Eastern Europe seemed eternal, though the 
former Baltic States found ways to create a way of life unknown to many in other parts of the Soviet Union. 
When Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in the mid-1980s, Baltic activists, driven by the disaster at 
Chernobyl, formed a human environmental chain that provided an impetus for similar activists in the Soviet 
Union. So this thin thread or dream of independence, in a modest way, helped pave the way for the revival of 
Estonian, Latvian, and Lithuanian nationhood. Today, they are shining examples of the fruits of democracy 
in the Baltic region of the former Soviet Union. 
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